A DUCK FOR LING-LING
In 1972 Gwangju, a ROCK base in the south of South Korea, Became my temporary home. We were there as support. The area around the base was so very poor. The people had iittie or nothing, i'd seen poor people before, even in the states, but holy smokes these people took poor to a whole new even lower level. As I looked around [image: ] it hurt my heart to see the suffering. We had to work through it. We had our jobs to do. You don't get to go home if you don't do your job.
It's a Korean Base, there was not enough on base housing. Many of us moved into the village outside the gate. Each day i walked to work with the guys. Everyone lived in walled compounds. I guess they were afraid of the North.
On my way to the base I would pass a small mud hut with a grass roof. Out in the front sat a small girl in a wheelchair. As we walked past her, she would shake an old can. In her tiny little voice, so sweet and lovely, she would sing, " Tank you,tank you, you too nice a penny for Ling- Ling a penny for Ling-Ling"[image: ]
Over and over she sang as the guys dropped coins into her old can. In the door of their hut, her mother sat watching over her little girl.
I think maybe she got to me. I stopped to talk to her. She spoke no English nor did her mother. On base I made friends with a local t-nan, you wouåd be surprised at the friends you can make with cigarettes. His name was Kim, he worked in our area as a helper. I asked him to come with me so I could talk to the little qirl.He agreed ,we went to her home. We walked up to the hut together. Once again she was sitting outside in the cold.Her thin blanket old and worn was wet with snow. When she saw me she smiled. It was as If the sun had just gotten brighter,she pulled at my heart.
(1)
It was close to Christmas, I asked Kim to ask her what she would like for Christmas, Kim asked her for her name.
"Ling-Ling", she replied .
Kim asked what she would like for Christmas. Her little face turned to me looking into my eyes.
As she stared at me, she gave Kim her answer. Kim nodded. He turned his head from Ling-Ling to me. "She wants a baby duck". "Well Kim If that's what she wants", that day, back at the base I told some of the guys what happened. A group of five went on the hunt for a baby duck. We found a man in the market with a box of them,with several tiny yellow ducklings. We surprised the 'Tian when we all pulled out Korean cash. He happily took what was probably an exorbitant amount of money, while I happily tucked a baby duck into my coat. Now it was time to go see Ling-Ling.
She was again outside in the cold singing for any bit of money that may end up in her old can. A soft Korean snow covered the ground in a blanket of white. Dark spots came up through the snow to show us the mud holes underneath. We had to watch our steps. The guys and I came up to her without saying a word.l handed her the duckling, she laughed, her mother cried. Perhaps we made her life a little nicer, It did mine. The guys and I stopped to hear her little song and dropped a coin into her can every day on our way to work.
(2)
When it was time for me to rotate out of Korea I went to see her one last time. It seems like I'm always saying goodbye to someone.
That's how it is for a G.i. when no place is home. When the only thing you own is your loneliness. Your memories are a shadow of time. This you have to leave in the smoke of past things you once were a part of; We can't go back to change anything, we can only remember.
I think of her sometimes and her happiness with the little yellow duck. It's been 52 years since I saw her or heard her little song.
i wish her happiness and health, Goodbye again Ling-Ling.
Zack Space
8-30-2023
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