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Their house was small and run-down. It had been built just two years after Se-oh was born, but already the construction was outdated, the timbers swollen, hinges rusted from years of wind and rain. Fine cracks had appeared on the outsides of the walls and were cemented over. With every summer and winter, the utility bills grew higher as the old house grew worse at keeping out the heat and cold. But despite its flaws, it was still the coziest, warmest world for Se-oh Yun.

Whenever Se-oh’s errands took her far from home or kept her out for too long, she broke into a nervous sweat. It was the same now. The long subway ride had left her drenched; when she finally stepped out onto the platform, the air was cool and refreshing. But the effect was momentary. Soon she was shivering. She blamed the new coat. Though the news claimed it was getting warmer, the coat was still too thin for the weather. The end of March wasn’t so much the start of spring as it was the last gasp of winter.

Se-oh stopped and took her old, padded coat out of the shopping bag. She’d worn it on the way to the department store. The coat was nice and heavy, but what warmed her more was the thought that she was nearly home.

Traffic was at a standstill, the cars blocked by a crowd of pedestrians in the middle of the street. Their voices were nearly loud enough to drown out the blaring of horns. What had happened? She could feel everyone’s eyes on her. Could sense them stopping mid-sentence to stare at her. Stepping back to open a path before she could get too close. Turning their heads when her eyes met theirs. Whispering to the people next to them.

Of course, if she’d actually found the courage to lift her head and look, she would have seen that the others barely registered her presence, but she couldn’t manage it. Se-oh let her head drop further and further. Any moment now someone was going to recognize her and grab her by the throat or curse at her and demand to know where she’d been hiding. She hurried away from them.

She didn’t get far before she saw the smoke. A thick column of it, which she would have seen immediately if she’d only kept her head up, loomed over the neighborhood. She heard sirens. The fire trucks weren’t just pulling up; they’d been sitting in one spot, blaring away, for some time. The ominous wail seemed to fade, as if exhausting the last of its strength, and yet it wasn’t moving away from her. She was headed directly for it. When she realized the sirens were in front of her house, she felt her stomach turn.

The crowd was getting louder. Se-oh pushed her way through. The air smelled acrid. Someone ran toward her and shouted for her to be careful. The black smoke struggled to distance itself from the earth.

She walked slowly past the real estate office at the head of the alley. There was usually a yellow dog sitting out front, but she didn’t see it this time. The dog belonged to #153. After the owner moved away and abandoned the dog, the neighbors had taken turns feeding it. In return, it kept watch over their alley. She wondered where it had gone. But when she looked back, the dog was right there, as always. It was strange how the dog did not bark at the throngs of people, or wag its tail at Se-oh, or sprawl on the ground and laze about. The dog stood quietly, like a grown-up, among the loudly chattering people.

Se-oh stared at the unbarking dog and shivered with renewed force. It was definitely a bad idea to have worn the new coat on her way home. New clothes should only be worn on a new day. And now, by wearing this coat, she would be forced to ring in a day unlike any she had experienced so far. Why did her father have to go and do something he’d never done before? He’d gone twenty-seven years without buying her clothes for her birthday, so why start now?

The dog was still silent. It stared at Se-oh and did not bark. She took her time, trying to remember whether the dog had always been that quiet, whether it had ever just stared at her like that. She walked a little farther and looked back again: the dog had slumped to the ground in exhaustion.
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Se-oh was eight when she lost her mother. Her grandmother was the one who had fetched her from school the day it happened.

During the funeral, Se-oh paid very close attention to what everyone did. Watching and filing everything away in her memory was all she could do, as the mother who had always been by her side was gone, her grandmother seemed to have lost the will even to stand up, and her father’s spirit had all but left his body.

Se-oh could still recall the grassy scent of the flowers that surrounded her mother’s funeral portrait, the smoke from the incense that she could see spiraling up if she stared very hard, the smell of the incense that tingled the tip of her nose, the fiery spice of the beef soup served in the funeral home dining hall, and the taste of the honey-filled rice cakes that popped open as she chewed them.

Her father had always had something to say to Se-oh, but on that day, he said nothing at all and only pinned a white ribbon to her hair. Occasionally, if she started to fret, he gave her a little hug. Even then his lips were sealed. He did not look her in the eye and say something tender. The grown-ups patted Se-oh on the head. To escape their sweaty palms, she twisted away each time she saw a hand come up. Some of the grown-ups even insisted on picking her up in their arms. It used to tickle when they did that, but on that day, it did not. Maybe it was because of the smell of the incense. She couldn’t get away from it; the smell made her nose sting and her insides churn. Though she did not cry, she felt as if tears were falling.

Her father sat in his black suit and jumped up to bow whenever more people dressed in black came to pay their respects. When they left, he sat down again, as dumb as a sack. Every now and then he would go over to where people were eating the spicy beef soup and would accept an offer of alcohol. Some of the mourners stayed all night; they broke into groups to play cards. They laughed and ate and chattered loudly. Her father curled up beside them, looking exhausted, and slept.

Then her father took Se-oh to the room where her mother lay. Her mother, dressed in heavy, yellowish clothes, did not stir. The stiff, uncomfortable-looking fabric of her mother’s burial clothes and the hard, angry look on her mother’s face frightened Se-oh and made her burst into tears. Still, her mother did not move. Relatives encircled her mother. Her father gave Se-oh another brief hug before placing her hand in her cousin’s hand and sending them both out of the room.

She heard the heavy door shut behind them. It wasn’t until much later that she learned what else had happened behind that closed door to the body of the deceased dressed in those thick hemp clothes.

Her cousin did not take Se-oh far. The girl was older by only three or four years, so she might have been too afraid to leave the long, empty hallway. They sat side by side and listened to Se-oh’s father and their relatives cry in the room they’d just left. Her cousin sniffled and covered Se-oh’s ears with her hands. The hallway grew silent, like the air when it snows. The silence mingled with the sound of stifled tears. She’d thought at first that the sound was coming from the people in the room, but it was coming from her cousin.

“What happened to Mom?” She waited a long time to ask that question aloud. Her father kept rinsing the soapy dishes and pretended not to hear her. “What happened to Mom?” She asked the question again, and only then did he turn off the tap, remove the rubber gloves, kneel down, and gently grasp Se-oh’s small shoulders. He regarded her quietly and stroked her hair.

He did not start to say, “Your mom . . .” His throat was not choked with sobs. He did not tell her, with a sad look in his eyes, “She isn’t coming home anymore.” He did not say, “She’s asleep underground.” He merely looked at her and hugged her tightly.

Because of that gentle silence, she never asked again. He held her lightly by the shoulders for a moment before letting go and standing back up. He turned his back to her, put the rubber gloves back on, turned on the water as high as it would go, and noisily finished washing the dishes.

These experiences made Se-oh think she knew what death was. Death was wearing uncomfortable clothes and lying on a hard bed. Death was listening to the tears of those close to you. Talking about death meant meeting each other’s eyes in stony silence or disguising the sound of your tears with a loudly running tap.

Someone brushed past Se-oh as she stood there staring blankly. She snapped back into the moment. In front of her, paramedics carried a person on a stretcher, and she wondered if that person was her father. If the person on the stretcher was her father, then she wanted to see what he was wearing. Please don’t let it be something heavy and uncomfortable, she thought.

Before the stretcher drew near, someone grabbed Se-oh’s shoulder.

“Are you okay?”

The question was how Se-oh knew everything was not okay. The face looked familiar. It seemed to belong to one of her neighbors, but she could not remember whose. It could have been a stranger. A police officer. Maybe a paramedic. The person grabbed Se-oh’s right arm. They wanted to stop her from going into the house. There was no need. Se-oh was standing still.

Before the ambulance door closed, the blanket fluttered, and she caught a glimpse of the person on the stretcher. It wasn’t him. The thought brought her no relief.
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Ki-jeong Shin was in the middle of grading homework when she was summoned by the principal. Until becoming a teacher, she’d never realized that it meant only occasional teaching and frequent busywork. When she added up all the busywork she had to complete before the end of the week, there were over a dozen separate things she had to deal with. The first was grading. Not because it was the most important but because it was in her way.

She had assigned the students to work in groups to write travel guides and give presentations, and now her desk was buried under piles of paper. She was already sick of grading. She didn’t have to look to know that they’d copied everything from Wikipedia and printed photos off of other people’s blogs. The only show of effort that any of them had bothered to put into the assignment was printing the photos in color.

She was on the third packet when the call came from the principal. The unexpected had a way of intruding on ordinary things sometimes. Like this unwanted summons.

The head teacher from Class 3 was in the principal’s office. After a moment, the vice principal came in looking stern, with Do-jun Weon and another student in tow. When Do-jun saw Ki-jeong looking quizzically at him, he lowered his face.

A grocery store near the school had been shoplifted. Nine conspirators in total. Over the past few months, a group of students who attended the same after-school prep classes had been going in groups of two, four, and six into the store, where the owner worked alone, and systematically shoplifting items. Suspicious as to why the till was never adding up, the owner had installed a closed-circuit camera and discovered that it was the doing of students from the nearby cram school. The police said they’d caught students stealing from stationery stores and other shops in front of the school plenty of times before, but this was the first time it had been carried out so systematically and with so many accomplices.

Ki-jeong was shocked to hear Do-jun was among them. Do-jun’s family was well-off. His parents ran their own business. She had her suspicions that it might be something unsavory, as they never went into detail about what line of business they were in. Last year, the head teacher had told her that Do-jun’s parents had made a sizable contribution to the school. Unless his parents were unusually strict about not giving him an allowance, he should have had no reason to resort to stealing.

Ki-jeong gazed with interest at Do-jun’s lowered head. She did not think highly of him, perhaps because she had witnessed the boy acting in self-serving ways before. He was unreliable, always chasing after girls and goofing off when everyone was supposed to be working together to clean the classroom. And yet, he cared enough about his grades that if he forgot to bring his homework, he would go hungry in order to run home at lunchtime and get it. For their group assignment, he’d let his teammates do all the work but took all the credit for it in his presentation, much to their resentment. He might have gotten away with it if she hadn’t overheard them whispering about it. As far as Ki-jeong could tell, Do-jun never did anything that might bring him harm, took the credit when it served him, and ignored anything that didn’t.

The fact that he was so comfortable with her was also strangely aggravating. Do-jun stopped by her classroom every day to give her something. Mostly it was snacks, but other times he’d give her toothpaste or soap or some other small item. Before Ki-jeong could even react, he would say, “Come on, don’t be shy! Just take it.” While she was at a loss for words at how forward he was, he would say, “Shall I bring you something else instead?” which made her angry. She had a feeling it wouldn’t be long before he was handing her an envelope of cash, and because of this thing that had not even happened, she kept the boy at arm’s length.

Do-jun seemed to catch on. He’d gradually begun to play the part of a well-behaved and trustworthy student. He cleaned the windows in the hallway and helped other students to move desks aside to mop the floor. But even then, she did not doubt for one minute that he only did these things when she was around to witness them.

She thought she should pull Do-jun aside some time and give him a stern talking to, but she kept putting it off. He hadn’t exactly done anything wrong. Since the things he brought her were not expensive and could either be eaten or used and tossed, it seemed that if she scolded him, she would only make it obvious that she simply didn’t like him.

She shared the snacks he gave her with her fellow teachers. She didn’t mind all that much when they teased her for being popular. As for the toothpaste and hand cream and other items, she tucked those away in a paper bag. Whenever she ran out of something, she replaced it with an item that Do-jun had given her without a second thought. When he’d brought her slippers a short while back, Ki-jeong had realized how observant he was. Just the day before, one of the slippers she wore indoors at work had ripped. The pair he’d given her weren’t expensive. They had an obviously fake logo of a foreign brand printed on the instep.

She had thanked him, for the first time. He’d grinned bashfully. When she saw how innocent he seemed, she’d felt a little sorry for having thought so badly of the things he did, when he was obviously doing them just to get attention.

Ki-jeong brought Do-jun from the principal’s office to the teachers’ lounge and sat him down across from her with a sigh. The boy hung his head low, as if her sigh were weighing down the air in the room. The pale nape of his neck was exposed, revealing a round, thumbnail-sized birthmark near the top of his spine. Ki-jeong stared hard at the birthmark. It was big enough to catch her eye, and yet she had never noticed it before. The boy had fair skin without any of the usual pimples, and he must have had braces at a young age because his teeth were very straight.

It occurred to her then why she disliked him so much. The boy had the confidence and arrogance unique to those born lucky. The kind of luck that meant having rich parents and a nice house and being able to buy new things anytime you wanted and never having to worry about how you were going to make a future for yourself.

“Look at me.”

Do-jun hesitated before lifting his head. The blood had rushed to his face, making him a little flushed.

“Why’d you do it?”

She asked the question gently, but the boy didn’t answer. She had expected as much, so she wasn’t disappointed. No child would feel inclined to immediately blurt out that they were led astray by bad kids and then name the ringleader. Fifteen was the age at which you started to learn that blaming everything on someone else was both the easiest and the hardest thing to do. Ki-jeong had to avoid injuring the boy’s sense of pride while helping him explain to her why he’d gone along with the ringleader. The teachers at the other schools would likewise be coaxing their students in whatever way they needed in order to avoid having the ringleader turn out to be from their school. The truth of what had happened would turn on whoever told the most convincing story first.

Ki-jeong decided to stall. She would tire the boy out with a long silence and then soften him up by saying things like, I’m just disappointed that you let me down, and, This isn’t who you are, and, You’ve made things really difficult for me. If that didn’t work, she would try scaring him instead. She would talk about the police, or pressing charges, or she would mention juvie. Then Do-jun would make some exaggerated and obvious excuses about how it was all the fault of the other kids.

“Look at him sitting there, saying nothing,” said a fellow teacher who taught trigonometry and had a desk next to hers in the teachers’ lounge. “As if he did something to be proud of! How much did the little son of a bitch steal?”

Trig gave the boy a hard smack on the head. Do-jun’s head sank further. Ki-jeong let out a sigh just as Trig plunked back down in his chair.

“Do you want my help, Ms. Shin? Words don’t work on brats like these. You gotta rough ’em up.”

Ki-jeong didn’t answer.

“You’ll never catch a thief by acting soft, you’re not his pediatrician. With brats like that, you gotta think like you’re in homicide. Act like a cop.”

Trig was so loud that other teachers nearby burst into laughter, and they all started cracking jokes: “Homicide sounds like a good career move for Ms. Shin!” “You didn’t know? She moonlights as a detective!” Ki-jeong chose to ignore them.

Trig loved sticking his nose into everything. He was always rapping the heads of students who’d been called before other teachers and lecturing them. He thought of it as playing bad cop, but he didn’t realize how much it weakened the other teachers’ authority. Ki-jeong tried to hide the fact that she couldn’t stand him by keeping her words kind and friendly, but this only invited more interference from him.

“Ms. Shin, you want me to introduce you to a good friend in homicide? He’s tall and good-looking. Got a bit of a temper. But he behaves himself when he’s around a pretty girl. I wonder if he’d behave himself with you.”

Trig chuckled. Ki-jeong turned her head so he couldn’t see her openly sneering at him. When she looked back at Do-jun, her conscience pricked at her. The boy was staring right at her. He looked relaxed. She wasn’t sure if he was thinking that he’d paid fairly for his crime by taking a rap on the head from Trig, or if Trig’s teasing of Ki-jeong had given him courage, or if he’d seen Ki-jeong sneering at Trig.

“Well? Why’d you do it?” she asked in a low but tense voice.

“The bitch is nuts.”

Do-jun looked right at her as he said it. Ki-jeong was shocked; she thought at first that the boy was talking about her.

“What? How dare you speak that way to a grown-up!” Trig bellowed from behind Ki-jeong. Ki-Jeong frowned. She regretted not having used the counseling office instead. Both the counseling office and teachers’ lounge were designated for one-on-one talks with students and were intended to avoid the kind of unsavory incident that could arise when a teacher and student were alone together without closed-circuit cameras.

“Who’s nuts?”

“The old lady who owns the grocery store.”

“Why is she nuts?”

“Because she went nuts and called me a thief.”

“She called you a thief because you stole from her,” Ki-jeong said coolly.

“For fuck’s sake!” Do-jun looked Ki-jeong dead in the eye. “I swear I didn’t steal anything that time! I was handing her my money when Hyeong-cheol ran outside saying he had to answer his cell phone, and then all of a sudden the lady starts screaming, ‘Thief!’ That’s when she ran after Hyeong-cheol. Then she started calling me a thief, too. I was just standing there.”

“Who’s Hyeong-cheol?”

“A friend of mine. We go to the same cram school. His grades are damn good.”

The curse words Do-jun usually suppressed in order to seem well-behaved kept slipping out. He even added details that she hadn’t asked for. She could tell he was starting to get worked up. Ki-jeong relaxed.

“Was he in on it?”

“We didn’t steal anything.”

“Not that time, you mean.”

“Right.”

“So?”

“That’s what happened.”

“So?”

“What?”

The boy stalled as he tried to figure out what he was supposed to say. Ki-jeong quickly asked, “Did you steal?”

“No, I—”

“You’re innocent, right?”

“I didn’t steal nothing, but I got called a thief and hit over the head and yelled at. Hyeong-cheol, goddammit, that lady broke his glasses. She hit him in the face. Everyone walking by saw it. So fucking embarrassing . . . That bitch is always like that. Freaks out and calls everyone a thief. Then she grabs you without even bothering to check if you’re the one who stole, and just starts hitting you and cussing you out.”

“Oh, what a performance! Bravo!” Trig interrupted again. “Listen, you little shit, you think it’s okay to steal just because you feel wronged?”

He rapped Do-jun on the head with his knuckles, and the boy swore under his breath. Trig ignored it and walked away. Ki-jeong said nothing. She found herself wishing Do-jun were a little worse at controlling his anger. What a shame. She wouldn’t have minded seeing him take a swing at Trig.

“How’d the group form?”

“She’s been mean to a lot of kids.”

“So you banded together? To get revenge?”

“That wasn’t it . . .”

“Whose idea was it? Yours?”

“No, I swear! I joined them later. Cross my heart.”

Now that the story was out, the boy seemed at a loss as to what he should say. It wasn’t as if it were some terrible sin to swipe a pack of gum or a bag of chips because you resented being falsely accused of stealing. The problem was that he had shoplifted over and over, in a team, over a long period of time, and the school couldn’t just let that go.

“Why did you keep stealing?”

Having cornered the boy, Ki-jeong finally got around to the key question. She left off the part where she wanted to say, You’re supposed to stop before you get caught. Teachers weren’t supposed to say things like that.

“Because I didn’t get caught,” Do-jun said nonchalantly.

In other words, the only reason it went so far was because he hadn’t been stopped sooner.

“What on earth did you steal?”

This time, she kept her voice low. She didn’t want anyone to hear the question. It seemed to her that asking for all these details was the job of the police, not a teacher.

“Just small stuff.”

“Too much to remember?”

“Nothing special.”

“What was the first thing you stole?”

The boy let out a sigh and answered, “Batteries.”

“And the second thing?”

“I don’t remember.”

“Then try to list as much as you can.”

“It really was small stuff.”

“What’d you do with the stuff you stole?”

“I gave it to poor kids.”

“Poor kids?”

“You know, those kids who look like they got nothing. I gave it to them. I didn’t keep it for myself.”

Do-jun put on an expression that seemed to say he was a true philanthropist.

“‘Kids who look like they got nothing’?”

He grinned bashfully. He was confident he’d done nothing wrong. Ki-jeong spoke firmly as she prepared to confront the boy with his crimes.

“You’ve bred quite the accomplices.”

“Accomplices?”

“Yes, accomplices. Those who committed the crime with you. Your friends who didn’t steal are now accomplices because of you. The things you shoplifted, that’s all stolen property. And accepting stolen property, even if you didn’t steal it yourself, makes you an accomplice.”

“Really? Great! That’s what I thought.” Do-jun chuckled. “Because now I remember what I stole.”

“Tell me.”

“Those.”

Do-jun pointed at Ki-jeong’s slippers. The expression on his face was the exact opposite of when he had pleaded that he’d only stolen out of resentment at being falsely accused.

“And there’s more. Perioe toothpaste. Chupa Chups lollipops. Boddo crackers. Choco Songi cookies. Baked potato chips. Highlighter pens. Garglin mouthwash. Febreze. Rice soap. Or was it barley soap? Whatever. Soap.”

Do-jun looked her dead in the eye as he spoke. Now that he was on a roll, he was recalling everything he’d ever given to Ki-jeong along with the slippers. Perhaps he’d been too caught off guard to remember, but now that she’d mentioned accomplices and stolen property, it was coming right back to him.

Or maybe not.

As much as she wanted to believe otherwise, he had to have planned it this way. He’d known from the start that it would blow up like this, and that was why he’d kept giving her little things every day. He wasn’t seeking attention or making up for a lack of affection; his goal from the very start was to turn a teacher into an accomplice. Out of boredom. What a sly and vicious child.

The fake brand logo on the instep of her slippers grated at her. She had thanked Do-jun for them, unaware that they were stolen. She had worn stolen goods while walking all over the school and meeting with students’ parents. She had worn stolen goods while reading Baek Seok’s poetry in class and taught the structure of expository writing with an essay on ocean ecosystems. She had worn stolen goods while instructing her students to write an essay on ethics and responsibility, and had graded the results.

She wanted to rip the slippers off of her feet and whack the boy over the head with them, but she couldn’t. She was interrupted by her cell phone ringing from its perch atop a pile of homework to be graded. Ki-jeong was relieved by the timely phone call. Thanks to whoever was calling, no one would catch her losing her temper. No one would know how upset she was by what the boy had told her.

Do-jun raised his head stiffly but then leaned back in the chair and made himself comfortable. As the cell phone kept ringing, he even made a show of crossing his arms. Ki-jeong slowly answered it. Her plan was to buy herself a little time in this war of nerves. If she was too short with the person on the other end, Do-jun would see at once that he was getting to her.

“Hello, I’m looking for a Ki-jeong Shin.”

It was obvious who was calling. A delivery person or the like. Most people who called addressed her as Ms. Shin or Teacher Shin. Faculty colleagues or students’ parents.

“Who is this?”

Ki-jeong kept her voice deliberately cold. The boy still had his arms crossed and was leisurely looking around the office. The moment she got off the phone, she didn’t care who saw or not, or whether she would get a lecture from the principal later about how corporal punishment was strictly forbidden no matter the circumstances or not, she was going to take that slipper off and beat him silly over the head with it.

“This is the police.”

“The police?”

Ki-jeong glanced at Do-jun. The boy flinched. She watched as he slowly released his arms. Ki-jeong kept her eyes on him as she asked, “What seems to be the matter, Officer?”

What came out of the officer’s mouth next was, to her surprise, the name of her younger sister. The moment she heard that name, she had a premonition that her becoming an accomplice to some pipsqueak thief and having worn stolen property would soon seem like nothing at all.

After listening to the officer, she brought one hand up to cover her face. Do-jun looked terrified.

Ki-jeong quietly ended the call. The hand that held the phone was trembling. She was barely able to muster the strength to address the boy seated in front of her.

“Leave.”

“Leave?”

He sounded incredulous. Ki-jeong nodded weakly. The boy muttered something. She didn’t respond. A loud noise was beginning to wail inside her ears. The sound was coming from her own living body. Ki-jeong focused on that unpleasant sound to the exclusion of all else.

The boy raised his finger and drew circles by the side of his head before jumping up from the chair and rushing out of the room. Ki-jeong pretended not to hear any of the things he said. She ignored the gesture he made. She would have reacted no differently no matter what he said or did. After hearing what the officer had to tell her, nothing else mattered. According to the officer, a dead body presumed to be her sister’s had been found.
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It is a matter of course that when death overtakes life, the body undergoes a transformation. Ki-jeong had learned this from her father’s funeral. Her father had lain on a hard bed, his body yellow and swollen head to toe from the fluid that had built up in his abdominal cavity. His body demonstrating the fact that concluding a life was never easy. The swelling was, in a manner of speaking, death’s war trophy in its victory over life.

Her father had been hospitalized for symptoms of jaundice. The jaundice turned out to be caused by cirrhosis of the liver. The cirrhosis worsened rapidly, the fluid in his abdomen refusing to budge no matter how many diuretics were administered. Ki-jeong was twenty-two at the time, her younger sister only nine.

Now the deceased body presumed to belong to her younger sister looked almost nothing like her sister had in life. But Ki-jeong was convinced it was her. She was certain that, just as with her father, death had left its trophy behind. And, as if to tell her that the battle had been more vicious than ever, the condition of her younger sister’s body was beyond gruesome.

The corpse had been found in the lower reaches of the Nam River in the provincial town of J—. A housewife had drowned herself in that river right after a Buddhist lantern festival, and during the search for her, Ki-jeong’s sister’s body had been recovered instead. It would take some time before her body could be buried. There was still the autopsy, among other necessary procedures. Since no suicide note had been found, the coroners could not confirm the cause of death. That is to say, while it was obvious she had died by drowning, they did not know whether it was a suicide or an accident. Even with an autopsy, they said, they could estimate the approximate time of death, but they might never know the circumstances that had led up to it. While listening patiently to their long-winded explanation, Ki-jeong had already reached the conclusion that her sister had committed suicide. It was bound to happen eventually, she thought; it’d only been a matter of time.

The officer who had escorted Ki-jeong into the morgue was called away to check some documents. He stepped out, leaving just the two of them, Ki-jeong and her sister, alone in that chilly room. Or to put it more accurately, Ki-jeong was alone, the sole life among a roomful of deaths.

When she was face to face with her sister, the thought occurred to her that she had wished for this to happen. For the sister who had tormented her mother her whole life to disappear for good. She tried to deny the thought but couldn’t. Nevertheless, she hadn’t imagined it would happen quite like this.

No, that wasn’t true either.

The truth was she’d imagined it often. Her little sister mangled, charred to black, torn to shreds. That was what made it all the more painful to see the body cold and stiff and so badly damaged.

Her time alone in the morgue with her sister seemed to stretch on forever. The unreal cold chilled her to the bone, reminding her that she and her sister were both made of flesh. And that her sister was now a cold and distant being, a phantom.

Ki-jeong asked her sister as she lay there silently: What happened? Her sister didn’t stir. Yet she felt as if she heard an answer.

One thing led to another.

If she could have spoken, that’s what her sister might have said.

Her sister had been accepted to a university out in Wonju and had moved into the dorms. Ki-jeong thought she could have made it into a better school in or near Seoul, but her sister was stubborn. Ki-jeong didn’t do much to dissuade her. At first, her sister had come back to Seoul during school vacations, but eventually she stopped showing up even then. She kept changing her phone number, making it difficult to stay in touch with her. Once, she returned home out of the blue after a year or so of no contact. Ki-jeong and her mother had been inwardly convinced that she’d left for good, so when she came back, they felt both disappointed and relieved.

When she tried to ask her sister where she’d been and what she’d been doing all that time, her sister gave the same non-answer:

One thing led to another.

Ki-jeong knew that, of all laws, this—the way one thing leads invariably to the next—was the only of life’s laws she couldn’t find fault with. But it was still an upsetting answer. Her sister seemed to leave everything up to luck and chance. It wasn’t that one thing led to another, it was that her sister left life to its own devices.

In Ki-jeong’s view of things, life was a weed. If you didn’t tend to it, it would grow out of control and spread and shove its branches into everything. If you did tend to it, it would be restrained and trimmed and plucked, and, if you did really well, it could even have a shape to it. How could her sister not know that? Especially having been so miserable her whole life. It suddenly occurred to Ki-jeong that the phrase her whole life now referred to the past perfect tense where her sister was concerned, and she went blank for a moment.

Her sister had come into Ki-jeong’s home, holding Ki-jeong’s father’s hand, at the age of five, and from that point on, she’d become a burden to Ki-jeong’s mother. Ki-jeong’s mother was pitiable and terrifying. Her sister was pathetic and shrewd. Her father was irresponsible and cowardly. Ki-jeong consciously tried to treat her sister fairly. She mistakenly believed that she acted as an objective and neutral mediator between her mother and sister. In truth, she was entirely indifferent. You’re not like her, her mother always said. And because she was not like her, Ki-jeong regarded her sister with pity and sympathized with her with all of her heart.
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