
Foreword Review TRANSLATIONS

One Left
Kim Soom
Bruce Fulton, Translator
Ju-Chan Fulton, Translator
University of Washington Press (Sep 15, 2020)
Softcover $19.95 (224pp)
978-0-295-74765-1

In Kim Soom’s novel One Left, an elderly woman recalls her experience in a Manchurian comfort station during the 
Pacific War.

The main character, referred to as “she,” is taken away from her home at the age of thirteen, believing that she is 
going to a factory job. She spends seven years enslaved at a comfort station, then escapes just before the Soviets’ 
arrival. For five years, she tries to get home, never revealing to anyone where she’s been. Her brother takes her in. 
Later, under her nephew’s name, she occupies a house in a development that’s about to be demolished. The end of 
the neighborhood coincides with the end of the last known comfort woman, besides her.

The last known comfort woman’s televised demise brings the past and present together in a decisive way. The 
heroine’s life has been a process of undoing. Forced into sex slavery, she felt stripped of her identity and her 
humanity. After leaving the station, she repeats the names of her “sisters” as a mantra, a prayer of solidarity and true 
kinship. Confronting the purported last sister’s death means confronting the end of any link to a disturbing shared 
experience.

The past and present cohabit the narrative. Bold descriptions of the heroine’s past contrast with dreamy depictions of 
the present, like oil and water in one glass. Based on exhaustive research, her memories from the comfort station are 
harrowing and gruesome. There, animals are treated better than the women. The place that the heroine resides as an 
old woman is barren and precarious, occupied by a few lonely residents and stray, mangy animals. These act as 
symbolic catalysts for her final actions moving forward.

Though it is fiction, Kim Soom’s novel is steeped in fact. One Left dignifies its subjects as an authentic memorial that 
makes an indelible mark on history.

MARI CARLSON (September / October 2020)
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