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I uttered a wish softly, pleading for the images of insects lurking in my mind to never come to life. As I gazed into the distant, overcast skies, warm light enveloped my fingers. Soon, a small, metallic housefly buzzed around the edge of my palm.

What’s wrong with me? I can’t stop thinking about these worthless creatures and they keep appearing. Moreover, there’s no way I could make something so crude…

I stood up to retrieve the pesticide, only to sit back down and stare at my hands. The insects were tiny, with strange patterns, squirming about in a filthy manner.

Well, they are just about as worthless as I am. I wouldn’t want someone spraying poison into my face, regardless of that.

Shaking off my thoughts, I inhaled deeply and glared at the pale moon rising from behind the clouds. A small smile curved my lips as I gazed upward into the night sky.

They might be my creations. I shouldn’t kill them. Even if they aren’t, they have some form of life. Ah, no one would want a power such as this, not even me… right?

The metallic garden bench was hot to the touch. The scent of jasmine enveloped me as I closed my eyes.

I heard a cacophony of familiar voices.

What is that sound?

My parents were babbling next to each other indoors. The housefly from earlier buzzed past my head. I swatted it away, and it buzzed in my ear before darting into the darkness.

It had become my evening routine to sit on the bench in the garden and wait for the mysterious pain in my chest to materialize as various bothersome insects would bite, buzz near my ears, and even crawl on me.

It made me question whether the world I inhabited was real. Perhaps one day I would awaken from a coma and discover that everything was merely an illusion stored within the folds and layers of my brain—unless I never awaken at all.

My parents began yelling to get me to come inside the house.

At least they don’t need to hire a security guard at night since I’m usually awake at this hour.

The memory of waking up on the riverbank in Silver Village was still vivid in my mind, particularly the water that had caught in my throat and the coughing that followed.

I still don’t know who saved me that night. But was there really any point in saving me? Someday, I will find the answers to these questions.

I stood there midst the fading scent of night jasmine, feeling the cool breeze that swayed the empty garden swing, while the crescent moon cast its soft glow from a faraway distance.

I’m not alone anymore, but I want to be. Why won’t these tiny creatures leave me alone?

Anyone with common sense would wonder why these insects insist on following me for reasons unknown.

A minute later, an itch on my palm signaled the presence of a swarm of caterpillars on my right hand. Although I brushed them away in disgust, one caterpillar soon floated by as it enveloped itself in a cocoon.

This phenomenon would never have occurred if I hadn’t stepped into the freezing waters, burdened by an unrelenting pain in my chest. All I wanted at that moment was to find peace alongside the souls of Michael, Kelly, and Arjun.

But right now, all I want to do is to live. Live an ideal life.

Two minutes passed, and the cocoon unraveled to reveal a moth. It landed on my shoulder, and I brushed it away softly.

Stretching my arms, I fell into a deep trance. The faraway lights in my house made the upright piano gleam. I hadn’t gone near it for months because I didn’t want to think of termites and leave it infested.

I wondered what sin I must have committed in my past that led up to this situation.

Maybe it was the fact that a girl once said that I’d have a miserable life without her. But I doubt that; it turns out, I’m miserable either way.

As I tried to space out and go numb, I let out a gentle sigh as the soft breeze touched my face and relieved it of the summer heat.

The weather on the outskirts of Silver Village is so cold. Maybe I did the right thing by returning home.

I yawned over and over again, closed my eyes, and fell back into a trance. But now, I had trouble keeping my eyes open. The sandman had gotten to me at last.

I got up, trudged, and knocked on the door a couple of times.

My mom answered the door, a frown on her face and her eyebrows furled, “Why were you knocking like a madman? There’s a doorbell, you know.”

“My brain isn’t working, okay?” I said.

“Come in,” she said in a monotonous voice.

I walked inside, slipped my shoes off, entered my room, and dropped onto the bed. The last sound I heard before falling asleep was that of my mom switching off the lights.

At 7:45 AM, the damned alarm rang. I groaned, clicked my tongue, and rested my head back on the soft pillow. However, it kept ringing, so I turned it off.

Just as I was about to enter a new world after closing my eyes, mosquitoes helped me get up by relentlessly whining into my ears.

These useless insects aren’t so useless after all!

I got ready in a white shirt with beige pants and spiked up my crimson hair. Soon, I shoved an omelet into my mouth and got my car keys.

“Bye, Mom and Dad,” I said.

“Be careful!” exclaimed my mom.

“I’ll try.”

“Goodbye.”

I drove my car with the window open as the warm sunshine poured on one side of me. Birds chirped and leaves waved in the breeze. The roads were nearly empty.

Should’ve taken the bus. Can’t seem to stay fully awake.

Blasting the radio, I stopped at a traffic light before turning toward KDT Commercial Nursery. Parking my car, the vines crept from every corner, and the mild perfume of fresh, green leaves and fresh air filled my senses.

Walking as my shoes crunched over thick grass, I swiped my ID card and entered the office building. The view outside the windows was of various fields and greenhouses.

Stretching my arms, I wore a lab coat and began to fill up the conical flask with the solution prepared last time.

One by one, several colleagues entered the lab. Some had hair tied back, others were wrinkly, and one of them had tattoos all over.

“Good morning, Merlot!” said a colleague.

“Morning.”

“How are ya?”

“Good.”

What a lie…

The operations manager entered the room and yelled, “Morning, everyone!”

Barely flinching, I didn’t look his way.

Everyone reciprocated in feeble voices.

“We have a new colleague. Won’t you introduce yourself, Riha?”

Riha? It couldn’t be her? My ex? Never thought I’d hear that name even in a hundred years.

Riha’s loud voice answered my question as she introduced herself, stating where she had studied.

From the edge of my sight, I saw a tall woman who had dark skin, black hair in ponytails with blue-dyed ends, and a green ribbon in her hair.

I looked her way at once, clenching my teeth, and my lips fidgeted as I nearly spilled the solution.

She looks the same as she did three years ago… but her hair is long now. There’s life in her eyes, and she doesn’t slouch anymore. I never thought I’d see her smile again. I never thought that her smile would even matter.

“Hey…” I said.

She turned to me and said, “Merlot?”

Both of us were quiet for a second or two until I realized the awkward silence.

“I work here,” I said, trying to sound casual. “Weird coincidence, huh?”

“Yeah, definitely,” mumbled Riha.

She lowered her stare to the floor.

I nodded and returned to my project. However, I soon stared at the equipment instead, while fighting back from turning my head in her direction. I couldn’t help but smile a little as I played with a pencil.

The operations manager began introducing the rest of the team to her and mentioned my title. “And you know Merlot. He is our production manager.”

Our eyes met for a second. She put on a lab coat.

“Riha, why don’t you sit with Ben? He’s another grower like you,” said the operational manager.

“I’d like to sit there if that’s okay,” she said, pointing at the empty space next to me.

Here? Next to me? Has she lost her mind? Maybe she forgot that we were in a relationship.

“Sure. Why not?” he said.

I shifted my stool to the left to make space and said nothing. She sat down, as her red and black crystal earrings swayed. Were such earrings allowed in the lab? Also, she should’ve worn full trousers. I didn’t want to be held liable if I sprayed chemicals on her legs by accident.

Unable to look at the flask much longer, I took out my phone and began scrolling mindlessly.

“Merlot?” she asked.

“Yes?” I asked.

I turned to look at her as she grinned.

How is it that someone can look so familiar yet so different at the same time?

“Is red your favorite color?” she said, eyeing my hair.

“Yes, it’s kind of obvious, isn’t it?”

My hair had been pitch black when the two of us met. Now it was red.

“I don’t know. I’ve only seen you wear red once before.”

I took a deep sigh and scratched my neck.

“I went to the store yesterday and tried on a red t-shirt. It’s too bad I looked more like a tomato,” I mumbled.

She burst out laughing. Her eyes met mine, but she quickly looked away, her smile fading into a frown.

“Let’s go. It’s time for soil sampling,” said a colleague.

“Yeah.”

I was taking off the lab coat.

“Hey, why do you wear a lab coat over your lab coat?” Riha remarked, giggling with her mouth covered.

“I’m not wearing two lab coats
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