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I IMAGINE what happened inside one police interrogation room so many years ago. By imagine, I don’t mean invent. But it’s not like I was actually there, so I don’t know what else to call it. I picture the scene from that day, based on what he told me and some other clues, my own experience and conclusions. It’s not just this scene I imagine. For over sixteen years, I’ve pondered, prodded, and worked every detail embroiled in the case known as “The High School Beauty Murder”to the point I often fool myself into thinking I’d personally witnessed the circumstances now stamped on my mind’s eye. The imagination is just as painful as reality. No, it’s more painful. After all, what you imagine has no limit or end.

*

THE BOY sat alone in the interrogation room for over ten minutes. The room was bare apart from a table and four chairs. No pictures decorated the wall, no flower vase or ashtray sat on the table. Some people appear uneasy no matter what they do, and this boy was one of them. He sat awkwardly in his chair, with eyes dull and sleepy-looking. Maybe because there was nothing to look at, but his eyes were like camera lenses constantly shifting to find focus on a white background.

A detective entered the room and sat across from the boy. The boy’s gaze grew a bit more focused.

“Han Manu!” the detective snapped, in a tone used by a teacher or head disciplinarian to summon a troublemaker before dealing out punishment.

It was enough for resentment to take root in the boy’s heart. I believe this was also the moment his cruel fate was sealed.

At the time, no one at school called him by his actual name. The other students called him Halmanggu or Manujeol, but his most shining nickname came from the song “Han-o-baeg-nyeon.”1 To their ears, the opening words “ha-an-man-eu-eu-eun” sounded just like his name. If you slurred the n sound so that you said “ha-an-man-u-u-u” instead, it was perfect. This particular nickname proved so popular that both Halmanggu and Manujeol died out eventually, and his friends would belt out “Ha-an man-u-u-u!” like a master pansori singer, warming up her voice before a performance.

But until the incident, I wasn’t even aware of his existence. He was in his last year of senior high and I’d just entered the school. When I grope through my memory, though, I seem to recall boys warbling his name in a ridiculous, plaintive way in the halls. They meant no harm or disrespect. After the incident, the nickname stopped altogether. No one called him anything. There was no need.

I sometimes try calling him the old way. Ha-an man-u-u-u. This life full of misery, as the lyrics say. Then I start wondering if this miserable life has any meaning. I don’t mean life in an abstract or general sense, but the life of an actual person. Did the pages of his life hold any meaning? Probably not. At least that’s what I believe. Life has no special meaning. Not his, not my sister’s, not even mine. Even if you try desperately to find it, to contrive some kind of meaning, what’s not there isn’t there. Life begins without reason and ends without reason.

*

THE DETECTIVE told the boy to listen carefully: this was different from last time, he needed to think carefully before answering; if not, things wouldn’t go well for him. The detective’s face was curiously blank. Though the boy wasn’t the brightest kid on the block, he could sense the older man had become more frightening than he’d been at the initial questioning. He seethed with something, and anyone seething like that was to be feared.

“Let’s start by reviewing your statement from last time. On June 30, 2002, around 18:00,” the detective said, punctuating his words by pressing the tip of his ballpoint pen carefully on the table. “That is, around six o’clock in the afternoon, you were on your scooter on your way to a chicken delivery when you passed a car being driven by Shin Jeongjun. Correct?”

“No.”

“No?” The detective’s gaze skimmed the document and shot back up. “Well, that’s what your statement says.”

“I wasn’t on my way to a delivery. I was on my way back.”

An inconsequential detail. The detective looked down once more.

“Then why does it say here you were going to a delivery? Fine, whatever. So you were on your way back when you passed a car that Shin Jeongjun was driving? Correct?”

“Yes.”

“What kind of car did you say it was?”

“Pardon me?”

“The car model!” He was sure the boy was just pretending not to understand. “What kind of car was he driving?”

“Uh, I’m not sure, but I think it was dark gray. And shiny. Didn’t I mention all this last time?”

“I told you, we’re going over your statement. So a shiny dark gray car?”

“Yes.”

“Like this?”

The detective pulled out a photo from the file. The boy leaned forward, peered at the photo, and looked up.

“I don’t know. Maybe.”

“Even if it wasn’t this exact one, would you say it was the same kindan SUV?”

The boy studied the photo once more and looked up at the detective. “I think so.”

“For the last time, was it an SUV or not?

“Yes.”

“Okay. You’re doing good.”

The detective pulled out another photo. The boy looked at it and then at the detective’s face.

“Is this your scooter?” the detective asked.

The boy responded immediately that it was.

“Good.”

The detective riffled through the pages of the file, delaying the moment of the decisive blow.

“Now for the important part. You said you saw Kim Hae-on sitting in the passenger seat of Shin Jeongjun’s car, correct?”

“Yes.”

“And what did you say again about her hair and her clothes?”

“Her hair was down.”

“You mean it was loose, not tied up.”

“Yes.”

“And? What was she wearing?”

“Um … she was in a tank top and shorts.”

“A tank top and shorts?”

“Well, that’s what I”

“What you remember? So what color?”

“Color?”

“Her clothes!” the detective barked, thinking idiots like this never gave a straight answer. “What color were they?”

“I don’t know.”

“You don’t remember?”

“Well, I’m not too sure.”

“You know she was in a tank top and shorts, but you don’t know what color? You think that makes sense?”

“But I swear I don’t know!”

The boy was hiding something. The detective wondered if the time had finally come to nab him. Right then, the boy glanced around the room.

“What’s the matter?” the detective asked.

“Um, I have to go.”

“What?”

“Do you know what time it is? I have to go to work.”

The boy placed his hands on the table, as if he meant to get up. The detective glared at him in silence. What did he think then? Did he think: Got you, asshole! Was it then that he became convinced of the boy’s guilt? Or did he glance at the boy’s hands on the table, and try to determine if they were capable of clutching something like a brick or rock and bringing it down on someone’s head? He might have thought with a shake of his head, Hmm, those hands do look tougher than Shin Jeongjun’s. Not that you need a whole lot of power to bash in the small head of a girl with smooth, glossy hair. If anything, Shin Jeongjun was taller, with a body hardened by sports, while Han Manu was rather small and of average height.

The detective cleared his throat and told the boy to pay attention. “Your statement doesn’t add up. Look here.”

He turned the photos around to face the boy, and proceeded to explain: Shin Jeongjun wasn’t driving just any car, but a Lexus RX300. The seat height of an SUV is higher than that of the average sedan, which means its window height is also higher. But if you’re sitting on a scooter, you would be at eye level with the window of the SUV, or even slightly lower.

The detective asked if he knew what all this meant. The boy didn’t respond. The detective was kind enough to spell it out for him.

“What I’m saying is, from your stumpy little scooter, it would have been physically impossible to see if Kim Hae-on was wearing shorts or jeans.”

So he said, but he wasn’t completely sure. It was just a hunch. But when he saw the shock on the boy’s face, the detective knew it was time to go in for the kill.

“Therefore, you didn
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