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Salinger and the Koreans

On Christmas Eve, on a New York street, the Cosmic Observer met a lonely old
man who called himself Salinger. He was dressed in rags, sickly, cold, hungry,
and on the verge of death. Yes, he was indeed Jerome David Salinger, the author
of The Catcher in the Rye.

The Cosmic Observer decided to make him a subject of his study and took
him into a McDonald’s, where the Observer bought him whatever he wanted to
eat. As the embarrassed Salinger wolfed down his Chicken McNuggets and Filet-
O-Fish sandwich, he told the Observer the story of his life.

After The Catcher in the Rye catapulted him to fame, Salinger retired to
seclusion in rural New Hampshire. There, in the hills next to the Connecticut
River, he bought about ninety acres of farmland. He built a cabin on top of
a hill, planted trees and gardens over the property, and surrounded it with a six-
and-a-half-foot chain-link fence connected to an alarm. He proceeded to live
a hermit’s life there.

The site for his cabin was a picturesque, sunny spot that seemed untouched
by progress. To live as a pretend deaf-mute hermit in a cabin away from people
was, of course, the dream of Holden Caulfield — and as it turned out, also the
dream of Salinger himself. Once he had settled into his cabin, he rarely went out.
Visitors had to first contact him by mail or by passing a note through the gate,
and if they were strangers, Salinger simply kept the gate shut, refusing even to
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answer them. He was seldom seen in public, and even when he drove his Jeep
into town to shop for books and necessities, he kept conversations to an absolute
minimum. When anyone tried to greet him in the streets, he turned around
immediately and fled. His picture appeared only in the first three editions

of The Catcher in the Rye, and thereafter, due to his insistence, the publisher

had to remove the portrait. It was so difficult to find an image of him that a
French newspaper once mistakenly published a photograph of Pierre Salinger,
the White House Press Secretary, to accompany an article about the famous
author. In addition, once he had become a household name, his writing slowed
drastically, and he hardly ever published new works.

The great American people were content with Salinger’s choice. In fact,
if time’s trajectory had not been bifurcated due to the Cosmic Observer’s
observation, Salinger would have gone on living as a recluse until death from
natural causes at age ninety-one. All in all, not a bad life.

Unfortunately, trouble came to the timeline just as he had hoped to
disappear anonymously from the world — the fault of the Cosmic Observer.

No one knows what the Observer intended, but, as a result of his interference,
the armed forces of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea conquered

the United States of America. The North Korean scientists did not rely on their
primitive nuclear weapons; instead, they used the newly invented Quantum
Reambiguator, which changed the topology of spacetime and allowed anything
to happen.

As aresult, the invincible Korean People’s Army not only unified the
Korean Peninsula but also conquered the rest of the world. To be honest, the KPA
really was an impressive army: disciplined, orderly, never looting as much as
a single needle or thread from the conquered civilian populations. If there were
no barracks in the conquered cities, the soldiers slept in the streets and left
the residents secure in their houses. They were solely interested in liberating
the entire human race, freeing both their bodies and minds. The world had
been without hope of salvation, just as Salinger described in his book: capitalism
was rotten through and through. Oh, how the people suffered from spiritual
crises, and economic catastrophe followed economic catastrophe! Each day was
worse than the day before, and the next day worse yet. The living envied the
dead. Maybe this was why the great author had retired to his cabin in the woods:
he was the only one who understood how bad things were.

The Koreans saw Salinger as a precursor to the full liberation of humanity.
It was because of his book that the Koreans had vowed to liberate the entire
human race in the first place. These gentle, unsophisticated, earthy people from
Asialoved Salinger from the depths of their hearts. Under the direction
of the Supreme Commander in Chief, Salinger’s book had been translated into
Korean many years ago and been read by generation after generation of
North Korean students. The translator had even written the following in the
preface: Our youths grow up in a Socialist motherland in which they’re
constantly bathed in the loving care of the Workers’ Party of Korea, the Kim
Il-sung Socialist Youth League, and the Young Pioneer Corps. As a result,
they’re endowed with the lofty ideals of Communism and blessed with colorful
and vibrant spiritual lives. Therefore, by reading a book like The Catcher
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in the Rye, they can contrast their own environment with the ugly conditions
persisting under capitalism, thereby broadening their horizons and gaining
more wisdom.

It was no wonder then that Salinger was so well respected in North Korea;
indeed, he was far more respected in North Korea than he was in the United
States. He was the one who had stripped off the shiny shell of capitalism to reveal
the filth underneath.

The conquest of America interrupted Salinger’s life as a hermit. The media
corps that accompanied the KPA made him a focus of its reporting. A group
of excited Korean reporters traveled to New Hampshire and found his cabin,
demanding an interview. As was his habit, Salinger refused. In his life he had
agreed only to one interview, which had been conducted by a sixteen-year-
old girl who featured him for her school newspaper; Salinger had made an
exception for her.

Even though Salinger refused to be interviewed, the Korean reporters,
imbued with heroic idealism and charged with a mission, could not simply turn
around and leave. Gingerly, they cut through the chain-link fence with pliers
and marched up to Salinger’s cabin, where they set up cameras in front of his
door for a live broadcast. But the stubborn Salinger continued to rebuff them,
keeping his door shut in their faces for three days and three nights. Finally, the
Korean reporters lost their patience. No one refused the official media of the
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea! Still, the reporters remembered their
reputation as members of the kind, honest Korean people and did not vent their
rage. They thought of another method.

Soon the phone in Salinger’s cabin rang. He picked up the receiver, and
a slow, deep, well-mannered male voice spoke through the earpiece: “I'm the
Minister of the Korean People’s Army Political Propaganda Department. Mr.
Salinger, I hope you would be so gracious as to accept our reporters’ interview
request. In addition, I'd like to extend an invitation to you to join the Korean
‘Writers Association as a vice president —.” Reflexively, Salinger hung up. Then
he sat down on the ground and wept.

In retrospect, Salinger’s reaction was perhaps not the result of
political obtuseness but a personality defect. Still, in the eyes of the Koreans,
Salinger’s behavior was not only pretentious and overly dramatic but nearly
a deliberate provocation. Now, they were truly enraged. Out of a desire to
salvage what was left of Salinger, the Koreans decided to ban his work and
place him on a blacklist such that all his writings, whether fiction or essays,
were prohibited from being published anywhere in the world. Rumor had
it that during his seclusion in the cabin, he had written some new books that
were never published. The American publishers had planned to wait until
his death and obtain the publication rights for all such works — impossible
plans now.

Next, Salinger was deemed to have been a propagandist for the corrupt
lifestyle of capitalism and one who attempted to pervert and poison the spiritual
life of the youth. But since the Korean people were forgiving, humane, and
sincere, they did not imprison him or initiate public criticism sessions against
him or demand that he write self-criticism. He was allowed to stay in his
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cabin, but men dressed in ill-fitting civilian clothing patrolled his property;,
apparently keeping it under surveillance.

No one mentioned the name of Salinger anymore in public, and he was
quickly forgotten. Even his fans had dismissed him from their minds. Salinger
thought this wasn’t such a bad outcome, as he could now live as a true hermit.
Gratitude to the KPA! When he had nothing else to do, he observed the Koreans
who kept him under surveillance. They are so young and handsome, he
thought, each like a member of a herd of reindeer from the distant East. And
their thoughts are in fact unique, like building blocks through which they could
understand the world objectively and thoroughly. Despite being rulers of the
world, they behaved in a way that reminded Salinger of his Holden. That’s right,
just like Holden. Salinger experienced a pleasurable dizziness, as though drunk
with fine wine.

But the happiness didn’t last. Mass economic reconstruction began with
the goal to transform America into a gigantic paradise, an attempt to realize
the complete revitalization of the country. Under the leadership of the KPA Real
Estate Corps, everything proceeded according to a unified and comprehensive
plan. Naturally, New Hampshire had its own role to play in this beautiful future.

One morning, Salinger was woken from sleep by deafening noises. Dazed,
he gazed outside the window and saw a row of gleaming Baekdu bulldozers,
which had been modified from Chonma-ho battle tanks, bearing down on
his cabin. Angrily, Salinger rushed out the door — something he rarely did —
and argued with the workers who had come to break down his house, arguing
that it was his inalienable private property. Of course, such reasoning was
useless and revealed a secret hidden in Salinger’s subconscious, a secret that
perhaps he had not even known himself: the human race’s universal greed
for wealth. It was truly tragic.

A few Korean soldiers, fearless with youth, tackled him to the ground and
held him down. The bulldozers rumbled forth and soon reduced his house
to rubble. Salinger thought of going to court, only then realizing that there were
no more courthouses in America. Then he thought he would commit suicide
by setting himself on fire, but he couldn’t find a match or lighter; in any event, he
was actually terrified of death — a fact that distinguished him from the Korean
soldiers who were all ready to sacrifice their lives at a moment’s notice. Since he
was homeless, he began to wander around America. His previous life as a
recluse meant that few photographs of him had been published, and no one
recognized him in the streets or gave him generous gifts. So, please remember
this: if you are ever famous or enjoy success, don't keep too low a profile.

The Cosmic Observer listened quietly as Salinger finished his tale. The
Observer felt there was no reason to fault the Koreans. They had behaved
only according to their wont. And indeed they had rescued humanity, saving
the species from extinction due to catastrophes caused by collapsing societies.
Salinger had been responsible for his own obscurity. To put it simply, Salinger’s
fate represented the end of certainty.

This was one of the simplest laws of the universe, but one often ignored.
Everything was part of an endless cycle of constant change, which had to do
with both quantum mechanics and the net increase in entropy. If one couldn’t
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even understand such fundamentals, what hope was there of understanding
why the universe’s designer would create North Korea? The Koreans had
simply seized on this regularity. In such a world, with such a timeline, it was
a bad idea to underestimate anyone: in a single night it was possible for the
last to come first, to turn the world upside down.

In fact, the Cosmic Observer now began to envy the Koreans. Though he
had caused all this transformation with his attention, he could not be a Korean
because he was Chinese. Not just anyone could be Korean, and as a Chinese,
the Cosmic Observer had a worldview and methodology that were already
constrained by certain laws of physics. He could only observe, but he could
not act. He was the catalyst of these changes, but he had to remain outside the
world he had transformed. The Koreans were still young, but the Cosmic
Observer was already old. Perhaps this is the greatest loneliness of all. Perhaps
the Koreans have experienced something like this before?

And so, the Cosmic Observer examined the legendary author again.
Seeing the old man blowing his nose into a paper napkin and secreting
the few remaining French fries away into his pocket, the Cosmic Observer
experienced a deep sorrow. But even more tragic was the fact that before the
momentous changes, Salinger had written that odd bestseller. The Cosmic
Observer began to worry: Could the book be the only thing to interrupt the
time line and collapse the bifurcation of time? After all, the Koreans have only
Just begun to construct this world. ... Who knows? For a thinking machine,
this is too difficult a problem.

[Translated from the Chinese by Ken Liul
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