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PROLOGUE


The early morning of September 12, 2004, was the last time I was firmly on my father’s side. I didn’t know anything at the time—not that he’d been arrested, nor that my mother was dead, nor what had happened overnight. Only as Mr. Ahn led me out of the barn at Seryong Ranch did I become certain that something was gravely wrong.


Two police cars blocked the road leading up to the ranch, the flashing red and blue lights bruising the alder trees. Insects skittered through the lights. The sky was still dark, the fog dense. “Keep it safe, okay?” Mr. Ahn whispered, referring to his cell phone, which he’d given to me earlier. An officer ushered us into a squad car.


I caught glimpses of the devastation as we drove through—the damaged bridge, the roads under water, the destroyed streets, the tangle of fire engines and police cars and ambulances, the helicopter circling the black sky. Seryong Village, our home for the past two weeks, had been completely destroyed. I was afraid to ask what had happened. I didn’t dare look at Mr. Ahn; I feared I might learn something terrible.


The squad car pulled up to the police station in Sunchon, on the other side of the mountain. The cops separated us. Two detectives were waiting for me in a small room.


“Just tell us what happened to you,” one of them instructed. “Not what you heard or what you imagine. Got it?”


I knew I couldn’t cry. I had to calmly tell them what happened last night so that they would let Mr. Ahn and me go. Then we could go find Dad and check that Mom was safe.


They listened as I explained.


“So let me make sure I understand,” the same detective said. “You played hide-and-seek tonight with a girl who died two weeks ago?”


“Not hide-and-seek. Red Light, Green Light.”


The two detectives stared at me in disbelief. A little later, one of them took me to the entrance of the station; Uncle Jongu was there to take me home with him. But reporters were swarming out front. The detective held my elbow as he pushed through the crowd. Flashes popped all around. Look up! Look here! Hey, kid, did you see your dad last night? Where were you during the incident?


I felt dizzy. I thought I was going to throw up. The detective hustled me along. I thought I heard Mr. Ahn calling me. I shook off the detective’s hand and looked back, searching for Mr. Ahn in the sea of faces. In that moment, all the cameras went off; I was an island in a sea of light.


Uncle Jongu opened the back door of his car and I hunched low in the seat. I put my head between my knees and tried to hold back my tears.


People would refer to that night’s events as the Seryong Lake Disaster. They would call Dad a crazed murderer. The story was so big that I, too, became famous, as his son. I was eleven years old.




LIGHTHOUSE VILLAGE


On Christmas Eve, a black SUV screeched to a stop in front of the pharmacy, and the driver walked inside. I was just about to dig into my ramen. It was three in the afternoon, but it was my lunch break. I forced myself to get up.


“Hey. I have a question,” the man said, taking off his Ray-Ban sunglasses.


I reluctantly put my chopsticks down. Hurry up, man, I thought.


“How do you get to Lighthouse Village? I don’t see any signs for it.” He gestured toward the intersection.


I glanced at his big, powerful SUV. What was it, a Chevy?


“Hey! Did you hear me? Where’s Lighthouse Village?”


“Don’t you have GPS?”


“I’m asking since the GPS can’t find it,” the man snapped, clearly irritated.


“How would I know if the GPS doesn’t?” I said, equally irritated.


The man left in a huff and gunned his SUV across the intersection.


I turned back to my lunch. Lighthouse Village was what the locals called Sinsong-ri. He should have turned left at the intersection, not gone straight through. I knew, because that was where I lived.


The village wasn’t on any map; it was as though it was so insignificant that it wasn’t worth calling out. According to Mr. Ahn, it was the tiniest village on Hwawon Peninsula. My boss, the owner of the pharmacy, said it was a dismal, out-of-the-way place that was impossible to get to. The village’s so-called youth club president referred to it as the edge of the world. It was true that the place was remote—you had to drive down an unpopulated stretch along the coast for about ten miles before you spotted it. The lighthouse from which it had gotten its name stood at the end of the jagged, beak-shaped cliff that jutted over the sea. Rocky mounds rose from the water and a long, tall ridge enclosed the village from behind.


When we first moved here, I’d gone up to the top of the ridge with Mr. Ahn. From there, you could see the other side of the mountain, a treeless wasteland as vast as the sea. The government had purchased the land for a tourism complex, but so far nothing had come of it. I’d heard that it had been covered with sorghum once, with a small village at the far edge. It was the kids of that long-gone village who had come up with the local name for ours.


With only twelve residents remaining, our town was also facing extinction. That number included Mr. Ahn and me; everyone called us “the little ones” because the average age of the residents was nearly seventy. Most were sweet potato farmers; although we lived in a coastal town, everyone was far too old to fish. Sometimes they were able to cajole us “little ones” into catching something. The last baby born in the village was now sixty-one years old—the youth club president. He owned the sole motorboat in the village and rented us one of the rooms in his lodging house; he also rented out to scuba divers who came to explore the underwater cliff off the coast. That was why Mr. Ahn and I had first come here, before deciding to stay on. Perhaps the man in the Chevy had been lured by the underwater cliff, too, though I hoped that wasn’t the case.


Even though Mr. Ahn was only thirty-nine, his hair was already thinning, and he had long white hairs sprouting from his eyebrows. His performance was pathetic at our version of Ironman, which we held every day. We would take the youth club president’s boat to the rock island not far off the coast and anchor it. First, we swam around the island. Then we swept the ridge of the underwater cliff to fill our bags with sea squirts, clams, and sea cucumbers. After that, we played basketball; we had nailed a hoop to the trunk of a pine tree. The first to sink five baskets won. Mr. Ahn had lost nine out of the past ten games. Last week, he pulled a muscle in his neck when he tried to dunk. Since then, he was always muttering about how some bastard had shoved his head down when he was trying to score.


My boss came in around seven in the evening and opened the safe, which signaled the end of my shift.


“I’m heading out,” I called out. I hopped on my bike, coasted through the intersection, and barreled down the meandering coastal road. It wasn’t too dark; stars dotted the night sky. The sea shimmered, the waves crashed against the cliff, and a silvery seabird banked silently through the air.


I pulled up to the house to find the black Chevy parked next to Mr. Ahn’s purple van. I could hear Mr. Ahn arguing with someone in the yard. “The current is strong and unpredictable, with undertows. It’s like a maze around the island. It’s too dark, and you’ve all been drinking . . .”


“Who are you to tell us what to do?” the other man interrupted.


I pushed the gate open. Four guys were facing off against Mr. Ahn and the youth club president. I recognized one of them; he was the one who had come into the pharmacy, asking for directions.


“Have you ever done a nighttime dive?” Mr. Ahn asked, crossing his arms. “If you’re reckless you can get in serious trouble.”


The guys laughed at him.


“Boys, he’s trying to prevent an accident,” the youth club president interjected. “He’s our diving expert. Listen to him. I’ll rent you the boat tomorrow morning, so let’s call it a night.”


I kicked the gate closed behind me, and everyone turned to look.


“Oh, hey,” the guy from the pharmacy said. “It’s the very helpful clerk from earlier. How did you manage to find your way here, when you couldn’t tell me where Lighthouse Village was?”


“I don’t think you should take them out tonight,” Mr. Ahn said to the youth club president. With that, we went inside. Soon, we heard their van revving and driving off.


I shook my head in disgust and went to wash up.
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They say a cat can sense thunder right before it rumbles. Perhaps the human brain has a similar sensory ability—the clock of anxiety that begins ticking when catastrophe looms. Later that night, in the room I shared with Mr. Ahn, I lay in bed but couldn’t fall asleep. I drifted into my memories, back to that day seven years ago when the police had separated me from Mr. Ahn.


After they released me, my mom was cremated without a proper funeral, and I was entrusted to my dad’s younger brother, Uncle Jongu, in Seoul. On my first day at my new school, before I could introduce myself, I realized that the kids already knew who I was. To them, I was the son of a crazed murderer who had killed an eleven-year-old girl and her father, thrown his own wife into the river, and then opened the floodgates of the dam above Seryong Village, drowning four police officers and wiping out nearly half the town.


My cousins, who attended the same school, came home in tears; their classmates had taunted them for being related to me. Uncle Jongu had to quit his job as a physical therapist. Soon, our landlord asked us to vacate the apartment. We fled to an apartment in Sanbon and I was given a room at the back, albeit with its own enclosed balcony. My aunt was terrified that people would find out I was living with them. My cousins avoided me at all costs.


I emerged from my room only when the apartment was empty or everyone was asleep. I ate if there was food and went hungry if there wasn’t. I rushed to the bathroom, having held it in all day long, and washed. This became a ritual of sorts, my way of confirming that I wasn’t a monster. I still had two legs, two arms, a pair of irises, a soul.


Back in my room, I curled up next to the window, alternating between napping and daydreaming. I missed Mr. Ahn. I wondered if he ever tried to contact me. I wouldn’t know if he had; Uncle Jongu had smashed the cell phone Mr. Ahn had given me against the wall when he found it, telling me that I was forbidden to remain in contact with anyone my father had known if I wanted to continue staying with them.


Three months later, he sent me to live with his older sister. After three months there, I was sent to their other sister. Things were the same wherever I went. As time passed, the events of Seryong Lake faded from the collective memory, and fewer people recognized me. But eventually, someone would always figure it out, and they would drive me out of school.


The only person in my family who was kind to me was Aunt Yongju, my mother’s younger sister. She took me in for a month longer than any other relative before or since. After I’d been there for four months, she sent me to her brother, Giju. “I’m so sorry, Sowon,” she said, her eyes filling with tears. Maybe she would have let me stay longer if it weren’t for her husband. He despised me. He would come home drunk, drag me out of my room, and pummel me. He would push his wife away as she tried to intervene.


I’ll never forget what I overheard him say the night before I was sent away.


“Have you ever looked into the kid’s eyes? He never cries. He just stares at you, blankly, even if you curse at him or beat him. It makes me crazy. It’s not a child’s gaze. It’s the gaze of someone who would do something terrible. I can’t have him here anymore.”


Three months later on a snowy January morning, I came out of my room at Uncle Giju’s, and he handed me two one-thousand-won bills. “You know how to get to your uncle Jongu’s place, right?”


I figured I could find my way somehow. I nodded. He apologized for not being able to drop me off. They were moving that day, and they neglected to tell me where they were going. I threw my stuff in my suitcase, shouldered my backpack, put on my hat, and walked out of the apartment. The wind sliced through me. The streets were icy. My hands were cold and the tip of my nose was numb. But I didn’t look back. I would not beg them to take me along. I didn’t much care where I lived, anyway. I thought of Mr. Ahn again.


I found out later that my aunts and uncles had taken my inheritance and divided it among themselves for child-rearing expenses. They had taken everything, including my mom’s savings account, life insurance, and our brand-new apartment. But that hadn’t been enough to buy their generosity for more than a few months at a time.


I got lost on my way to Sanbon and it took me five hours to get there. When I rang the doorbell, I heard an unfamiliar woman’s voice call out, “Who is it?”


I asked for Uncle Jongu, but she answered that nobody of that name lived there. I checked the unit number; maybe I had come to the wrong place. I went outside to check the building number. I wasn’t in the wrong place. They, too, it seemed, had moved. I rushed to the phone booth at the entrance of the apartment complex, but Uncle Jongu had changed his cell phone number, too. I called Uncle Giju, but I couldn’t get through to his cell phone or his landline. I stood there, stunned. Uncle Jongu had moved away from Sanbon before his turn came around again, but Uncle Giju had sent me there anyway. I called all of my aunts, but no one answered.


Snow swirled into the phone booth through the gaps around the door. My jacket was too thin and my jeans were too short—my ankles were bare. I had grown out of my sneakers, so I was wearing them with the heels folded down—like slippers. I hadn’t eaten anything all day. I only had a hundred-won coin left.


There was only one number I hadn’t tried—Mr. Ahn’s cell phone number. There was probably no point, since he’d given me his phone and Uncle Jongu had broken it, but I dialed, cautiously hopeful. Maybe he’d bought a new cell phone after giving me his and was still using the same number . . .


It rang for a long time. Finally, a slow, clear voice said, “Hello?”


It was Mr. Ahn. I had never forgotten his voice. My throat closed up and I couldn’t speak.


Mr. Ahn persisted. “Hello? Hello? Who is it?”


“It’s me,” I managed. “Your roommate.”
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I waited for what felt like an eternity for his purple van to pull up in front of the apartment complex, though in reality it was only an hour.


He was living in Ansan, not far from where I had been living. His place looked just like the room we’d shared in Seryong; it was as if we’d gone back in time. His desk, with his laptop, notebook, keys and wallet, the pack of menthol cigarettes, empty beer cans, sticky notes everywhere. He was the same, too—the same short salt-and-pepper hair, a hint of a smile on his face, his habit of taking off his socks and tossing them aside the instant he entered his room. The only thing that had changed was that now he worked as a ghostwriter.


Mr. Ahn didn’t ask how I had been. My appearance must have told him everything. Instead, he said that he hadn’t changed his phone number all this time, thinking I might call him at some point. I rushed into the bathroom when he said that; I didn’t want him to see the emotion on my face. I didn’t want him to know how relieved I was that he hadn’t gotten married—if he had, surely his wife wouldn’t have wanted me around—and that he was still living alone. I didn’t want to let on how nervous I was; would he let me stay, or track down my relatives and send me away?


As winter turned into spring, Mr. Ahn completed the legal steps to become my guardian. I’m not sure how that was possible, as I still had living relatives, but I never asked. The only thing that mattered to me was that Mr. Ahn wouldn’t abandon me.


In school, all I did was study. It was my silent vow to Mr. Ahn that I would be on my best behavior; I didn’t want to give him any reason to cast me off.


I placed first in my class and fifth in my grade after my second-semester midterms. Mr. Ahn took me to a Korean barbecue restaurant to celebrate, clinking his beer with my soda. Just then, the television on the wall uttered my dad’s name. His execution date had been set. My glass slipped out of my hand. Ever since that night, over the months and years when I’d been shuttled from one household to another, I had been hoping that he wasn’t actually guilty of the crimes he’d been accused of. Perhaps it had all been some kind of misunderstanding, I thought naively; I dreamed I would be able to reunite with my father when the true criminal was apprehended. To keep that hope alive, I’d avoided the television, newspapers, and the internet. I didn’t ask my relatives or Mr. Ahn about my father. For that reason, I still didn’t know the full story. Sure, I’d heard rumors about the number of people killed, how they’d died, and my father’s sentence. But that was about all I knew.


The following afternoon, I received a manila envelope that shattered my last vestiges of hope. The return address was a PO box. Inside was that week’s issue of the popular Sunday Magazine. A single photograph was splashed across an entire page—a boy looking back at the camera, his mouth closed firmly. Me. Eleven-year-old me, standing in the sea of light at the Sunchon police station. It was part of a special ten-page feature: “The Seryong Lake Disaster.” It included the judgment against my father, an in-depth look at the incident, and details of my father’s life—his childhood, his twenty-year baseball career and his life afterward, and a detailed psychiatric analysis. Photographs of the crime scene were scattered throughout. At the end was a picture of my dad in the courtroom after receiving confirmation that he would be executed. He didn’t cover his face in shame the way convicts usually did; he wasn’t bowing his head, either. His inexpressive eyes staring at the camera reminded me of my own; it was that same blank gaze my aunt’s husband had railed about.


Who would send me this? I looked up and noticed Mr. Ahn sitting near me. “This isn’t true, is it?”


I watched his expression darken.


“It can’t all be true, can it?” I asked.


After a long pause, Mr. Ahn spoke. “It isn’t the whole story.”


“So it’s a mistake, right?”


Mr. Ahn didn’t answer. None of this was a mistake, I realized. All of it was true. I felt my eyes well with tears. Mr. Ahn’s eyes were moist, too.


The Sunday Magazine ruined everything. On Monday morning I entered the classroom and saw a copy of the magazine on every desk, opened to the article about my dad. The ruckus quieted at once. I walked to my desk and hung my bag on my chair. I picked up the magazine that had been left on my desk and went to chuck it in the trash. Then I sat down and opened a book. Thirty pairs of eyes bored into the back of my head.


Someone behind me started to read the article out loud. “‘Execute me.’”


The words in my book swirled and blurred.


“The murderer Choi Hyonsu refused an attorney. He had a calm expression on his face, even at the very moment his execution was confirmed.”


I looked over my shoulder. It was Junsok, the jerk who always made me go buy him snacks and who called me his bitch.


He stood up with the magazine in his hands. “In November 2004, during the investigation, Choi Hyonsu calmly showed how he had snapped the young girl’s neck and thrown his wife into the water. The public was outraged by his composure.”


I slammed my book shut. I grabbed my backpack and walked toward the door. My heart was pounding. Junsok kept reading. “Choi Hyonsu’s son, who was eleven at the time, was hiding in an old barn in Seryong Ranch . . .”


I stopped beside him. He looked at me with disgust. I considered the situation. This kid was much bigger than me, and nobody would be on my side. All I had was my agility. I kept walking. He looked back down at the article. “Choi’s son, who managed to avoid the disaster—”


I spun around, swinging my heavy bag. It hit him square in the face. He shrieked and fell out of his chair. The back of his head slammed on the desk behind him. I seized my chance and planted my heel on his chest. That was all I managed before someone tackled me. Everything grew faint and then turned black. When I came to, I was buried under a pile of kids.


Junsok was taken to the hospital and I was dragged to the police station. If the story of the Seryong Lake Disaster hadn’t resurfaced in the news as a result of my father’s sentencing, there’s a possibility I could have been released with a warning—but there was no chance of that now. As the police saw it, the innocent child of an upstanding citizen had been savagely beaten by the spawn of a mass murderer, breaking his nose and ribs. Junsok’s parents refused to drop the charges, and reporters rushed to the station. Mr. Ahn wasn’t able to block my transfer to a juvenile court.


Four weeks later, I was given two years’ probation. It was a light sentence considering public sentiment at the time. Mr. Ahn had settled with the victim, allowing me to avoid juvenile detention, but it meant Mr. Ahn could no longer afford his lease. We moved into a sub-basement studio.


As we left the courthouse, Mr. Ahn held out some tofu, the traditional commemoration of leaving jail. “Don’t worry,” he said. “It’s all over.”


He was wrong. That was only the beginning. Our new landlord received a copy of the Sunday Magazine in the mail, this time along with an article about the fight, and we were kicked out. I was expelled from my new school. Mr. Ahn had to choose between transferring me to yet another school or letting me drop out.


In the end, I never managed to get a middle school diploma. After cycling through twelve different schools, I dropped out and took the middle school equivalency exam so that I could go on to high school. In my first four semesters of high school I transferred nine times. My identity was revealed the same way every time, with a copy of the Sunday Magazine and the article about my fight sent to everyone at school, the parent associations, and our neighbors.


We became drifters, usually staying in port cities. Mr. Ahn was an avid diver; he taught me how to dive, and the sea gave me a sense of freedom. In the underwater darkness, the world vanished, and nothing could reach me. I was safe from people’s prying eyes and their malicious whispers.


The last school I attended was in Sokcho, by the ocean. I entered the class one day and found a copy of the Sunday Magazine on my desk. The kids stared at me silently. One never gets used to certain things, like ostracism. I walked out, enveloped in a cold blue blaze that burned as I crossed the yard and went out the school gates. I headed straight to the convenience store where I worked part-time.


My boss was there, and it was busy. I spotted a copy of the Sunday Magazine on the counter. I asked for my month’s wages. My boss told me to wait as he finished ringing up a customer. I waited thirty minutes, which quickly turned into an hour. There were so many customers that day; my boss grumbled that I was in the way. I moved from the counter to the back door to the storage room to the front door, waiting all the while. I refused to give in to anger or humiliation.


By that time, I never got flustered or angry. I didn’t expect anything from anyone, which meant I never panicked, no matter what happened. I knew it was normal to be flustered when you were surprised, to be angry when you were humiliated—Mr. Ahn kept telling me it was okay to live like that. I disagreed: I had to live, period. And to live, I couldn’t panic or get angry or feel vulnerable. I had to withdraw further into the cold, remote core inside myself, and wait there, where I was safe. This tenacity was what kept me going—what kept me from killing myself.


When I finally got my pay two hours later, I was famished. I took a lap around the store, selecting a hamburger, rice rolls, a hot dog, a sandwich—as much food as I could afford with what I just got paid. I piled it all on the counter. It was enough to feed half the homeless people living at Seoul Station. I threw the cash at my now-former boss and headed to the pier.


No one was around. I stuffed the food down, watching the seagulls diving against the backdrop of the setting sun, the boats coming and going, the stray cats meandering with nothing to do, like me. Finally, night fell. It was time to go back to the Rose Inn at the end of a nearby alley, where Mr. Ahn and I rented a room by the month.


That was the day I was honest with Mr. Ahn for the first time. I told him I would drop out of school for good. The next time we moved, I wanted to be scrubbed from the world and forgotten.


Mr. Ahn shook his head.


“I give up,” I said.


“You can’t give up,” was his retort. “It’ll get better in college.”


I almost laughed out loud. College? Was he serious? None of that mattered anymore. My life had ended the morning I left Seryong Village. I had been branded with my father’s crimes and Mr. Ahn had been forced to become a drifter because of me. The Sunday Magazine would follow me everywhere I went; nothing would change. This was what my life was and would forever be. Why couldn’t he understand?


“All I want to do is live quietly by the coast somewhere.”


Mr. Ahn shook his head stubbornly. I stared at him.


He relented a little. “Okay, then take a year off. You can make a decision about school then.”


“Okay,” I said, taking a step back, too. I didn’t feel like arguing.


We followed the sea, from east to south to west. Mr. Ahn drove and I navigated. We unpacked when we could find a room for rent and slept in the van when we couldn’t. We ate when we felt like it and dived whenever we had the chance. We left whenever someone started to show an interest in us.


We came to Lighthouse Village in early January of this year, and it seemed as though perhaps we had finally found a home. We should have done this from the beginning, I thought; I should have quit school sooner. Then we wouldn’t have had to roam around all these years, rootless and searching.


I was beginning to hope again. Mr. Ahn would continue his ghostwriting gigs, I would work at the pharmacy, and we would live here for a long time, maybe even until we both grew old. But for that to happen, the outside world couldn’t discover this tiny hamlet. That was why people like the guys in the Chevy made me so nervous.


Mr. Ahn was tossing and turning in his bed. I could hear the waves crashing in the darkness. The clock in the youth club president’s room next door chimed. I closed my eyes. A vein throbbed in the center of my forehead, and the clock of anxiety inside my head ticked louder and louder.


THE PHONE RANG, jolting us awake. Mr. Ahn picked up. “There’s been an accident by the island,” he said. “One man’s still missing.” I got out of bed and turned on the light to get ready, though I’d started deep-sea diving only a year ago.


We sped to the lighthouse and ran down the path to the water. The youth club president was tying the boat on the mooring post. He had managed to find three of them, though one was unconscious. The last one was still underwater.


Mr. Ahn and I took the boat to the island. The wind was gentle and the waves were calm. We anchored the boat, put on our gear, and jumped in. The water was frigid. We paused at the ridge of the pitch-black cliff. Mr. Ahn pointed his thumb down, signaling descent. I gave him the okay sign.


Fifty feet, sixty, seventy . . . at a hundred feet, Mr. Ahn gave me the stop sign. We swam south along the cliff wall thick with black horn coral. A few minutes later, Mr. Ahn pointed at overlapping arches below, where a light was visible. We passed through an arch and saw the missing man, lying still in a cave-like space, his headlight still shining bright. Mr. Ahn signaled at me to kneel next to the body. Mr. Ahn crossed two fingers in front of his mask, telling me not to look at the dead guy’s eyes, but he was a beat too late. I was already having trouble breathing, just like that time at Seryong Lake.


Mr. Ahn blasted his horn at me, wresting me from my memories. We went up slowly, holding the body between us. The beam from the lighthouse skimmed across the water, and sirens blared from far away.


TWO DEAD, two gravely injured. The survivors of the accident were taken to the hospital. Mr. Ahn, the youth club president, and I were taken to the police station for investigation. The police demanded details about the accident and the rescue, throwing around words like “willful negligence” and “manslaughter.” Soon enough, they had figured out who I was. Even though it became clear that they couldn’t charge us with a crime, the fact that I was the son of an infamous mass murderer made them keep digging.


We were finally allowed to leave at six in the morning. Somehow, reporters had discovered I was there, and they followed us to the van, shouting questions about what I had been doing these past several years and what I thought about my father’s situation on death row.


The reporters flooding in meant that our idyllic life in Lighthouse Village was essentially over. Neither of us said a word on our way home.
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I remember the first time I played executioner. It was the summer I was studying for the middle school equivalency exam. We were living in Gunsan, and I went to the library and spotted a book called Theories and Practices of the Death Penalty. I walked past it several times before finally taking it off the shelf. I opened it to the first page. I finished the whole book sitting there on the floor by the bookshelf. I put it back in its place and went straight home. Nothing mattered anymore. I wanted to forget the picture of the gallows I saw in the book. It was hot that day, almost ninety degrees, but I lay down and pulled a heavy blanket over me until all I could see was crimson darkness.


Then, I was in front of an old wooden building with a persimmon tree growing outside, the setting sun stretching beyond the roof, and the heavy wooden door blocking my way. I pushed it open and stepped inside. The room was bright, although it had no windows or lightbulbs. In the center was a table with a black cloth on it. A white curtain shrouded the back of the room. I heard a noise behind the curtain, so I crossed the room and brushed it aside. A man was sitting there on a mat, wearing a hood over his head. A thick rope hung around his sweaty neck. His hulking shoulders were trembling ever so slightly. I heard a weepy sigh from inside the hood. “Execute,” I ordered. The floor opened up and the man vanished.


I threw off the blanket and sat up. I looked out. The burnt-orange evening sun hung in the darkening sky. The man I had executed was my father.
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The next day, I finished tidying up and left the pharmacy at four. Mr. Ahn’s purple van wasn’t parked by the house. I looked through the window, but he wasn’t in our room. Maybe he had gone to the fisheries co-op. But then why didn’t he stop by the pharmacy, which was right next door? He hadn’t gone to gather information for a ghostwriting project, since the bag he took to those meetings was hanging next to the door. I parked my bike in the backyard.


“When did you get here?” the youth club president asked, coming up behind me.


I straightened up with a jolt. “Oh, were you home? It was so quiet I thought you were out.”


“I was in my room.” Holding out a box, he told me that a courier had brought it not long ago. It was slightly bigger than a shoebox and didn’t have the sender’s name or address, only my name and the address of the lodging house.


“Where’s Mr. Ahn?”


“Sunghwan? I don’t know. We had lunch together, and then when I woke up from my nap he was gone.”


I headed to our room but stopped to look back at the youth club president. Was it only a matter of time until he kicked us out, too?


I opened the box. Mr. Ahn’s reporting notebook, the recorder watch he wore when he went out to talk to sources, a coin-shaped USB drive I bought him with my first paycheck from my job at the pharmacy, a bundle of letters, a scrapbook secured with a rubber band. What was all this? At the bottom of the box was a thick stack of paper. The first page was blank. I turned to the next. What was this?


SERYONG LAKE


PROLOGUE


August 27, 2004


The girl was waiting at the bus stop in front of the school, kicking at the curb with the tips of her sneakers. She was looking down. Only her pale, round forehead was visible as her long hair fluttered in the wind.


A dump truck rattled past her, obscuring her for a brief moment. Soon, a silver van drove up and stopped in front of her; it was the shuttle from the art school. A merry voice pierced the damp, heavy air. “I’m not going to art class today. It’s my birthday and I’m having a party.”


The van made a U-turn and drove away. The girl crossed the road forlornly, her shoulders drooping as she stared at the ground. Across the street, Sunghwan watched her from the beginning of the path to the rest area. The girl looked up. The August sun glinted off the hairpin holding her bangs to the side. She stared at Sunghwan nervously. Sunghwan almost greeted her: Hello, young lady. Happy birthday.


She walked toward the main entrance to Seryong Arboretum. Sunghwan lit a cigarette. A few minutes before, at the rest area, he had spotted some kids who lived in the company housing heading into what seemed like a birthday party at the McDonald’s there. Everyone was holding a present. It clearly wasn’t her party.


He heard the traditional percussion quartet from Seryong Lake, announcing the beginning of a rite to remember the old Seryong Village, which was submerged a decade ago when the dam was constructed. While the company kids were at the birthday party, the kids from the low-lying village would be there.


There were two classes of people now living at Seryong Village: the natives and those who worked at the dam conservancy. The former had lived in the old Seryong Village; they had resettled in the lowlands below the dam, along the eastern bank of the river. Employees of the dam conservancy and their families lived in company housing across the river from the village. Company housing was adjacent to the arboretum, and just north of the arboretum was the Annex, which had three houses: 101, a two-story fortress, and 102 and 103, smaller structures that were rented out to the conservancy security guards. The birthday girl, named Seryong after the lake, lived with her father in 101. Her father owned the expansive property containing the arboretum, the company housing, and the Annex.


Sunghwan never saw the kids from the village playing with the kids whose parents worked for the dam. The girl, Seryong, didn’t play with anyone. Though she was born in the now-underwater Seryong Village, she lived in the Annex and was therefore classified as neither a kid from the lowlands nor one from company housing. That was probably why she was alone on her eleventh birthday.


Sunghwan looked up at the sky, a cigarette between his teeth. Leaden clouds were brewing. The sun was hiding behind the clouds and the cicadas had stopped wailing. It was a hot, sticky, unpleasant Friday afternoon.


I dropped the manuscript. Mr. Ahn—whose first name was Sunghwan, though I never called him that—had written this. His style was as familiar to me as my own face. I could guess what loomed on the following pages. The Sunday Magazine had carved that story into my bones. I didn’t need to read about it again. Why did he write this manuscript, which seemed to be a fictionalized account of what had happened at Seryong Lake? Why would he send it to me, when we lived in the same room? (I didn’t recognize the handwriting on the box, but whose else could it be?) And where had he gone?


I biked to the lighthouse and sat at the edge of the cliff, looking out at the sea. Friday, August 27, 2004. The girl was still alive that afternoon. I couldn’t stop my mind from going back to that summer seven years ago.


We moved to Seryong Lake on Sunday, August 29. My father had been transferred there as the head of security at Seryong Dam. There were only two bedrooms in 102 and Mr. Ahn was already living there. My parents took the master bedroom and I became Mr. Ahn’s roommate.


Mr. Ahn showed me that path leading up to the rest area the first day we got there. We were on a mission to find my father, who had left the house to get some supplies. Two hours after he left, he still hadn’t come home, and my mother asked us to go find him. Mr. Ahn and I climbed that narrow path and arrived at the highway rest area where my parents and I had stopped on our way in to Seryong Lake. I was confused. We had stopped at the rest area, then driven through the interchange that led to Seryong Village, and then traveled for another stretch before arriving at the lake. Mr. Ahn saw my puzzled expression and pointed to the path we had just taken. “It’s a magic shortcut.”


I almost believed him. You could walk up that path and get to the rest area in five minutes, while driving would take over ten minutes. That wasn’t the only strange thing about this place. It was a basic highway rest area, but it was also the center of daily life for the people of Seryong. The rest stop eateries were their restaurants, the convenience store was their supermarket, and the tables topped with umbrellas on the observation deck functioned as the village bar.


It was there that we found my father, along with two empty soju bottles. We sat down next to him, looking down at the lake below.


“How does it work—the magic?” I asked Mr. Ahn.


“What magic?” my father asked.


“The magic of that path.”


Dad looked at Mr. Ahn, who laughed. “Sowon, you know what a spiral is, right?”


I drew a whirl with my finger.


“That’s right. Seryong Lake is at the foot of the mountain, with the new village beneath, in the lowlands. The highway travels along the mountain ridge. So if you can imagine the lake as the first floor and the rest area as the second floor, the highway is the spiral staircase linking the two floors. But the path is a ladder. If you take the path, you can climb straight up to the second floor.”


Forgetting that we were supposed to bring Dad home, we stayed there awhile—I had a Coke, my father drank more soju, and Mr. Ahn had beer. The sun turned crimson and the shadows grew longer. A faint vapor rose from the lake. Mr. Ahn pointed to a spot far away where the plain met the sky. He said the ocean was out there, by Dungnyang Bay. On nights with a southerly breeze, if you opened our bedroom window, you could smell the sea. But when I did that, what drifted in instead was a voice—her voice. Red light, green light.
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When I got home, Mr. Ahn still wasn’t back.


“But something else came for you,” the youth club president said.


It was another box. This time the sender was “Your friend.” I didn’t recognize the handwriting: it was neither Mr. Ahn’s nor the same hand as on the package I’d received two hours before.


Back in my room, I opened it. Inside the box was a copy of that blasted Sunday Magazine and a yellowed Nike basketball shoe. Just one, size six and a half. A name was written faintly on the inside of the tongue.


Choi Sowon.


I’d owned a pair of Nikes exactly once in my life. I won an award in a math contest at school when I was eleven, and my father had given them to me as a present. He had written my name on them, and I’d lost them at Seryong Lake.


I closed the box. Who sent this? What did they want? If they wanted revenge, they should target the man on death row in Seoul Prison, not me.


I took out my mat and blankets and lay down, even though it was still early. More questions kicked around in my head. Where was Mr. Ahn? Why was he out so late? Why wasn’t he calling? Who sent the Sunday Magazine? Was it a coincidence that Mr. Ahn’s things and the Nike were sent on the same day? What was going on? Until this moment, I had assumed the person sending the Sunday Magazine to my neighbors and schoolmates was a relative of one of the victims. I figured nobody else would pursue me this doggedly. But the Nike proved me wrong. A stranger couldn’t have known what it meant to me.


I called Mr. Ahn, but his phone was off. I turned on his laptop and plugged in the USB drive. A digital copy of the manuscript had to be on there somewhere. I needed to find the part I wanted, the part that would give me a clue as to who was doing this to me, without having to read the whole thing. Luckily, the drive contained two folders: “Reference” and “Seryong Lake.” In the “Seryong Lake” folder there were ten Word files. I opened “Final Draft” and searched for “Nike.”


Last spring, Sowon had won a prize in a math contest at school. Hyonsu bought him Nike basketball shoes to congratulate him.


I kept pressing “Find Next.” A few more sentences went by, all with Hyonsu as the subject. Until I saw a different name.


Yongje took the Nike basketball shoes out of his bag. “Could these be your son’s?”


Yongje. A man’s face flashed in my mind. Our neighbor in unit 101.


My hair stood on end. That girl’s father. He’d had the Nikes. Could he be the one sending copies of the Sunday Magazine? No, that couldn’t be. He died seven years ago. The entire world knew that he died by my father’s hand. A sickening confusion churned in my gut.


I glared at the name highlighted on the screen. I took a deep breath and scrolled back to the beginning.





 


SERYONG LAKE


PART I


Sunghwan opened the glass door that led from the living room to the veranda. The wind was coming from the south, and the salty ocean air flooded the dark room. The path in front of the Annex was blanketed in fog and it was starting to rain. It was quiet; nobody was out. He heard the tinkle of a music box: Fly me to the moon and let me play among the stars . . .


Sunghwan flipped open his cell and called Choi Hyonsu, but his call went straight to voice mail.


Choi Hyonsu was the new head of security at Seryong Dam. Starting Monday, he would be Sunghwan’s boss. Hyonsu was planning to move in on Sunday, but he’d wanted to come by tonight, Friday, and take a look at the place his family would be sharing with Sunghwan. He was supposed to be here at eight, but it was nearly nine now. He couldn’t have forgotten. They had just made these plans at lunchtime, and he hadn’t called or texted to say he would be late.


Sunghwan closed the door and drew the curtains. He couldn’t stop his new boss from coming so late, but he also didn’t have to sit around and wait when he was being blown off. He didn’t have the time or patience. He had things to do. He texted Hyonsu: The code to the front door is 214365.


Sunghwan went into his room, which faced the arboretum behind the Annex. He tossed his cell on the desk and began changing. Things would be easier if he got there already in basic gear—wet suit, BC, weight belt. He was strapping a diving knife around his calf when his cell rang, startling him. It was his father. He often called around this time of night after a drink. Sunghwan could already hear his voice in his head: How long are you going to try to write a novel? At thirty- two years old, you’re nothing but a security guard. We didn’t all work ourselves to death to give you an education just to see you waste your life.


Sunghwan put his sneakers on and climbed out the window, ignoring his cell. He slung his backpack, which held his underwater camera and other gear, on his shoulder. He put his headlamp on and started off in the direction of the secluded, unlocked gate behind unit 101 that led to a shortcut to the lake.


As he walked toward the gate, a half-open window of unit 101 caught his eye. It was Seryong’s room, the girl he’d seen a few hours before, leaning against the bus stop and kicking at the curb. A mosquito coil was on the windowsill, smoke curling up. On the wall opposite was a portrait of the girl, her hair gathered on top of her head, her dark eyes staring straight ahead. She looked like a young ballerina in a Degas painting. Underneath the picture was a white desk on which glowed three votive candles: one green, two red. Next to them sat stuffed animals wearing party hats. A musical toy Ferris wheel with a lightbulb for a moon and a figure of a girl flying toward it rotated in front of the animal guests. That was the source of the tune that had been floating in the foggy evening air. Sunghwan hitched his backpack up and turned away, unsettled by the scene he had just seen. She must have thrown herself a birthday party before falling asleep. There was no way her dad would let her keep the candles burning through the night, and the window should have been closed. His white BMW was usually parked in front, but now Sunghwan couldn’t remember if he’d seen it. In his mind, yellow flames, flickering in the breeze, leaped from one stuffed animal to another, devouring them instantly.


Sunghwan blinked away the imagery and kept walking. It would not be smart to hang around. He should slip out of the gate toward the lake.
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Sunghwan had taken the job on the security detail at Seryong Dam because of the perks: He was provided housing in the mountains near a lake. The pay wasn’t bad; it was less than working for the railway but more than he’d earned as a stable hand at a racehorse ranch. It was a one-year contract position, so he wouldn’t feel like a cog in a large organization.


The first time Sunghwan went up to the rest area observation deck, he felt he’d picked the perfect job. It was the first day of June, neither hot nor cold. It was hazy out, and only the rim of the sun was visible in the pearly sky. It was the perfect weather in which to view the lake below, which, he saw now, had been created by stopping up the river that snaked down from Paryong Mountain in the north to the South Sea. Two thin, straight peaks bookended each side of the lake: Seryong Peak, which was near the observation deck where he sat, and Soryong, which was across the way. At the foot of Seryong Peak was a thick alder forest and a shuttered barn. Below the entrance to that ranch was a path that led to the dam. The lake was shaped like a woman’s torso—the river looked like her long neck, and the dock was located near her chest, with an island, called Hansoldung, in the middle. The tributary below the floodgates split the fields in two as they flowed out to sea. Seryong Village hugged the banks of the tributary.


If he was lucky, he thought, he might discover a muse here, one who would facilitate his becoming a bestselling novelist and an answer to his father’s questions. But in the two months since he’d arrived, Sunghwan had managed to write only two sentences: Seryong was the most famous girl in the area. Wherever you went, you heard that name—Seryong Rest Area, Seryong Elementary School, Seryong Medical Clinic, Seryong Police Station, Seryong Arboretum. That was as far as he’d gotten. That his book would be about the girl in 101 was a stroke of inspiration, though he didn’t know yet what she would do or why she was in the story at all.


But Sunghwan soon grew bored. His job was monotonous and the weather was getting hot. The lake beckoned alluringly, but he wasn’t allowed to enter it; he couldn’t even dip a finger in. His diving gear stayed in his closet. Seryong Lake was a first-tier reservoir that sustained four cities and ten counties nearby. A barbed-wire fence surrounded it. Nobody was allowed to even climb Seryong Peak. Seryong Ranch, which used to raise goats, had been shuttered upon the dam’s completion. The barn had become a haven for wild animals; it was illegal to build or tear down any buildings in the protected zone. The road that wound around the lake was partially closed to traffic. The lake was, in essence, a huge, sheltered well.


Guards patrolled the lake day and night. There were only six men working security, and four of them lived in unit 103. Sunghwan shared 102 with the former head of security, an evangelical Christian who had pasted a sign that said Believers of Jesus Christ on their front door and devoted himself to proselytizing. Sunghwan was subjected to lectures day and night, and worse still, developed insomnia due to his writer’s block. He panicked when he lay down to sleep, but was consumed by a dense fog when he got up and turned on his laptop. It made him fearful of the night. On sleepless nights he began wandering through the arboretum. He sometimes bumped into fellow nocturnal beings, like the old groundskeeper, who sometimes got drunk and wandered around at two in the morning, and Ernie, the stray cat who hung out by Seryong’s bedroom window.


The first time Sunghwan encountered Ernie, the cat wasn’t scared; he stared at Sunghwan with an expression of feline boredom before he turned and disappeared through the gate. Sunghwan followed the cat down the shortcut until they arrived at the lakeshore road. He watched Ernie saunter leisurely through the fog. He followed until they reached the old barn, a decent distance from the road. One part of the floor had buckled; a large wooden box lined with a pink blanket was laid inside. Judging by the bowls full of water and food, it was clear someone came here often.


After that night, Sunghwan had continued expanding his range of movement beyond the barn. He snuck out of his bedroom window so his boss wouldn’t know and walked along the lakeshore road. But his wanderings didn’t seem to be helping him coax his capricious muse back. His anxiety intensified.
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