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      The smell of blood woke me. It was intense, as though my whole body were inhaling it. It reverberated and expanded within me. Strange scenes flitted through my mind – the fuzzy yellow light of a row of street lamps in the fog, swirling water below my feet, a crimson umbrella rolling along a rain-soaked road, a plastic tarpaulin shrouding a construction site snapping in the wind. Somewhere a man was singing and slurring lyrics: a song about a girl he couldn’t forget, and about her walking in the rain.

      It didn’t take me long to figure out what was going on. None of this was reality or even the remnants of a dream. It was a signal my head was sending my body. Stay lying down. Don’t move. It’s the price you have to pay for not taking your medication.

      Not taking my meds was a quenching rain in the desert of my life, even if it sometimes caused a seizure. Right now, I was experiencing the unsettling hallucinations that warned me a storm was imminent. There was no safe harbour; I could only wait for it to arrive. If past experience was any indication, when it was over, I wouldn’t remember what had happened. It would be simple and intense, and afterwards I would be tired and depleted. I deserved this; I knew full well what I was getting into when I chose this path. It was an addiction; I kept doing it again and again despite understanding the risks. Most addicts get high to chase after a fantasy, but for me it was a different route: I had to get off my drugs to reach a heightened reality. That was when the magic hours opened up – my headaches and tinnitus disappeared, and my senses became acute. I could smell like a dog, my brain whirred quicker than ever, and I read the world by instinct instead of with reason. I felt empowered and superior.

      Even then, I still had tiny dissatisfactions. I never felt superior to Mother and Auntie. These two women treated me like a seat cushion – something to be suffocated and smothered. I knew what the chain of events would be if Mother were to witness me having a seizure. As soon as I recovered, she would drag me straight to Auntie, the famous psychiatrist and director of Future Paediatric Clinic. Auntie would look into my eyes and talk to me kindly to try to get me to listen to her. Why did you stop taking your pills? Tell me honestly, so I can help you. Frankly, though, honesty is neither my strong suit nor something I aspire to. I prefer to be practical, so my answer would be: I forgot to take it one day, then the next day I forgot that I’d forgotten the day before, and while I’m at it, why don’t I just say that I’ve forgotten about it every day until this very moment? Auntie would declare that I was falling into another dangerous pattern, and Mother would order me to take the pills at each meal under observation. They would drill into me the steep price I would pay for a few thrilling days, making it clear that as long as I continued to behave this way, I would never be free of their gaze.

      ‘Yu-jin.’

      Suddenly Mother’s voice popped into my head. I had heard it, soft but clear, right before I woke up. But now I couldn’t even hear her moving about downstairs. It was so quiet. A deafening stillness. It was dark in my room; maybe it was still early, before the sun was up. She might still be asleep. Then I could have this seizure and be done with it without her having to know about it, like last night.

      Around midnight, I’d stood panting near the sea wall on my way back from a run to the Milky Way Observatory in Gundo Marine Park. I ran when I got restless and felt my muscles twitching with energy. I thought of it as ‘restless body syndrome’. Sometimes I ran in the middle of the night; it wouldn’t be exaggerating to call it a mad urge.

      The streets were deserted, as they always were at that hour. Yongi’s, the street stall that sold sugar-filled pancakes, was closed. The ferry dock below was shrouded in darkness. Thick fog had swallowed the six-lane road by the sea wall. The December wind was biting and powerful, and a torrential rain was falling. Most would consider these adverse conditions, but I felt as though I was floating in the air. I felt fantastic. I could float all the way home. It would have been perfect if it hadn’t been for the sweet smell of blood perfuming the wind, suggesting an impending seizure. A girl got off the last bus to Ansan and tottered towards me with her umbrella held open, pushed along by the wind. I had to get home; I didn’t want to crumple to the ground and roll around, contorted like a squid thrown on the grill, in front of a complete stranger.

      I couldn’t remember what happened after that. I must have lain down as soon as I walked into my room, without bothering to change. I probably fell asleep snoring. It had been the third seizure I’d had in my life, but this was the first time I’d sensed another one coming so quickly after the last. And this smell was a different beast altogether: my skin was stinging, my nose was tingling and my mind was foggy. The episode that was about to come felt like it could be the most intense one yet.

      I wasn’t anxious about the seizure’s severity; whether it was a drizzle or a downpour, I’d still get wet. I just wished it would come quickly so that I could be done with it before Mother woke up. I closed my eyes and stayed still. I turned my head to the side to prevent any possible breathing distress. I relaxed my body and breathed deeply. One, two… When I got to five, the cordless phone on my bedside table began to ring, jolting me out of my preparations. I flinched, knowing it would be ringing downstairs in the living room too. Mother would startle awake. What bastard calls in the middle of the night?

      The phone stopped ringing. The grandfather clock took over and chimed just once in the living room. As well as ringing out on the hour, the clock chimed once every thirty minutes. I reached over to the alarm clock by my bed and peeked at the display: 5.30. Waking early was a legacy from my years of competitive swimming. No matter what time I fell asleep, I would wake up one hour before practice. That meant that Mother must be sitting at the writing desk in her room, reciting Hail Marys to the statue of the Virgin Mary.

      After she prayed, Mother would take a shower. I listened for a dragging chair or running water, but all I could hear was the loud ringing of the phone. This time it was my mobile. Maybe the earlier call had been for me too.

      I raised a hand above my head and felt along my pillow for my phone. Where was it? On the desk? In the bathroom? The ringing stopped. Then the landline began going off again. My head jerked up and I grabbed the receiver.

      ‘Hello?’

      ‘Were you sleeping?’

      It was Hae-jin. Of course. Who else would be looking for me at this hour?

      ‘I’m up.’

      ‘What’s Mother doing?’

      What a weird question. Did he not come home after his meeting with the movie studio yesterday?

      ‘Aren’t you home?’ I asked.

      ‘What? Why would I call if I’m home? I’m in Sangam-dong.’ The director of Private Lesson, which Hae-jin had worked on last summer, had found him a new gig, he said. To celebrate signing the contract, they’d gone out for makgeolli, then they’d gone to a friend’s studio to edit a sixtieth birthday party video he’d filmed during the day, and fallen asleep. ‘I just woke up and saw that Mother had called in the middle of the night. I thought it was a little weird – she should have been asleep.’ He added that he’d thought we would be up by now, but that he’d got worried when nobody picked up. ‘Everything’s okay, right?’

      Just then, I realised that something stiff was crusted all over me. ‘Why wouldn’t it be?’ I replied absently as I touched my hardened, tangled hair.

      ‘Why isn’t she picking up, then? She didn’t answer the home phone or her mobile.’

      ‘She’s probably praying. Or in the bathroom, or out on her balcony.’ I felt my chest, then my stomach, then my legs. I was still wearing the same clothes from last night but they felt completely different. My soft, airy sweater was stiff. My trousers were hard, like raw leather. I raised my foot; that was caked with something too.

      ‘Oh. So everything’s fine?’

      I murmured in annoyance. What could be wrong, other than the fact that I was apparently covered in mud? ‘If you’re so worried, just give her a call later.’

      ‘Nah. I’ll be home soon.’

      ‘Okay.’ Why was I muddy, though? Had I fallen on my way home? But where was there mud? Had I gone the long way round, past where the new flats were being constructed? Had I slipped, maybe, as I tried to leap over a flower bed?

      ‘I’m going to take a shower. I’ll be home by nine at the latest,’ Hae-jin said, and we hung up.

      I sat up, placed the phone back on my bedside table and turned on the overhead light.

      ‘Yu-jin!’ Mother’s scream rang in my ears. But it wasn’t real – the flat was silent.

      I looked around the room. My breath caught in my throat and I began choking and coughing, pounding on my chest as I fell forward on the bed, tears springing to my eyes.

      Once, after I’d won gold in a 1,500-metre race, a journalist had asked me, ‘What would you say your strengths are?’ Modestly, the way Mother had instructed me to, I answered that I had relatively stable breathing. When the same question was posed to my swimming coach, he’d said, slightly less modestly, ‘He has the most extraordinary lung capacity of all the kids I’ve ever coached.’ There were few things that could affect my extraordinary lung capacity; they included the two women who used me as a sofa cushion, and the torpedo that seemed to explode in my throat as I looked around my room now.

      Bloody drips and footprints were smeared all over the silvery marble floor. They started by the door, crossed the room and stopped at the foot of the bed. Assuming that the person leaving the prints hadn’t walked backwards, whatever had happened had occurred outside my bedroom door. My bed was drenched in blood – the sheets, blankets and pillow. I looked down at myself. Clots of the stuff hung all over my black sweater, sweatpants and socks. So the tang of blood that had made me lurch awake wasn’t a sign of impending seizure; it was the real thing.

      Were those my footsteps? What had happened outside my room? Why was I covered in blood? Did I have a seizure? If so, it must have been bad. Did I bite my tongue? Could you bite your tongue so that the blood covered your whole body? Given the amount, it would make more sense that someone had spitefully thrown a bucket of pig’s blood over me, or stabbed me. Neither seemed likely.

      Where had Mother been while all this was happening? She must have been sleeping. Mother kept strict routines for most things in life, from eating to going to the bathroom to exercising. Her sleeping habits were another such thing. Each night, she went to bed at nine after taking one of the sleeping pills Auntie had prescribed. I had to be home before then. The only time she didn’t follow her nightly routine was when I was late.

      This rule didn’t apply to Hae-jin. Mother justified this discriminatory practice by saying that she didn’t need to worry about him having a seizure on the streets late at night. It was unfair, but I had to accept it; I didn’t want to collapse in front of people, fall onto the tracks while waiting for a train, or flail around in the street and get run over by a bus. Nevertheless, it was my curfew that led me, from time to time, to run in the middle of the night, sneaking out via the steel door on the roof like a person starved of darkness.

      I had done it just last night. I’d arrived home at 8.55 p.m., having had to leave in the middle of drinks with professors to make it back in time. I’d had three or four glasses of soju mixed with beer, even though I normally didn’t drink, and had walked home from the bus stop in the rain, hoping it would cool my flushed face. The heat subsided but I was still buzzed enough to feel happy. Maybe I was a little more than buzzed – I forgot that the front door to the flat didn’t work unless you punched in a code followed by an asterisk, so I waged a hopeless battle with the door for twenty minutes. All the flats in this building had keyless locks. After a while, I just stood there with my hands in my pockets, glaring at the malfunctioning lock. My mobile pinged several times. I knew they were texts from Mother. I didn’t have to read them to know what they said:

      Have you left? 

      Where are you? 

      Are you close? 

      It’s raining. I’ll pick you up at the bus stop. 

      Five seconds after the last message, the door flew open. Mother, who dressed elegantly even to go to the supermarket, appeared with her car keys in her hand, looking stylish in a baseball cap, white sweater, brown cardigan, skinny jeans and white trainers.

      Annoyed, I pursed my lips and looked down at my feet. Let me be, I wanted to snap at her.

      ‘When did you get here?’ She secured the half-open door with the doorstop and stood in the opening. No way was she going to let me in without a fuss.

      My hands still in my pockets, I glanced down at my watch: 9.15 p.m. ‘A while ago…’ I stopped short, realising I was digging my own grave. My head felt like lead. My face was on fire. I must have looked like a ripe tomato. I kept looking straight ahead so she wouldn’t notice. Then I carefully and slowly rolled my eyes towards her. My gaze met hers. ‘I couldn’t get in. The door wouldn’t open,’ I added quickly.

      Mother glanced at the lock. She pressed the seven-digit code, her fingers a blur. The door unlatched with a beep. She looked at me again. What was the problem?

      ‘Oh…’ I nodded, trying to convey that I understood nothing was wrong with it. Water rained down from my wet hair. A drop slid past my eyes and dangled at the tip of my nose. I blew upwards to make it drop. Mother’s eyes were boring into me. More precisely, she was staring at the small scar in the middle of my forehead as though that was where all my lies were generated.

      ‘Have you been drinking?’

      Well, that was an awkward question. According to Auntie, alcohol brought on seizures. Drinking was the ultimate rule I couldn’t break. ‘Just a little. A teeny bit.’ I showed her with my thumb and forefinger.

      Mother’s gaze didn’t soften. My scar burned.

      ‘Just one beer,’ I added, hoping it would turn the situation.

      Mother blinked. ‘Oh, is that so?’

      ‘I wasn’t going to, but my professor offered me one…’ I stopped. Here I was, in trouble for having a few drinks at the age of twenty-five! All because of the damn front door. If it had worked, I would have slipped inside and run upstairs, calling, ‘I’m home!’ as I passed Mother’s bedroom. I wouldn’t have missed my curfew, Mother wouldn’t have come out to accost me, and I wouldn’t have been caught drunk. My legs grew weak and my left knee buckled. I swayed.

      ‘Yu-jin!’ Mother grabbed my elbow.

      I nodded. I’m okay. I’m not drunk. It really was just one drink.

      ‘Let’s go inside and talk.’

      I did want to go inside but I didn’t want to talk. I brushed Mother’s hand off my elbow. This time, my right leg gave way and I tipped towards her, catching myself by hanging onto her shoulders. Mother drew in a quick breath, her small, thin body stiffening. Maybe she was surprised, or moved, or thought it out of character for me to touch her. I held onto her, thinking, Let’s not talk. What’s the point? I’ve already been drinking – it’s too late to stop me now.

      ‘What’s going on with you?’ Mother said, sliding out from under my arms and regaining her usual calm.

      As I stepped inside and took off my shoes, I felt deflated.

      ‘Did something happen?’

      I didn’t bother to look back. I shook my head. As I walked through the living room, I nodded lightly at her. ‘Goodnight.’

      She didn’t stop me. ‘Want me to help you upstairs?’

      I shook my head again and climbed up the stairs, not too fast or too slow.

      I remembered taking off my clothes as soon as I got to my room, lying on my bed without washing, and hearing Mother go into her room and close the door. As soon as I’d heard that click, I sobered up. After that, I probably looked up at the ceiling for forty minutes or so, until I got too antsy and slipped out through the steel door on the roof.

      I just woke up and saw that Mother had called in the middle of the night. I thought it was a little weird – she should have been asleep. That was what Hae-jin had said on the phone. I hadn’t thought anything of it, but now I wondered… Why did she call him? Because I was acting strange? Did she know I’d gone out again? What time did she call him? Eleven? Midnight? If she was up for a while after that, did she hear me come back?

      If she’d heard me, she wouldn’t have left me alone. She would have made me sit down and grilled me, just the way she got me to confess to my transgressions when I was young. She wouldn’t have let me go to bed until I told her everything. Where are you coming from at this hour? When did you leave? How long have you been sneaking around? Though I’d graduated from punishment a long time ago, it could have been back on the table – kneeling in front of the statue of the Virgin all night and reciting Hail Marys. If she’d seen me this bloody, prayers wouldn’t have been the end of it. No, the fact that I woke up in my own room was evidence that she hadn’t seen me looking like this.

      I got out of bed. I needed to figure out what had happened. Taking care not to step in the bloody footprints, I inched towards the door. I stopped still in front of my desk. Behind the desk, in the sliding glass doors to the roof deck, I saw a man. His hair was standing up like horns, his face was red and raw, and the whites of his eyes glinted nervously. I felt faint. That red beast was me?

      I couldn’t see anything outside, thanks to the fog coursing in from the ocean. Yellow light flickered faintly from the pergola Mother had built when she’d created her roof garden. I would have turned it on as I left last night. I should have turned it off on my way in.

      I noticed that the sliding door was open a crack. It locked automatically when it closed, so whenever I went out to the roof deck, I left it open a little. I should have closed the door behind me when I came back in. I wouldn’t have opened it again no matter what state I was in: it was December, and my room was on the second level of a duplex on the tenth floor of a building by the ocean. I wouldn’t want cold air flooding in, unless I was Mother, who was going through the menopause.

      That meant I hadn’t come back in through this door last night. I’d returned through the flat’s front door, judging from the direction of the footprints, the open sliding door and the pergola light. But why would I come in through the front door? Why did I look like this? What did the state of my room signify?

      I looked over at my bedside clock again. Three red numbers were glowing against the black background: 5.45. I didn’t hear running water, but Mother could still be in the bathroom. In ten minutes she would come out of her bedroom and go into the kitchen. I had to see what things looked like before she emerged.

      I opened my door and went out into the hall. I flicked on the light. Bloody footprints stretched from my doorway down the hallway, all the way to the stairs. I leant against the door. The optimist in my head whispered to me: It’s a dream. You haven’t woken up yet. There’s no way something like this could happen in real life.

      I forced myself to move away from the door, and followed the footsteps reluctantly. I stepped onto the top of the darkened stairs, triggering the motion sensor. The light turned on. Bloody handprints were smeared all over the railing, with footprints stamped on each step. Dazed, I looked down at the blood-splattered wall beside the stairs, and the rivulets and puddles of blood pooling on the landing below.

      I looked down at my blood-drenched hands, sweater, trousers and feet. Had I got covered in blood on the landing? Who had done this to me? I began to panic, unable to think, hear or feel.

      I went downstairs sluggishly. I passed the puddle of blood on the landing and turned to continue down the next flight. I gasped; my head jerked up and I stepped backwards. I closed my eyes. My mind suggested an acceptable option. Nothing’s wrong. This isn’t real. Go back to your room before Mother comes out. Get some sleep. Once you wake up again, it’ll be like any other morning.

      The realist in my head disagreed. No. You can’t gloss over this. You have to find out if it is a dream or not. If it isn’t, you have to figure out what happened downstairs and why you woke up looking like this. If it turns out to be a dream, you’ll still have plenty of time to get back to bed.

      I opened my eyes. Downstairs, the lights were blazing. Blood had pooled along the dividing wall between the stairs and the kitchen. In the puddle was a pair of bare feet, heels resting on the marble floor and toes pointing up towards the ceiling. The wall blocked my view of what else was there, as if the feet had been cut off to be displayed like sculpture.

      Whose feet were these? A doll’s? A ghost’s? Looking down from above didn’t provide any answers. I had to figure out what was going on.

      I gritted my teeth and continued ahead. Blood and footprints were on each step; the rivulet of blood had coasted down the stairs and reached the living room. When I got to the last step, all I could see was the physicality of real, human feet – bumpy toes, high arches, an anklet with a dangling charm hanging from the left ankle. My stomach flipped and I began hiccuping. I wanted to go back to my room.

      I forced myself to continue. I hesitantly turned to the right, towards the front door. Blood formed an oblong swamp from under the stairs to the kitchen entrance. A woman lay neatly in the middle of it, her feet closer to the stairs and her head pointing towards the kitchen. She was wearing a voluminous white nightgown. Her legs were straight, her hands were clasped on her chest, and her long hair covered her face. She looked like a hallucination straight out of a delusional mind.

      I took a step towards her, then another, stopping near her elbow. Her head had been jerked back and her neck was severed. Someone strong must have done this in one swift motion, with a sharp knife. The flesh around the wound was red, like a fish’s gills. For a moment I thought I saw it throb. Dark irises met my eyes from under the tangled hair, ensnaring me, ordering me to come closer. I obeyed. I bent my stiff legs to crouch next to her. I reached out and pushed her hair out of the way, my hand trembling. I felt as though I were committing a crime.

      ‘Yu-jin!’

      Mother’s voice again, the same one I had heard in my dream. This time it sounded faint. I couldn’t breathe. Everything in my mind was crashing down; everything swam before my eyes. My spine crumpled and my feet slipped on the blood. I sat down heavily, breaking my fall with my hands.

      The woman’s eyes were bulging like a startled cat’s. Droplets of blood clung to her long dark lashes. Her cheeks were thin and her jawline was pronounced. Her mouth was open in an O shape. Mother. The woman who had lost her husband and elder son sixteen years ago, who had clung to me and me alone since then, who’d given me her DNA.

      Everything turned dark. I felt sick. I couldn’t move. I couldn’t breathe. Hot sand had filled my lungs. All I could do was wait for the light to turn on in my dark brain. I wanted it all to be a dream; I wanted my internal clock to ring its alarm and pull me out of this nightmare.

      Time crawled by. Everything was chillingly quiet. The grandfather clock began to chime – six o’clock. Thirty minutes had passed since I’d woken up. This was when Mother would finish clattering in the kitchen and head up to my room with a smoothie made of milk, banana, pine nuts and walnuts.

      The clock stopped chiming, but Mother was still lying next to me. Was this not a dream after all? Had Mother really called out to me last night? Was she calling for help? Or begging for her life?

      My knees began knocking. My lower abdomen suddenly grew heavy. A sharp pain stabbed below my belly button. My bladder swelled, and I felt an urgent, intense need to pee. It was the same pressure I’d felt as a boy when I dreamed I couldn’t move and the freight train was bearing down on me. I sat on my knees, pressed my thighs together and leant on them with both hands. Cold sweat trickled down my back.

       

      Cold sweat trickled down my back. I felt stupid. My blankets and sheets were soaked through, my pyjamas were plastered to my bottom. Everything pulsated with the stench of urine. I’d made the same mistake three nights in a row. Mother would be annoyed. What are you, a baby, wetting your bed all of a sudden? She might sit us down and interrogate us. Tell me honestly. Where did you go after school two days ago? What happened?

      My older brother, Yu-min, and I were in the first grade at a private elementary school near Sinchon. Mother drove us to school every morning on her way to work as an editor at a publishing house, which was nearby, behind Yonsei University. After school, we went to an art studio near her office, which was more of a day-care facility. It was close enough to school that we always walked. We often stopped to buy snacks and got distracted on our way there. Mother always worried about us. ‘Don’t go near the train tracks,’ she would admonish. ‘Stick to the main roads, okay?’

      ‘Okay,’ we said, but we didn’t. Sometimes – no, often – we walked along the Seoul–Uijeongbu Line rails, our ankles sinking into the weeds. Of course, we didn’t just walk. We came up with games and competed to see who would win. We played Scarecrow, where you spread your arms out and walked along the rail as you looked up at the sky; we did long jumps, where the person who leapt over the most cross-ties won. The best was Survival. We always tied, since we had the same weapons: Mother-approved toy sub-machine guns that made loud rat-tat-tat sounds without doing much else.

      But three days ago, we had packed our backpacks with goggles and BB guns with plastic pellets that Father had brought for us from a business trip to America. Mother didn’t like them, but the pellets didn’t leave marks on our bodies, and she was more relaxed in the days when Yu-min was around. We were thrilled. We didn’t pay any attention in class that day, as we were both thinking of Sinchon station.

      As soon as school finished for the day, we put our goggles on and roamed the tracks and the adjacent wasteland that overlooked the station, shooting at each other; the one who was hit the most would lose. Mother and the art studio receded in our minds and we didn’t realise how much time had passed. We’d used up all the bullets and the game was a draw but we weren’t ready to call it quits, so we came up with a tiebreaker: a race to the station; the first one there would win.

      One, two, three, we counted, and I shot ahead. I was a little ahead of Yu-min to begin with, but soon we were side by side. Near the end, I was behind him by a few strides. By the time I got to the last hurdle, the tracks, he was already running down the slope on the other side. A train was barrelling towards us from a distance. I knew I’d already lost, but I didn’t give up. I leapt over the tracks. My backpack hit my elbow as I jumped, making the gun slip out of my sweaty hand. On the other side, I rolled to a stop, shot up and looked behind me. The train was still rushing forward, steam curling upwards from the engine. It was going to grind my gun to dust. Without thinking, I bolted back onto the tracks. By now, the train was close enough that I could see it was a freight train. But I couldn’t give up and lose my gun.

      ‘Yu-jin!’ Yu-min screamed.

      The horn blasted, but I didn’t look at the train. I threw myself forward, my eyes only on the gun. As the train clattered and whooshed by, I rolled back down the slope, my gun in my hand.

      I heard Yu-min shouting, ‘Run!’

      I took off at speed, in case the conductor stopped the train to come back and catch me, or a station agent watching from somewhere called the police. I felt electrified, fully expecting someone to grab me by the scruff of my neck.

      I caught up with Yu-min in front of the art studio. My uniform was torn, my face was covered in dirt, and my hair was standing on end. The art teacher mended my trousers and washed my face. We insisted that we’d fallen in the yard while we were racing each other; we didn’t tell anyone what had really happened.

      The problem started that night. The moment I fell asleep, I found myself on the empty waste ground next to the tracks. I grabbed my gun as the train rushed towards me. When I opened my eyes, my bed and my body were drenched. The same thing happened the next night too. On the third night, I took off my wet pyjamas and threw them on my bed, then went into Yu-min’s room, hugging my pillow. I slipped under the blankets and sidled next to my brother. I could smell the grassy scent of that afternoon. The stench of urine clinging to me vanished. I closed my eyes. I had the same dream, but this time, Yu-min appeared beside me and yelled, ‘Train! Train’s coming!’ right before I was about to run onto the tracks.

      I slept in his room for the rest of that year and continued until the spring I turned nine, the year he died.

       

      Now, I wished I could crawl into Yu-min’s bed again. He would help me deal with this nightmare, if only I could just lie down next to him.

      He died a long time ago, a voice inside my head reminded me. You have to handle it yourself.

      Outside, the wind howled, its reverberations burrowing into my ears. I could feel my pulse behind my eyes. I swallowed the spit that had pooled in my mouth. Yu-min was gone. I pressed my knees together to suppress the urge to pee, and sat up straight. I lifted my hand to bring it to Mother’s face, but the world spun and I felt as though I might vomit. My shoulders were so stiff that my elbows would not move. The tips of my fingers trembled in the air. My body was frozen. The distance between my hand and her face seemed to stretch; it would be a million years later by the time I touched her.

      It’s not as if you are going to rip into her and eat her, the voice in my mind snapped again. It’s just to check if she’s really not breathing, if her heart has really stopped, if her body is cold. Just put your hand out and touch her.

      I exhaled. I placed my middle finger under her nose and waited. I didn’t detect anything. Her cheek, coated with dark purple blood, felt cold, dry and hard, like touching a stiffening mound of clay. I felt the middle of her chest, then moved my hand to the left and then to the right. I couldn’t feel her heartbeat anywhere among her twelve pairs of ribs. I didn’t feel any warmth. She really must be dead.

      My shoulders drooped as despondency settled over me. What was it that I was hoping for? That she might still be alive? That this might all be a dream? It wasn’t. I was in the middle of a murder scene.

      ‘Everything’s okay, right?’ Hae-jin had asked. If I had known that something like this had happened, I wouldn’t have emerged from my bed until he came home. It wouldn’t have changed this ‘something’ into nothing, but at least I wouldn’t have been sitting by myself next to Mother’s body, shell-shocked, lost, not knowing what to do.

      My eyes flitted around the flat. Everything looked strange. Questions echoed in my head. Who had done this? When? Why?

      Someone must have snuck into the flat. Perhaps there really were thieves and muggers running rampant in Gundo; it seemed believable, aside from the fact that I’d just made it up.

      It was true that people had begun to move into the newly developed city, though nearly half the flats were still empty. The area didn’t have much infrastructure yet, with no shops, public transport or communal facilities. Given that only one police patrol division oversaw the two districts it encompassed, it would make sense if all kinds of criminals were running wild through the streets. Among them would be the sort of intruders who entered your building by simply walking through the front door behind a resident. The top floors had their own private roof decks that could be accessed both from inside the flat and from another door leading straight to the central stairwell facing the lift; so there was a sliding door to the roof garden in the bedroom and then there was another door – made of steel – from the roof garden into the stairwell; those units would understandably be their primary target. Such thieves must have visited our home last night.

      They would have come through the roof door off the main stairwell. It wouldn’t have been that difficult to pick that lock. After all, I had snuck out through that very door just a few hours before, leaving the deadbolt unlatched. Having entered, they would have ransacked the place – my room, the downstairs bedrooms and the living room. Mother, who was a light sleeper even when she took sleeping pills, would have woken up. She would have known it wasn’t me or Hae-jin; she had a keen intuition. If she’d got out of bed, then…

      Would she have opened her bedroom door to look out? Would she have gone out into the living room, calling, ‘Who is it?’ Or maybe she’d called me on my mobile first, but I hadn’t seen her request for rescue because I’d left my phone at home. She would have tried Hae-jin next. That would explain why she called him last night. The thieves, who had searched through all the other rooms by that point, would have come into her room. What would she have done? Maybe she had pretended to be asleep. She might have run into her dressing room or the bathroom to hide. Or maybe she’d dashed onto her balcony. Maybe she’d screamed, ‘Don’t hurt me, please!’ She might have run into the kitchen to resist, perhaps looking for a weapon. They might have caught her in front of the island, and they would have struggled. However it happened, it was clear that everything had gone down in front of the dividing wall between the kitchen and the stairs. It would have ended in just a few minutes. No matter how quick Mother was, no matter how weak that old goat of a thief was, it was still a woman against a man.

      Maybe that was when I arrived outside our flat. I would have been in that zombie state I went into right before a seizure. That had to be when Mother fell, moaning my name – the moment I remembered like something out of a dream. I would have run in through the front door. She would have collapsed already, and the intruder would have advanced on me with the knife. For a moment I imagined myself fighting with him. It would have been hard for a single man to subdue me. He would have run up the stairs to escape via the steel door on the roof deck, but I would have caught him. Then what?

      I didn’t remember anything that would support any of this. In my mind, nothing remained from the hours after midnight. It still made sense, though. If I’d had a seizure after fighting the thief off, if I’d fallen into a deep sleep after managing to crawl into bed, it was possible I wouldn’t remember those events. So what now? I needed to report it. I had to report it.

      I crawled to the living room table and yanked the phone off the hook. Who should I call? An ambulance? The police? My fingers kept slipping off the buttons. Numbers bounced and danced in front of my eyes. It took so long for me to punch them out that I was automatically sent to directory assistance. A grunt leaked out of my throat. I rubbed my palms on my thighs and started over. 1. 1. 2. Carefully, digit by digit, I dialled the emergency number. I went over what I would say. Then I raised my head and froze. I saw in the glass doors leading to the balcony the man I’d caught sight of when I first got out of bed – the man covered in red. The line was ringing. I looked back at Mother. I suddenly realised what the police would see. A dead woman with her throat cut, lying in a pool of blood next to her dazed, bloodied son.

      ‘Incheon Police Department. How may I help —’

      I hung up. What would I say to them? That when I woke up, Mother was dead; that it looked like an intruder had killed her; that for some reason both my room and I were covered in blood, but please believe me when I say I didn’t do it? Would they believe me? The voice in my head said, You might as well tell them that she cut her own throat.

      For me to prove that there had been an intruder, there had to be one of two things: the intruder himself, or his body. The only traces of him were on the stairs and the landing. If he had been injured in our fight, he would still be in the flat somewhere. Or if he had hidden and died overnight, his body would be here. Then everything would make sense: why I woke up covered in blood, why there was so much blood on the landing and in the living room, why I couldn’t remember what happened after midnight, and all the rest.

      I returned the phone to its cradle. Blood pounded through my veins. My thoughts began to advance rapidly. My hands and feet twitched. My neural circuits whirred. I thought of all the hiding places in the flat. It would be somewhere warm where he could lie down, somewhere hidden where he couldn’t be found easily. There were at least ten places that met those criteria.

      I stood up and tiptoed to Mother’s bedroom door, holding my breath. I turned the handle, kicked the door open and rushed in.

      The room was pristine. Nothing looked out of the ordinary: there was no blood, no footprints, no evidence of a fight. The double curtains hanging over the glass balcony doors were closed tightly. The bed didn’t look like it had been slept in. The pillows were propped neatly against the headboard and the white wool blanket was taut and smooth. The lamp and clock were in their usual spots on the bedside table and the square cushions stood primly on the couch by the foot of the bed. It was orderly, the way it always looked after Mother straightened her room upon waking.

      The only thing that was even a little bit disturbed was the writing desk. A single ballpoint pen was on the edge, and the tall leather chair had been pushed back. A brown blanket, still neatly folded, was on the floor below, as though it had slid off the arm of the chair.

      I leapt over the bed and yanked open the curtains. Nothing. No one behind the curtains or outside on the balcony. I opened each of the built-in cupboards. The first had pillows, cushions and curtains; the middle one contained enough sheets and blankets to outfit at least ten groups of students on a school trip, and in the third were boxes holding small belongings. I opened the door to her dressing room, which led to the study and to Hae-jin’s room, and turned on the light. It was the same as the bedroom. The obsessively clean white marble floor shone like an ice rink, the obsessively neat dressing table had jars and tubes lined up in a neat row, the obsessively organised drawers had clothes stacked precisely on top of one another, and the obsessively orderly wardrobe had garments painstakingly separated by season and sheathed in individual bags. There was no hint of the thief. The bathroom was much the same. The floor was dry and spotless and the light scent of shampoo perfumed the clean air.

      I opened the door to the study, which held some of Father’s old belongings and Mother’s books. It looked the same as it always did. I went back out through the living room and walked into the kitchen. That, too, was clean. No footprints or blood anywhere. The blood was only around Mother’s body. If that was where she had been killed, everything nearby should have been sprayed with blood.

      I looked around the rest of the flat. The balcony behind the kitchen, Hae-jin’s bedroom and bathroom. Everything appeared normal. On my way out of Hae-jin’s room, I glanced around one last time at his bed, television, wardrobe and desk, his workout gear hanging on his chair.

      Outside of work obligations or travel, Hae-jin always came home to sleep, even on nights he went out, even though Mother didn’t insist. But last night… last night of all nights, he’d stayed out. Then he’d called me around the time I usually woke up to ask if everything was all right. As if he’d known something was up. To lure me downstairs, perhaps.

      A script wrote itself instantly in my mind. Hae-jin comes home after I fall asleep post-seizure. For some unknown reason, he attacks Mother. Mother flees, but he catches her and kills her. He comes upstairs, tracking footprints and blood all over the place, and covers me with blood to frame me for the crime. Then he saunters out of the flat.

      I quickly backed away from that thought, and as I closed the door to his room, I put it out of my head for good. That wasn’t possible. It was insane. I knew Hae-jin. We’d lived in the same flat for ten years. It was more likely that Mother would kill him; that was the kind of person Kim Hae-jin was. The most rebellious thing he had done in his entire life was to go and see an adult-rated move before graduating from middle school. But even then, he’d asked Mother to come along as a guardian, and invited me too.

      I slid open the door to the entrance foyer. Four pairs of shoes were in a neat row: Mother’s slippers, Hae-jin’s slippers, Mother’s white trainers, and my wet, muddy black running shoes. I never left those shoes by the front door. I hid them in the ceiling of my bathroom and retrieved them only when I went out through the door to the roof. If I’d come home via the roof the way I usually did, there was no way they would be here. So I had come in through the front door last night.

      Strangely, Mother’s trainers were also wet. Not just damp, but soaked. I tried to remember what had happened when I came back last night after the party. When I was struggling to unlock the door, Mother had come out wearing those trainers. Were they wet? I couldn’t remember, but Mother wasn’t the kind of person who would shove her feet into wet shoes. That meant she had gone out again afterwards. But she couldn’t have taken the car. She must have run around in the rain like I had. It was the only way her shoes could be this wet.

      I closed the door and turned around. I noticed a black Gore-Tex jacket and quilted vest crumpled in the corner. I’d been wearing those last night over my sweater. Why were they here?

      Maybe this was what happened: I ran through the front door, hearing Mother’s scream. I discovered her collapsed in a pool of blood in front of the kitchen. I took off my wet jacket and vest and placed them carefully by the entrance foyer door, then came inside. That made no sense. That made the least sense of all the things that had made no sense since I’d woken up this morning.

      I was picking up the jacket and vest when I heard ‘Hakuna Matata’, the song from The Lion King. Mother had recently changed her ringtone. It sounded like it was coming from the living room.

      I rushed in, jacket and vest still in hand, and spotted her phone on the edge of the coffee table. I hadn’t noticed it when I’d called the police. She often left it there. An unexpected name was on the screen: Hye-won. Why was Auntie calling so early?

      It rang half a dozen times. Then the cordless began to ring. Auntie again. It was 6.54. Hae-jin and Auntie were doing the same thing, separated only by an hour and a half. A thought popped into my head. Did Mother call Auntie last night, too?

      I picked up Mother’s mobile. I knew as much about her as she did about me, so I was able to unlock her phone. According to the call list, she had rung Hae-jin at 1.30 a.m., but they hadn’t talked. She’d called Auntie at 1.31 a.m., and they had spoken for three minutes. So she had been alive at least until 1.34 a.m.

      I thought back to last night, back to the point in time where my memory was the clearest. At midnight, I had been at the pedestrian crossing by the sea wall where I’d seen the woman getting off the last Ansan-bound bus. That crossing was about two kilometres from home. It would have taken me twenty minutes if I’d walked, fifteen if I’d alternated between running and walking, and ten if I’d run the whole way. I remembered running; if I’d run the entire way home, I would have entered our building around 12.10 a.m. and would have been at the front door of the flat by 12.15. Even if I’d walked up the stairs, which I didn’t remember doing, it would have been before 12.30 a.m.

      So I’d walked into the living room around 12.30 a.m., and Mother had died after 1.34 a.m. between the living room and the kitchen.

      My brain felt tangled. It was impossible to figure out what had happened. The intruder disappeared from my conjectures. Maybe I’d missed something important, something that would tie all of this together.

      With my jacket and vest and Mother’s mobile still in my hands, I turned towards Mother herself, lying neatly in the pool of blood, looking as if she were asleep. For the first time I noticed something unnatural about the way she was positioned. A person who bleeds out from a massive wound to the throat wouldn’t have time to rake her hair forward to cover her face and place her hands carefully on her chest before dying.

      I went over to her. I now noticed things that hadn’t registered before. It looked as though a big, heavy object had been dragged down the stairs, smearing the blood. An object like Mother’s body. Next to the smears were footprints heading both up and down. Someone had murdered Mother on the landing and dragged her down to arrange her like this.

      But why? Who had done this? If not an intruder or Hae-jin, the only other possibility… I looked at Mother, terrified, and shook my head. I remembered what my mind had thrown up earlier: You might as well tell them that she cut her own throat.

      That could have happened, I thought. For some reason she cuts her own throat on the landing, and for some reason I can’t stop her. Because I’m about to have a seizure. She collapses and tumbles down the stairs. I come downstairs and move her to where she is now, which is probably the bare minimum I can do before my seizure takes over. Maybe I put her in a sleeping position, since I’m dazed and unable to think, then bid her goodnight like I do every night.

      I felt a glimmer of hope. If I could figure out why she cut her own throat and why I couldn’t stop her, I could call the police without worrying about becoming a suspect. I could figure it out. Or at least I could make it make sense. I had always had a gift for reshaping a scene to make it comprehensible, though Mother disparaged this skill, calling it ‘lying’.

      I ran up the stairs, taking care not to step in the blood or footprints. The blood on the landing was beginning to congeal. The footprints were disorderly, stamped in every direction. Someone had paced around in confusion.

      ‘Yu-jin,’ Mother called from somewhere in my memory, in a low voice, suppressing emotion, the kind that forced a response. I stopped and looked over at the solid wood-panelled wall, now stained deep purple. I could see myself leaning back against it, cornered. I stopped breathing.

      ‘Where were you?’

      When was this memory from? Last night? When I came back from the sea wall? A faint light flickered at the bottom of my muddy consciousness, but when I blinked, my own ghostly form against the wall disappeared. Mother’s voice vanished, too.

      I continued up the stairs and followed the dried footprints along the marble floor of the hallway. Even though I placed my heels purposefully, I felt as if I were slipping and sliding. I turned the bloody door handle of my own room, walked inside, and stood at the foot of my bed.

      ‘Stop right there.’ Mother’s voice came again.

      I stood next to the footprints; they were the same size as my feet. I looked cautiously around the room, at the sliding door still open a crack, the blinds pushed to one side, the light on the pergola blinking in the fog, the neat desk, the chair draped with the comfortable clothes I wore at home, the cordless phone on my bedside table, the pillow and blankets drenched in blood. Mother’s mobile slid out of my hand and fell to the floor. All the clues were pointing to one person. The ‘intruder’, the ‘murderer’, was me.

      I perched stiffly on the edge of my bed. Why would I have done it? I came home around 12.30 a.m. last night. If I’d bumped into her then, she probably held me hostage for a long time, pressing to find out what I had been doing. She would have figured out that I was on the verge of having a seizure, and she would have realised I wasn’t taking my meds. Her speciality, gentle scolding, would have begun. But that still didn’t explain why I would have killed her. How many mothers would still be alive if their sons murdered them when they got caught doing something they shouldn’t?

      I slumped over. Nobody would side with me. I needed someone who would believe me, no matter what anyone said, no matter what kind of evidence they could dig up. I looked down at the black Gore-Tex jacket, the words Private Lesson embossed on the back in blue. Would he believe me? Would he help me?

       

      It was August, the day after I’d taken the exam to enter law school. I’d taken a Mokpo-bound train at Hae-jin’s invitation. Since May, he had been part of a crew filming on an isolated island called Imja in Sinan County. Lonely and bored, he had called nearly every day to see what was going on. If he’d had something to drink, he’d call once an hour and ask, ‘What’s up?’ Each time, he insisted that I should come for a visit after my exams. ‘I want to show you something.’

      ‘What is it?’

      ‘You’ll see when you get here.’

      I didn’t take him seriously. Everything annoyed me at the time, because I had the worst headaches and all I was doing was studying; I didn’t have time to even think about Imja Island. More than anything, I didn’t want Mother on my back. Though I was twenty-five, I’d never travelled alone, not even backpacking or going abroad to learn a foreign language like everyone else. Mother went so far as to ensure that I went to work at the local government office instead of letting me escape for military service. All for the same reason that my curfew was 9 p.m. – to prevent my having a seizure out in the world all by myself.

      I was at the dining table when Hae-jin called. ‘Tomorrow’s the last day of shooting,’ he said. ‘You have to come. You can stay over one night, and then we’ll go home together.’

      I hesitated and glanced at Mother.

      Even though he couldn’t see me, he understood instantly. He asked me to put Mother on the line. ‘Let me try.’

      Hae-jin was persuasive. Mother listened without protesting, then said, ‘All right.’ She didn’t stop her nagging, though. Don’t forget to take your medicine, don’t drink, don’t get in people’s way… On the way to Gwangmyeong station, she added, ‘Don’t go into the deep water,’ as if she’d completely forgotten that I’d once been a competitive swimmer.

      Everything was fine all the way to Mokpo and on the intercity bus to Sinan. The symptoms started when the ferry left Jeomam Quay. For the twenty minutes it took to get to Imja Island, I was surrounded by a strong metallic scent, and I hallucinated that the sun was literally burning my eyes. I couldn’t tell if I was about to have a seizure or not; maybe I was just getting sunstroke.

      If I had been taking my meds, it would have been obvious. But I’d stopped taking them two days before the exam, for the first time since the episode I’d had when I was fifteen. I was going to start taking them again the night after my exams, but I changed my mind when Hae-jin called. I decided I would wait until I returned home from Imja Island. What’s two more days? I thought. I wanted to revel in my true self, freed from my usual constraints.

      But by the time we docked at Imja Island, my hallucinations were so severe that I could barely keep my eyes open. I got in a cab, the metallic smell permeating everything around me. Sweat was running down my back, but I was freezing. I now understood that I was going to have a seizure but I was too far away to go back home. I had to get to Hae-jin’s place as fast as possible. I told the driver to rush to Hauri Harbour.

      ‘Let’s give it a go,’ the driver said.

      I felt that I was drifting in and out of consciousness as the car flew along the roads.

      ‘Excuse me.’ The driver had turned around in his seat and was shaking my knee. ‘We’re here.’

      I opened my eyes. We were at the harbour. I managed to pay and get out of the cab. I didn’t have to go far; this was where they were shooting. Two men were running along the top of the tetrapod-covered sea wall as the camera followed them, a large truck spewing water over the actors. People were huddled around monitors. Villagers had gathered around the perimeter of the shoot to watch. I stopped about ten metres away. I needed to lie down, but I couldn’t move. Hot white light trapped me. The world disappeared. The last thing I heard was Hae-jin yelling, ‘Yu-jin!’

      When I came to, I was lying down. My vision was still fuzzy but I knew right away that the brown eyes that met mine were Hae-jin’s. ‘Are you okay?’

      ‘Yeah,’ I croaked, and a headache gripped me. It wasn’t the usual sharp stabbing from behind my eyes but a heavy pain pressing on my head.

      ‘Can you see me?’

      I saw the beach umbrella above his head. Something soft was under mine. My trousers were damp. I must have pissed myself during the seizure. A black jacket was draped over me.

      ‘Are you hurt?’

      Everything hurt, even my jaw; maybe I’d been grinding my teeth. It must have been a bad one. I could hear people on the other side of the umbrella. I could see myself collapsing in front of them, Hae-jin running over, grabbing the umbrella to give me privacy, a cushion to prop my head up, and clothes to conceal my lack of bladder control. I wanted to go home.

      ‘Can you get up?’

      I sat up. We went to Hae-jin’s place, which was near the docks. I showered and changed, while Hae-jin packed his things and called a cab. I had arrived just as they were finishing the shoot, and the only thing left was the wrap party.

      I knew what films meant to Hae-jin – this was what he’d dreamed of since he was twelve, maybe even younger. It had kept his spirits up while his alcoholic grandfather was raising him, and had given him something to live for when he’d lost his grandfather and become an orphan. These three months at Imja Island were the first step toward his dreams; he must have wanted to stay and celebrate.

      I knew all of this, but I didn’t stop him. I didn’t want to go home by myself; I didn’t even think I could go back outside. A strange chill settled under my ribs. I sat curled up in the corner of his room, wrapped in his jacket, until the cab came. The jacket smelled like something I hadn’t smelled in a long time – the grass on the waste ground near Sinchon station, from back when I used to wet my bed.

      An hour later, we were sitting on the deck of the old ferry, heading back to Jeomam Quay. We didn’t talk much. When Hae-jin asked, ‘Are you hungry?’ I shook my head, and when he asked, ‘Are you feeling better now?’ I nodded. The evening sun hung between the rocky islands that flanked our passage home. Red waves blazed and bobbed under the orange sky. The spray of water behind us and the strong sea breeze were red, too. The ferry sliced through the flames like a speedboat.

      ‘That sunset’s killer, isn’t it?’ Hae-jin said.

      I got up to look out over the ocean. I unzipped the jacket and breathed the hot wind deep into my lungs. The chill in my chest seemed to melt away.

      Hae-jin came and stood beside me. ‘Remember when I said I wanted to show you something? This is it.’

      I turned and faced him. His eyes were smiling kindly. Hae-jin’s smile was like a gift to me. While Mother poured endless fear into my bloodstream, Hae-jin warmed me like the sun, always on my side.

       

      I wanted to believe Hae-jin would be on my side today, too. In fact, I believed he would be. I stood, picked up the home phone from my bedside table and dialled his number. It began to ring. Something that had fallen between my bed and the bedside table caught my eye. I bent down to pull it out – a straight razor with its blade open. Dark blood was crusted on the long wooden handle and the sleek blade.

      ‘Hello? Mother?’

      Hae-jin’s voice receded. I stared at the blade, stunned.

      ‘Yu-jin?’

      With my fingernail, I scraped off the blood at the end of the handle. Familiar initials appeared.

      H. M. S. 

      Han Min-seok. Father’s razor. I had found it years ago in a box in the study and brought it up to my room. I had hardly any memories of him. I didn’t remember his mannerisms or his voice, and even his face was fuzzy in my mind. I remembered only that his cheeks and chin were covered in dark stubble, and that every morning he shaved with this very razor in front of the bathroom mirror. A frequently constipated child, I would be on the toilet, straining, my chin in my hands, watching his stubble disappear with the suds. I liked the sound of the razor scraping and sliding along his flesh. Once, I asked him what shaving felt like. I wasn’t positive but I thought he said something to the effect of: It feels like you’re pulling up the hair embedded deep in the skin, and it makes you feel clean and fresh. He said you needed to learn how to use a straight razor properly – your chin wouldn’t emerge unscathed until you figured it out – but that the feeling it gave didn’t compare with any other razor, annoying as it was to keep the blade sharp.

      I remembered what I said after that. I asked if I could have it after he was dead. I recalled his foamy reaction: a soap bubble flaring from one of his nostrils, his eyes turning round and big like full moons. He was laughing. Emboldened, I asked him to promise me. Father said: Sure, I don’t know when I’ll die, but when I do, I’ll definitely leave it to you. We did pinky swears and even pressed our thumbs together to seal the promise. Mother couldn’t have known about that, and when Father died, I didn’t feel like explaining it. I just took the razor without telling anyone.

      ‘Hello? Hello?’ Hae-jin was getting louder on the other end of the phone.

      ‘It’s me,’ I managed to croak.

      ‘What…’ Hae-jin grew quiet, then annoyed. ‘Why didn’t you say anything? You nearly gave me a heart attack.’

      ‘I’m listening. Go on.’

      He snorted. ‘Go on? You’re the one who called me.’

      Right. I’d called him. I was going to say I needed help, that I thought I was in serious trouble. I pointed the razor up so the blade stood vertically under my chin. I’d never once used it to shave. After all, I wasn’t as hairy as Father, and I could make do with an electric shaver. In fact I only started growing light facial hair when I was twenty-one. It wasn’t that I was saving the razor for a special occasion, either; I just kept it hidden in a panel in my bathroom ceiling, out of Mother’s sight. I’d never taken it with me anywhere until last night, when I went out of the roof door with it in the pocket of my sweatpants.

      ‘Yu-jin?’ Hae-jin prompted.

      I found myself at a loss for words. Before I’d found this razor, there had been so many possible explanations. But now…

      ‘Where are you?’ I managed to ask.

      ‘I just got to the train station. I’m not feeling that great, so I made myself some ramen before I left.’

      He’d probably had two. He always had two ramen when he was hung-over, a habit he’d inherited from his grandfather, who was drunk seven days a week. So Hae-jin was still in Sangam-dong.

      ‘Why, is something up?’ he asked.

      ‘No.’ I changed my mind. ‘Yes.’ It couldn’t hurt to buy some time. ‘I have a favour to ask.’

      Hae-jin was silent, waiting.

      ‘Do you remember the raw fish restaurant in Yeongjong Island? The one we went to for Mother’s birthday?’

      ‘Oh yeah. Léon or something, right?’

      ‘No, Léon was where we had coffee after. It’s Kkosil’s, about fifty metres further in. At the end of the beach.’

      ‘Oh yeah.’

      ‘So last night, after the drinks party, we went there for another round.’ They say that a normal person lies on average eighteen times an hour. I probably come in a little higher than average, what with my difficulty with honesty. My extra output makes me very good at it, able to spin any kind of story in a believable way. ‘I left my mobile there, but I can’t go and pick it up right now. I have to send some documents to the dean this morning, and today’s the day they announce the law school entrance exam results. I have to be home to check online.’

      ‘Today’s the day already?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      Hae-jin gave me the answer I wanted. ‘No problem. I’ll swing by on my way home.’

      ‘They won’t be open until after ten, though.’

      ‘I’ll just wait at Léon and get some coffee.’

      ‘I’m happy to pay for a cab,’ I said, in the hope of finding out how Hae-jin would return.

      ‘Are you insane? A cab from Yeongjong Island?’

      Good. He would rather get the bus. Just as I thanked him and was about to hang up, Hae-jin asked, ‘So, is Mother up yet?’

      I pressed the end button, pretending not to have heard. I thought about Mother lying in the living room. The blood could be explained in different ways, but the discovery of the razor was proof of a singular truth. It had been in my jacket last night, and now it was under my bed. How would Hae-jin take this? How would he take Mother’s death? Would he be shocked or sad or enraged? Would he believe me? Would he still be on my side?

       

      Eleven years ago, I was fourteen and Hae-jin was fifteen. We were about to graduate from middle school. Following Mother’s wishes, I had selected a humanities high school where I could continue swimming alongside my studies. Hae-jin, whose grades were good enough to get him into an exclusive high school, instead selected an arts and culture vocational school. He’d decided on that path on his own, refusing to listen to his teacher, who tried to persuade him to aim higher. He was swayed by the fact that he would receive a full scholarship from the vocational school in addition to a living stipend, and that going there would help him achieve his dream of working in film. He didn’t have much choice: at the time, he was basically on his own. His parents had died in a car accident when he was three, and his grandfather, who had taken him in and brought him up, had been in the hospital for several months with cirrhosis and renal failure; nobody knew if he would ever get better. Hae-jin was the busiest student in the world: he went to school every day, worked in the evenings at a petrol station for 2,900 won an hour, and slept in the hospital by his grandfather’s side.

      Hae-jin and his grandfather weren’t well off even before the illness. They had been making ends meet with the government aid his grandfather received, and the little he earned collecting paper for recycling. Until recently, Hae-jin hadn’t needed to get a job: though his grandfather was an infamous drunk, he wasn’t so unconscionable as to rely on his young grandson to support them. In fact, he insisted, ‘You focus on school, I’ll take care of everything else.’ But then he’d collapsed.

      I was busy at that time, too. Having been selected as a member of the national swimming team, I was in a special winter training camp to prepare for the junior world championships in New Zealand, and because of my schedule, Hae-jin and I couldn’t hang out much. Mother updated me on how he and his grandfather were doing each day when she came to the pool. It seemed that she was going to the hospital regularly with food.

      On the last day of 2005, the coach cut the training session short and gave everyone the afternoon off. He told us to go home and get pampered by our mothers, and come back refreshed the next day at 9 a.m. I don’t know how she’d heard, but Mother was already waiting for me outside. She looked happy and excited. Her straight hair was grazing the shoulders of a white overcoat I’d never seen before, and she was even wearing make-up.

      I fastened my seat belt. ‘Are you going somewhere?’

      ‘Dongsung-dong,’ she said, which didn’t explain anything.

      We arrived in front of the hospital where Hae-jin’s grandfather was being treated. I was confused. Hae-jin ran out. I unbuckled my seat belt. I had read the situation to mean that Mother was going somewhere in Dongsung-dong, so I was to hang out with Hae-jin.

      ‘No, don’t get out,’ Mother said.

      Hae-jin grinned at me and got in the back seat.

      ‘Happy New Year,’ Mother said to him, a day early.

      ‘You too, Mother.’ Hae-jin pulled something out from behind his back and handed it to her. A heart-shaped red lollipop as big as her face, with a message written in white: The apple of my eye.

      A smile spread across Mother’s face as she took it, her cheeks flushing and her eyes downcast. As far as I knew, that was the first time Hae-jin had called her Mother. Maybe she was moved by that, or maybe she liked that she was the apple of his eye. In any case, I’d never seen that expression on her face.

      ‘Did your grandfather give you permission to come?’ Mother asked, carefully laying the lollipop on the dashboard.

      Hae-jin grinned. ‘He thinks I’ve gone to work.’

      Mother smiled back, meeting his eyes in the rear-view mirror. There was still no explanation of where we were going, and why. I didn’t ask; since she’d said Dongsung-dong earlier, I figured that was it. Hae-jin asked me about training camp and practice, but I was consistent with my monosyllabic answers: good, no, yeah. Then Mother took over the conversation, asking about his grandfather’s illness and discussing books or movies that only the two of them knew about. The car weaved through hellish traffic before arriving at Daehangno. Mother circled a car park a few times before finally landing a spot.

      ‘Let’s go,’ she said.

      We got out and walked the streets, which were adorned with twinkling fairy lights. There were so many people on the footpath that it was difficult to walk side by side. Mother was jostled and almost fell. I reached out to help, but Hae-jin was already by her side, holding her up. When she was knocked back again a few steps later, he wrapped an arm around her shoulders and walked alongside her. I had no choice but to fall behind.

      A little later, we arrived at a quiet Italian restaurant. I still didn’t know why we were in Dongsung-dong, but I didn’t ask. Mother raised her glass of juice and said it was bittersweet: she was one year older now, and Hae-jin and I were also growing older. I assumed we were just celebrating the new year. I don’t remember what the food was like. It must have been mediocre. Or maybe it was my mood that was mediocre.

      Hae-jin and I had met two years before, and ever since then, Mother had seemed to think of him as more than just her son’s friend. She was always looking at him in moments that should have revolved around me – whether it was at my birthday party or a school event – watching him with soft, gentle eyes, the same eyes I’d seen every day of my childhood, aimed at my brother.

      When it was just Hae-jin and me together, we were the best of friends. It was like that when it was just Mother and me, too. Like they both lived to be with me. But now that we were all together, I felt like the third wheel. I didn’t like how this atmosphere had formed so naturally. I felt like a dick for resenting their bond, which only made me feel worse.

      We left the restaurant about an hour later. The two of them led the way through the crowd, which seemed to have doubled since we’d gone inside. We stopped at a shop. Mother bought us each a checked scarf and slung them around our necks. Mine was green and Hae-jin’s was yellow. She said they were New Year gifts. She said we looked great in them, but her gaze was fixed on Hae-jin.

      Next, they stopped in front of the art-film cinema Hypertech Nada, which had a sign over the entrance: Nada’s Final Proposal. Mother went to the ticket booth.
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