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Chapter 9

That was how poor kids dressed. When new sandals got old, you cut off the straps and turned them into slippers, then wore them for another summer.

But my family wasn’t poor. We were one of the few better-off households in the village.

We lived in a two-story house with white tile on the outer walls and smooth cement floors inside. My mother sold every last grain from a good harvest and put the money in the bank. She kept back only a little—for my brother’s medicine, for supplements, for things he needed.

She always said the money was for me. For me and my brother, for our future.

One nosy female teacher even came to our house to argue with my mother about me. She ended up screaming and running away after my brother scared her—his strange features, his obesity, his vacant expression.

The next day, I stood on my desk like a victorious king and bragged about it, telling the class the whole “funny” story.

But this time, nobody cheered for me. Nobody treated me like some hero who had beaten a teacher.

They were all staring behind me.

So I turned around too.

The young teacher was standing in the back doorway, a textbook in her hands, her face expressionless. In a hoarse voice, she told everyone it was time for class.

She didn’t shed a single tear.

But I felt as if I were about to be swallowed by the storm inside her.

That was the first time I ever felt ashamed. Ashamed of what I’d done. Ashamed of being human.

After class, I went to find her. I knelt down and confessed how sorry I was.

She looked startled. Then something came over her face—something helpless I was too young to understand.

Before she resigned, she gave me a few easy editions of classic books, told me I might learn something from them. Or at least learn the most basic thing a person ought to have: a sense of shame.

Even now, I can still feel what those words did to me. The shiver of them. The pain of them.

They showed me how vile I was. They taught me to despise the filthy creature I had been.

I wanted to float inside all those beautiful lies about truth and goodness. But real life never let me drown in that dream.

Doctor, I understood very early on that ignorance would have been a kind of blessing for me.

More than once, I’ve thought that if I’d never opened those books—if I could have gone through life never knowing anything at all—how wonderful that would have been.

After Children’s Day that year, when I was ten, my life lurched to the other extreme.

The school was run-down then, just a two-story wooden building on stilts, but it had a wide field out front, overgrown with grass. Whenever a holiday came around, the older students would put up a stage and perform. The audience wasn’t just teachers and students. Parents came too, and villagers from nearby.
Chapter 11

I suddenly remembered the dream she’d once described to me. She was a fish trapped inside stone, and I was the one who had hacked her out of the rock face.

Fate had been too cruel to this girl. Childhood trauma, years of warped upbringing—together they had driven her to hide herself inside that “stone,” just like in the old story.

A fish could live inside stone for a thousand years, ten thousand years. But once it was pried free, it died at once.

There were three lives on Jade’s hands. Add the arson, and the damage it had caused, and if she had been fully conscious of what she was doing—fully capable of bearing criminal responsibility—then the punishment waiting for her would be severe.

Her madness was the stone sealed around her in layers.

My interview was the blade cutting it open.

Jade wrote beautifully. She could tell a story with frightening clarity. That was why a single essay had stirred the sympathy of all South City. Why even I had found myself unable to remain unmoved, had felt pity for what she had suffered.

No one knew how Ruth had really died.

But Jade had confessed it to me.

Was it only to win my sympathy? Or was she trying to use that confession to lead me toward the conclusion that she had been mentally unstable, to influence my assessment of her criminal responsibility?

The more I replayed her story in my mind, the stronger my doubts became.

What, exactly, had caused such a drastic change in Ruth?

“After your mother died,” I asked, “did you feel any mental disturbance? Anything abnormal? Hallucinations, maybe? Voices?”

Jade shook her head. “Back then, all I felt was relief. I thought my life was finally about to begin again. But the belief that had kept me going all those years collapsed completely while I was sorting through my mother’s things.”

She lifted her eyes to me.

“Dr. Cross, maybe you’ve wondered too—where was my father? Did he abandon us because of my brother’s condition? Or had he died long ago and ended up buried somewhere in those hills among all the graves?”

“I wondered the same thing,” she went on. “I even let myself hope a little. While I was going through what she left behind, I kept looking for traces of him. Maybe he was still alive. Maybe if I found him, I could finally get away from that fat, ugly, disgusting brother of mine. Maybe I could live an easier life.”

She gave a broken laugh that was barely a sound at all.

“But someone as vile and shameless as me—ignorance wasn’t a punishment. It was mercy.”

Jade was on the verge of coming apart. A few raw, strangled sobs clawed their way out of her throat, then stopped just as suddenly.

“In those things she left behind,” she said, “I found a diary.”
Chapter 12

She told me how she had discovered it hidden at the bottom of a trunk, and how she had opened it with careful, trembling hands.

“Every word in it was like a knife,” she said. “It stabbed into the wound inside me and twisted. It hurt so much I wanted to die.”

“What was written in the diary?”

“About my father’s death. About her worry and guilt over my brother. About her hatred for me—and her love.”

She looked at me, her eyes hollow and burning at the same time.

“Dr. Cross, do you know something? I wasn’t accidentally separated from my family at all.”

After Ruth Harlow died, I finally got a few breaths of relief.

And then reality came for me and dragged me straight to the edge of the pit.

My brother was simple-minded, grossly overweight, and physically a fully grown man.

I realized, with a kind of cold terror, that in the short eighteen years I’d lived—and in every year that would come after—he would go on feeding on my life like a parasite, chewing through everything I had.

Whatever vague warmth had once existed between us when we were children turned into a blade scraping against bone. The mother buried in the hills behind the village became a nightmare that never stopped haunting me.

At the same time, I understood one thing clearly: my brother couldn’t die. If he did, the police would start looking too closely.

So there was only one way out. I had to get completely free of those endless mountains.

I started digging through the things Ruth had left behind, searching for any trace of my father—of my real parents.

At the bottom of a wooden trunk stuffed with clothes, I found a yellowed diary.

The actress printed on the cover had faded almost beyond recognition. The pages inside were soft and close-smelling with age. Rounded blue handwriting looped through the first few pages, bordered with little flourishes, copying down song lyrics. Farther in, there were a dozen or so short diary entries. Tucked between them was a small newspaper clipping.

The clipping was rough at the edges, stained with a few spots of oil, but it had been pressed perfectly flat. There were only a few dozen words on it.

A migrant laborer had died while bravely rescuing a drowning woman, it said, followed by the usual reminder for the public to be careful around the water.

Dr. Cross, by now you should understand.

That dead laborer was my father.

He died saving someone. But my mother never once spoke of him.

Because the woman he saved was no stranger.

It was my birth mother—Rose Harlan.
Chapter 14

I stared at her, more shaken than I wanted to admit. In the kind of upbringing she had survived, in the kind of world she had been shaped by, it was almost impossible to imagine she could still think with such clarity, speak with such depth.

And what followed that realization was a terrible, helpless weight.

Because it also meant she had very likely been lucid.

Lucid when she killed. Lucid when she set the fire.

"This is the third time I've seen that expression," Jade said.

All the unease had drained out of her. She lifted her chin slightly and spoke with eerie calm.

"After I finished reading those diaries, I saw that same look on my own face too."

My father had been dead for two months before my mother learned about it. She found out from a piece of newspaper wrapped around a fried flatbread.

She left my brother with a neighbor and spent days asking questions until she tracked down my birth mother's address.

When a life, money, and resentment are all tangled together, negotiations become surprisingly easy.

My mother needed money, and she needed some kind of future for her son. My birth mother wanted the hatred buried. My biological father wanted the chance to go on living respectably, to have another child and carry on as if nothing had happened.

That was the truth. Ridiculous. Vile. And still, even then, I clung to a sliver of hope.

I kept telling myself I could escape all of it. But the truth, the facts, reality itself—they all seemed to be laughing at me for being stupid enough to believe that.

But I couldn't accept it. I really couldn't. Was I supposed to spend my whole life trapped in those mountains? Was I supposed to drag that ugly parasite through the rest of my life?

So I turned my eyes to the new young volunteer teacher.

He was a good man. Good enough that, for a while, I overlooked the lofty way he looked at me from above.

He felt sympathy for my story, and excitement too. The sympathy came from ordinary human instinct. The excitement came from his nose for reputation and reward.

Together, we wrote that touching article. We both got what we wanted. He traded my story for recognition. I used his rising name to find my birth parents.

Even now, I still remember how happy I was before I met them. How excited. How light I felt.

And then I saw them.

In that single instant, every scrap of excitement, every fantasy I had built, shattered completely.

They looked at me with nothing but disgust. They had come only because of media pressure and moral pressure. They had no choice but to show up, no choice but to acknowledge the daughter they had thrown away with their own hands.

Dr. Cross, your face tells me you've already guessed what happened back then, haven't you?

Rose Harlan took my mother's identity so she could go to high school, and my mother was left with nothing. In the end, she married my father in that same village out of sheer desperation and gave birth to my brother, who had Down syndrome.
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