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TWO DEAD BODIES FOUND IN AN EUNGRANG MANSION

The police have found two dead bodies while investigating a hostage situation that took place earlier this month in Eungrang, Gangwon-do. The victims were identified as Mr. Shin, 21-year-old grandson of the late Mr. Gyeongseop Choi—former Narae Children’s Foundation Chairman and the mansion’s owner—and Officer Seo, a 26-year-old junior officer of Seomyeon Precinct Police Station.

Further developments have added a third fatality to the Eungrang mansion hostage crisis: the now-deceased suspect, Ms. Lee, aged 40. There is also one missing person connected to the case.






Are we good? Am I not too late? . . . Oh, no, I’m fine for coffee. I’m sweating buckets from rushing over here . . . Haha, it’s because I’m young? Thank you. It’s my birthday tomorrow, actually. I should be celebrating, but . . . I don’t know. I also feel a bit sad, to be honest. No, not because I’m afraid of getting older . . . but because it feels like I’m drifting away bit by bit from that crucial point in time. He was gone a year before I was born, and to think that over twenty years have passed since then . . . even as flames flicker on top of my velvety birthday cake, I can’t quite force myself to smile.

“That doesn’t mean I’m always in mourning. I may have been a mere lump of cells back then, but I’m proud to have shared a moment in time with him, no matter how brief. You see, some people suddenly fall in love with a figure in an old painting while strolling through an art gallery . . . Compared to them, I would say I’m lucky. I dipped my feet in the same water as him, if only for a moment. Even if the history of humankind inevitably repeats itself, he is the one who’ll remain unprecedented and irreplaceable. Well, how should I put this? Should I call it a blessing? Fate, perhaps?

“You all think so, too, don’t you? You do still . . . love him, right? Him, the one and only? . . . How incredible. You, me. And him, too. I always thought wealth was the greatest inheritance the dead could leave behind. But the moment I stepped in through that door, with your sparkling eyes gazing at me, I realized something. Wealth can’t create or sustain the energy necessary to constantly look back on someone who has left this world. As old-fashioned as it may sound, love remains the only power that conquers death.

“Oh, you’re saying I shouldn’t use that word . . . I’m sorry. No, you’re right. Not knowing where his body is doesn’t indicate that he’s dead. I’m really sorry. Let’s change the subject—what were you doing? You were looking at his photos. Your favorite photos. Which ones did you pick? May I look at them? Oh, I love this one, too. He was only eighteen, right? He still had his plump cheeks. His face looks a bit puffy with all the baby fat. And his front tooth is slightly big, which makes him look even younger. His body is scrawny, flailing. He doesn’t seem to know how to use his arms and legs yet. He was like that when he danced, too. He tried hard, but he still looked unsure, ridiculous, yet adorable.

“Ah, that photo there is immaculate, too. It’s late spring, after he turned nineteen, right? The flash went off because it was taken at night. His dry, pale face. That slight frown. With eyes sunken from fatigue, he is wading through the crowd, deep in thought. The trees are bent toward the vanishing point on the right, into the darkness, and strands of his hair are swept across his forehead in the same direction. His loose T-shirt reveals his slender waist underneath. Whenever I look at this photo, I can really smell the era. The air of a late spring night in the 90s, a period I’ve never actually experienced. The smell of something damp and cold. Of exhaust fumes left behind by cars and urban noise lingering like hallucinations. Of wet soil. Of chestnut flowers moist with dew. The acrid smell of fallen, dead fruits. The sweet, heavy scent of chestnut starting to rot. Now, close your eyes. And put your hand on the photo. You can really feel the wind blowing from behind him, standing there as pale as a ghost. Right? You can feel it, too, can’t you?

“But I must say, this is my favorite. The one taken when he was twenty years old. With his chin slightly pulled down toward his chest, his pale face is floating against the dark background as if he’s half-submerged in black water. You can see his thick hair, seemingly planted by a skillful royal seamstress at his fairy godmother’s request. His eyes, as cold and dark as the deep ocean, are looking straight at us. He was pretty skinny around this time, so his cheekbones stand out as if a potter’s thumb smoothed out each cheek. His chin is also sharp like a cat’s. A brown mark on his tender skin stretches from under his ear to his chin. A mark as light-colored as a freckle . . . Yes, he had quite a lot of beauty marks. All over his face and body, as if someone had splattered him with ink. He said his moles made the makeup sessions longer and more exhausting, but I never considered those beauty marks to be defects. They were more like flaws in Persian rugs, so to speak. Persians believe perfection belongs only to the gods, so they intentionally leave out a thread. That missing thread is what completes genuine beauty.

“Let’s go back to the photo. There’s his nose, tipped up like the toe of a beoseon sock, and below it his lips, slightly parted as if he’s about to say something. His lower teeth are as pearly as the whites of his eyes. Those eyes, wet and slimy like fresh sea turtle eggs. Eyes that could easily be scooped up with a pointy golden spoon without leaving a trace. Eyes like pure white eggs laid by a blue hen. And his teeth are the exact same color. There are one, two, three, four teeth, as even and straight as fairies’ gravestones. If the gods would grant me one wish before I die, I would ask for one of those teeth. Then I’d cover it in dried violet petals and put it in a locket to wear around my neck before I finally closed my eyes. Or I’d hold it in my mouth like an imperishable candy for when I draw my last breath on earth.

“But all praise is rendered meaningless next to his lips. The arched upper lip, the plump lower lip. Softer than a fish’s organs, those lips are smeared with ignorance. An ignorance oblivious to the cowardice that eventually curls an old man’s lips. Ignorance is a privilege shared by all youth. Time, as impatient as it is, takes away their right to remain unknowing. But even as everyone else grows older and understands many more things like gloomy scholars, he remains forever a fool. That genuine ignorance of his is what brings me sweet sadness . . .

“We’re back to talking about his death. I’m sorry. I know you don’t like discussing it. But it’s also time to face the truth. I understand, you don’t want us to sound like we’re gossiping. But let’s face it: Who else would talk about him but us? Those who have absolutely no interest in him? Those who pity him solely because he’s dead? No. Let us talk about him, just between us. We’re all dying to know, aren’t we? Because there’s so much that remains untold about those women and him. Or, we could at least try to imagine. Imagining isn’t a sin. We can invent a story amongst ourselves without telling anyone else. In the order the gods created this world, let’s set the stage first and begin our story there. From the mansion deep in the rainy forest. Yes, right in front of the door of that small guest room where he stayed . . .”






Chapter 1

The wooden floor inside the guest room always buckled. Rusty nails barely kept the planks from falling apart, and the squeaking was ceaseless, day and night. The mansion was old, so it was natural for it to signal its age here and there, but that spot was particularly obnoxious. Even the temporary measure of an old rug was of no use, and the floor groaned at the slightest wind. Not even a ghost could get past it quietly.

Nami was the only exception. Her body, as thin as a twig, maneuvered around it like a well-trained snake. Her nimble hands were precise, and her expression remained unchanged even when she was cleaning up the patient’s excrements. She never sweat, wore wrinkled clothes, or let even a single strand of hair escape from her short ponytail. Above all, her hands were always clean. With neatly pared nails, her hands bore no scar nor smell, as if they were self-purifying. No matter how nasty the filth on them, all it took was a gentle wash to restore them to the immaculateness of a newborn’s. No scent ever lingered on her hands, which meant those under her care, distracted by the pair of soap-scented hands feeding them, were spared from thinking about the biological tragedy that had just happened between their legs. Like her hands, Nami was a person of neither smell nor color. She came across as brusque, but any sensible person would know to covet her as an asset to the care for their gradually collapsing bodies. After observing Nami for ten minutes, even a child would think, Ah, that’s what they call innate talent—there is such a thing as a natural-born nurse.

However, the imagination of the restricted is bound to race toward negativity. The young man in the bed—or the boy, as the women called him—was no exception, so he interpreted her impassive face as a marker of apathy rather than consideration. He often imagined Nami as a machine and wondered what might happen if her circuits went awry. As soon as the switches were flipped, he feared her cold, callous hands might pull out his guts as nonchalantly as they spoon-fed him soup. His delusion ballooned day by day, and the boy trembled in fear rather than in shame when he lay there face down with his buttocks exposed. Sometimes, he fought the urge to cling to Nami before she left with a basket full of soiled laundry. That way, he wouldn’t have to dread her return.

The sharp shrieking of the kettle stopped, and for a moment, the entire house fell shockingly silent. To shatter the stillness, the boy cleared his throat and deliberately shifted under the blanket. He could sense a peculiar presence outside the door. A pressing silence. The pressure, pushing its way in slowly like a tide, soaked his forehead with sweat—until a knock came at the door. Through the door on the wall crammed with hunting trophies entered Nami, as expected, carrying a new set of clothes for him.

“You should have called for me,” she said.

“I thought you might be busy . . .”

He cooed instinctively, but Nami displayed no reaction as usual. With her unique gait that barely swayed her upper body, she approached the dispirited boy on the bed and laid her hand on his forehead.

“It looks like your fever’s gone, at least. Is anywhere causing you discomfort?”

“No.”

“Any headache? Dizzy at all?”

“Not really.”

“You’re not quite recovering. We should take better care of you. How about the toilet?”

This was a subject that the boy didn’t want to talk about.

“You must have to go by now,” pressed Nami.

He closed his eyes without saying a word. He imagined being at the beach for a summertime swim and relaxed. Even when she knew he had, Nami muttered in a monotone voice, as if reciting a Buddhist prayer, “Now, relax . . . I’m going to pull down your pants . . .”

After she was finished, the entire room reeked of alcohol. Regardless of what had just happened, leaning against a pile of pillows in clean underwear appeased the boy. He felt an impulse to look outside. It would be nice to let out the headache-inducing smell of alcohol and inhale the fresh air from the forest. After some hesitation, he asked Nami to open the window.

“It’s raining outside,” she objected.

“It’s okay. Just for a bit.”

Without further comment, Nami unlocked the swinging window. When she put her entire weight on it, the window swung open all the way, instantly pelting the boy’s bed with rain. The violent wind hummed loudly.

Flustered, the boy blurted, “Wait, wait a second.”

But Nami seemed not to have heard him as she tried to tame the window swaying in the wind. After struggling with the stubborn stopper for a while, she finally managed to fasten the window in place and straighten herself up. At that point, both she and the boy were soaking wet, as though they had braved a storm. But unlike the boy, who was writhing on his bed, Nami just stood there, facing the forest in an upright position like a robot awaiting its next command. The sight made the boy let out a weak moan. Fighting the lump in his throat, he forced out his voice.

“Excuse me.”

Nami didn’t respond.

“Excuse me, Nami.”

Only when he called out her name did she slowly turn her head around. The boy nearly yelped at Nami’s bizarre movement, which made her head seem separate from the rest of her body. Nonetheless, he managed to smile.

“Thank you, you can close it now.”

At his command, Nami bent over again and pulled on the window with all her might to lock it. She seemed to have realized she was soaked only after hearing raindrops dripping on the floor in the room’s stillness. After a long stare down at her own chest, Nami began to speak.

“It’s raining hard,” she observed. She paused briefly and then continued. “It must be stifling.”

Only after a few seconds did the boy realize her concern was for him. Startled, he forced a smile with trembling lips.

“I’m okay. I can’t move by myself anyway. I’m sorry for causing you this much trouble.”

Then he added under his breath, “If only I could go to the toilet by myself.” He stole glances at Nami, but she showed no reaction. The boy plucked up some more courage and asked, “It’s a nasty job . . . Aren’t you tired of it?”

Still she remained silent, only shooting him an emotionless stare. Their gazes intertwined midair. The boy closed his eyes to sever the connection. The sensation of Nami gazing at him lingered on his cheek. He diverted his attention elsewhere. He focused on the rustling bedsheet, the mushy old mattress against his spine, and the soggy touch of his clothes sticking to his skin. Nami’s gaze didn’t vanish but rather became palpable. His soft hair, bristling on his cheek, felt ticklish. The boy couldn’t bear it any longer and squinted his eyes open. At that moment, something white flashed before his eyes, and when he opened them completely, he could see that Nami had moved to within inches of his face.

“I should go.”

The boy was at a loss for words.

“It’s late.”

Nami left him with that, taking an armful of dirty laundry with her. Only after she locked the door behind her could the boy feel at ease. His face flushed as he wondered, What did she do just now? Did she touch my cheek? Even if she did, it was probably because an error occurred in her movements, not because she harbored any feelings for him. Did Nami even have emotions in the first place? He relaxed his cheeks, which had grown stiff from unconsciously clenching his teeth. With his eyes fixed on the closed door, it occurred to him that steel bars in zoos not only lock up animals but sometimes, perhaps, protect the animals from humans, too.

Left alone, the boy wiped his face with his unbandaged left hand. He thought the room would have turned into a total mess, but only the floor had gotten wet, and the candlestick had toppled over. A relief, he supposed, but he didn’t quite feel relieved. As he stared at the candle lying on the floor, he reflected upon his situation. He couldn’t even set that small thing upright by himself. His current lifestyle wasn’t so bad if his only goals were to eat and excrete, but he needed a higher sense of accomplishment than that. His rib cage was wrapped in bandages and both his legs were tightly splinted like a toy soldier’s, but still. He was a human, after all, not a doll.

He had been sighing at the candlestick when the door opened, the floor squeaking beneath it. It was Mihee. She noticed the wet floor and gave a puzzled look.

“I forgot to give you your painkillers . . . what happened to the floor?”

“I asked Nami to open the window,” the boy replied.

“In this rain?”

He smiled silently, and Mihee let out a breathy chuckle.

“How silly of you. You must be cold.”

“I’m okay.”

“What do you mean, you’re okay? Were you going to spend the night like that? Summer colds can be harder to shake off, you know.”

She approached his bedside and pinched off the strands of hair stuck to his cheek, then whispered, “We’d better . . . change you, don’t you think?”

The boy gulped and agreed to the suggestion, and Mihee’s hand began its work. The buttons coming undone one by one, and the feel of thin, wet cloth sliding over him like a peel of overripe fruit made his skin crawl. When her hand lightly grazed his nipple, Mihee blushed.

“Oh my, I’m sorry.”

She seldom reacted so shyly, and it gave the boy a thrill. His bony chest puffed out, signaling that she could go on. But instead of drying his naked body, Mihee handed him a towel. Her gaze was provoking. Couldn’t he do this much by himself? Mihee had never wiped or cleaned him before. But the boy still wished she would this time, even as he rubbed at his own wet body vehemently to feign indifference. As he did so, Mihee wiped the floor and windowsill. She righted the fallen candlestick and drew open the curtains slightly so he had a view. Beyond the window it was dim, and the boy couldn’t tell whether it was day or night. He didn’t really wish to see outside, anyway. His gaze drifted to Mihee standing before the window. His bad eyesight allowed him to see only her soft, fleshly silhouette, but that was enough. How beautiful. Staring at Mihee’s long, lustrous dark hair, he thought of the fairy tale about an accident-stricken traveler marrying the daughter of the family who looks after him. If he were the traveler, Mihee would be his betrothed. She wasn’t the only young woman in this house, but only a beauty could take on the leading role.

“Are you finished?” Mihee asked, turning around.

“Yes.”

She dragged the chair closer to him and buttoned him up in his new clothes.

“She usually isn’t, but Nami can be absent-minded sometimes,” she smiled. “Please try to be understanding. She’s still better than me, isn’t she?”

“No.”

“You don’t need to flatter me. I don’t think I’m cut out for caregiving. I always make a mess.”

“I really don’t think that way,” the boy said in earnest. Really, he preferred Mihee over the other two women who looked after him in silence. Mihee wasn’t a skilled caregiver, to say the least. She would drop hot soup on his tender chest and spill water all the time, so whenever it was just the two of them, he would have to feed himself with his trembling left hand. Even though it wasn’t easy to use his left hand, the boy felt most at ease with Mihee. It wasn’t merely because he liked her. To do things on his own—Mihee seemed to understand that was what he needed more than freshly ironed pajamas and crisp bedsheets. As if to prove the point, Mihee missed a button on his shirt before she straightened his collar and handed him his medicine.

“It all feels like too much sometimes, doesn’t it?” she asked.

The boy remained silent.

“But Nami is doing the best she can. Auntie and me, too. I know you must feel suffocated sometimes, but hold on a bit longer, okay?”

He gulped down the white pill and muttered, “No, I’m just grateful for you helping me when you don’t even know who I am . . .”

“We’re more grateful for you,” Mihee said, enunciating each word. “We can’t even go outside in this rain . . . We would have suffered if we didn’t have you. Looking after you is our pleasure.”

Her face was almost comically serious. Her piercing gaze, slightly flared nostrils, and quivering lips were as delicate and beautiful as a small bird’s skull. She was indeed different from the other two. She was incomparably lovely. As the boy thought this to himself, a question blurted out between his lips.

“You said the three of you are related, right?”

That was all he said, but Mihee seemed to know what he really wanted to ask.

“Yes. Don’t we look like complete strangers, though?” she smiled. “It’s because we all take after our respective fathers’ families. It’s almost uncanny how little we resemble one another when we’re actually related on our mothers’ side.”

“Your father must be the most handsome among your fathers, then.”

Haha. His compliment made Mihee laugh, which sounded like a tuberculosis patient squeezing a breath out of her lungs. A short silence followed. I screwed up, the boy thought, but his joke hadn’t totally bombed—a hint of shyness lingered on Mihee’s face as she pursed her lips to wipe the smile off her face. His blood boiled from deep inside as a masculine bravado shot upward. Take her hand. But the moment his instincts kicked in, Mihee sprang to her feet, swiftly, as if she had predicted his next move.

“Get some rest,” she told the bewildered boy.

“Oh, okay.”

The boy was flustered but managed to raise his left hand like a gentleman. Mihee reciprocated with a smile and left the room with an empty water glass and wet clothes in her hands. The boy lay down in his bed, the last sight of her flickering before his eyes. The sweet sorrow of waiting for the next time seeped into his heart. He sniffed as he rebuttoned his shirt. Though everyone must use the same soap, Mihee’s scent was special. It was nostalgic somehow. His heart always raced when he was with her, in a very good way. Surrounded by Mihee’s aroma, he blinked his leaden eyelids and immersed himself in thought. A beauty and the two kind women who saved his life . . . Aside from the fact that he was injured and had lost his memory, he was one lucky dude. He knew this better than anyone. It was only because of his lack of freedom that he had nightmares of someone standing by his pillow . . .

* * *

How long was he asleep? The floor’s creaking woke the boy up, and he could barely open his eyes due to his splitting headache. Then he spotted Ahnna, thin as a twig, walking toward him with an ingenuous smile.

“Are you awake?” she asked.

“Yes . . . How long was I asleep?”

“Well, for quite a while . . . You were so fast asleep that I couldn’t wake you.”

Ahnna stuck her tongue out. Smiling awkwardly at her childish behavior, the boy tried his best to ignore the strange ray of hope he saw on her face. He was afraid to admit it, but Ahnna was probably in love with him. Her gleaming eyes, hissing breaths, and cheeks sweaty from passion were the proof, and her thick makeup highlighted rather than hid the fact.

As usual, Ahnna set a steaming basin down on the bedside table and began to wet a towel. The water was scalding hot, and even a drop or two accidentally splashing on the boy would make him jump, but Ahnna was calm, as if she were gauging the warmth of a baby’s bathwater. He stared at her in awe, only to be startled and quickly look away when he noticed her eyes welling with tears.

“Open up,” Ahnna said, her shrill voice making its way between the boy’s alarmed heartbeats.

The boy unbuttoned and pulled his shirt aside, and Ahnna thrust the wet towel at him, her head hung low. All too aware of the situation she was in, she looked like a nauseated novice nurse on a battlefield. Her clumsy touch dampened his clothes, but the boy didn’t complain. She would try to change him if he did, and he didn’t want to show her more of his flesh. He was also afraid of how she would react to his completely naked body when she couldn’t even hide her excitement at wiping his chest while he was still clothed.

The basic washup was over. Ahnna pulled the chair nearby and sat facing the window. The two silently watched the forest drenched in rain. Actually, only the boy was watching, and Ahnna was imitating him, acting as his shadow. She had been stealing glances at him, and at some point he realized her face had become completely fixed on him. He could see drool forming in her gaping mouth. Unable to stand the sight of water filling its small cave or her intense gaze any longer, the boy spat out the first thing that came to mind.

“It was an accident, wasn’t it?”

“Sorry? What—”

“You said I was in some kind of an accident.”

Ahh. Ahnna tilted her head at a vague angle, in neither a nod nor a shake. The day must have remained an unpleasant memory for her as well, judging from how the very mention of the accident turned her gloomy and reticent.

“Yes,” she answered slowly. “I suppose you could call it an accident. Although I don’t know too much about it.”

The boy felt strangely reassured at the sight of her swallowing.

“How did you say I was found again?” he asked.

“You had been abandoned . . . abandoned in the bushes. It was in the middle of the night . . . It had been raining a lot then, too, and me, and my family . . . we carried you together.”

“Was it a car accident? Or a fall?”

“I’m not sure . . . Car accident . . . Or was it a fall? It could have been both . . .” Ahnna trailed off before she asked, “Why are you asking that all of a sudden?”

“Nothing, just because.” The boy hesitated before adding, “It’s just . . . I’m curious how serious my injuries are, and when I can start moving again.”

“It’s better to stay put until your bones are completely healed. You’re still having headaches, too . . . Is something bothering you?”

“No, not at all. Not at all . . .”

A scene of someone staring down at him by the bedside flashed through his mind, but he shook his head.

“I’m okay, really. Everything is just fine.”

Ahnna nodded. “You should be patient. The most important thing is to regain your health. Everything else comes later . . .” Then she muttered, “The soup must be done.”

She left and came back with a tray. The menu was the same as usual: white rice in a bowl, soup in a mug, and a glass of water. The boy was growing tired of it, but the situation didn’t allow him to grumble. He changed his mind and sat up straight, waiting for Ahnna to feed him. But Ahnna didn’t budge. He looked at her curiously and found her staring down with a serious look at the spoon she’d brought in. Was something wrong? Just as he was about to ask, Ahnna sucked on the spoon as if it were smeared with honey.

“Mihee must have done a sloppy job at washing it,” she said, laughing.

Then she spooned some soup and shoved it into the boy’s mouth. His front teeth rang from bumping into the metal. His tongue pushed away the lukewarm spoon in reflex, but the soup had already trickled down his throat. Klegh, klegh. He choked and coughed, and Ahnna quickly handed him the water glass.

“Are you okay?”

At the sound of her concerned voice, the boy lifted his wet eyes. The moment Ahnna’s bashful smile filled his cloudy vision, he swung his hand, unable to contain his disgust, pity, and fiery rage. Smack. The water glass fell to the floor. Shocked by his own actions, the boy stiffened. The sound of water droplets falling from the wet sheets to the floor was as clear and loud as an axe hacking at his forehead. Still in her chair, Ahnna bent over and picked up the glass. Fighting off a strange sensation of a caterpillar crawling up his spine, the boy started to stammer.

“I-I’m sorry, I just—”

Just what? Just thought that you were disgusting? That I wish you’d disappear? As the boy dithered, the spoon approached once more.

“Ahh,” Ahnna made a sound, opening her mouth. She urged on, “Ahh . . .”

She had already cleaned up the mess and was spooning the soup for him again. She wore a composed smile, as if nothing had happened. The boy was horrified, but he reminded himself that he still needed these women’s care. Ignoring the long, high-pitched sound ringing inside his ears like a warning, he meekly opened his mouth. For a moment he imagined Ahnna reaching in and gouging out his uvula, but the spoon only grazed against his tongue and didn’t proceed any deeper. He gulped the sense of relief down with the soup.

Once she saw his Adam’s apple move, Ahnna asked, “Is it good?”

“Sorry?”

“The look on your face says it is. You’re enjoying it.”

“I think you’re an excellent cook.”

At that moment, a peculiar expression flashed across Ahnna’s face. The boy felt his chest tighten, but Ahnna continued spoon-feeding him. Rice, then water. Then soup again. Following the sequence of fluid hand movements, he diligently chewed and swallowed. The food quickly disappeared, and his initial nervousness began to wane. Ahnna finally put down the spoon. The empty bowls were clean, without a single grain of rice left. Lastly, she held out her hand, a white pill resting in her palm.

“Here, take this.”

The boy contemplated the pill for a moment before bending over, like a bird pecking its feed, to swallow it. Ahnna’s palm smelled like an egg boiled in hot spring water. It tasted salty and felt lukewarm, like a shallow, mossy creek in midsummer. He pretended not to see that Ahnna hid her hand behind her back, clenching it where his tongue had lightly touched. He permitted her to feign checking that he had swallowed the pill, her finger exploring the inside of his mouth as if it were a remote coastal cave, trawling past his cnidaria-like tongue, his teeth that resembled wave-weathered pebbles, and his scarlet palate.

Finally, the door’s lock clicked and Ahnna was gone. The boy let out a long sigh. This tense atmosphere, this air that resembled a recurring nightmare, always came with Ahnna. Did that mean it wasn’t a dream? Did Ahnna really visit him overnight? If he stayed up all night, he would be able to know for certain. He wanted to try, but lying on his back all day made him sleepy after eating. Whenever he tried to think about something, his head ached, and sleep as heavy as a sandstorm swept over him. The same was true now. The boy quit fighting to stay awake and immersed himself in the darkness and in his own thoughts. No, this could all be a dream. The mounted animal heads in the room were to blame. Having so many eyes, even if fake, surrounding him was bound to cause bad dreams. To have so, so many eyes staring down at him . . .

“It’s because you feel stifled. You’re staying in the room all day long, indisposed,” said Mihee, standing by the window.

It would have been nice to have some sizzling sunlight pour in, but the rainy scenery was hopelessly unchanging. Mihee stared at a pine tree with broken branches before she approached the boy and sat down by the bed.

“You haven’t seen sunlight for a long time, that’s why. Don’t worry about it too much.”

“But I’ve had a similar dream before,” the boy objected.

“When?”

Every night, he nearly said, but kept his mouth shut. He didn’t want Mihee to see him as weak. But the young woman nodded empathetically, as if she knew what he was trying to say.

“It’s okay. Illness takes a toll on everyone. You’ve gone through a serious accident, too. Maybe having those kinds of dreams are good for your health. It means your anxiety has an outlet.” She held on to his hand hanging outside the blanket, and added, “Don’t worry. You’re healing well.”

A lot had happened between them, but she had never held his hand before. Surprised and delighted, the boy felt his heart stop for a moment. Pure love washed over his young cheeks like a warm breeze, but just as he began to savor her soft touch, Mihee squeezed his hand once and swiftly took hers away. Before he could stop himself, the loneliness of his empty hand made him blurt out:

“But—”

“Yes?”

But he didn’t know what to say.

“Is there anything else you need?” Mihee smiled.

“No.” The boy was about to shake his head but then said, “I’ve just been wondering if someone is coming into the room while I’m sleeping.”

“No way,” Mihee replied flatly. “The door is always locked. And you know the bridge is cut off so no one can enter or leave.”

“Yes, that’s true, but . . .”

When his voice trailed off, Mihee frowned slightly.

“Are you saying that one of us is sneaking in?” she snapped, in a tone the boy had never heard before.

“No, not at all,” he said, backing off. “I don’t think that at all. I think I’m just a bit anxious. I’m sick, and it’s rainy. There’s a lot of taxidermy in here, too.”

Only then did Mihee look around the room and realize what he meant.

“The interior design could be more soothing,” she admitted.

“Right. I’m not saying it’s messy or anything, but . . .”

“They’re all nailed onto the wall, though, so we can’t take them off. We also can’t risk moving you to a different room when you’re recovering.”

Mihee began a staring contest with the head of a giant-antlered stag, then muttered to herself flirtatiously, “It’s kind of cute if you keep looking at it.”

The boy couldn’t even pretend to agree.

“Maybe it’s just me,” Mihee shrugged. “Do you want me to hide its eyes, at least?”

She got up and pressed a towel folded lengthwise against the deer’s eyes. A brief silence fell over the room. Neither of them wanted to say it, but the blindfolded head reminded them of a convict on death row.

“This won’t work,” Mihee sighed. “I suppose we have no other choice.”

“I agree.”

“Why don’t you just deal with it for a while, and we’ll move you to a different room once you’re better, hmm? And have your meal now before it goes cold?”

She returned and coquettishly moved the tray from the bedside table onto the boy’s lap. The distance between them was so short that the action could hardly be called “moving,” but her rushing made the water glass rock back and forth. Startled, she tried to grab the glass with her hand that had been supporting the tray, causing the soup bowl to slip. The boiling broth touched Mihee’s hand, sending her screaming and waving her hand around. Both the cup and bowl flung off the tray with a loud crash. While the boy couldn’t blame her for her reflexes, his blanket got as soaked as if a water bomb had dropped. The soup shot up to the ceiling like an eruption, leaving sticky yellow spots all over the room.

Mihee turned to the boy. “What should I do?”

Did she really just ask him what to do? Her naive yet expected reaction calmed the boy down.

“Shouldn’t you wipe it first?” he asked.

“Oh, yes. You’re right.”

Mihee rubbed at the blanket with a towel. The boy advised her to gently dab the smudge since she was only making it spread, but even as she nodded, she cluelessly flailed about without making much progress.

She soon put down the towel and sighed, “It’s going to take forever to get this out.”

An image of Mihee’s calves dancing in white soap suds suddenly flashed across the boy’s mind. While the vision of her doing laundry delighted him, the boy decided to do her a favor. As he slowly flipped over the blanket with his left hand, Mihee gave a puzzled look.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“I’m just going to turn it over.”

“Why?”

“That way you won’t need to wash it. I’ll just pretend that I made a mistake and ask someone else to take care of it.”

“Are you sure? It’s going to smell . . .”

“I’ll be fine.”

“Gosh . . . Thank you, I don’t know what to say . . .”

Mihee squirmed a little. She stared into the boy’s face before leaping out of the room like a doe, bringing back with her a bowl of rice mixed with soybean paste soup.

“We made this for ourselves, but please have some.”

The boy had lost his appetite but still picked up his spoon. He wanted to put on a smile for Mihee, to show that he was okay. But as soon as he put a spoonful of food into his mouth, his plan went awry. The soup was salty—so salty that it tasted bitter. His expression contorted as if he were in pain.

“What’s wrong? Does it taste weird?” Mihee asked.

The boy gulped down the unchewed rice grains and lied, “No, it’s so good. It must be because you brought it for me.”

As if she found what he had said funny, Mihee laughed out loud, her snaggletooth showing.

“I must have acted too sad after making a fool of myself. You don’t need to flatter me.”

“No, I’m serious.”

“Don’t lie. It’s a bit salty, isn’t it?” she asked. “Auntie tends to use a lot of salt. What about your usual soup? It’s not that salty, is it?”

“No, it’s fine.”

“I thought so. I heard that patients need a bland diet. I gotta give it to Auntie, though. One time, I told her I’d rather cook myself, and she yelled at me for meddling with her kitchen. I’ve been putting up with her food ever since . . . But everything she cooks tastes so bitter, it spoils my appetite. And Auntie herself eats so little she doesn’t even realize it . . . You could probably tell just from looking at her, but she has such a small appetite . . .”

The boy finished his food while listening to Mihee complain about her meals. She sloppily wiped the soup spatters from the floor and left, vaguely promising to finish cleaning later. Now alone, the boy leaned against the soup-smelling pillow. The more he thought about Mihee, the more thankful he felt toward her. While she could be frustrating sometimes, he actually liked that she was frustrating. Mihee was a dimwit—the girl had the bedridden boy beat in that regard. She was beautiful, though not the kind of a beauty so cold it seemed she wouldn’t shed even a drop of blood when pricked. Rather, she was a fool with a voluptuous bosom and fleshy arms. As he daydreamed about his nebulous future with her, the boy concluded that humans gave birth to babies because they wanted to feel omnipotent over an inferior being. The soiled blanket and pillow bothered him, but he had gained a precious peace of mind, which lulled him into the most comfortable sleep he’d had in the past few days.

At first, he thought it was a cloudy morning, but it turned out he was wrong. Lying awake in the middle of the night, the boy kept still to adjust the time difference in his head. He mulled over why something felt off, only to realize that there was no sign of the dizzying headache he had always felt when he woke up. Was he still dreaming? But the shadow that had been lurking above his head was gone. He was in a lucid state of mind, as if he had made it back into his own backyard after wandering in the foggy woods. He blinked. Had he woken up from a coma that he wasn’t even aware he was in? Terrified, he wanted to check the date and time, but the room had neither a clock nor a calendar.

His thirst was so severe that it felt as if someone had shoved sand down his throat. He was fumbling for water on the nearby table, when he heard sobs. That in itself was bizarre, but the source of the sound was even more so. Unless he had gone mad, the sound seemed to be coming from the floor.

The boy calmly pulled back his left arm, which he had stretched toward the table, and tucked it back underneath his blanket. Then, he closed his eyes, trying to shake off visions of monsters wearing the women’s skin crawling out from under the bed and looming over his head. He didn’t want to hear anything. All he wanted was dreamless sleep. But the more he tried to sleep, the louder the sobbing grew and the more tense he became. Heat surged from his body. Sweat beaded on his nose. His tightly sealed lips felt as if they would part at any moment to let out a yelp, his cheek trembled in spasm, and a huge drop of sweat rolled off his temple into his ear. He couldn’t endure it any longer. He was going to burst soon. Like a heart after a race, like a balloon being blown up with air, his entire body was expanding, just about to explode, and then—

The weeping suddenly stopped. A cold and futile sense of freedom swept through every erect hair and open pore. The boy suppressed his sigh and waited until his body cooled down before slowly opening his eyes. Thankfully, it was just him in the room. No monsters under the bed. He thought he might have glimpsed a thin sliver of light under the corner of the rug in front of the door, but even that disappeared the moment he squinted for a closer look. Like an abandoned child, the boy blinked vacantly. What could that noise have been? What about the light? Was it all just a dream? Was he dreaming right now?

Deep in thought, he didn’t get a wink of sleep until dawn. Or rather, to be more accurate, he couldn’t. While his mind was in a bit of a daze, his body felt like a canoe floating on the ocean of slumber. Gravity usually won over buoyancy, grounding his body in place, but not last night. Under the unclosing eyes of the mounted animal heads, he drifted through the long and frightening night. Time crept above his skin. Writhing in peculiar anguish, the boy realized it was morning only after hearing someone descending the stairs. After a couple of knocks, Ahnna entered the room with a bright smile.

“You’re up.”

Her girlish voice dispelled last night’s nightmare. For the first time, the boy felt grateful for his repulsive daily routine. Perhaps sensing his fragility, Ahnna seemed more cheerful than usual. The boy obediently entrusted his body to her hands to be washed and fed. Everything was back to normal. Really, everything was fine until he licked up the painkiller from her palm and realized that he hadn’t taken his pill last night.

* * *

“Were you sleeping?” Nami asked.

“Just for a bit . . .” answered the boy.

Even a lie as tiny as that drove him to sweat nervously. He examined Nami’s face. She wore no expression as she prepared his meal, so he couldn’t tell what she was thinking. But the same was true for himself, he thought. If he didn’t express them, Nami also wouldn’t know his thoughts. The door to this room was locked and unlocked against his will, but at least his mind could be done so only by himself. It was a safer and stricter cage than anything else.

Nami was probably fresh out of the shower; her short hair was still wet. Droplets of water had left grayish stains on the shoulder of her white T-shirt. Below, she wore a pair of elastic-waisted pants. Her uncharacteristically relaxed demeanor intrigued the boy, but he quickly averted his gaze down to his own hands. Was it because of the bleak, rainy weather, or because she had showered in cold water, or—and this was unlikely—because she was aroused? Nami’s nipples, which had hardened like a pair of red beans, kept tugging at his attention. Was she trying to seduce him? He wondered but soon expelled the thought. It was ridiculous to imagine such a thing. She was probably wearing comfortable clothes because she’d stayed home all day. Sometimes her indifference terrified him more than anything else.

The boy carefully opened his mouth to receive the soup Nami spoon-fed him. Stealing glances at her, he gulped it down much more slowly than usual. He had to avoid taking the pill one way or the other. But how
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