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Praise for
THE ONLY CHILD


“This is one creepy book. Come for the serial killers, criminal profilers, and spooky children, stay for the twisting character studies and insight into domestic trauma. But check all the locks first.”


Thomas Mullen, author of Darktown


“Mi-ae Seo’s novel The Only Child feels like true crime but is a tour de force of twisty fiction with a shocking ending you won’t be able to stop thinking about. Family secrets abound in this fine novel of psychological suspense.”


Alma Katsu, author of The Deep and The Hunger


“Wholly absorbing, but without any pandering on the author’s part, so that the language, the style, and the mood grow about you, as you slip deeper into the story and realize, quite suddenly, you are immersed. An eerie, electrifying read.”


Josh Malerman, New York Times bestselling author of Bird Box


“Fans of Mindhunter and The Silence of the Lambs will love this dark, cognitive duel between psychologist and serial killer.”


Jonathan Trigell, author of Boy A


“I absolutely loved this debut thriller…expertly plotted, fantastic characters, an absolute pleasure to read… This has a really good chance of being one of my top crime thriller reads this year!”


Independent Book Reviews


“Never in my history of reading thrillers have I ever been invested in the development and safety of every character including the villain… This novel is written with such poise and restraint that I was left all the more speechless in the end.”


Something Bookish


“With cold precision, Seo creates a chilling and engrossing profile of a next-generation serial killer.”


Kirkus


“Korean author Seo makes her debut with a creepy psychological thriller… Seo stealthily spins an ever-tightening narrative web setting up a doubly shocking climax. It’s a measure of Seo’s skill that she manages to find flashes of humanity in a ruthless murderer. Fans of Netflix’s Mindhunter should feel right at home.”


Publishers Weekly
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THERE’S A VERY OLD ROOM, for instance.


The room is full of things I don’t want to remember, and there’s a big lock on the door.


As time passes, I gradually forget that the room is there, and in the end, I don’t remember that it was ever there.


Memory is a strange thing. Something you can’t possibly forget is completely removed from your mind for that very reason. It’s a safety mechanism, they say, to protect you from shock. Your brain automatically eliminates it, knowing it’ll break you if you keep thinking about it. So your mind remembers only what it wants to remember. It keeps only what it can handle.


I wonder from time to time: What’s wrong with my mind?


Yes, I had a room like that once, too.


A room I drove into a corner because it was so terrible, and put dozens of locks on. There was a short period of time when I didn’t even remember that there was a room like that. But it didn’t last long. The locks came loose one day, all at once.


I shouldn’t have gone in, even if the locks were open. But curiosity got the better of me and I went inside. And I realized.


That I had opened the door to hell.




PART 1





1.
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IT WAS 3:37 A.M. ON JUNE 17 WHEN A FIRE IN THE EUNGAM-DONG area was reported.


The report was displayed on the status board in the situation room of the fire defense headquarters in Namsan, and, simultaneously, at the West Fire Department and a nearby police station, and the fire investigation team in the forensic science investigation department at the Seoul Metropolitan Police Agency were informed of the fire.


Yi Sangwuk, a fire inspector at the fire defense headquarters who received the report, was on night duty when the report came in, and asleep in bed in the staff lounge. Sangwuk, who received the call on his cell phone, rose to his feet, rubbing his sleepy eyes. He had gone to sleep after one a.m., having finished a written report, so he had gotten only about two hours of sleep.


His eyelids kept drooping, but when he went outside and got some fresh air, he felt more awake. The cool night air swept away the last traces of sleep.


Before getting into his car in the parking lot, Sangwuk called Sergeant Yu Dongsik, his partner. A voice, still half-asleep, answered.


“I’m awake, I’m awake.”


The Seoul Metropolitan Police must have called him already. Sangwuk could picture him vividly. He must be sitting up in bed, shaking his head to keep himself from slipping back into sleep. He must be trying to drive away sleep, his eyes closed, and listening to the voice on the phone.


Sangwuk stifled a chuckle and said he was on his way to the scene.


“Hurry up and get on your way,” he said.


“Wait,” Sergeant Yu said.


“Huh?”


Sergeant Yu had called out urgently just as Sangwuk was about to hang up. Wondering what was wrong, Sangwuk listened.


“Where did you say it was?”


He must have heard, but he asked Sangwuk again, perhaps still half-asleep, perhaps just to make sure.


“The Eungam area. This time, it’s around the Chungam High School’s five-way crossing, on Baekryeonsa Street.”


Having confirmed the site, Sergeant Yu heaved a sigh. Then he was quiet, probably trying to gather himself. He groaned and muttered something. It sounded like he was swearing, getting to his feet. Sangwuk understood, because he felt the same way.


“Yeah, it’s driving me crazy, too,” he said to the sergeant.


“All right. Let me get ready. I’ll be there.”


Sangwuk hung up and quickly got into the car.


He put the key into the ignition and started the engine, then checked the time. It was already past four.


There wouldn’t be too much traffic since it was early in the morning. If he drove past the Sungnye Gate to Muakjae, it would take no more than twenty minutes. He rushed out of the parking lot, and tried to recall how many fires there had been in the Eungam area recently.


There had already been five cases of these fires, which had started in the spring. Now, Sangwuk felt that he would go into fits if he was told that someone was so much as lighting a match in the Eungam area.


The first case occurred near the construction site of Hills State Apartments in the Eungam Seventh District near Seoul Metropolitan Eunpyeong Hospital.


The area, with large-scale apartments under construction at the foot of Baekryeon Mountain, was cluttered with building materials and trucks that went in and out of the construction site.


Fortunately, the fire, which broke out in an empty lot that stood between Baekryeonsa Street and the construction site, was extinguished without anyone dying. Some plywood and materials for construction were burnt up, but the damage wasn’t great, and the fire was put out quickly thanks to a worker who was guarding the construction site and who detected the fire early on. The fire department found nothing unusual about the fire, so it was categorized as a fire by cigarette, or an accidental fire.


But when a series of fires broke out in and around the Eungam area, the first case, which had been treated as an ordinary fire due to negligence, also became subject to reinvestigation. Because the vicinity of the construction site was closed off at night when no one was around, it was suggested that someone may have deliberately gone into the area and set the fire.


The greatest damage was caused by the third fire.


And that was when Yi Sangwuk, a fire inspector at the fire defense headquarters, and Sergeant Yu Dongsik, a fire investigator in the forensic science investigation department at the Seoul Metropolitan Police Agency, became involved with the series of fires.


The fire, which broke out near Eungam-dong Church behind Eungam Elementary School across from Baekryeonsa Street, caused serious damage, spreading to the multiplex housing with the dust from a sandstorm, burning down three homes, and killing three people who had been sleeping.


The case occurred around three in the morning, but there was a witness, since it happened in an alleyway in a residential area.


The witness was a resident in the area, and said he saw someone suspicious around the scene of the fire on his way home after working overtime. He testified that flames shot up in the residential area after the suspect disappeared into the main street, but that he couldn’t tell what the person looked like because it was dark.


Sangwuk, in cooperation with Sergeant Yu, rummaged through the ashes searching for the exact place where the fire started and its cause, only to reach a dead end because the testimony of the witness did not correspond with the scene of the fire. The residents in the area said that there had been a long-held conflict between them and the construction company regarding reconstruction, and that the conflict must have had something to do with the series of fires.


As Sangwuk climbed over the Muakjae Hill and drove onto Moraenae Street from the Hongje three-way intersection, his phone rang.


“Where are you?” Sergeant Yu asked, his voice flat. “Are you there already?”


“No, I’m on my way.”


“I thought you wanted to talk when we got there. . . .”


“Is this the sixth time already?”


“Yeah, it is.”


There was silence for a while.


“Is there something you want to say?” Sangwuk asked Sergeant Yu, thinking the phone might be disconnected.


“I . . . had a bad dream earlier . . .” was Sergeant Yu’s reply.


“A dream?”


It seemed that he felt uneasy, having received a report of fire, especially after a bad dream. Sangwuk felt disturbed, seeing Sergeant Yu in this sudden moment of weakness. Sangwuk had never seen him that way. He must be stressed out because of the series of fires.


Sangwuk and Sergeant Yu investigated scenes of fires together, but the two had different responsibilities.


What Sangwuk did was investigate the scene of the fire, the remaining traces, and the witnesses’ statements, and find the starting point and the cause of the fire. On the other hand, Sergeant Yu worked with fire inspectors like Sangwuk, and based on the facts discovered through the primary investigation, or if the possibility of arson was detected, began a full-fledged investigation. He then had to find the traces of the criminal at the scene of the fire and solve the case.


Sangwuk, who worked for the fire defense headquarters, would be done with his task at the scene, but for Sergeant Yu, who worked for the Seoul Metropolitan Police, the scene was just the starting point. If there was a crime involved in the fire, Sergeant Yu would not rest until the criminal was found and the case resolved.


The two went around together, exchanging their opinions on the scene of the fire, but it was only natural that Sergeant Yu was under greater stress. On top of that, these fires that had been breaking out in the same area over just a few months must have added to the pressure for him to solve the cases as soon as possible. Normally, they wouldn’t go to a scene of a fire immediately upon its report. But because of the past several cases of arson, Sangwuk and Sergeant Yu were contacted as soon as a fire in the Eungam area was reported.


Sangwuk didn’t know what to say to Sergeant Yu. He just hoped that the culprit would be caught and that this case would put an end to the series of arsons.


“Do you believe in dreams and stuff?” Sergeant Yu asked.


“I do. My mother had an amazing dream before she had me. That’s why I became a fire fighter, you know. Haven’t I told you?”


To make Sergeant Yu feel better, Sangwuk brought up the dream his mother had before having him, being chattier than usual. But Sergeant Yu, who had heard the story dozens of times already, hung up the phone before Sangwuk could go on.


Sangwuk chuckled, put his phone down, and began to speed up.


THE ROAD WAS CONGESTED several meters ahead of the Chungam High School five-way crossing, as if to notify onlookers that there had been a fire. It was early in the morning, but it was difficult to approach the scene because of the people who had come out to see the fire and the cars that were slowing down.


Sangwuk made his way onto the road leading to Baekryeonsa only after honking several times, even with a flashing light on the roof of his car. He parked the car off to the side, away from the on-lookers, and noted the busy movements characteristic of a fire scene as he approached.


The road was hectic with fire trucks that had been mobilized to put the fire out, as well as fire fighters, ambulances on call to transfer the injured, and police trying to bring order to the scene. In addition, there were residents from the area who had come running out at the news of the fire, stamping their feet, so there was confusion everywhere.


Out of habit, Sangwuk looked over at the flames shooting up. Fortunately, they were somewhat under control, and the rescue team was getting ready to enter the scene. Sangwuk looked around, boosting the morale of the fire fighters from West Fire Department, with whom he had become familiar through this latest series of fires.


Even among the dozens of people busily moving about, Sergeant Yu could be spotted instantly. His buzz cut, height, and sturdy frame were easily recognizable even from a distance.


Sergeant Yu was shaking his head, suppressing a yawn, as he stood behind a patrol car and watched the fire being put out.


Sangwuk reached him quickly.


“You’re still not awake?” he asked the sergeant.


Sergeant Yu just frowned, watching the jet of water being sprayed by the fire fighters. He hadn’t slept much and must have been exhausted running around because of the series of arsons.


“What’s all this, because of some crazy son of a bitch?” the sergeant said.


“I know.”


Frustrated, Sergeant Yu rubbed his face, looked around, and went up to a uniformed police officer keeping the scene under control.


The police officer gave them information about the witnesses, and what progress had been made. As Sergeant Yu and Sangwuk looked for the person who had made the report, the officer pointed to a nearby convenience store, saying he was there.


People were gathered, bustling, in front of the convenience store. They must have been there for a while as they started to make their way home one by one as the fire began to be extinguished.


Entering the convenience store, they found no one inside. Sergeant Yu went outside and looked for the person who had reported the fire when a young man in a striped T-shirt turned around with a nervous look on his face. The young man, who said he worked part-time at the convenience store, was clucking his tongue and watching the scene with others.


“I made the report,” he said.


“Could you tell me what you saw at first?”


Everyone looked at the young man. He looked at Sergeant Yu for a moment, scratched his head, and then spoke.


“It was around three thirty, I think. There were no customers, and I started dozing off as I was sitting down, so I came out for a moment to get some fresh air. That’s when I saw black smoke rising above the houses in the alleyway. At first I wondered what it was, but then I saw the flames shooting up among the black smoke. I wasn’t sure, but then the flames suddenly grew large. I was startled, and then I called to file a report.”


Looking toward the alleyway where the young man was pointing, Sergeant Yu fell into thought.


“Where does the alleyway lead to?” he asked.


“A dead end, I think.”


“Did you see anyone suspicious when you made the report? Someone popping out from where the smoke was, or a stranger roaming around before the fire broke out?”


“I’m not sure, because I was at the counter.”


Sergeant Yu gave the young man his card, asking him to call if he remembered anything else, and headed toward the alleyway.


From the mouth of the alleyway, the ground was messy because of all the fire hoses and the water dripping from them. As Sergeant Yu made his way through, he saw a rescue worker coming out of the alleyway where black smoke was still rising, carrying in his arms a girl who looked about ten years old.


Sergeant Yu looked over at the girl in the man’s arms. For some reason, he couldn’t take his eyes off her. He turned around and followed the rescue worker who was carrying the girl in his arms.


The rescue worker took the girl to an ambulance, and disappeared again into the alleyway.


The paramedic in the ambulance covered the girl with a blanket and asked her if she was hurt, but the girl didn’t say anything and looked over at the alleyway. The girl, clutching a large teddy bear in her arms, looked calm, considering that she had just escaped a fire. Taking a closer look at her face, however, Sergeant Yu saw that she was actually immobilized with shock. Only her large eyes showed fear, glancing here and there from time to time. She didn’t seem injured in any way.


The girl kept staring at the alleyway from which black smoke continued to leak, then came to herself and got out of the ambulance, and looked around. She seemed to be searching for someone to talk to, to ask if she should go back into the alleyway and return home, or wait where she was.


Sergeant Yu felt a pang in his heart.


It was always the victims that brought him the greatest pain at the scene of a fire.


It was a bolt out of the blue. In an instant they lost their homes, and had to send their families away. Most of the victims would shake from anxiety for a while, losing sleep due to the shock. The memory of the fire would haunt their sleep for a long time to come.


Seeing the girl look around for her family among the people, Sergeant Yu felt enraged.


When the girl began to drift away from the ambulance, Sergeant Yu quickly went up to her.


“Where are you going? It’s safer to wait here. And you need to go to the hospital,” he said to the girl.


She looked up at him with large, clear eyes. They were full of anxiety, guarded against strangers. Sergeant Yu wanted to put her fear to rest any way he could.


“Don’t worry. When the fire fighters put the fire out, you can be with your family again,” he reassured her.


At his words, the girl blinked her eyes and mumbled something, as if she finally remembered. At first, she barely moved her lips, mumbling so that he couldn’t hear very well, but then she looked up at him and raised her voice.


“My dad . . .”


“Huh?”


“I want to go to my dad.”


Sergeant Yu looked at the ambulance. The back door was open, but there were no victims inside. If they had been rescued earlier, they could have been transferred to the hospital in another ambulance. But if not, they could be inside a blazing house. He didn’t want to consider that possibility. Sergeant Yu didn’t know what to say, and looked around for someone who would help him.


The girl grasped his arm and shook it, as if to ask for help. He looked down into her eyes, and felt the sharp pain tug at his heart. The girl, growing more aware of what was happening, looked as if she would start crying any minute, her eyes brimming with tears. The longer she stayed apart from her family, the more anxious and frightened she would become.


Sergeant Yu looked around for Sangwuk.


Sangwuk was checking up on the situation, questioning the fire fighters who were putting their gear away. By finding out how the fire fighters worked at the scene and the processes involved, you could prevent errors. Sergeant Yu waited for Sangwuk to finish his task, and looked down at the girl.


Soon, Sangwuk exchanged his final words with the fire fighters, and approached Sergeant Yu.


“We should start making our way in, huh?” he asked the sergeant.


Sangwuk, who clearly wanted to start their primary investigation now that the fire was extinguished, saw the girl standing next to Sergeant Yu. Then he looked back at Sergeant Yu. His face was full of questions. Sergeant Yu pointed to the alleyway with his chin.


Sangwuk realized only then that she was a victim of the fire, and bent down to pat the girl on her head.


“You must’ve been very shocked. You’re not hurt? Where’s your mom?” he asked the girl.


There was a pause before she spoke.


“She’s dead.”


The tears that had barely been managing to stay in her eyes began to trickle down. Startled by the girl’s answer, Sangwuk stared at Sergeant Yu, not knowing what to say.


“Is she . . . still inside?” Sergeant Yu asked the girl.


The girl shook her head fiercely, then clammed up as if to say she didn’t want to talk anymore. She turned sullen after the talk of her mother, and clutched her teddy bear even tighter. Then, avoiding Sangwuk’s gaze, she buried her face in the stuffed animal’s face.


Sergeant Yu, who had been watching, spoke to Sangwuk in a low voice.


“Her dad must’ve come out. She wants us to take her to him.”


“We can take her in the ambulance, then. He must be at West Hospital. Should I check to make sure?”


“My dad’s at Seoul Hospital,” interjected the girl, who a moment before had been reluctant to talk.


“Seoul Hospital?”


Sergeant Yu stared at the girl, then looked over at Sangwuk.


“Is there a Seoul Hospital around here?”


“I’m not sure. I’ve never heard of it before, either.”


There were several designated hospitals to which victims of fires in the region were taken. There was no hospital named Seoul Hospital there, though. The girl, feeling frustrated, wiped away the tears on her cheeks with the back of her hand, and took out a card from her pocket and handed it to Sangwuk.


“This is my dad’s phone number. Please call him,” she said.


Taking the card in his hand, Sangwuk gave Sergeant Yu a puzzled look.


“What are you waiting for? Call him!” said the sergeant.


At the words, Sangwuk hurriedly took his phone out and made the call.


“Hello? Um . . . is this Mr. Yun Jaeseong?” he asked when someone picked up.


The voice on the other end of the line sounded barely awake. It seemed that the man didn’t know anything about the fire. No one would be pleased to take a call so early in the morning. Gruffly, the girl’s father asked what was going on.


“Your daughter is looking for you. We’re in Eungam-dong. There’s been a fire. . . . Yes. Yes, that’s right. Around Jeongseong Villa on Dalmaji Street. Yes. . . . Don’t worry. She’s safe. Yes. . . . Yes.”


The girl’s father, alarmed at the news of the fire, confirmed the address and said he would be there soon, and hung up.


As soon as Sangwuk put his phone back in his pocket, the girl tugged at his pants. He quickly looked down at the girl. Hope and excitement shone in her eyes.


“Is he coming?” she asked eagerly.


“Yes, he’ll be here soon, if you wait here.”


The girl’s face relaxed with relief. The fear and anxiety disappeared instantly. Sangwuk looked around to see that the ambulance was gone. Sergeant Yu and Sangwuk left the girl in the care of the police, and made their way to the scene of the fire in the alleyway.


THE RESCUE TEAM HAD LEFT, and the remaining fire fighters had broken down the burnt doors and were checking inside the house. Sergeant Yu and Sangwuk also began to look around.


It seemed that the detached house at the dead end of the street, and the apartment building next to it, had sustained the greatest damage.


Sergeant Yu and Sangwuk walked over to the house.


When they entered the gate, they saw a yard with several trees and a single-story structure. The yard was a mess from the efforts to put the fire out. Black water had leaked out of the building and formed puddles here and there. Sergeant Yu and Sangwuk turned on their flashlights and began to look around, paying careful attention to the outer wall of the building, which had turned black.


The house was almost completely burnt down, with all the windows broken, and the walls covered in black soot. The two-story apartment building next to the house was burnt as well, with the balcony windows shattered. Beyond the door the interior could be seen, all black. Electronic goods and furniture had melted in the fire and were dripping with black water. It was an appalling sight; it didn’t seem possible that people once lived there. The place, swept through by red flames, had turned into hell.


Flames leave footprints on walls, in the form of soot.


Sergeant Yu and Sangwuk checked the soot-covered walls of the house and the apartment building, sidestepping the puddles.


“It looks like the flames spread from the house to the apartment.”


At Sangwuk’s words, Sergeant Yu nodded. Sergeant Yu went to the back of the house and checked the space where it connected to the apartment.


The wall of the house was adjacent to the outer wall of the apartment building. There must have been a lot of stuff piled up in between, for the space was filled with burnt refuse. Smoke rose occasionally from the remains, drenched in water, as if the fire weren’t done with the house yet.


Sangwuk touched the debris that had turned into lumps of charcoal, then rubbed the soot with the tips of his fingers. He tapped a lump with the tip of his shoe, and sniffed it.


“I think it’s a mixture of wood and chemicals. And I think there were some Styrofoam boards as well,” he said.


“They must’ve been left over from the construction. Doors and construction materials.”


“Yes, it looks like it.”


If this space had been empty, the fire might not have spread to the building next door. The plywood and Styrofoam boards must have served as a stepping stone for the fire to spread from the house to the apartment building.


Sergeant Yu and Sangwuk went back out to the front yard. Fire fighters who had gone inside the house shouted that dead bodies had been found. One of the men ran outside the alleyway for a stretcher.


Sergeant Yu frowned without realizing it.


A fire breaking out early in the morning was bound to cause more deaths than usual because most people were sound asleep. The family in the house must have been killed in their sleep, not knowing there was a fire. Sergeant Yu went inside with a fire fighter, preparing for the worst.


An acrid smell stung his lungs. He put on a mask and entered the main room. The fire fighter who had been keeping watch there nodded at him. Sergeant Yu barely acknowledged him, and looked at the dead bodies in the room.


There were two of them. It seemed that they had been sleeping side by side when they died. The burnt bodies looked like those of a husband and wife. Sergeant Yu barely managed to fight off the nausea, and pressed his mask closer to his face with his hand.


Looking at the bodies and the room, Sergeant Yu instinctively sensed that something was wrong.


Something inexplicable was caught up in his brain and would not leave. He approached the dead bodies and lifted the half-burnt cotton comforter. The parts of the bodies that had been covered by the comforter must not have been touched by the flames, for they were not damaged. Sergeant Yu was shocked, but tried not to come to a rash conclusion.


Sangwuk, who had been about to come into the room, saw the dead bodies and backed out. He had been working as a fire inspector for quite some time, but still avoided seeing dead bodies if he could. Sergeant Yu left the room, asked the fire fighters not to touch anything inside for a while, and went out the gate. Sangwuk, who had been pacing around in the yard, followed him and asked, “Where are you off to?”


“To get the camera from the car.”


“I have one.”


“Not yours, mine. I need to take the pictures myself.”


Sensing the stiffness in the sergeant’s voice, Sangwuk clamped his mouth shut. By saying that he was taking the pictures himself, Sergeant Yu was implying that there was a crime involved in the fire. He needed to take detailed photographs that would identify the scene.


At that moment, the phone rang in Sangwuk’s pocket. He checked the number and took the call. It was the girl’s father, whom he had called earlier. He said he was almost there, and asked where his daughter was.


“There’s a patrol car right at the mouth of the alleyway. That’s where you should go,” Sangwuk said.


“Her father must be here,” he then said to Sergeant Yu.


Sergeant Yu blocked the way as Sangwuk made to follow him.


“What’s the matter?” Sangwuk asked.


“I’ll talk to him, so stay here and keep watch.”


Sergeant Yu, worried that the scene might be compromised, left Sangwuk there and quickly headed out of the alleyway toward the patrol car on the main street.


The alleyway, which had earlier been so crowded, was quiet. All had withdrawn except for the bare minimum number of fire trucks and ambulances. There was much less of a crowd now. The fire had been put out, and it being early in the morning, people must have returned home to get some more sleep, or to get ready for work.


Sergeant Yu hurriedly got his camera from the car and approached the patrol car. He didn’t see a uniformed officer. Looking around for one, he peeked into the car.


The girl was lying on the backseat, asleep.


After the shock of the fire, she must have been relieved to hear that her father was coming.


Even while sleeping, she clutched the teddy bear tightly. She coughed from time to time, frowning as if in pain. She must have inhaled smoke. But after fumbling to make sure that the teddy bear was still in her arms, she fell into deep sleep, looking relieved. Sergeant Yu felt sorry for the child, who was able to sleep soundly even after going through something so terrible. How many nights would she lie restless because of what happened that night?


“Oh, she’s asleep. I bought some milk for her because she said her throat hurt.”


Sergeant Yu turned around and saw a uniformed officer with milk and cookies in his hands. He must’ve felt sorry for the child as well.


“Where’s her family?” the officer asked.


“Her father is on his way,” replied Sergeant Yu.


“That’s good.”


Sergeant Yu looked at the girl for some time, then turned around and looked for her father.


A man parked his car and came rushing out.


He ran into the alleyway, then stopped in his tracks, startled by the sight of the fire trucks, as well as the fire fighters who were busy cleaning up. Looking at the alleyway, his face hardened with shock.


“Mr. Yun Jaeseong?” Sergeant Yu called out.


The man turned around to see the man who had called his name, then saw the sergeant and approached him. His face was trembling with fear. His voice was urgent as he asked, “Where’s my daughter?”


“Don’t worry. She’s asleep over there. She’s not hurt.”


The man hurried over to the patrol car to make sure that she was safe. Finding her asleep, he heaved a sigh of relief and returned to Sergeant Yu.


“Where are my in-laws? Are they hurt? Where are they?” he asked the sergeant.


“The injured have been transferred to a nearby hospital.”


Sergeant Yu was about to say that he’d confirm with the hospital, but stopped himself. He was overcome by an ominous feeling.


“Which one’s their home?” he asked.


“The one at the end of the alleyway.”


“Is it the detached house in front of the apartment building?”


“Yes. Why do you ask?”


The image of the couple who had been lying dead with a blanket pulled over their heads flashed through Sergeant Yu’s mind. The couple must have been the child’s maternal grandparents.


The man saw the look on Sergeant Yu’s face and understood immediately. His mouth dropped open in disbelief. He blinked as he tried to find the right words.


“Are they both . . . dead?” he asked at last.


Sergeant Yu nodded, avoiding his eyes. He could sense the man’s body go limp.


“Where . . . have their bodies been taken?” the man asked further.


“Well . . .” The sergeant hesitated.


It wasn’t easy to get the words out. He couldn’t really explain what had happened yet.


Things would become clearer after an investigation of the scene and an autopsy. Until then, he couldn’t tell someone who was undergoing shock from losing family that the cause of death was murder, not fire. Sergeant Yu decided that it wouldn’t be too late to tell him after he had overcome the initial shock.


“You should take your daughter home for now. We’ll give you a call. She must be exhausted,” he said.


The man remembered his daughter, and turned around and looked at the patrol car, nodding his head.


“Was your wife in the house, too?” Sergeant Yu asked.


“Huh?”


The man looked at Sergeant Yu with a startled expression on his face.


The girl had said a little earlier that her mother was dead. The house hadn’t been thoroughly checked, so there might be another body inside.


“No, my wife . . . died a year ago,” said the man.


“Oh . . . I’m sorry. There’s been a misunderstanding.”


As Sergeant Yu apologized, the man waved his hands, indicating it was all right, and went up to the patrol car.


Sergeant Yu saw the man open the car door and take the girl in his arms, then headed toward the alleyway.


As he fiddled with the camera in his hands, his mind began to speed up.


Murder, huh? We really need to look at the scene from a different angle now, he thought.


It was gradually growing light as the sun came up.





2.
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WHAT’S THE OLDEST MEMORY IN YOUR HEAD?


Going to kindergarten, holding your mom’s hand?


No, something older than that, the first memory engraved in the inner folds of the brain.


They say that you don’t remember things from when you were a baby. I don’t know whether you don’t remember them because they happened too long ago, or if memories that aren’t that important are discarded, but in any case, I’m curious as to what people keep tucked deep within their brains as their first memories.


“What’s the oldest memory in your head?”


That is the first thing I ask when I meet people. Somehow, it seems that the first memory in someone’s head determines his destiny or personality. And it seems that you can tell what kind of person he is based on the memory.


The oldest memory I’ve ever heard of was from a man who remembered getting a bowl of seaweed soup on his first birthday.


It being his first birthday, it had been exactly a year since he was born into the world. I asked him how he remembered that, and he said that as soon as he got the bowl, he threw up in it. That’s why he never forgot. I had a drink from time to time with this man who never had seaweed soup after that, and I think his habit of throwing up formed on that day.


If such a nauseating memory was my first memory, I would want to throw up, too. Still, his is better than mine.


Once in a while, I picture myself doing something.


I’m lying in a comfortable chair, and tracing my memory as the hypnotist tells me to. As you go back in time, you remember your childhood days, even your mother’s womb, they say. Some people see their past lives. I don’t want to find out about my past life, of course. I don’t even believe in such things.


What I’d like to know is what my mom looked like when I came out through darkness into the world. I want to know what kind of look she had on her face at that moment.


Why?


I think it’s because my mom told me that she hated me before I was even born.


She said she didn’t look at me after I came out. The nurse handed me to her, but she set me aside, saying she didn’t want to touch me, and fell asleep. She slept with her back toward me, and when she woke up and turned around without thinking, she saw me and was scared out of her wits. She said it gave her the chills to see me lying still, not crying when I had been set aside.


I wanted to know if she really didn’t look at me, if she didn’t smile at me, not even once. Did she really hate me, when I had been in her womb for nine months, and had come out into the world through her? Didn’t she smile brightly at me, just once? Didn’t she want to reach out a hand and touch those wriggling fingers, to kiss the soft, tender cheeks? I don’t remember because I was too young, but I want to look in every nook and cranny of my brain to see if there had ever been such a moment.


If you could see the memories of my mom in my mind right now, you would understand.


The first memory in my mind begins with darkness.


I’m struggling because it feels as if my heart is being ripped to shreds and I can’t breathe. Suddenly, the darkness lifts and my mom is looking down at me with a blank expression on her face. I finally manage to breathe again; gasping, I look at the world through my tears. When the pain in my chest finally subsides and I can breathe normally, my mom, who has been staring at me, begins to scream. She bites into the pillow she’s holding in her hands, and sobs in pain. The sound is so terrifying that I, unable to hold back, start bawling as well. My mom shakes me and screams even louder, writhing. I don’t know how old I was. Two? Three? Probably around that age because I could barely speak.


Yes, the first memory I have is that of struggling painfully under the pillow in my mom’s hands. That’s my first memory, so I’m sure you can guess the things that happened after that.


Whenever I try to picture my mom and me, I can only recall scenes in which I’m being beaten, or running or hiding from her, huddled in a corner, frightened.


She did smile at me once in a while. But that was only when she was trying to catch me, with a stick behind her back, or when she had an underlying motive. If I went up to her, fooled by the smile, her rough hand would grab my tender arm and twist it, or slap me.


I would resolve in my heart not to be deceived by her again, but would fail every time. When it became possible for me to outrun her, she shouted, cursing at me. But no curse could catch me.


But you know something?


Words can leave a deeper, more terrible wound than a slap on the cheek. Angry that she couldn’t catch me, she would shout like crazy. Even when I covered up my ears, the words burrowed inside me. Those words wounded me, and the wounds festered inside. I became full of dirty blood, pus, and polluted words and thoughts.


When I was little, I couldn’t even look people in the eye. I would stiffen and my heart would start beating faster if I so much as heard someone approach. If my eyes happened to meet someone else’s, I would avert my gaze and run. I thought everyone in the world hated me.


I thought that my mom beat me every day because everyone hated me, that nobody wanted me in the world. I thought my very self was a horror. Only later did I find out that it was just my mom who hated me.


Do I hate my mom?


No, no. How could I? She’s my mom.


I love my mom.
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WHEN THE LIGHTS CAME ON IN THE CLASSROOM, THE students let out a sigh of relief, as if they’d woken up from a nightmare. The students who had been sitting by the window hastily drew back the curtains that were keeping the sun out and opened the window. When sunlight and fresh air filled the room, it became lively again. The crimes that had made the students tremble in fear seemed to vanish into the sunlight.


Seonkyeong turned off the LCD projector and turned around to face the students.


From the way they were talking in low voices, she could sense faint traces of fear and anxiety. But just as a nightmare could no longer threaten the day once you were awake, the fear they felt would soon evaporate.


The students’ eyes had been sparkling with curiosity and excitement when the lecture began.


Their faces were full of anticipation, as if to say, we’re finally going to see it! It was just as someone had said: they had waited a whole semester for it. When the slides began to appear on the screen, the noise quickly died down. The excitement was replaced by a heavy atmosphere.


As the photographs were shown one by one, moans of fear and confusion could be heard here and there in the classroom. Everyone was focused on the lecture, and it was so quiet that you could hear the sound of a pen drop. The students, listening to Seonkyeong explain, looked stiff with shock.


There’s nothing more frightening than reality.


The weight of an actual crime scene, like no horror movie, reveals the cold-bloodedness of humans. The student representative, who had talked big, saying it couldn’t be as bad as a slasher movie, was at a loss for words. The gap between reality and fiction was greater than they could have imagined. On top of that, seeing with their own eyes how the criminals’ twisted imaginations had damaged the victims, they seemed deeply disturbed by the brutality of an actual crime scene.


The special lecture Seonkyeong had given a year before had led to her post at the school, and she’d given a lot of thought as to what the final lecture should deal with. Since the course was an introduction to criminal psychology, she had no choice but to teach theories by countless psychologists with unfamiliar terms, but that wasn’t the kind of class she’d wanted to teach. It wasn’t the kind of class that the students wanted, either.


From the first day, the students showed great interest in Seonkyeong and had high expectations. The rumors of the special lecture, as well as her profile on the school website, had piqued their curiosity.


During her first lecture, a student gave Seonkyeong the nickname “Clarice.” It was the name of the fictional FBI cadet agent who investigated a serial murder case with the help of Hannibal Lecter, a genius serial killer. The fact that Seonkyeong had been trained by the FBI, and in the Behavioral Analysis Unit at that, was of great interest to the students. Naturally, the questions poured out during the first lecture.


Seonkyeong was flustered at first. She couldn’t understand why the students were asking such questions. Only afterward when she heard about her profile on the school website did she realize what had gone wrong.


“Trained in the Behavioral Analysis Unit of the FBI.”


What she had mentioned in passing during her interview with the dean had been placed on her profile. Having seen that, the students imagined that Seonkyeong had been trained as an investigator like Clarice Starling in The Silence of the Lambs. She wanted to tell them that there had been a misunderstanding, but the students’ eyes, full of curiosity and admiration, made her hesitate.


It was true that she had been trained by the FBI, but it was different from what the students imagined.


What Seonkyeong had received was a two-week training program—ten days to be exact, five days each week—provided for outstanding students of criminal psychology at a university in the eastern United States. By the time Seonkyeong became familiar enough with the vast FBI Academy to find the bathroom without getting lost, the training was over. She had seen no more than the door to the Behavioral Analysis Unit, and had only a distant view of the special agent, a master at profiling, while listening to his lecture in an auditorium. It was almost something of a publicity program for the FBI, it seemed, a cursory training.


The students, however, who had no such information, were full of admiration. Seonkyeong tried to avoid talking about it, saying it wasn’t a big deal, but they wouldn’t let her leave it at that. She was freed from the topic only after relating some personal anecdotes, including those belonging to someone with whom she had shared a room during the training.


She had said in passing that she would tell them about the serial killers she’d learned about at the FBI if she had a chance. The students remembered what she’d said, and waited all semester. Naturally, in the end, that became the topic of the final lecture. Seonkyeong put a lot into the preparation, thinking it was a good topic with which to wrap up the course.


She searched diligently on Google and wrote an e-mail to a friend in the States so as not to disappoint the students, who were full of anticipation. Luckily, she was able to find the images she wanted through Google searches alone, and Jessi helped her out with what little she lacked.


She figured it would be easy for Jessi, her roommate in the dorm and who was now working as a researcher at a private crime lab, to get her hands on some materials. At Seonkyeong’s request, Jessi willingly got her what she needed. Jessi was able to gather a lot more material than Seonkyeong had expected, thanks to the information system of U.S. public institutions. When Seonkyeong sent an e-mail saying thank you, and mentioned that the students had nicknamed her “Clarice,” Jessi replied, “Say hello for me if you ever meet the Korean Hannibal.”
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