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molka (몰카, [moːɾkʰaː]): the Korean term for hidden or miniature spy cameras secretly and illegally installed, often to capture voyeuristic images and videos. Molka is an abbreviation of molrae-kamera (몰래카메라), which means a sneaky camera.




AUTHOR’S NOTE

The term “molka” originated from a 1990s South Korean television show that featured hidden camera pranks and harmless practical jokes. As a result, to this day the word maintains a playful, light-hearted connotation to many Koreans, despite the fact that hidden spy cameras are being used in Seoul and elsewhere in sinister ways. Simply put, there is an ongoing molka problem in Korea that continues to ruin lives, relationships, families, and careers.

Like my first novel, this book was rooted in the emotions I felt at learning about the mistreatment of women. While The Eyes Are the Best Part was largely a response to the growing pattern of violence against Asian women during the Covid pandemic, this work arose from the rage I felt at seeing women being recorded without their knowledge—in public bathrooms, gyms, classrooms, motel rooms—and the compromising videos that appeared on websites for men’s pleasure, with perpetrators usually going unpunished.

In addition to the nameless, faceless perverts setting up microscopic cameras to capture women at our most vulnerable, there have also been high-profile examples of powerful men engaging in the vile practice. The “Burning Sun” scandal, in particular, dominated headlines in 2019 after journalists discovered a chatroom where a number of Korean celebrities had been sharing illicit footage they had been taking of women without their knowledge or consent. In many cases, the women were drugged and raped. And, despite the severity of their crimes and the tremendous pain caused to their victims, we watched the various perpetrators have their sentences reduced or suspended by the courts, with the most egregious offender ultimately receiving a prison term of only 18 months.

For those who come forward, there is a long history of ineffective, and often callous, responses from the authorities. As I portray in this book, victims are routinely ignored and sometimes even ridiculed or made light of when they seek justice. Although the South Korean government has taken some important steps to implement legal reforms, such as strengthening statutory rape laws and raising punishments for online sex crimes, much more work still needs to be done.

As we women know, this is not a uniquely Korean problem. From hidden cameras in hotel rooms to intimate images stolen from personal devices to online sextortion, the intentional invasion of female privacy happens all over the world. This book is not just about voyeurism, however; it explores power dynamics, exploitation, and the sexualizing of women and girls, as well as how technology can magnify harms and blur our understandings of privacy and consent. At the same time, the story should not make you lose hope. Molka is about the resilience of women, about how we resist and reclaim our dignity, and perhaps most importantly about female solidarity. Even in these troubling times, we have each other. And that means we always have hope.
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The women’s restrooms were empty.

It was early on Monday morning. Only a few people had arrived at the office, and the security guards stood in the lobby, watching as a sleepy-looking woman walked slowly through the revolving doors. She bowed to them, stifling a yawn, and badged in just as the elevator arrived, the doors sliding open with a chirp.

On the fifth floor, the woman stepped out, shuffling in the direction of the restroom. She yanked the door open, stepping over the threshold. Instantly, the motion sensor bulbs blinked on, flooding each stall with light.

Michelle entered the first stall, carefully securing the latch on the door. Then, after unbuttoning her pants and pulling them down, she sat on the toilet. Her panties—a lacy black thong—were bunched around her knees.

Michelle was one of the few American-born women in the office. When she was first hired, her foreignness had been as obvious as a lingering stench. Now, months into the gig, that line had become blurred. She had purchased an entirely new wardrobe and shied away from the heavier style of makeup preferred in the States. Her Korean had improved, too, and the frequent typos of her early emails had lessened before disappearing completely. Anyone who met her now had no idea she was even American until she switched to English—which she did infrequently, and only when directed to by her superiors.

But the truth was just under the surface. In Michelle’s case, right under her neatly pressed slacks.

After all, everyone knew that thongs were not something well-behaved women of society would wear. Real Korean women—at least the ones Junyoung knew—wouldn’t even consider it.

Static ran across the screen, and Michelle’s figure grew blurry. Junyoung frowned. He leaned forward, his nose almost touching the monitor, and clicked his mouse a dozen times in rapid succession. The video froze: Michelle, standing in front of the mirror, her face still and expressionless, fingers stopped mid-stroke as they brushed through her hair.

Voices echoed down the hallway, and Junyoung glanced at the clock. It was almost nine. Annoyed, he took one last look at Michelle before closing the window and switching to a blank spreadsheet. Morning was the worst time. His cubicle was close to the elevator, and all the foot traffic made him anxious. For good reason: His coworkers were nosy rats, peering into his cubicle as they passed by.

“You’re working too hard, man! What time did you get here?” Yoonseok said, reaching over to slap Junyoung’s back.

“Junyoung!” Hyunwoo called. “Did you have a good weekend?”

“Ugh, you beat me in again …” Kangmin groaned. “I’ll get you tomorrow.”

Junyoung smiled and shrugged, though he didn’t look back. He kept working. Pretending to, anyway, because he was having a hard time staying focused. His mind kept wandering to Michelle and her little black thong, the dark fabric bunched up around her knees. Her glossy thighs. Her bare pussy.

The first time he had seen the hairless triangle of her sex he had made a mess—first by spitting out a mouthful of water all over his keyboard, and again minutes later, when he had stumbled out of his cubicle and into the bathroom to jerk off, hands clasped tightly around his erection. He had finished while leaning hard against the side of the stall, biting the inside of his cheek to stifle his moans.

Before meeting Michelle, he had never known a woman without hair down there. Once, when he was young, his father had told him that no self-respecting woman shaved that part of her body. Only porn stars and prostitutes. Junyoung couldn’t fathom why Michelle had chosen to do such a thing. Maybe her salary wasn’t enough. Maybe on the weekends she fucked men for money.

+

Junyoung’s phone rang all morning. He was on support desk duty, which was by far the worst part of working in IT. He and his coworkers were each assigned to a day: Kangmin had Tuesdays; Cheolmin, Wednesdays; Yoonseok, Thursdays; and Hyunwoo, Fridays. Luckily, the first few calls were easy—mostly people who were locked out of their accounts—and all Junyoung had to do was reset their passwords.

Working in IT, Junyoung had seen quite a few examples of moronic behavior over the years. One time, a woman tried to access her superior’s email account to delete a complaint someone had sent about her and was caught after seventeen failed login attempts were traced back to her work laptop. On another occasion, a man sent a picture of his penis to everybody in the company. It was an accident, of course. The man had inadvertently carbon copied the company’s global distribution list, which included the CEO and all seven members of the board of directors. He was promptly fired and escorted out of the building.

Today wasn’t nearly as bad. Of all the idiots, the biggest was a man who claimed someone had sent an obscene email from his account the night before to the head of his department.

“It wasn’t me,” the man insisted. “I was asleep when it happened.” He paused, grasping for words, but Junyoung, listening absentmindedly, already knew what was coming next. As if on cue, the man said, voice pleading, “I was hacked. You have to help me get to the bottom of this. I can’t get fired—my wife will kill me.”

Junyoung accessed the email remotely and read the single line of text, stifling his giggles. You’re a balding goatfucker, and I hope you die in your sleep. It had been sent past midnight, at 12:24 a.m. No doubt an impulsive, drunken act fueled by soju.

“I’m sorry, there’s nothing I can do. I wish I could be more helpful,” Junyoung said pleasantly. The email was sitting in the inbox, unread. If he really wanted to, Junyoung could have deleted the message. Poof. Like it had never existed. But he didn’t feel like it today. The man let out a choked sob, and the line went dead.

Between each request, Junyoung peeked at the camera feeds. Michelle flitted in and out of the fifth-floor restroom. A gaggle of female interns, young and scared looking, whispered to each other as they hurried to use the toilets on the third floor. The phone rang again, loud and insistent. Junyoung answered, only half listening to the croaking voice on the line. Something about spam emails?

Cradling the receiver between his neck and shoulder, he zoomed in to watch the interns in the stalls. Blue-and-white panties. Pink panties with roses. Panties with lace. The last one, the prettiest of them all, wore granny panties. Junyoung made a face. She was so young. Why did she insist on wearing such terrible underwear? Nevertheless, he watched as she finished her business, and when the group left, he moved to the second floor. It was empty. He switched back to the blank spreadsheet and began to type.

By then, it was lunchtime. Junyoung feigned concentration as his coworkers passed his desk to get to the elevators. The floor was silent as he poked his head out, looking around at the lines of empty desks before sitting back down. It was what he had wanted all morning … some goddamn peace and quiet. He unhooked his desk phone, which was mid-ring, silencing it and throwing the cord aside. He opened the program for the hundredth time that day and stared at his computer screen, hypnotized by the movement in each of the forty boxes.

He didn’t care much for money, but this? It made him feel rich. He ran his fingers across the monitor lovingly, leaving smudges behind. Then he stopped. Squinted. Was it just his imagination, or was one of the cameras in the third-floor stalls crooked? He pulled up the video library on his cellphone. Hundreds of videos, all taken from the restrooms, populated the screen. He found the ones from that specific stall from the previous week and compared them to the current feed.

Somehow, the camera had moved. Perhaps the interns had bumped into the wall, or someone had slammed the door a little too hard. Junyoung stared, fingers drumming on his desk. An itch was growing under his skin, crawling into his bloodstream. It bothered him. Just that slight difference in view meant that he would miss the full picture of whoever used the stall.

If Junyoung waited until the workday was over, there would be little risk. Most people were gone after eight. But what if he missed something important in the meantime, like the interns coming back to make out with each other in secret? It was unlikely, but not impossible; he had seen it happen in a porno before. Sitting there, Junyoung reasoned with himself. It was lunchtime, and the floor was probably empty. It was just one camera. Plus, he was an expert now. He was quick. He had done this hundreds of times before.

And if he was caught?

Junyoung shook his head. He certainly wasn’t about to let it happen today. He logged out, glancing around one last time at his cubicle. Stacks of paper, neatly organized by date. Next to them, a brand-new notepad with a green cover. A white mug filled with pens. He flicked a speck of dust off his mouse pad and headed to the stairwell.

He had expected it to be empty, but a woman was making her way down the stairs just as he was walking up. He stopped and bowed, flattening himself against the wall even though there was ample room for her to pass. She was a slim, horse-faced woman who worked on the second floor, in contracts. He had helped her recover some corrupted files several months ago, and she had been overly thankful then, bordering on irritating.

“Hello!” she said cheerfully, with a familiarity Junyoung didn’t like. She gazed out the window. “Strange weather we’ve been having.”

“Hm,” Junyoung said. Already his mind had wandered to his videos from the bathroom on the second floor where she worked. Cellulite-dimpled legs. Gray underwear that sagged at the bottom, with a loose and fraying elastic band. A big, fat bush.

Eugh.

Junyoung shook his head, returning to the stairwell. The handrail was cold underneath his fingers, and he realized the woman was staring at him with a puzzled expression. “Sorry, what were you saying? I … didn’t hear you.”

“I’m trying to buy a laptop for my son. Do you have any recommendations?” she asked, repeating herself.

“Ah! Sorry. I’m a little slow today. You know how it is.” He grimaced, and at the same time, they both groaned, “Mondays.”

The woman laughed. Junyoung smiled and said, “I can help with that. Send me your specifications and budget, and I’ll email you some recommendations.”

“Oh, thank you. You’re always so helpful.”

Junyoung bowed. “Absolutely,” he said, before gesturing toward the stairs. “Sorry to cut this conversation short, but I’m in a bit of a rush. Crazy day.”

She bowed in return as he unstuck himself from the wall and moved past her, his shoulder brushing against her arm. He walked quickly, afraid she would stop him again, and exited the stairwell once he reached the third floor.

It was a beautiful afternoon. Sunlight streamed through the windows and into the hallway where Junyoung now stood. He blinked, his eyes aching from the brightness. The IT department was housed in the basement, where they had no natural light. On some days, if he arrived early enough, he didn’t see the sun at all.

As he had anticipated, everybody had gone to lunch, and the third floor was quiet. There were no voices drifting from the conference rooms. No clamoring through the double doors that led to the cubicles. The bathrooms were tucked at the end of the hall, the women’s to the right, the men’s to the left. Junyoung marched toward them, confident and cool. If anybody asked, he had an excuse prepared: He was helping someone with a support ticket and, on the way out, was making a pit stop at the restroom. Small bladder. He’d inherited it from his mother.

With a quick glance at his phone, he confirmed that the women’s bathroom was still empty. He hurried inside, ignoring the dress-clad silhouette on the door, and made his way into the first stall. Once he was certain the latch was secure, Junyoung turned toward the wall, running the pads of his fingers along the cracks that branched along the tiles like cobwebs. Most of them he had made himself. He had learned that the easiest way was to drive a metal toothpick into the tile with a hammer. One good hit was all it took, though it had taken some practice.

Junyoung quickly found the tiny camera. It was nearly invisible unless you knew exactly where to look. With the pointed end of the metal toothpick he’d brought with him, he poked at it, adjusting its position little by little until he was satisfied. On his phone, he saw that the camera had returned to its previous angle and gave himself a thumbs-up, grinning.

It was easy work. Three minutes, tops. Why had he been so anxious in the first place? He was about to reach for the lock when the door to the bathroom swung open. Without thinking, Junyoung retracted his hand and sat abruptly on the toilet seat, lifting his dirty shoes up and hugging his knees to his chest. He fumbled for his phone and unlocked it to see on the cameras that a woman had just walked in.

It was Mirae, one of the new employees who had started that week. She was doe-eyed and quiet, beautiful in a subdued way, and Junyoung had been salivating over her for the last few days. White panties. Plain. Cotton, if he had to guess. Mirae’s footsteps stopped at the first stall, where Junyoung was hiding. A hot spike of fear pierced through him as she pushed against the metal door. When she realized it was locked, she shook it, looking perplexed. She bent over to check for feet, and Junyoung, holding his phone so tightly his fingers ached, stifled a gasp. The ends of her long hair poked out from the bottom of the door.

Go to the next one, Junyoung thought. He flicked his eyes toward the ceiling, the blood pounding in his ears. The next one, please!

Mirae straightened up. “Hmm,” she muttered.

A wave of relief swept over Junyoung as she went into the last stall. Half aroused, half fearful, Junyoung listened to the gentle scrape of metal as she unbuckled her belt and began urinating. She flushed, washed her hands, and, without a second look at the first stall, disappeared through the door. Alone again, Junyoung waited, straining to hear beyond the door. He still hadn’t put his feet back down. When he looked at his phone, he saw himself framed in the center of the screen. He chuckled. It was a funny sight. He counted to three, then quickly put his feet on the ground, and bolted out of the bathroom like a crab on the beach running for cover.
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Hyukjoon shouldn’t have been driving. Dahye knew this, but she said nothing as they rolled through the streets of Gangnam. At least he was driving slowly; the traffic helped keep him in check. With every stop, she felt the slosh of wine in her stomach. Everything appeared out of focus through the windows, and the brake lights of the cars in front of them blended into a single, long smudge of red. Hyukjoon’s hand was hot on her thigh. She smiled and squeezed his hand tight, unable to tear her eyes away from him. He looked at her.

“What is it?” he asked.

“Nothing,” Dahye said.

“It can’t be nothing. You’ve been staring at me since we left the restaurant.”

Warmth spread down her neck. “If you noticed, why didn’t you say anything?”

“Because it’s cute to see you embarrassed.”

“Oppa,” she protested. Grinning, he leaned in and kissed her temple. Her heart fluttered. Still looking at Hyukjoon, she pinched the inside of her elbow. Would he vanish? Disappear into dust? Several seconds passed, but thankfully, he remained.

They had just finished a meal at Nereids, the newest Michelin-starred restaurant in Seoul. It was the best meal she’d ever had, consisting of nine courses, each one paired with wine. The wagyu tartare, charred octopus, and foie gras were among her favorites, and the dinner had far surpassed Dahye’s expectations. It had also cost as much as a month’s rent in Seoul, a thought that made her head spin. Before meeting Hyukjoon, she would never have dreamed of visiting such a place.

They crossed the bridge and made it into downtown Seoul. The skyline was dotted with lights from the many thousands of windows in the buildings overlooking the Han River. Dahye stared, wondering distantly if any of the people in those windows were as happy as she was now. She peeked at Hyukjoon’s handsome profile, at his graceful forehead, full lips, strong chin. Sometime during dinner, he had taken off his glasses and stowed them in his shirt pocket. Faint indents were still visible on the sides of his nose.

No, she decided, warmth flooding her chest. Such a thing was impossible. Nobody could be this happy.

Tonight, Hyukjoon’s hair was carefully combed back and gelled, and he was wearing a linen shirt with short sleeves and khakis. The Rolex on his left wrist—a blue and gold Submariner—gleamed. Out of curiosity, she had googled the price of it after their first meeting and had nearly gone into shock.

He pulled up to the curb on a quieter street not too far from her building before putting the car into park. The BMW, freshly washed and polished, shined in the dark. On the adjacent sidewalk, a couple walked past, holding hands. Dahye watched them through the window. A vacant metal bench rested directly under the streetlamp on the opposite side of the street, the light beaming down on it like a halo.

Hyukjoon’s hand slid up her leg. He leaned over, nuzzling her neck, his breath hot against her collarbone. She pushed him away playfully as he reached for the zipper of her skirt.

“We’re in public,” she panted, drawing back.

“It’s dark out. Nobody can see,” he said, voice husky. His lower lip glistened. He reached for her again.

At that exact moment, a mother and her daughter tottered by. The girl’s high, childlike laughter drifted into the car, startling Dahye. On impulse, she pushed Hyukjoon, shoving him back toward his seat.

“Ow!” He rubbed the side of his head. She had knocked him into the rearview mirror. It now sat at an odd angle.

“Oh god. I’m so sorry. It was an accident—” She reached over to touch him. His head was tilted to the side, and his eyes were closed in obvious pain. The girl and her mother, oblivious, disappeared around the corner. They hadn’t even glanced in the direction of the car. Feeling foolish, Dahye adjusted the mirror. “Is that okay?” she asked. He didn’t respond. She adjusted the mirror again, aiming it more squarely toward the back of the car. A note of pleading crept into her voice. “Or this?”

“It’s fine.”

But it was obviously not fine. Hyukjoon had grown quiet, and Dahye could hear her mother’s acerbic tone in her head: “There you go, Dahye, ruining everything again.”

She would fix it. Her fingers crawled up his thigh, to his groin, as he slipped his hand into his pocket for a cigarette. He lit it and took a deep breath as she began to squeeze him gently over his clothing, urging him back to life. Within seconds, he was hard. She unbuttoned his pants and reached into his underwear to stroke him.

+

Dahye dabbed at the sweat on Hyukjoon’s forehead as he let out a long, satisfied sigh. “I love you,” he said. She picked her skirt up from the floor. The windshield was steamy, and as Hyukjoon rolled down the window, cool air rushed into the car.

“Do you?” she teased. “Are you sure you aren’t just impressed with my … performance?” She lifted her eyebrows suggestively, and he smirked.

She stuck her tongue out at him. The awkwardness from earlier had dissipated, and Hyukjoon grabbed her hand and kissed it. She turned to the window, watching as an old man made his way slowly across the street.

A girl was sitting on the bench now, her head bowed. Something about her seemed familiar. Dahye sat up and stared. Light pooled around the girl.

Look up, Dahye thought, concentrating hard.

“What is it?” Hyukjoon asked. Dahye started as he rested his chin on her shoulder.

“I thought I saw …” She stopped. Shook her head. “Someone I knew.”

“On the bench? Who?” He peered curiously out the window. “There’s nobody there.”

Dahye looked again. He was right. The bench was empty. She frowned, confused. “I swear someone was sitting there a second ago.”

“Maybe they left,” Hyukjoon suggested. Then he lowered his voice. “Or maybe it’s a ghost—”

“Stop it,” Dahye said, swatting him. “You’re scaring me.”

“Alright, alright. You really shouldn’t have stayed up so late watching that scary movie. You do this every time.”

Hyukjoon was right. Her dreams had been unsettling lately, filled with unease, and they had spilled over into the daylight. In her office, she was seeing shadows where there were none. “I know. I’ll stop.”

“Come on.” He pinched her cheek. “Let’s go, princess. I’m taking you home so you can get your beauty sleep.”

Hyukjoon started the engine, and it came to her then. The girl on the bench had looked like her sister.

That stupid movie. The image of the two main characters, their white dresses stained with blood, flashed through Dahye’s mind. Even now, with the lingering summer heat closing in around her, the thought of it made goosebumps prickle across her skin. She glanced at the bench again and noticed a patch of wetness spreading across the cement right underneath it.

+

A house could be a home, or it could be hell. Dahye’s insides twisted as she stood outside her building as Hyukjoon drove away. The light in her window was on, which meant her mother was still awake. Dahye leaned against the concrete planter in front of the building’s entrance and wrenched off her heels, setting them carefully on the ground. Christian Louboutin pumps, with their unmistakable red bottoms—Hyukjoon’s favorite.

“It’s a gift,” he had said at the time, exasperated. “You can’t refuse a gift.”

“They’re too expensive. Besides, I already have too many pairs of shoes.”

He had rolled his eyes, bringing his face close to hers. “Do you know how many girls in Seoul would kill for a pair of Louboutins?”

“Not me.”

“Oh, come on. Is it so wrong for me to want to see you wearing beautiful things?”

Massaging her toes, Dahye made a mental note to give the heels to her best friend, Bora, who wore the same size. She would lie to Hyukjoon, tell him they had gone missing from her closet.

The ache in her feet sobered her up. She sighed and looked over her shoulder. A man was standing on the street, facing the opposite direction. He was talking on the phone. Snatches of his conversation came to her: something about a date that had gone poorly. Photoshopped pictures. A catfish. Tuning him out, she reached into her purse for her cellphone. Earlier at the restaurant, she had posted a half-dozen photos to her Instagram story. She was especially proud of the picture of the octopus, which she had carefully framed so that Hyukjoon’s hands were visible in the background. They were strong, good-looking hands.

The little red bubbles at the corner of her screen drew her attention. Twelve likes. Four messages.

OMG. That looks so good!

YOU WENT TO NEREIDS?!?

Crazy. Isn’t that place like 500k won per person? Who did you go with?

Bora had sent her a message, too. Lucky bitch!

Dahye smiled. She had just started typing out her response to Bora when the light in her window flickered off. Her head snapped up toward it, watching. Her thumbs hovered above the keyboard on her screen. A minute passed. Two. The window remained dark.

Relief washed over her. She waited a few more minutes, ignoring the messages and likes, treading into the hallway and up the stairs. Unlocking her apartment door, she stood on the threshold, listening. It was so quiet. Faint stripes of moonlight fell from the window and across the wall. She held the shoes to her chest and quickly tiptoed past her parents’ room.

In front of her bedroom, she stopped. How bizarre, she thought. The door was open just a crack. She had shut the door securely behind her that morning as she was leaving for work and remembered distinctly the click of the latch catching.

A figure was sitting on the edge of her bed.

The heels tumbled from Dahye’s arms and bounced across the floor. She lurched toward the wall, fingers searching frantically for the light switch. Sharp, ragged breaths escaped her open mouth. Finally, she found it. Flicked it on. Light flooded the room as she blinked, eyes adjusting to the sudden brightness.

It was her mother.

“God! Umma—you scared me half to death!” Dahye pressed her palms against her flushed cheeks. She closed her eyes, breathing hard. “What’s going on? It’s late. What are you doing in here?”

“Where were you?”

“What do you mean?” Dahye bent down to pick up the shoes. “I was … working.”

Her mother’s voice was low. “Don’t give me that bullshit.”

Dahye could feel the back of her neck growing hot. “I worked late,” she said. “I had to catch up on stuff from the weekend. And after, I went and got dinner with my boss and my coworkers.” Hyukjoon’s name came to the tip of her tongue. She swallowed it. “You know how competitive it is at the office. I have to play the game if I want to be promoted. I have to be a team player.”

“Do you know what today is?”

Dahye’s eyes drifted toward the calendar tacked up on the wall. “It’s Monday.” Then she tensed, the realization coming to her. “I forgot.” She sat on the edge of mattress just as her mother got to her feet. “Why didn’t you call me?”

“We shouldn’t have to remind you about the anniversary of your sister’s death!”

Somewhere, deep in her subconscious, Dahye must have known. “Did you and Appa go to see her?” she asked quietly. Every year on this date, they visited Eunhye’s ashes at the cinerarium. Dahye hated it. She hated seeing all the crying people. She hated the sterile atmosphere, the fluorescent lights humming overhead. She hated the shelves crowded with urns and photographs of the deceased. The misery contained in that building was unbearable, but she hated nothing more than her sister’s one-meter-long space on the shelf.

Dahye slumped on the bed as her mother stormed out. From the other side of the room, Eunhye’s possessions called out to her. Her sister’s bed was carefully made, as though at any moment she was going to walk through the door. Her desk was covered in a thin layer of dust. Photographs decorated the wall, held in place by small strips of Scotch tape.

Over time, the sticky side of the tape holding them up had grown weak, and now, whenever Dahye opened the door, the glossy pictures fluttered. So many memories, trapped in time. Eunhye laughing in a photobooth with her friends. Eunhye and her friends at Lotte World. Eunhye and their parents shopping in Hongdae. Dahye stared at that last picture, remembering that she had been the one who took it.

Suddenly, Eunhye’s face seemed to distort, her skin becoming bloated and swollen. Her complexion took on a pale blue cast. With trembling fingers, Dahye snatched the photograph from the wall. Held it close to her eyes, blinking as her sister’s face returned to normal. Dahye’s mind returned to the vision of the girl on the bench.

She was seeing things again. Sighing, she let the photograph float down from her fingers and onto the desk.

“It should have been me,” Dahye murmured. Every time her mother looked at her, Dahye could sense her disappointment. In the hardness of her mouth. The narrowing of her eyes.

Five years. It had been five long, dreary years, and Dahye was still stuck in her dead sister’s shadow. She swiped at her cheeks angrily. No, she would never measure up to perfect, faultless Eunhye.

But perhaps Hyukjoon could.
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On Tuesday, Kangmin called out sick. Upon hearing the news, everyone on the floor scattered, rushing to hide. It was Kangmin’s day to man the support desk, and none of them wanted to be picked as the stand-in. Junyoung, who was distracted by Mirae washing a stain from her blouse in the third-floor bathroom, had the misfortune of running into Mr. Choi on the way to the stairwell.

“Junyoung!” Mr. Choi barked, gesturing toward him with a meaty finger. Mr. Choi was the department head, a short man with a growing bald spot and an enormous, fiery temper. “You’re on desk duty today. Kangmin’s out. Food poisoning.”

Junyoung bowed, fighting to keep his expression in check. Food poisoning, my ass, he thought. “Yes, sir.”

As soon as Mr. Choi was gone, he shot off a message to Kangmin on KakaoTalk. Fuck you, man. You owe me one.


Kangmin: Sorry, dude. But when I show you her picture later, you’ll understand …



Junyoung scowled. He was going to be stuck talking to morons all day while Kangmin played hooky, no doubt curled up in bed with some bimbo. He peeked over at Kangmin’s empty cubicle and, feeling resentful, scanned the camera feeds again. His bad mood began to lessen as Michelle appeared on the screen. He leaned forward as Michelle entered a stall and pulled down her pants.

Briefs. She was wearing ugly fucking briefs that not even his mother would wear. Junyoung gripped his mouse.

It was going to be a terrible day.

+

The first call of the day came from Subin. She worked on the second floor and often wore a specific pair of sexy blue panties that Junyoung loved. Kangmin had slept with her after a drunken office party a while back, leading to a two-month-long, turbulent, drama-filled entanglement.

“She’s crazy,” Kangmin had said after the fact. He twirled his finger around his temple. “But most of the females in accounting are. You know what they say about women who look at numbers all day. They’re repressed.” He lowered his voice. “Amazing body, though. Curves in all the right places.”

Kangmin’s words echoed through Junyoung’s head as he took the elevator up to Subin’s floor and walked to her desk. She smiled when she saw him, said hello. He thought about how she looked in her underwear, and how sometimes she locked herself in the stall and cried in the middle of the workday.

Subin got up and moved aside, and Junyoung sat in her chair. It was warm. The residual heat from her body made him shiver. She hovered over his shoulder as he booted up the computer, the ends of her hair brushing against his ear. Junyoung’s heart raced. When she pointed at the monitor with her index finger to show him the problem, Junyoung nodded, even though the sound of his pulse throbbing was drowning out her words.

It was a process issue. A faulty program, running in the background, consuming resources. The computer was hot, the fan whirring loudly. As soon as he ended the task, everything returned to normal.

“There you go,” Junyoung said, straightening up. “Everything should be working now.”

“Thanks,” Subin said. “I’m surprised you were able to fix it. I honestly thought it was broken. The whole thing froze up when I tried to send an email and, well …” She mimed picking up the computer and throwing it onto the floor.

Junyoung laughed. “That’s what I’m here for. Feel free to call my line if you run into any other issues.”

“I appreciate it. You’ll hear from me before the day is over, I’m sure, given how terrible I am with technology.”

Subin was quite pretty, Junyoung realized. Her eyes were warm and crinkled at the corners when she smiled. She had nice teeth, and her neck was long and graceful like a swan’s. He found his gaze moving lower and lower until he stopped at her breasts. They were beautiful, barely contained by her fuzzy gray sweater. Her waist was slim. What had Kangmin said? Curves in all the right places?

Subin stepped back, and Junyoung snapped to attention. She wore a frightened expression on her face. How long had he been ogling her for? Junyoung flushed. “Sorry,” he stammered. He made his voice obnoxiously high and cheery, but even to his ears, it sounded false. “I was spacing out. Daydreaming about lunch. Heard naengmyeon is on the menu at the cafeteria today, and you know …” He made a feeble gesture with his hands.

She gave him a curt nod. “I have to get back to work,” she said. The kindness in her voice had evaporated.

“Good luck,” he blurted out. She ignored him.

Alone in the elevator, Junyoung pressed his fist into the center of his forehead. “Stupid,” he muttered under his breath. “Stupid, stupid, stupid!”

+

At least there was still the naengmyeon. But it was a busy morning; Junyoung found himself glued to his desk throughout the lunch hour. By the time he was done, it was nearly one-thirty, and his stomach was grumbling. He took the elevator up to the cafeteria, rushing to make it before the doors were locked. Without the chaos of the lunch rush, the line was short; there were only two men standing in front of him. For some unknown reason, though, they were taking forever, scooping the rice slowly and picking up each piece of kimchi one by one. Junyoung, wallowing in his frustration, was startled when a quiet voice came from behind him.

“Can they be any slower?”

He turned. A woman stood close to him, observing the two men with a furrowed brow. He recognized her. Pink panties, he thought. She worked on the fifth floor. What was her name?

“I wasn’t going to say anything,” he said.

She smiled. “Ah, well. Some people are just inconsiderate. Those two are in my department, and they’re like that all the time.”

“Right,” he said, feeling uncertain.

“You’re Junyoung, right?”

He blinked. “Yes. It’s nice to see you again.” He paused. Grimaced. “This is so embarrassing, but I don’t remember your name.”

“That’s alright. I don’t expect you to remember. It’s Dahye.”

“Oh, yes! On the fifth floor, right?”

“That’s right. I think you were the one who helped me a few weeks ago with my computer.” She sounded sheepish, and the memory came to him. She had accidentally deleted all her files and had begged him to recover them. There had been a lot of crying.

He grabbed the top two trays from the stack leaning against the wall and passed the first one to her. Their hands touched, and an electric current ran through Junyoung’s fingers. He pretended not to notice, though he was now hyperaware of his body. He made his way down the line. Was he walking funny? He couldn’t tell. Everything felt foreign to him, as though he were a baby deer trying out its legs for the first time. He wobbled. He piled the buckwheat noodles into his bowl and spooned icy broth over them.

“I love naengmyeon,” he said suddenly, turning to Dahye. He immediately regretted it. What kind of person randomly shouted I love naengmyeon out of the blue? He sounded like a psychopath. But she smiled warmly and didn’t seem put out at all.

“Me too.”

You wouldn’t consider her pretty in the normal sense. Her eyes were spaced too far apart on her face, her nose was round and flat, and her cheeks were dotted with pale brown freckles. And yet there was something so charming about her, like she was a cute little alien from outer space.

Take me to your leader, Junyoung thought. Dahye, as though reading his thoughts, gave him another toothy grin.

+

For the rest of the day, Junyoung was paralyzed. He couldn’t work. Couldn’t think. Couldn’t do anything except imagine Dahye’s eyes. He had never paid any particular attention to her in the past, especially since the office had no shortage of hot women. But she had done something no other woman ever had: She remembered him.

He owed Mr. Choi a summary of the day’s support requests by the end of the hour, but Junyoung found himself constantly checking the fifth-floor restroom for Dahye. He would type one word, then toggle to the camera feeds. Another word. Toggle again. After thirty minutes of this, he had barely written anything, and she was still nowhere to be found. The thought came to him that he could go to the fifth floor to try and run into her. He could make it look like an accident.

Just as he made up his mind, Dahye appeared on his screen. She chose the second stall and used the toilet. Pink panties, like always. Her pussy was covered in a thin layer of hair. A coconut, ripe and ready to be cracked open. Ready to be devoured. The sight of it made him lightheaded.

In front of the mirror, Dahye applied a fresh coat of lipstick. She reached behind her head and pulled her hair loose from its ponytail. It swept down her back like a square of silk. With the hair tie clenched between her teeth, she gathered her hair and fashioned it into a bun at the nape of her neck. The bun resembled a snail’s shell: delicate, lovely, unexpectedly beautiful. Junyoung, growing hard, imagined plunging his member right into the center of that gorgeous little mound.
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Had her sister lived, Hyukjoon would have been the kind of guy she would have dated. Of that, Dahye was certain.

Every so often, snatches from an alternate timeline came to her. Eunhye, at Seoul-dae, or some other elite university, meeting some handsome chaebol son by chance in the hallways. They would date through their university years, and after graduating, Eunhye would have found a job at Samsung or Hyundai and gotten promoted quickly despite her gender. She and the boy would get married before eventually moving into a luxurious penthouse apartment somewhere in Gangnam that overlooked the city. A gift from his parents, which the couple would repay by spawning a number of good-looking, smart, and loveable children.

It wouldn’t have been anything like Dahye’s first meeting with Hyukjoon, which was less than respectable. Late night, karaoke bar, too many glasses of somaek. The meeting had been Bora’s fault, really.

The cigarettes always gave Bora away. If she was wasted, she wouldn’t stop pleading for one. She was too cheap to buy an entire pack from the convenience store and, at the same time, too embarrassed to bum them from strangers herself. It was always Dahye who had to do the dirty work.

That night, the two of them had emerged into the spring air, a welcome change from the stuffy little room where they had been drinking and singing with their girlfriends for the last hour. It was two in the morning, and only one person had been nearby: a tall, stylish man, smoking pensively at the corner of the street.

Bora jabbed her in the ribs with her elbow. Dahye scowled, rubbing at the spot with her fingers. “Why are your elbows so pointy?” she complained.

“Stop stalling,” Bora said. “Ask him!”

“Why do I always have to ask? Why can’t you do it for once?”

“Because I’m shy, and you’re not.”

“You’re not shy,” Dahye snapped. “You just like ordering me around.”

“Come on,” Bora coaxed. Her protruding lower lip stuck out even farther.

“Quit it with the puppy dog eyes. You’re too old for that.” Dahye covered her friend’s eyes with her hand, and Bora grabbed her and began wrestling her toward the ground. The sound of their scuffle drew the man’s attention. He looked at them curiously and smiled. His face was very tan. His teeth were sparkling white.

“Is everything alright?” he asked. His voice was deep and velvety smooth. “Do I need to keep you away from each other?”

Caught off guard, Dahye and Bora stared at him. Bora found her voice first. “My friend wants to ask you something,” she squeaked. She jabbed Dahye again with her elbow.

“Ow!”

“Ask him,” Bora hissed between her teeth.

“She wants to know if we can borrow a cigarette.” Another sharp jab. Dahye ignored it.

“I don’t know about borrowing,” the man drawled, clearly entertained. “You can just have one.” He held his half-burned cigarette loosely at the corner of his mouth as he riffled through his coat pocket. Removing two cigarettes from the carton, he extended the smokes out to them. The cigarettes were American-made, Dahye noticed. Not the slim Esse brand that was ubiquitous in Seoul, but Marlboros, with their unmistakable red-and-white package.

“We just need one,” Dahye said weakly. “I don’t smoke.”

“Take both. Think of it as insurance.”

Dahye accepted them. “Thank you.” Suddenly, she felt shy. The man’s eyes searched her face with an intensity that both frightened her and drew her in. Bora, oblivious to the moment passing between them, sang loudly: “Thank you, kind stranger!”

Dahye and the man laughed. The tension was broken.

“Do you watch American movies?” he asked.

“Sometimes,” Dahye said.

“You remind me of an actress. Amanda Seyfried.” He said her name perfectly, without a hint of an accent. So he’s American, Dahye thought. Or maybe he went to school in America. “Do you know who that is?” he asked.

Dahye blushed. “Of course. She’s beautiful.”

He took a long drag and looked right into her eyes. “So are you.”

+

Bora chain-smoked both cigarettes, and then the two of them had staggered back into their karaoke room. Their university friends, Suah and Chaewon, had hardly noticed their absence. Both women were hopping up and down on the vinyl couches, screaming, tambourines clanging in their hands. Bora jumped right in, but Dahye, distant, had stared at the door. Her mind wandered. The man outside had called her beautiful. When had anybody ever said that about her?

They emerged twenty minutes later, and Dahye’s eyes were instantly pulled to the spot where the man had been standing. He was gone. She felt a brief sting of regret, then thought that he probably wasn’t interested. If he was, he would have asked for her number. Still, she lagged behind her friends.

While Dahye was looking away, Bora went tumbling to the concrete, taking Suah and Chaewon down with her. Even though the three of them were screaming with laughter, Dahye rushed to help. “Come on, you drunks,” she said, wrenching them to their feet. She stuffed them into the back seat of the taxi that had just arrived, being careful not to close the door on Chaewon’s legs.

“Hey! Amanda!”

Dahye turned. It was him. The man gestured from the doorway of the karaoke bar with a careless flick of his wrist. Chaewon and Suah were slumped over, but Bora perked up. She watched through the taxi’s rear window, eyes narrowed, as Dahye pointed to herself.

“Me?” Dahye asked. Feeling silly, she let her hand fall to her side. She wondered what the man was going to say. Perhaps he was making fun of her by comparing her to a famous person. In the bathroom, Dahye had looked up pictures of the blonde, green-eyed actress and confirmed they looked nothing alike.

If not that, then perhaps he was going to ask her to pay for the cigarettes? Dahye touched the cash in her pocket. All she had were two crumpled one thousand won bills.

Dahye glided over to him apprehensively. He was stylishly dressed in a plaid flannel shirt, dark slacks, and expensive-looking lace-up boots, but beyond that, he had a quiet self-confidence about him, a sense of ease that made him even more attractive beyond his good looks.

“Yes?” Dahye asked softly.

“Is it crazy for me to say I’ve been thinking about you this whole time?”

She blinked, at a loss for words. He continued to speak.

“If it’s not too forward of me, I’d really like to get to know you better. Perhaps we could have dinner together sometime?”

+

She hadn’t learned about Hyukjoon’s identity until the morning of their date a week later, when Bora’s message containing a link appeared on KakaoTalk.


Bora: Isn’t this your boyfriend?



Not my boyfriend, Dahye had written back before clicking on the link. She was sure it was a case of mistaken identity, but then Hyukjoon’s smiling face had appeared on her screen.

As it turned out, he was the second son of the CEO of YS Media Group, the biggest entertainment company in Korea. Over the years, YS Media Group had launched several of the country’s most famous musical artists, including some of Dahye and Bora’s favorite K-pop idols. Dahye scanned the article. Hyukjoon’s older brother was being groomed to take over the company, while Hyukjoon was leading the effort to establish a North American division. The plan, spanning five years, would pursue strategic partnerships with U.S.-based music labels and focus on expanding their artists’ global opportunities.

Her blood ran cold. Feeling sick, she closed her laptop. His family was rich and well connected. She was a nobody. Why had he asked her out in the first place? Was it out of pity?

Dahye’s phone rang. It was Bora. “It’s him, isn’t it?” she squealed. “I recognized him right away. You have to go on the date now. No backing out. I will never forgive you if you do.”

“And do what?” Dahye protested. “What would I even say to him?”

“You’re charming,” Bora said. “Just be normal.”

Despite her growing doubts, Dahye had gone, trying her best to be “normal.” The restaurant was upscale, but not excessively so. Hyukjoon made no mention of his famous family, his father, or their company, so she stayed away from those topics as well. And while they were fashionable, his clothes were casual, making the dress Dahye had purchased just for the occasion (under Bora’s direction) seem embarrassingly over-the-top. Her heavy earrings tugged at her earlobes.

Dahye sat stiffly, her face frozen in an uncomfortable grimace, saying little while Hyukjoon told her about his childhood in New Hampshire and the years he had spent in New York while attending Columbia University. He was the youngest in his family. As well as a brother, he also had an older sister who was at Harvard for her residency. She was going to be a plastic surgeon. Dahye nodded, every muscle in her body tensed.

All afternoon, she had watched videos on etiquette—which fork to use, the correct way to hold a steak knife—but none of it had mattered. As soon as the food had arrived, the information had simply fallen out of her brain.

“I feel like I’ve been doing all the talking,” Hyukjoon said, sipping his wine. “Tell me about yourself.”

“Like what?” Dahye asked. She felt a swell of panic. “What do you want to know?”

“I don’t know. Where were you born? Did you go to school here? Do you have any siblings?”

“I was born here,” Dahye said, staring at her plate. She sawed off a piece of steak, and the white ceramic flooded with blood. The sight of it made her stomach churn. She had asked for the meat to be cooked medium well, but there had been some mix-up in the kitchen, and her plate resembled a murder scene. Despite Hyukjoon’s suggestion that they send it back, Dahye had refused, not wanting to seem like a nag. She took a bite and fought back a heave. Quickly, she took an enormous glug of wine, and it spilled—a dark red line running down her chin.

“Here,” Hyukjoon said, passing her the napkin from his lap. He seemed to be fighting a smile.

Her face burned. She cleared her throat. “Like I was saying, I was born in Seoul,” she said. “I went to school here, too. Hanyang-dae.” She handed the napkin back to him, the stains from the wine blooming across the white. He nodded absentmindedly as he used the same napkin to wipe the corners of his own mouth.

“Good school,” he offered.

In that instant, it became clear to her how badly she had misjudged the situation. Hyukjoon wasn’t just out of her league; he was on another planet entirely. She excused herself, pushing away from the table. The vase between them teetered and then fell with a loud crack onto the floor. Water spilled across the tile.

Dahye crouched and began picking up the shards with her fingers. In a flash, Hyukjoon was kneeling by her side, his hand on her wrist. He held it up to the light, and she saw that her thumb was bleeding. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see that the entire restaurant had turned to watch them.

“Are you alright? You’re hurt,” Hyukjoon said, his voice gentle.

“I’m fine.” She waited a moment, then pulled herself out of his grasp. “I have to go to the restroom.”

She rushed away, keeping her head lowered. People were whispering. She thought she heard someone laugh. Her face grew warm.

In the women’s restroom, she looked at her reflection and then pulled up a picture of Hyukjoon she had saved on her phone. She held it up to her face. It was obvious they weren’t a match. She wasn’t ugly; she just wasn’t attractive enough to be with someone of Hyukjoon’s stature. Her hair was frizzy and flat, her skin greasy and dull. In elementary school, her classmates had called her “frog face” because of her far-apart eyes. Her finger accidentally touched the screen, and the image of Hyukjoon disappeared, replaced by an old photo of Eunhye.

Side by side, Dahye’s dissimilarity from her sister couldn’t be more obvious. Eunhye’s eyes were almond-shaped, and her face was perfectly oval. She had high cheekbones and silky dark hair. Dahye stared at herself in the mirror until her vision blurred. Until Eunhye’s features were transposed over her own. She wasn’t Eunhye, but for one night, maybe she could pretend. She would march back to the table and act like everything was okay, just like Eunhye would have done. She would laugh prettily, make jokes, bat her eyelashes. She didn’t have a chance with Hyukjoon anyway. At least this way she could go home with her dignity.

By now, her thumb had stopped bleeding. Dahye put her hands under the faucet, letting the sensor turn on a gentle flow of warm water. She washed them carefully. Once she was done, she took a deep breath and returned to the table. The glass had been swept away. Someone had replaced the broken vase with another, even replacing the pink peonies she had destroyed.

“Do you need a Band-Aid?” Hyukjoon asked.

“I’m fine,” she said, showing him. “It’s not bleeding anymore.” She sat down.

“I asked them to bring you a new steak,” he said. He cleared his throat. “I asked them to cook it medium well this time. Like you wanted.”

She wished he hadn’t asked for another steak. “That was kind of you,” she said. “Thank you.”

“Sure.”

They fell silent, and Dahye thought he seemed annoyed. No doubt she had embarrassed him. Earlier, he had been garrulous; now he said nothing. He stared at his wine glass, swirling the contents around and around.

What would Eunhye do in this situation?

Eunhye had loved cooking, reading, and watching romantic movies. She had loved the color pink. She had been obsessed with the ocean and tide pools, swimming, water lilies, jellyfish, all of it.

“Sometimes, on the weekends, I go to the aquarium by myself,” Dahye blurted out, and Hyukjoon looked up. “I know it sounds silly, but it’s such a peaceful place. I can spend hours there, just wandering around from exhibit to exhibit. Have you been?”

“Once. A long time ago.”

“Do you remember it?”

He hesitated. “Kind of.”

“The light makes everything look blue. If you go right by the tanks, or stand in the middle of the tunnel, the glow from the water makes you look like you’re some creature in an aquatic city.” Dahye closed her eyes, remembering the way her sister would stand there, motionless, a hand held high.

This seemed to distract Hyukjoon. After another bottle of wine, he was happy again. He told her about his two cats and how he was closer to his sister than he was to his brother. Even though he was twenty-nine, his mother still called him aga. Baby. He loved any movie where the protagonists went to space. Armageddon was his favorite. His dream was to go to the moon someday.

“You’re telling me you wouldn’t even consider it?” he asked Dahye, astounded. “An all-expenses-paid trip to space with no strings attached. You would still turn it down?”

“I don’t know. Space seems too scary.” She paused, considering. “What about aliens?”

“What about them?”

She shrugged. “I’d rather go to the deepest part of the ocean,” she offered.

“The Mariana Trench?”

“Uh-huh.” Dahye had learned about the Mariana Trench from Eunhye. In her head, she saw her sister waving around a printed image of a new discovery. It was a fish found at the bottom of the depths that had a transparent head. Eunhye had talked about it for days.

Dahye paused, thinking. “I bet there’s all kinds of weird stuff down there. Fish with ten eyes. Octopuses with twenty legs. Anthropomorphic seaweed.” She wiggled her fingers and stuck out her tongue at him, and Hyukjoon cocked his head.

“You’re afraid of aliens, but not anthropomorphic seaweed?”

She made a face. “It’s not like the seaweed is going to probe me.”

A look of shock passed over his features, and then he burst into laughter. “Here I was, enchanted by your pretty face. Turns out you’re funny, too.”

“Am I?”

“Funnier than most women I’ve met.”

They reached for their wine glasses at the same time and both smiled politely.

“You never answered my question,” Hyukjoon said after a sip.

“What question?”

“Do you have any siblings?”

Dahye’s blood ran cold. Eunhye’s face, bathed in blue light, appeared in her mind. She shivered. Pushed the image away. “No,” she said, a little too quickly. “I’m an only child.”

+

They said their goodbyes outside of the restaurant and parted without any trace of lingering. He didn’t try to kiss her or hold her hand. He didn’t say anything about a second date, either. She assumed he didn’t want to be seen with her in public and hurried in the opposite direction, darting into the first subway station she came across.

The trains rushed past. She listened to their rumbling and screeching, getting her bearings, before calling Bora.

“How was it?!” Bora shrieked. “Did he talk about his family? Is he going to introduce you to Kim Mingyu? Free tickets to next month’s concert? A tour of the YS Media building? Anything?”

Dahye groaned and pulled the phone away from her ear. “Calm down,” she said. “It didn’t work out.”

“Why not? Did you wear the dress like I told you to? Did you show a little skin, flash some boob—”

“Shut up. I’m coming over to your apartment.” Dahye looked at the screen hanging from the ceiling. Four minutes until the next train arrived. “I’ll be there in twenty.”

“Pick up some soju on the way!” Bora said. “And an order of chicken, if you can. And some tteokbokki. I’m starving!”

“Fine,” Dahye said. She hung up without saying goodbye.

A short while later, when she walked into Bora’s apartment, Dahye found her friend sitting on the floor, knees to chest. Bora was painting her toes an awful shade of orange. Her hands were shaky.

“Give me that,” Dahye said, snatching the little bottle from Bora’s hand. Bora obliged. They sat there in silence, Dahye carefully working on each toe, until Bora gave her an inquisitive look.

“Be realistic,” Dahye said without glancing at her. “There’s no way it would have worked out.” She shrugged, keeping her voice light. “You know people like him don’t end up with people like us.”

+

Three days passed. Five. Ten. Whatever latent hope she had been holding on to crumbled away. She pushed Hyukjoon out of her mind, thinking of it as a fond memory she would be able to talk about someday. But on day thirteen, he called her.

“Work has been crazy. I’ve been in New York for the last week and a half,” he said apologetically. “Otherwise, I would have called you sooner.”

Dahye felt like her heart would leap out of her chest. She listened hard, pressing the phone against her cheek. He was in a car. She could hear the air rushing by. A distant honk. Maybe he was heading back from the airport now.

“Would you like to see me again tonight?” he asked.
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Tell me how much you like me.”

Dahye kissed Hyukjoon’s neck. It was one week after their visit to Nereids, and they were sitting in his car, the windows fogged, streaks of condensation running down the windshield.

“A lot,” Hyukjoon said.

“But how much? Tell me that you’ve been waiting your whole life to meet me,” she said. She gently nipped at his ear with her teeth.

“I’ve been waiting my whole life to meet you,” Hyukjoon said automatically. His hands brushed against her ribs. She giggled.

“Say it like you mean it.”

“I mean it,” he said.

Dahye pulled away from him. “I don’t believe you,” she said, raising her eyebrows. “It doesn’t seem like you’re trying very hard to convince me.”

Hyukjoon smiled. He took a Marlboro from the pack in his jacket pocket and lit it, the flame from the lighter filling the car with a brief orange light. “Fine. Don’t believe me.”

Dahye stared at the dimple in his cheek, her heart aching. Her eyes trailed upward, and she zeroed in on the mole just below his right eye. She loved that mole. In fact, she loved all his moles and had memorized the location of every single one on his body. Sometimes she dreamed about them, her favorite constellation. Two on the right arm, just below the elbow. One on his stomach. Three on his back. A tiny one, above his knee on the left leg.

Hyukjoon glanced at her, and she returned to the smoke-filled car. “But in that case … Who will I take to Namu?”

Her mouth dropped open. “You’re going to take me to Namu?” she asked in a hushed voice. Namu, the most exclusive restaurant in Seoul, was headed by a chef who had skyrocketed to stardom after winning a highly competitive, wildly popular cooking show the previous year. Dahye had heard that the waiting list to get a reservation was nine months long.

“I mean, I was—”

She grabbed him. Kissed him hard on the mouth as he laughed. “Someone’s changing their tune,” he said.

“I believe you now. You must really like me,” she teased.

“Maybe a little. So, what do you think? Namu with me next Wednesday?”

Dahye reached down and picked up her jeans, which were in a crumpled heap on the floor. The denim stuck to her damp thighs as she slipped them over her feet. Her underwear was missing—Hyukjoon had thrown them somewhere in the heat of the moment—but she figured she could look for them later. “I’ll think about it.”

“Think hard, young lady. But don’t take too long. You know I don’t like to wait.”

She put her mouth close to his ear. “A thousand times yes,” she whispered. “You’re so good to me, Oppa.”

“I try,” he mumbled.

“Come on. Let’s get you home. I know you have an early day tomorrow.”

“You don’t need to make up an excuse to get rid of me,” Hyukjoon said, though he was grinning. “I get it.” He lifted his hands, his palms facing her. “You’ve had your way with me, and now you’re done.”

They drove past her apartment twice. “Stop it!” Dahye said, giving him a playful smack. “I have to get to bed, and so do you. We both have work tomorrow.”

When he finally stopped in front of the correct building, she got out and watched him drive away, the roar of the BMW’s engine still audible in the distance. The moon was a slivered almond in the cloudless sky. She could no longer see Hyukjoon’s car, but she stood there, lingering. Already she missed him. If she had the ability, she would have fused their bodies together so they would never have to be apart.

In just a few months, he had changed the trajectory of her life. She barely recognized the person she used to be—the quiet, uncertain girl who had always been in her sister’s shadow. That version of Dahye had disappeared. Now, she saw herself as someone worthy of love. Hyukjoon had made her believe it.

The lights in her apartment were off, but Dahye didn’t want to go up right away. Feeling restless, she sat on the curb.

Lost in thought, she glanced down at the street in front of her. Wet footprints glowed on the asphalt. Dahye frowned, leaning forward to take a better look, then turned her head up toward the sky. It was clear. No clouds. No sign of rain. Outside of the footprints, the ground was dry. Who could possibly be walking around barefoot at this hour, and soaking wet at that?

The back of her neck prickled. She turned her head. The sidewalk was empty, and she was alone. So why did it feel like someone was watching her?

A few weeks back, she had seen articles about a woman who had been stabbed to death in a public restroom. The thought of it—and the wide-open space behind her—made her throat constrict. Abruptly, she got to her feet, her heart clanging in her chest, and walked briskly toward the building’s entrance, one hand shoved inside her purse. Her keys were tangled somewhere at the bottom. Dahye swore under her breath, rummaging through the sea of loose pens, lip balms, lipsticks, and hair ties. She shook the bag violently. From somewhere inside, the keys jingled. She reached toward the sound and felt something cold brush against her back. She looked up.

In the glass, she saw her pale reflection. Her wide, frightened eyes. And then she saw the woman. Standing right behind her.

Dahye screamed. Whipped around.

There was nobody there.

She pressed her hand against her chest, breathing hard, eyes darting across the sidewalk. She was alone.

“Enough,” she said to herself sternly. Even as a child, her mother had often said her imagination was “out of control.” Dahye opened her purse wide, shining her phone’s flashlight inside, and stopped. Her keys, which she had been unable to find just moments ago, were sitting neatly at the top of the clutter in her bag.

“Weird,” she mumbled.

As she picked them up, she noticed something was stuck to the bottom of the bag. Dahye carefully picked up the oblong object and brought it close to her face. She blinked. It was a long, French-manicured press-on nail, the underside still covered in a sticky residue.

Her own nails were short and unpolished. She didn’t wear press-ons, and neither did Bora, or any of their other friends. Where had it come from? She thought back to where she had been that day. She had taken the subway to work, and then Hyukjoon had picked her up in his car, and they had gone to the restaurant together. Her pulse quickened. She shook her head.

“Work,” she said aloud. “It must have happened at work.”

Without a second look, she flung it into the bushes next to the door.

+

“You are the luckiest bitch alive!” Bora shrieked. Dahye winced, pulling the phone away from her ear. “What are you going to wear? How are you going to do your makeup? And your hair? Oh my god. What if you run into Lee Eunkyung and the two of you become best friends?” She stopped abruptly. “You wouldn’t choose Lee Eunkyung over me, would you?”

“Be realistic,” Dahye said. “Anyway, I’m going to wear that dress I bought for the work holiday party last year—”

“If you wear that dress to Namu, I will literally show up at the restaurant and kill you,” Bora said with complete sincerity. “You need something modern and stylish. Something that says, ‘I come here all the time,’ so if you get caught in any paparazzi pictures, you won’t be embarrassed. We’ll have to go shopping.”

“Bora,” Dahye protested. “There aren’t going to be any paparazzi pictures. Plus, I don’t want to go shopping. I want to wear what I have already.” She wrenched open her closet door, and a tangled mess of sweaters and shirts spilled out. On the other side, Eunhye’s clothes hung neatly, untouched. A faint, musty odor emanated from them …

They had shared this closet throughout their childhood, and it had been the subject of many arguments. On one occasion, Eunhye had dragged all of Dahye’s clothes out before throwing them to the floor.

“Your stuff is taking up all the space,” Eunhye snapped. She disappeared, leaving Dahye to stare at the pile at her feet. A few moments later, she returned with a tape measure. “See?” Eunhye measured the closet perfectly to the halfway point, then said, “Anything you put in here that passes this line”—She patted a spot on the wall—“will be thrown out.”

“What am I supposed to do then?” Dahye croaked, trying not to cry.

“Figure it out.”

I hate you, Dahye had thought. She had wished that something terrible would happen to her so Eunhye could spend the rest of her life regretting her meanness. Though her sister was only two years older, Dahye had felt a gulf between them. It didn’t help that Eunhye had known exactly how to cut her down, to make her feel small. A skill handed down from their mother. Any time Dahye made a mistake, Omoni would throw her hands up in the air and say, “There you go, Dahye, ruining everything again.”

Even at that age, Dahye knew she had been an unexpected and unwanted surprise to her parents. Omoni had only wanted one child. Perhaps she had known her womb had only the resources to make one perfect girl …

On the phone, Bora was still talking. Dahye heard none of it. She blinked, the smell of mildew growing stronger, and touched the edge of Eunhye’s red sweater. That sweater marked the halfway point between their respective sides. It was damp.

“Oh no,” Dahye muttered. She pushed her hand past the sweater and into Eunhye’s side of the closet. Everything was wet. She pulled out one of the plastic clothes hangers and saw that the blouse hanging from it was covered in a fuzzy layer of white.

“What happened?” Bora asked.

“Ugh. The clothes in the closet got all wet!” Dahye scrunched her nose, disgusted. She moved to wipe her hand on her leg, then thought better of it.

“Your clothes?”

Dahye shook her head. “No. It’s mostly Eunhye’s things.”

“How? Where did the water come from?”

“There must be a leak somewhere in here …” Dahye peered inside. It was dark. She thought she could hear a faint trickling but wasn’t sure if she was imagining it. “Maybe from the last time it rained? I can’t believe I didn’t notice it sooner.”

“It’s meant to be,” Bora said, a grin in her voice. “Now we have to go shopping.”

“The least you could do is pretend to feel sorry for me.”

“I never said I wasn’t sorry.”

Dahye sighed. She stared at the blouse, uncertain, then hung it back on Eunhye’s side of the closet. “I can’t deal with any of this now,” she mumbled. “If I bring it up to my mom, she’s just going to blame me.”

“Don’t say anything. If it comes up, tell her you didn’t notice.”

Bora was right. But Dahye sat with her back to the closet, worry bubbling in the pit of her stomach. She thought about the way her mother’s eyebrows furrowed whenever she was angry—and how much she resembled Eunhye.

For the first few weeks after her sister’s passing, Dahye could recreate Eunhye’s face perfectly in her mind: the long lashes, the little gap between her bottom teeth. The way her irises turned the color of maple syrup in the sunlight. Now? That image grew more and more blurry each day. It made Dahye sick with guilt.

My fault, Dahye thought, blinking back tears. It was all my fault.

The smell of mildew was so strong.
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Dahye took her hair and fashioned it into a bun. Loosened it. Twisted it up again. Her movements were jerky as Junyoung, the puppeteer behind the strings, rewound the footage again and again. He grabbed his pillow and held it over his face, letting out a muffled yell. She was so beautiful! How had he never noticed?

A soft knock came on the door. “Junyoung?” It was his mother. “Is everything alright?”

With the pillow still over his face, he said, “Everything’s fine.”

“Well, do you want to eat some dinner?”

“No. I’m not hungry.”

Her voice took on a pleading edge. “I made your favorite. Dakgalbi.”

“I said I’m not hungry.”

“But you haven’t eaten yet …”

“I’m busy. Leave me alone.”

Annoyed, he listened as the floorboards creaked under her feet. He removed the pillow and stared into the bright light hanging above his head. He could feel pressure building between his temples. His mother was always meddling, always doing things to piss him off. Normally, he would have stayed at work until the last possible second, but the office had been unusually busy that evening, and he had wanted some privacy.

Not that there was much privacy at home, he thought bitterly. His eyes scraped along the wall across from his bed, at the single picture hanging in the center. His father smiled back at him, arms clasped around a teenage Junyoung. The two of them were mirror images of one another. Seeing it, Junyoung felt a dull pain radiating throughout his chest. He got up. Pressed his forehead against the wall. “You should have taken me with you,” he said, voice low.

The glass caught the reflection from the overhead lights, and Junyoung sighed, falling back on his bed. His father had taught him many important lessons before he left. How to drive a car. How to tie a tie. How to fix the cabinet in the kitchen when the hinges got loose. But Abeoji’s most important lesson had been about women.

Junyoung had been in middle school, and the family was living in the old apartment five blocks down from where he and his mother were currently residing. It had been one of those crisp mornings that you could feel in your lungs. Junyoung had just left for school when something caught his eye in the window of one of the first-floor apartments. He leaned in, curiosity getting the best of him, and saw a silhouette through the gap in the blinds.

It took a moment for his eyes to adjust. Then he saw her: the downstairs neighbor, a young woman whom he had noticed many months prior. She was rosy-cheeked, with crooked front teeth, and ears that pointed out like an elf’s. A bar girl, his father had said, voice dripping with disdain. Junyoung had no idea what that meant. What he did know was that every time they crossed paths, she bowed to Junyoung’s father, even though he pointedly ignored her.

Sometimes she would stagger out in the middle of the day to check the mail, still in her pajamas, hair and clothing in disarray. Junyoung would stand and watch as she bent over, oblivious to his presence, flashing him the lean, muscled underside of her thigh. He had carefully catalogued these memories, filed them away in his mind. But what he saw in her window that morning made his prior collection of moments seem insignificant. In that shimmering, golden light, he saw her in a state of half dress, wearing only a skirt. Her chest was bare. Her globular breasts bounced as she hopped from one foot to the other, trying to yank on her knee-high socks.

A loud honk from a passing car brought Junyoung back. He stumbled from the window, his hands raised in front of his face as though he was about to get hit. He was late for school. He turned and ran, his backpack hitting his back with each step.

Against his better judgment, he returned the next day. And the following day. And the day after that. Soon, he was at her window every single morning. Even when she was fully clothed, or lying in bed asleep, he liked to watch her. She never noticed him.

Two weeks after the first time, Junyoung made it to the window just as she emerged from her bathroom, hair dripping, wearing only a white towel. Junyoung felt a squeeze in his groin. Sucking in a breath, he thought, Let it fall. Please let it fall.

His prayers were answered. She stood in front of her floor-length mirror and dropped the towel. Instantly, Junyoung’s eyes went to her sex. Dark hair sprouted from the mound. He ground his hips into the wall, skull pressed hard against the window. She was oblivious to his presence, admiring her reflection, and then, all of a sudden, she looked up and saw him. Junyoung froze. She whirled around, a mixture of emotions passing over her face—fear, grief, and anger—and then she was shouting, spit flying from her mouth. He turned and ran.

Gasping for breath, Junyoung flew up the stairs. He made it to his floor just as the elevator doors opened, and the woman stepped out. Her chest was heaving. She had thrown on some clothes, but she had done so haphazardly, and the buttons on her shirt were mismatched, revealing part of her chest.

She was closer to his apartment than he was. Junyoung stopped. He was sweating. “Please,” he murmured. His voice came out in a squeak. “Please don’t tell my father.”

She ignored him and rang the doorbell, pushing hard with her index finger. Her lips were quivering. Junyoung’s heart was pounding so loudly that all other sounds seemed to be drowned out. She rang the doorbell again, and Junyoung could hear his father’s voice coming faintly through the wall. The door swung open. Junyoung’s father looked first at the woman and then at him. He looked back at the woman again, his jaw tightening.

“Yes? How can I help you?” he demanded.

“This is your son, right?” she asked, gesturing roughly toward Junyoung.

“Yes. Did something happen?”

The woman began to splutter. “Your son—I caught him looking into my window. I was …” She paused. “I was naked—” The last word came out like a sob.

There was a long silence. It was so long, in fact, that Junyoung was sure that he had died and gone to hell. Finally, his father spoke. “I see,” he said. “Well. Thank you for letting me know.”

He motioned toward Junyoung with a jerk of his wrist. Junyoung began to walk into the apartment. It felt like the hallway had grown unbearably long. The pounding of his heart, which had reduced momentarily, returned, full-fledged and painfully loud.

The woman did not move.

“Are you going to punish him?” she asked. “I want to know he’ll be punished.”

A shadow crossed over his father’s face. “It’s none of your business how I discipline my son,” he snapped.

“But he—he—” She blinked. “Violated me,” she whispered. Tears glowed in her eyes.

Junyoung’s father reared up. “Violated you? Don’t be ridiculous.”

“But—”

“Did he break into your room? Get physical with you?”

“No!”

“Then I don’t see a problem.” Turning to Junyoung, he snapped, “Go inside. Hurry up!”

Junyoung swept past the woman, shivering. He stepped over the threshold and into the apartment, silent as his father shut the door. When his father turned around to look at him, Junyoung flinched, waiting for a blow that never came.

“Aren’t you going to hit me?” Junyoung asked.

“Hit you? Why would I do that?”

“For spying.”

“That? That’s nothing.”

Junyoung stared at him, mystified. His father was a man who hit him for just about everything. The previous week, Junyoung had spilled a bag of chips all over the floor. Before his mother could even sweep it up, his father had grabbed him by the scruff of his neck and thrown him into his bedroom.

“I don’t understand,” Junyoung said slowly.

“You didn’t do anything wrong. Boys will be boys. You just acted on your natural instincts.” His father sat heavily on the couch and turned on the TV, pulling up some crime drama he had been fixated on over the last few weeks. He continued to talk without even glancing in Junyoung’s direction. “The thing is, Son, women are inherently weak. It’s a man’s job to lead. The faster she gets it through her skull, the better.”

Only three months later, his father was leaving. Junyoung waited by the door, watching, his heart in his throat. “Don’t be like me,” Abeoji said gruffly, his fingers tight around his suitcase. “Don’t make the mistake of marrying the wrong woman. Your mother—she’s not a bad person. But she’s a fool. And I can’t live with a fool. You understand me, don’t you, Junyoung?”

He hadn’t understood then, but he did now. “I understand,” Junyoung whispered to his father’s picture, hugging his pillow tightly to his chest. The video of Dahye was still playing on his phone, and he brought it close to the frame. “You would’ve liked her, Abeoji,” Junyoung whispered. “She’s a good girl. She has a good job. She’s beautiful, too. And she’s a proper Korean girl. Respectable. Someone you can bring home to meet your father without being ashamed. What do you think?”

Abeoji stared out blankly.
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Say kimchi,” Dahye said, positioning her arm around Bora’s shoulders. The shutter popped.

“Let me see,” Bora said. They stepped off the escalator. Dahye showed her the picture. Starfield Library, with its stacks of colorful books, was visible in the background. Sticky summer light poured in from the high windows. “I look weird.”

“What are you talking about?” Dahye said. “You look great.”

“No, you look great.”

“Stop it. I’m posting it.”

“You always choose the worst pictures of me,” Bora complained.

Dahye, ignoring her, posted the photo to her Instagram story. “You look fine,” she insisted. “Anyway, you’re the one who said we have to hurry.”

She looked up from her phone for the first time since arriving at the mall. It was busy, filled with families and tourists. The murmur of overlapping conversations swelled around her. Then came an odd sensation. She felt like she was being watched again. She stopped.

“What are you doing?” Bora asked.

“Nothing,” Dahye murmured. “Sorry. I was just thinking …”

“About?”

Dahye cleared her throat. “The last time I was here, it was with Eunhye.”

A pained expression came over Bora’s face. She put her arm around Dahye’s shoulders. “I’m sorry.”

“It was our father’s birthday. His fiftieth, I think. She wanted to get him something nice, so we took the subway and came all the way to Gangnam. I didn’t say a single thing to her the entire ride. I was really upset. Mom told me”—Dahye swallowed—“that Eunhye was saying things behind my back. That I was meeting boys after school and fooling around with them.”

Bora looked away. On the rare occasions when Dahye talked about her sister, Bora grew uncharacteristically quiet. Dahye took in a shaky breath. “Sorry. Let’s go. I know we don’t have a lot of time.”

“It’s alright,” Bora said gently. “We’ll make a new memory today. A better one.” She grabbed Dahye’s hand and began leading her through the corridor. They walked into the first store they saw, and right away Bora began clamoring for her to try things on, plucking dresses off the racks and dumping them into Dahye’s arms.

“This one has a long slit,” Bora said. “Not the best color, but it’s worth a try. I’m thinking this one is better …” She held up a sheer black dress with a low-cut top. “It’ll make your tits look great.”

Dahye wasn’t listening. She couldn’t stop thinking about her sister. All day Eunhye had dragged her from store to store, showing her beautiful things that neither of them could afford. Slowly, Dahye’s anger had washed away. How could she stay upset at her sister? Everyone who passed them had smiled. Dahye remembered the way the shopgirls had looked at Eunhye as she had touched the colorful cashmere scarves, a look of wonder on her face. And the way Eunhye had pressed against the glass cases filled with diamond necklaces and gold earrings, not caring when the passersby laughed. Her want had been written so clearly on her face.

“Before I found out I was pregnant with Eunhye, I had a dream that our entire apartment was overrun with pigs,” their mother had once said. Pigs were auspicious—a symbol of wealth. But the family lived in a modest apartment, situated in a not-so-nice part of Seoul. For as long as they could remember, the two sisters had shared a room. Eunhye had constantly talked about Gangnam, how one day, she would live there in a high-rise apartment overlooking the city. She had had her future mapped out: a good school, a good job, a good husband. Everything that made up a good life.

When the light coming in through the tall windows had begun to fade, leaving soft shadows on the marble floors, Eunhye finally picked out a gift for their father. It was a set of blue-enameled sterling silver cufflinks that cost nearly 110,000 won. It took up nearly the entirety of Eunhye’s savings from the last few years, and Dahye watched her pass the crumpled cash to the man behind the counter, feeling apprehensive.

“Are you sure?” Dahye had asked. “They’re so … expensive.”

“I’m sure.”

With the remaining money, Eunhye had taken Dahye to get a latte at the café downstairs, the two of them giggling furiously. Any lingering animosity had disappeared by then. Their mother never allowed them to spend money on frivolous things, and outside the mall, they sat on a ledge next to the fountain, passing the cup back and forth until only a thin layer of foam remained. Their thighs were pressed together, and Eunhye had sighed, resting her head against Dahye’s shoulder. How warm she had been. How badly Dahye had wished for her life with her sister to be like that, always.

“Earth to Dahye,” Bora said, snapping her fingers. “Come back to me.”

“I’m here,” Dahye said automatically. Bora tugged her arm.

“Are you going to try these on?”

“I will,” Dahye said, though she was still distracted. They went to the dressing rooms in the back. The first dress was too small, and the second was too big. Dahye shuffled through the entire pile while Bora stood outside, handing her more things to try. Finally, Bora passed her a leather skirt and a sheer black top.

“That’s the one,” Bora said, nodding in approval when Dahye emerged, the skirt tight over her hips. “It’s hot but doesn’t make it look like you’re trying too hard.”

“Are you sure?” Dahye looked down. “It doesn’t really … feel like me.”

“I thought that was the point.”

Dahye rolled her eyes and went back into the dressing room, closing the door. She unzipped the skirt and held it close to her face, breathing in its musky, warm scent. It was the kind of beautiful thing her sister would have loved.

They paid and made their way outside on the escalators. Dahye stood next to Bora, her heart clenched like a fist. If they took just a few steps to the right, they’d find the ledge where Dahye had once sat with Eunhye, sharing a coffee, their hands wet with condensation.

Once again, Dahye had the feeling she was being watched.

Don’t look.

She turned. The ledge was empty. Water spurted out of the fountain, splashing the ground. Dahye froze. People passed them on the sidewalk, and the traffic hummed, starting and stopping.

+

All Dahye had wanted was to show her parents that Eunhye wasn’t as perfect as they thought her to be. Over the years, Dahye’s resentment had grown until she could feel little else. Beautiful Eunhye. Smart Eunhye. Kind Eunhye. It was bullshit. In front of Omoni and Abeoji, Eunhye was an angel. But she was neither kind nor beautiful when she was accusing Dahye of stealing her clothes or calling her a bitch.

They didn’t know about Eunhye’s secrets. How, every night, before going to bed, she wrote about them in a little black book.

“What is that?” Dahye asked innocently. She hovered, trying to catch a glimpse of her sister’s minute writing. She thought she could see a name—Jihoon. Her heart fluttered. Who was Jihoon? She had never heard that name before. Her sister had never mentioned a boy before.

“Nothing.” Glowering, Eunhye covered the page with her hand, then shut the notebook with a snap.

Dahye’s curiosity burned. “Is it a book?” she asked. “Are you writing a story?”

Eunhye pondered that. “Kind of,” she answered. She said nothing else. Getting up, she lifted the corner of her mattress, carefully tucked the notebook under, then walked out of the room, closing the door behind her. Dahye stared at the place where the book was hidden.

Lately, Eunhye had been fidgety. Nervous. When Dahye stepped into their room, Eunhye would jump as though she was up to no good. And the previous night, Dahye had woken up to hear her sister’s soft crying, muffled by her pillow. Did this Jihoon person have something to do with it?

Dahye strained to hear beyond the room. Her mother was sitting on the couch, watching TV. Her father was in the shower. If she closed her eyes, she could visualize the apartment from above. Slowly, she came to the realization that Eunhye was heading to the kitchen to get a drink of water. Perhaps she would sit on the couch afterward, sipping from the glass.

Perhaps she would leave Dahye alone in the room for a few minutes longer.

Dahye’s eyes flew open. She tiptoed toward her sister’s side of the room and slid her hand under the mattress, finding the smooth cover of the book. Her fingers found the corners. Careful not to make any noise, she began to pull it out when the door swung open. She froze.

It took a second for Eunhye to understand what was happening. A mixture of confusion and surprise flickered across her face, and then she lunged toward Dahye, ripping the book from her hands. They struggled. Eunhye, bigger and heavier than Dahye, climbed on top, pressing Dahye into the wood floor.

“Let it go, damn it—” Dahye could hear the desperation in her sister’s voice and felt two sharp blows across her temple. Her hand went limp.

Eunhye sat up, panting. “This is mine,” she hissed through her teeth. “Mine, Dahye! You can’t have everything. I have to have something of my own.” Up close, Dahye noticed for the first time how Eunhye’s complexion had grown dull. How she had picked off all the dry patches on her lips, leaving them raw and bleeding.

“You have everything, and I have nothing,” Dahye tried to say. But stars danced across her vision, and her mouth tasted funny, like coins. After a moment, a hand was shoved unceremoniously into her face, and Eunhye helped her up.

“Are you okay?” Eunhye touched Dahye’s temple. “I’m sorry I hit you.”

Dahye pulled away. Getting to her feet, she walked out.

“I’m sorry,” Eunhye called softly to Dahye’s retreating back. At least she sounded genuine for once, Dahye thought bitterly. Her head hurt.

From then on, Dahye observed silently. Eunhye was careful, carrying the notebook with her everywhere she went. To school. To hagwon, where she would go to study after school. Even when she was going out with her friends, she pulled it carefully from its hiding place and stowed it inside her backpack. And every time she did this, Dahye busied herself with tidying the room, watching out of the corner of her eye. She was sure that one day, Eunhye would forget.

That fateful morning, Eunhye looked even paler than she had in the weeks prior. She had been waking up with a swollen face, something their mother never failed to comment on, voice thick with concern.

“It’s nothing,” Eunhye said, brushing away their mother’s hand. “I’m tired. That’s all.” Her smile faltered. “I have to get going.” Turning, she looked at Dahye. “Are you almost ready? We’ll be late if we don’t leave soon.”

“I need a second,” Dahye said. “Do you want to go first?”

Annoyance crossed Eunhye’s features. “Alright,” she said, throwing her backpack on. “Goodbye!” she said to their parents, falsely cheerful.

Blood pounded in Dahye’s ears. In their room, her fingers trembled as she felt around underneath her sister’s bed. She wondered what terrible secrets she would learn about her sister. She kept thinking about the name she had seen: Jihoon. After a moment, she found the diary and, without hesitating, yanked it out. She sat down and began to flip through the pages.

As it turned out, Jihoon was an older boy whom Eunhye was meeting in secret. For two months, she had been slipping away with him after school when she was supposed to be studying. Taped onto one of the pages was his picture. Jihoon wore an expression of brooding intensity, eyes narrowed toward the camera. His attempt to look handsome. The edges of the photograph were curling, worn from all the times Eunhye had traced along them with her finger. She loved him. Loved! Dahye studied his face and wondered what Eunhye saw in him. If she was being perfectly honest, her sister was much better looking than he was.

She raked through the book, reading her sister’s words hungrily. In some places, the ink was smeared, trails of wispy black fading across the white. In others, Eunhye’s tears had soaked through the paper, leaving it wrinkled and warped. She flipped to the most recent entry and felt her blood run cold.

I missed my period again. I keep thinking that this nightmare will end soon, but then I wake up and I keep reliving it. Jihoon tells me that it’s my fault. He said I should have been more careful. I wish he would talk to me. I could explain to him that none of this was on purpose. I didn’t mean for it to happen like this. There was a long, undecipherable scribble, and then, underneath it, hastily scrawled: I feel so alone.

Her eyes kept catching on the first line. Then her sister’s pale, moonlike face appeared in her mind. No wonder Eunhye had been looking sickly. No wonder she had been spending so much time in the bathroom. At first, a dull wave of shock overcame her. Then it gave way to excitement. Dahye clutched the notebook to her chest and flew out into the living room where her father was now sitting, empty bowls laid out in front of him. He had just finished eating breakfast and was absentmindedly picking his teeth with a toothpick. Her mother was cleaning, her yellow dishwashing gloves stretched up to her elbows.

Dahye was too eager as she held the journal in her outstretched hand. As her father turned to look at her with a curious expression, Dahye’s enthusiasm waned. She had judged the situation poorly. Suddenly, she understood with startling clarity that this wasn’t the minor transgression she had hoped to pin on her sister. If her father read what was inside, everything would change.

Time slowed to a crawl. She watched, helpless, taking in the room. It looked different. The dingy walls, which seemed to grow dustier every time they opened the windows to let in some air. A dagger of light pierced through the curtains, spilling onto the floor. Just yesterday—was it yesterday?—Eunhye had peered out that window, looking down at the street. Dahye had watched from the kitchen as her sister had murmured to herself. Her words had been inaudible, but Dahye had been able to tell what she was saying from the shape of her mouth. Please.

What had she been asking for?

Their father took the book from her, lifted the cover. “What is this?” he asked, but Dahye, suddenly mute, shook her head. She wanted to snatch it away from him. On many instances, Eunhye had said that their apartment was a prison. This was the first time Dahye understood that. Even if she took the notebook, where would she go? Where would she hide?

At that exact moment, the door to the apartment creaked open, and Dahye looked up. Eunhye’s cheeks were red. She was breathing hard.

“I forgot my …” She stopped. Her eyes found the notebook.

“Unni—” Dahye’s mouth was suddenly dry. She wanted to explain. To apologize. But before she could say anything, Eunhye whirled around and disappeared down the corridor, the door closing behind her. All they could hear were her shoes, pounding against the floor.

+

Four days later, Eunhye’s bloated corpse washed up on the rocky banks of the Han River. Dahye found the coroner’s report hidden in the kitchen drawer. She stared at the pictures, feeling sick. Eunhye’s body was swollen. Unrecognizable. The skin on her hands and feet was wrinkled and had begun to peel. Pin-sized dots, like bruises, trailed along her neck and collarbones. Petechiae, they had written. Chunks had been torn from her thigh, and the flesh there was ragged and stringy. The rest of her body had taken on a bluish tinge.

A memory came to her. Eunhye, at the aquarium, standing in front of the jellyfish exhibit.

“Do you think they ever worry about anything?” Eunhye asked. She pressed her hand against the glass.

“It says not to touch the glass.”

Eunhye sighed. Shoved her hand in her pocket. “Fine,” she said, visibly annoyed. “Let’s go.”

They had passed the last exhibit—the sea lions—and were on their way out when Dahye finally said, “I don’t.”

“Don’t what?”

“I don’t think they worry about anything. I don’t think they can … feel.”

Eunhye looked at her for a long time. Her voice was soft. “In that case, I wish I could trade places with them. I wish I could be a jellyfish.”

“You want to be an unfeeling, spineless blob?”

“I want …”

What had she wanted? Fifteen-year-old Dahye pressed the heels of her hands into her eyes, trying to remember. Alone in the darkness of her room, she had felt a sudden longing for her sister.
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Dahye invaded Junyoung’s dreams with an intensity that caused him to jolt awake a full hour before his morning alarm went off. He blinked at the ceiling, trying to piece together what had happened: She had been naked, or close to it, anyway. They had been kissing. Kissing? At half-mast, he untangled himself from his sheets and lurched to the bathroom, where he leaned against the counter, staring at his reflection. Not bad, he thought, running his hand through his hair and flexing his pecs. His father had told him to do a hundred push-ups every night before he went to bed—a practice that only real men could do and one that Junyoung followed religiously. Over time, his scrawny shoulders and chest had gained some definition. He struck a few more poses, then got in the shower.

Today was the first day of his plan to make Dahye fall in love with him. He would learn everything about her. Her likes and dislikes. Her desires. Her fears. And her deepest, darkest secrets. He would uncover every stone. Illuminate every shadowy corner of her heart. He held his head under the stream of water, watching it run down the drain.

He was in the middle of combing gel through his hair when his bathroom door suddenly opened.

“Junyoung-ah,” his mother said tentatively, poking her head inside. “Can I come in?”

“I’m busy,” he said, annoyed. “I have to go to work. And can’t you at least have the decency to knock before opening the door? I could have been on the toilet. Or naked.”

Her chin quivered. She bowed her head in apology and brought her hand up to her mouth to cover it as she spoke. “You said you would take me to the dentist today,” she said quietly. “I scheduled an appointment. It’s this morning, at nine.”

Junyoung continued to comb his hair, saying nothing.

“Junyoung?”

“What kind of person are you?” he exploded, slamming the comb onto the counter. Several teeth broke off, sending slivers of plastic flying in every direction. “Why would you make an appointment without asking me? When you know I have to work? I have a serious job. You know I’m a very busy person!”

She stood in the doorway, looking at her feet.

“And anyway, why do you need me to go with you? You’re an old woman,” Junyoung retorted. “You’re far too old to be afraid of the dentist. Nowadays, even children go by themselves.” He picked up the comb and, seeing the broken pieces, felt his rage growing again. “Look what you did! Now I have to buy a new comb.” He hurled the broken piece of plastic into the trash can. “Cancel your appointment. There’s no point in going. Your teeth are awful. They’re practically rotting out of your head. What the hell is a dentist supposed to do about that?”

He elbowed past her, grabbing his backpack from beside the door. A quiet sob came from behind him. Junyoung smiled and, without looking back, walked out the door.

As always, he was the first to arrive at the office. He walked briskly past the security guards, down one set of stairs to the basement, and made it to his desk. It was quiet. Just to be sure, he peered into Kangmin’s cubicle and smiled when he found it empty.

Junyoung sat in his chair and spun around until he was dizzy. Out of breath, he turned to his computer. The bathrooms would be empty, of course, and he knew Dahye hadn’t yet arrived. But there was a fizziness in his blood, a tingle of anticipation. Leaning back, he waited, eyes glued to his screen.

A short while later, Dahye appeared. Junyoung sat up, suddenly alert. He followed her as she made her way through the building, switching from camera to camera. First, the lobby. Then the elevator. Through the fifth-floor corridor, all the way into the first stall in the restroom.

Junyoung was so engrossed that he didn’t hear the footsteps approaching his cubicle. By the time Kangmin’s voice drifted toward him, it was too late. Junyoung bolted upright, his erection instantly going soft. With a panicked flurry of keystrokes, he managed to close out of the window. Then he turned, his face flushed.

“Hey, man,” Junyoung said. His voice cracked. He cleared his throat and tried again. “You’re here early. Everything okay?”

Something unrecognizable flitted across Kangmin’s face. “Yeah. I need to catch up on a few things,” Kangmin said. “Figured I’d come in early, get a head start.”

Junyoung nodded, his smile frozen. Was he imagining it, or was Kangmin acting strange? A numbness began to overtake him. “Let me know if I can help,” he stammered.

“Thanks. I appreciate that, though I’m sure you have your own work to tend to.”

Your own work to tend to? What did that mean? As soon as Kangmin was gone, Junyoung slumped over in his chair. His back was sticky and damp with sweat. Burying his face in his hands, he tried to picture what his screen might have looked like the moment Kangmin had stopped by.

He saw everything, a voice in Junyoung’s head whispered. He knows. He’s at his desk right now, documenting everything. He’s going to tell Mr. Choi. You’ve been discovered. It’s over.

Chewing his lower lip, Junyoung quietly stood up to peer into Kangmin’s cubicle. Kangmin was hunched over his screen, but he wasn’t typing. In fact, he didn’t seem to be doing anything at all. He was simply sitting there, staring. Taking a deep breath, Junyoung sat back down.

It’s fine, he thought. If he asks, I’ll tell him I was in the middle of a movie.

And if he asks what movie?

He’s not going to ask.

He was too nervous now to keep watching. For the rest of the morning, Junyoung pushed Dahye to the back of his mind, busying himself with his reports. His plan was to walk by her desk just before lunch so he could casually propose that they eat together. But as he got up from his desk, ready to head to the elevator, he heard a sharp knock on his cubicle. He turned.

It was Dahye.

“Hi!” she said, giving him a nervous smile. “I’m not bothering you, am I?”

Blood rushed to his head as he quickly got to his feet. “Not at all,” Junyoung said. “Is everything … alright?”

“Not really,” she said, biting her lip. It was unbearable; he looked away. “I was hoping you could help me. I have some big projects due today, but I can’t seem to open any documents. My computer freezes and then restarts. It’s happened six times already, and I’ve tried everything. I put in a ticket hours ago, but nobody has responded. I’m at my wit’s end. Please tell me you can help me.” She clasped her hands together.

“That sucks.” He glanced around. Already people had started leaving for lunch. “The truth is, we’re short-staffed today. There’s something going around. The flu, maybe.” He took a step toward her and was pleased when she didn’t take a step back. Lowering his gaze, he said, “I can help you, but only if you don’t mention it to anybody else. Our boss is strict about that kind of thing. Proper channels and all that …”

“If it’s going to get you in trouble, I don’t want to risk it,” Dahye said swiftly. “I can wait until a technician is assigned. No worries.” She started to walk away.

“No!” Junyoung said. His voice had jumped several octaves, and Dahye started. “I didn’t mean to yell. I just meant …” He spread his arms wide. He had read online that doing so while talking signaled confidence. “I’d be happy to help you, since we’re friends.”

Her face softened. “Thank you. I really appreciate it.”

“Like I said, I’m happy to help.” He glanced at his watch. “We can go now, if you’d like?”

“That would be great.”

He followed her to the elevator, simultaneously giddy and nervous, his mind racing. Was her computer really broken? Or was this an excuse for her to talk to him?

Think of something clever to say, he thought. Make her laugh. But he couldn’t think of anything at all. They were silent as she pushed the button, silent as they stepped inside. Junyoung stood close, inspecting the dainty layer of fuzz on her earlobes. Her ears were pierced, and she wore diamond studs. They were small. Not flashy. He liked that. Aside from the dot of mascara on her right eyelid, her face was perfect, and she smelled like honey and fresh flowers. He leaned in, eyes squeezed shut, and breathed deeply, his nostrils flared wide.

“What are you doing?”

Junyoung’s eyes snapped open to find her staring at him with revulsion. “There was a bug,” he blurted out. “In your hair. I was trying to get it out without you noticing.”

Right away she pitched forward, hands flailing wildly. “Oh my God, get it out!”

Without hesitating, Junyoung plunged his fingers into the heat of her scalp. The doors opened and closed as he rooted around, taking his time to search for the imaginary pest. He was in heaven: desperate to keep his hand attached to her head and, at the same time, desperate to keep his growing erection at bay.

“Did you find it?” she asked, standing very still. “Please tell me you found it. I can’t stand bugs.”

“I did,” he said, a little reluctantly. He pretended to fling something onto the floor, though what he was really doing was pocketing the loose strands of hair that had come away in his hand.

She let out a faint sigh of relief, then looked at him, sheepish. “It wasn’t a spider, was it?”

“No. A fly. Harmless.”

“Thank god.”

As they walked out, Junyoung brought his fingers to his nose and took a deep whiff. Delicious.

+

Her cubicle was an assault on his eyes. Confused by the sudden explosion of pink, Junyoung stood there, blinking stupidly. Next to her keyboard was a pink mousepad and next to that was a wobbling tower of pink sticky notes, the topmost sheet covered in scribbles. Her chair had a frilly, pink seat cover. Other than that, there were no personal objects that he could see: no pictures of boyfriends or siblings or friends. No indication of her interests.

“Let me guess. Your favorite color is blue.”

She laughed. “You can sit,” she said. He sat, unable to keep the thought from his mind: Her pussy touched this. Under the guise of making himself comfortable, he ground his hips against the seat, feeling lightheaded.

He knew what the problem was almost instantly, and had he wanted to, he could have fixed it within minutes. But he made a big show of helping her, taking his time, making it seem more difficult than it actually was. When he could dawdle no longer, he restarted the computer.

“Ta-da. Good as new.”

“You’re a lifesaver.”

“All part of the job.” He started to salute her and then, realizing how stupid that was, switched to a wave halfway through. It was awkward. He winced, but she didn’t seem to notice. As he was leaving, he casually tossed over his shoulder: “Have you eaten lunch yet?”

Dahye shook her head. “Not yet. I’ll probably skip. I have a lot to do before the day is over.”

“Oh.” He swallowed hard, feeling nervous. “That’s too bad. I was going to ask if you wanted to eat together.”

“I’m sorry. I really can’t …” She glanced at her screen. “Maybe next time?”

“When?”

“Um. I don’t know …”

“Tomorrow?”

She hesitated. “I suppose tomorrow would work.”

“Great. I’ll swing by around noon?”

“Alright.”

“Good luck with everything today. Call me if you run into any other issues with your computer. I’d be more than happy to come back to take a look.”

“Thanks again,” she said.

It took everything in his power not to skip out of her cubicle. He floated down to the basement, to his desk, where he sat for the rest of the day, dreamy and absentminded. If he knew his father’s number, he would have called him and bragged about his upcoming date.

At the end of the day, he watched Dahye leave through the lobby camera and felt a burning desire to be close to her. He waited until the building was almost empty and then made his way upstairs to her cubicle.

Running his fingers over her sticky notes, he felt the indents left behind from her pen and tore off the top sheet, shoving it deep into his pocket, next to the strands of hair he had stolen from her head. She had left a plastic water bottle behind, and the cap was off. Junyoung picked it up. Pressed his lips against the opening. Took a swig, swishing the lukewarm water around in his mouth. He’d read an article about backwash—specifically, that it was almost impossible for humans to drink without at least some backflow. He imagined the millions of particles in the liquid that had been in her mouth and were now in his.

Tomorrow, they would have lunch, and at the end of it, he would ask her to dinner. After that, who knows what could blossom between them? Feeling cheerful, he hummed as he made his way back downstairs to his desk.

The lights in the basement were dim, the timer having gone off. Everybody was gone. Junyoung passed the rows of empty desks, and when he reached his cubicle, he was startled to find someone sitting in his chair. They were using his computer, the glow of the screen illuminating their silhouette. Junyoung slowed to a stop, and the chair swiveled around. It was Kangmin.

“You forgot to log out,” Kangmin said, smirking.

“What?” Junyoung asked, scratching his head. “Why are you still here? I thought you went home. And what are you doing on my …?”

As Junyoung’s attention moved toward his monitor, he felt his heart drop.

The cameras. Kangmin was looking at the camera feeds. All forty boxes were loaded on the screen and clearly visible. The lobby, the bathrooms, the empty stalls.

“That—that’s not real,” Junyoung stammered, taking a step back. “It’s a program that simulates—”

“Oh, shut up,” Kangmin said. “I know what you’ve been doing. When I walked by earlier, I thought I saw something weird, so I spent the whole day trying to access your computer remotely. There were all these extra protections added in—not the usual stuff—and that’s when I knew you were up to no good.” He wagged his finger as though Junyoung were a naughty child. “I have to say, I didn’t expect this. This … this is crazy. What were you thinking?”

Kangmin grinned, baring his teeth. They were terrible teeth: sharp and pointed, animallike in their savagery. Junyoung imagined Kangmin leaping out of the chair and onto his chest, ripping his throat out, the blood gushing warm and wet onto the carpeted floor.

+

Long after Kangmin was gone, Junyoung sat, staring blankly at the wall. His first inclination had been to fight Kangmin, to try to beat him into submission. But despite all the push-ups he had been doing, Junyoung was still weak, and even as he had grabbed Kangmin by the collar, he had known it was a fruitless endeavor. Kangmin had laughed until Junyoung, red-faced with desperation, let him go.

“What do you want?” Junyoung asked. His voice was hoarse. “Money? I have money—” He reached into his pocket and pulled out his scuffed wallet. “I only have fifty thousand won on me right now, but I can get more.” He pulled out the crumpled bill with shaking hands. “I can send you more. Just tell me how much, damn it …”

“I don’t want your money.”

“Then what do you want? I’ll do anything, Kangmin. Please don’t tell anybody.”

“I don’t plan on saying a word.” Kangmin’s face was very still. In the low light, his irises looked completely black. “I want what you have.”

“What?”

“I want what you have,” Kangmin repeated.

Junyoung took a step back. “You can’t be serious.”

“Why wouldn’t I be? Truthfully, you’re doing what we’re all dying to do. You think if any of these guys knew they could get away with it, they wouldn’t try? We’re men.”

Junyoung heard his father’s voice ringing in his ears. You just acted on your natural instincts …

“I’m not asking for much,” Kangmin continued. “You don’t have to give me complete access to the system. Just send me a few videos from time to time, and we can keep this between us.” He clapped Junyoung on the shoulder and, without waiting for his response, said, “Don’t work too hard tonight, man. I’ll see you bright and early tomorrow.”

It made Junyoung feel sick to his stomach, the sheer idea of giving up what he had worked so hard to achieve. Kangmin had never helped him with anything, and he wasn’t trustworthy in the slightest. Kangmin was a schoolyard bully. A pervert. A freak. If Junyoung gave him the videos, he would probably turn around and post everything online.

And what if he asked for footage of Dahye? Junyoung clenched his fists, shaking his head. He would have to protect her.
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The BMW glided up the street and stopped at the curb where Dahye was already waiting. She waved and took a step forward, unsteady in the Christian Louboutin pumps. Her feet already ached. Plus, it was too hot for leather, and a layer of sweat pooled in between her thighs. If Bora were there, Dahye would have strangled her.

Hyukjoon was on the phone, but when he saw her, he leaned over the passenger seat to open the door. “Phone,” he mouthed, pressing a finger to his lips. He cast a sideways glance at her and frowned.

“Listen,” he said to the person on the line. “I get what you’re saying. But we’ll have to circle back on this conversation another time. An urgent matter just came up. No, nothing you need to worry about. Call me tomorrow.”

He hung up and dropped the phone in the cupholder. Dahye smiled as he pulled her in for a kiss.

“I’ve never seen this skirt,” Hyukjoon said, his mouth hot against hers.

“Of course you haven’t,” Dahye said. “It’s new. I got it just for tonight. Do you like it?”

Hyukjoon ran his fingers along the edge of the leather, pulling away from her. “I do,” he said, in a way that indicated he didn’t. “But I’m not sure this is the right outfit for a place like Namu.”

“What do you mean?” she asked softly. Heat crept into her cheeks. She stared at her hands.

“I mean, if you want to wear it, that’s fine. I don’t care. But I’d hate for you to be embarrassed.”

“I’m sorry,” Dahye said. She shifted in her seat uncomfortably. “I didn’t know. I would have … chosen a different outfit if I’d known.”

“Don’t apologize. It’s not your fault. I should have explained the dress code beforehand.”

“What should we do?” She gestured toward her clothing, tears bubbling in her eyes. “Is it too late to reschedule? Maybe we can go to Namu another time?”

“Reschedule?” Hyukjoon asked, puzzled. “Why do we need to reschedule?”

“Because it’s already 7:03, and there’s no time for me to go home and change. I don’t want to go if there’s a chance I might embarrass you or make you look bad.”

“You won’t.” He leaned back, arms folded across his chest. “Why don’t we pick something up on the way to the restaurant? That way we don’t have to double back to your apartment.”

“Pick something up?” Dahye asked. She sniffled, feeling pathetic. “Won’t we be too late?”

Hyukjoon shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. What matters is your happiness. That’s all I care about.” He touched the tip of her nose with his finger. “How about this. We’ll stop by a store, and you can grab something nice. On me.” He smiled and, without waiting for an answer, began to drive.

Gradually, the old brick and concrete buildings and narrow alleyways gave way to sleek skyscrapers. They were cruising through Apgujeong now, where glass and steel dominated the cityscape. Luxury stores peppered each block, and the neon signs blinked at them, casting a warm glow onto Hyukjoon’s face as they passed.

Where were they going? Besides the occasional visit to Starfield Mall, her experiences shopping in Gangnam were limited. She didn’t shop in fancy stores. She didn’t know any of the famous designers; she had never been able to afford them. Feeling lost, Dahye looked around.

Even though it was quickly growing dark, Gangnam was busy. A schoolgirl stood at a street corner, head bowed. Her attention was glued to her phone. In her free hand, she lugged a shopping bag half the size of her body. Behind her, a young couple held hands, though the boy’s face was pinched and unhappy.

The car turned onto a quiet street and rolled into an underground garage. It was mostly empty except for a handful of expensive-looking sports cars.

“Where are we?” Dahye asked. The garage was dimly lit, and there were no markings indicating what kind of place they were visiting.

“You’ll see.”

A valet materialized from the shadows and opened Hyukjoon’s door, bowing low. “Welcome back, sir. It’s good to see you.”

Hyukjoon nodded. “Good to see you, too,” he said easily. He stepped out of the car and went to Dahye’s side, offering her his hand. She took it. Briskly, he led her toward the elevator, but before he could press the button, the doors slid open, revealing a woman dressed entirely in black. Her hair was pulled into a neat little bun, and she bowed so low that Dahye feared her back would break.

“Mr. Jang,” she said. “It’s a pleasure to see you again.” She turned to Dahye. “And you, too, Miss Lee.”

Dahye shook her head. “It’s Park,” she said, her voice hoarse. Hyukjoon frowned.

The woman coughed and gave her an embarrassed smile. “My apologies. I don’t know where my head is at. It’s been a busy day.”

Inside, Dahye stared at the elevator buttons. There was nothing here, either. No writing. No signage. She felt strangely inadequate, though she didn’t know why. The skirt squeaked every time she moved, and in the silence it seemed deafening. She tried her best to hold still. She decided she would never take Bora’s advice again.

The elevator doors opened, and the sound of classical music flooded Dahye’s ears. She peered out, stifling a gasp. Whatever she had been expecting … it wasn’t this. From outside, the building was plain and nondescript, but inside it was tastefully decorated, with white granite floors and high, vaulted ceilings. Soft light spilled from the brass fixtures hanging above their heads and onto the walls made of veined marble. Dahye reached out a finger and pressed it against its cool surface.

Eunhye would have loved this, she thought. She took out her phone and snapped a picture to post later tonight to her Instagram story. Then she looked up and saw that Hyukjoon and the woman were waiting for her.

“I thought you were worried about our reservation,” Hyukjoon said, chuckling.

“I was. I am.”

The woman led them into an even more beautiful room. The focal point was an enormous chandelier with four tiers of sparkling crystals, each one bigger than her two fists put together. Dahye’s heels sank into the pale pink carpet. It was like quicksand. She lifted her foot, terrified of falling or spraining an ankle, and Hyukjoon said, “Take them off.” She removed them. The carpet was plush and soft against her bare feet.

The walls were decorated with Minhwa paintings. Tigers, birds, and hares stared down at her. She remembered a story her father had told her about a cunning rabbit that had tricked a gullible tiger into eating stones. The tiger, thinking the stones to be tteok—rice cakes—had grilled them over a fire before swallowing them whole.

“It’s not about the size of the animal,” her father had said afterward, as Eunhye and Dahye nodded, listening with rapt attention. “It’s about this.” He tapped his index finger against his temple. “And this.” His finger moved down to the left side of his chest.

There were a few shelves with merchandise, but not much. A row of purses. Jewelry. Shoes. Dazed, she looked around as Hyukjoon plopped down on the couch in the center of the room, putting his feet up on the coffee table. A bottle of champagne had appeared next to him, along with two flutes. He poured, then downed the entire glass in one noisy swallow.

Noticing Dahye’s astonishment, he smiled, then burped loudly. “What do you think?”

“What is this place?”

“It’s a private shopping experience for VIP clients.”

“But how does it work? There’s barely anything out here. Do they even have anything I can wear?”

Hyukjoon shrugged. “They keep most of the stock in the back. She’s bringing out a few things. Here, have some champagne. It’s Dom.”

“Dom?”

“Dom Pérignon.” He studied the label. “2012. Not too bad.”

“Oh.” She didn’t know what that was but was too embarrassed to ask. She accepted the glass, taking a small sip. The bubbles tickled her throat. Setting the glass down on the table, she said, “Oppa, I’m scared.”

“Of what?”

“I don’t know. Breaking something.”

The woman appeared out of nowhere and refilled Hyukjoon’s glass. The champagne hissed. “Don’t worry,” he said, waving his hand aimlessly. “I could buy everything in here a hundred times over. Break whatever you want. I don’t care.”

Dahye flushed. She glanced at the woman’s face, but the woman made no indication she had heard him. “I’ll be back shortly with those dresses,” she said, touching Hyukjoon’s shoulder lightly. Dahye’s stomach clenched. That familiarity between them—why did it make her feel so uneasy?

Moments later, the woman emerged, wheeling out a garment rack. The dresses hanging from it were beautiful. Airy linen and smooth silk in shades of cream and pistachio and blush. Layers of fine Turkish cotton. Dahye picked up the tag on the first dress. There was no price.

“Excuse me,” she called out. “How much is this dress?”

The woman’s face was impassive. “1,450,000 won.”

Dahye inhaled sharply. She touched the second dress, her movements tentative. “And this one?”

“1,385,000 won.”

She let her hand fall and took a step back. “That’s too much,” she stammered. The woman blinked but said nothing. Dahye was surprised to feel Hyukjoon standing right behind her, his arms circling her waist.

“Why are you talking about money right now?” he whispered in her ear.

“It’s too expensive. And when would I have the chance to wear something like this again?” She lowered her voice. “Can’t we just … reschedule? It’s so late. They must have given up our reservation.”

“They’re not giving up our reservation.”

“But—”

“I told you I’d buy whatever you wanted.” He was insistent. Hyukjoon was starting to slur his words, and Dahye looked down and saw that the bottle of champagne was almost empty. Motioning toward the clothes, he said, “Try on the red. It’s pretty. It would look good on you.”

“I can’t.”

“You can.” He buried his face into the side of her neck. “Come on. Try it on. It would make me happy. Don’t you want me to be happy?”

She wanted that more than anything. “Okay,” she said. “Where’s the fitting room?”

“Don’t be silly. There’s nobody here.”

Dahye looked around. Indeed, the woman helping them had disappeared. Hyukjoon led Dahye to the floor-length mirror sitting on the floor in front of them. Its edges were ornate gold. Nuzzling her neck, he reached for the zipper of her skirt. She swatted his hand away. “Stop it,” she hissed.

“Come on,” he murmured. “Lighten up.”

She watched him in the reflection as he tugged the zipper down, shivering as the cold air brushed against her skin. Hyukjoon hooked his thumbs over the edge of her lacy underwear. She let out a small cry but could do nothing to stop him. Soon, she was completely naked.

“Turn around. I want to see you.”

She turned, looking past him, at the beautiful room, the dresses, the paintings on the walls. The chandelier glittered, catching the light. On the side farthest from them, she noticed a painting she had initially missed: a tiger in the throes of slaughtering its prey. She closed her eyes and then Hyukjoon’s hand was heavy on her shoulders, pushing her down. She had no way of resisting. Her knees buckled and touched the carpet.

“Look at me,” Hyukjoon said.

She obeyed. Staring up into his face, she waited.
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They were over an hour late for their reservation. If Hyukjoon had been anybody else, they would have been turned away. But the beautiful hostess did not betray even a hint of annoyance. “This way,” she said, smiling, leading them to a table hidden in the corner.

Dahye sat with her hands heavy in her lap. A single candle sat in between them in a smooth, polished stone, the flame flickering. In the low light, Hyukjoon’s face was waxy, the shadows accentuating the hollows of his face. Suddenly he seemed much less handsome to her, and she looked away, nauseated. Her knees twinged.

Stop it, she chastised herself. You’re being foolish.

In the end, Hyukjoon had insisted on buying the red dress, the most expensive one on the rack. It had cost him over 1,500,000 won, but he hadn’t even blinked. Just waved his hand.

“Put it on the Amex,” he had said.

She should have been happy. Anybody in her situation would have been. So what if he had been a little rough? He was a man; he had needs. He loved her and cared about her. He had brought her to this beautiful restaurant, where every single woman was jealously watching her. Wasn’t that all that mattered?

Oblivious, he smiled at her, reaching across the table to touch the crook of her elbow. “What do you think?” he asked affectionately. “Is it everything you dreamed of?”

She had been so preoccupied with her thoughts that she hadn’t had the chance to look around. She craned her neck. The ceiling was painted the deep blue of a night sky. From it dangled hundreds of tiny lights, each one arranged like stars. The walls were made of textured gray concrete, and dried moss peeked out from the cracks. In the center of the restaurant, a fake fire blazed, casting long shadows over the diners. A man’s voice drifted from a nearby table.

“It’s like eating in a cave!”

“That’s the point,” the woman sitting with him retorted. “It’s brilliant, isn’t it? Coming to Namu is like dining in the past, while the sister restaurant in New York is like going to the future. Two very different concepts that go hand in hand. Simply gorgeous, don’t you think? It evokes that deep, primal urge to—”

The man groaned. “I’m so sick of this pretentious bullshit. I just want to eat.”

“You’re the one who insisted on coming!”

Hyukjoon winked at Dahye, and she swallowed a laugh. The surrounding tables were occupied, and at the table closest to them, sat a beautiful, familiar-looking woman. Dahye tried to pinpoint how she knew her. Perhaps she was an influencer? Talk show host? Suddenly, her heart fluttered with excitement. She bowed her head, eyes darting around.

“That’s Lee Eunkyung,” she hissed.

Hyukjoon glanced over. “Oh. Yeah, it is. I didn’t realize.”

“Oh my god.” Dahye straightened up and brushed her fingers through her hair. “Oh my god. She’s so beautiful in real life. I mean, I’ve seen celebrities before, and they mostly look the same, but—” She stopped, noticing Hyukjoon’s raised eyebrows. “What?”

“I see her around a lot,” he said. “She’s not that great. Her latest movie is terrible, and her acting is abysmal. And haven’t I told you that she’s a total bitch?” Dahye clamped her mouth shut. Shook her head, as Hyukjoon leaned in, voice low. “To tell you the truth, I went on a blind date with her a few years back.”

“You did? Why didn’t you tell me?”

He shrugged. “Because I’ve been on a lot of dates. If I told you about every single one, we would be here for hours. Don’t worry. I didn’t like her at all. She’s a total snob.”

“Oh.”

“Don’t be hurt. I’d pick you over her any day. I’m here with you now, aren’t I?”

Dahye didn’t respond. The dress Lee Eunkyung was wearing was almost identical to the one Hyukjoon had purchased. Of course, Dahye knew that the actress looked much better than she did. Turning to Hyukjoon, she asked, “Do you really mean that?”

“Why would I lie?”

Warmth flooded her chest. Regretting her earlier meanness, she took his hand and kissed it. “Thank you for bringing me here.”

“Anything for you,” he said. “Also, no pressure, but … I booked a suite at the Park Hyatt for us tonight. We don’t have to go if you don’t want to. But I thought it would be fun.”

Under the table, his hand slithered up her thigh. Goosebumps erupted along her skin. Hyukjoon watched, waiting for her response. He cocked his head, his fingers brushing against her underwear. “We can order room service and get a massage …”

Dahye thought back to earlier in the evening. Her knees had sunk into the carpet like quicksand. The tiger had stared at her while Hyukjoon’s hands were clamped tightly onto both sides of her head. Her jaw still hurt.

“Okay,” she said.
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The suite was beautiful. Spacious, with a king-sized bed and full-length windows that overlooked the city. Recessed lighting bathed them in a warm yellow glow. As Dahye peered into the bathroom, inspecting the shower and the tub, Hyukjoon flopped backward onto the perfectly crisp sheets, his arms spread wide. A bottle of wine was waiting for them, along with a basket of fresh fruit and pastries from the kitchen. Hyukjoon sat up and uncorked the bottle.

“You drank so much during dinner,” she murmured, watching him. She didn’t mention the Dom Pérignon at the store.

“I only had a few glasses,” he said dismissively. “Anyway, if we don’t drink it, it’ll go to waste.” He poured, then took a sip, smacking his lips. “Try it. It’s good.”

“In a second.”

Dahye retreated into the bathroom, closing the door. Still fully clothed, she sat on the toilet, listening to the hum overhead. It was loud. She looked up at the ceiling, searching. Was it the fan? She wanted it to stop; her head was pounding. To make matters worse, she could hear the glug of wine being poured just outside the door. She leaned against the wall with her eyes closed and, feeling suddenly annoyed, climbed onto the toilet seat and peered at the fixture on the ceiling, rapping the glass with her knuckles.

“Dahye? Everything alright in there?”

“Fine, sorry,” she called. “I’ll be out shortly.” She pressed her fingers against the light. It was warm. She couldn’t tell if the sound was coming from the light or somewhere else entirely. Frowning, she turned to the vent in the wall, peering into the metal grate.

Red eyes glowed at her through the slats.

She screamed and tumbled to the floor. The door swung open, narrowly missing her head. In the doorway, Hyukjoon stood, his expression frantic with alarm.

“What happened?”

“There’s something in the vent—”

A wrinkle appeared across Hyukjoon’s forehead. “In the vent?”

“Up there.” She pointed, her finger quivering. Hyukjoon stepped over her and stood on tiptoe to look inside. “There’s nothing here.” He crouched and helped her up, still looking concerned. “Did you watch scary movies again last night?”

She swallowed. “No.”

“Tell me the truth. I won’t be mad.”

She shook her head. “I didn’t,” she said faintly. Hyukjoon picked her up and gently laid her on the bed. Then he sat next to her, placing his palm flat against her forehead. A purple wine stain marred the white sheets.

“Well.” He glanced at the mess. “Maybe we both drank a little too much tonight.”

He moved away from the spilled wine and settled in next to her, his lips nuzzling her cheek and neck. His hand lingered on her waist, but she was in no mood to mess around after the scare in the bathroom. Thankfully, Hyukjoon tried only halfheartedly to seduce her before giving up. For a while, they lay there with the lights on, not speaking.

She must have dozed off because a short while later, she jolted awake to find the room completely dark. The space next to her was empty.

“Oppa?”

She heard a soft rustle and felt her throat tighten. The eyes. The thing in the vent. It had snatched Hyukjoon, had gotten ahold of him, and—

“I was about to wake you. I have to go.”

She found Hyukjoon sitting on the couch, the glow from his phone’s screen illuminating the center of his face, and immediately felt a sense of relief. He looked up at her, and she noticed he was angry. Removing his glasses, he pinched the bridge of his nose.

“Go?” She looked around at the room. “Go where?”

“Home. My father is furious with me. He’s threatening to freeze my cards. I need to get back and fix this before he does something drastic.”

She sat up, her brow crinkling with concern. “He’s furious? Why?”

“It’s … complicated. Family business. You wouldn’t understand.”

“Try me.”

Hyukjoon let out an exasperated sigh. “Listen, the room is paid for, and they have my credit card on file. Just stay. You can sleep in and get some breakfast in the morning before heading to work. Order whatever. On me.”

He began walking toward the door, and Dahye scrambled to get to her feet. Her thoughts were foggy, but she knew something was terribly wrong. He had never left her like this. An unbearable thought seized her: that once he left the room, he would be lost to her forever. The only thing that mattered now was that she had to stop him from leaving. She grabbed his arm and yanked him back.

“Stop it!” He jerked his arm out of her grasp.

The words tumbled out of her mouth. “Please don’t go.”

“Come on, Dahye. Don’t do this right now.”

She followed him out the door and to the elevator, blubbering. Begging. It was late, and there were only a few people lingering in the lobby, mostly tourists. Seeing their curious stares, Hyukjoon pulled Dahye aside, his eyes alight with fury. “You’re causing a scene,” he hissed. “Go back inside. Get some sleep. You’re acting crazy.”

“I can’t. I have a bad feeling that if you go, it’ll be over between us for good,” she said. She hoped he would deny it, but he said nothing and walked out to the driveway where his BMW was waiting. Dahye trailed after him, tears rolling down her cheeks. He stopped. Reached into his pocket and removed a handful of bills.

“If you’re not going to stay, then take a taxi home,” he said brusquely. He shoved the wad into her hand. Her fingers were limp; the money fluttered to the ground. Without hesitating, the valet began to chase after the notes. Hyukjoon covered his face with his hand. His voice was muffled. “Can’t you just listen to me for once?”

Dahye touched his shoulder. “Tell me what’s wrong,” she said softly.

Leaning against the car, he took out a cigarette and fumbled with his lighter, his fingers shaking. “I fucked up, Dahye.” He sounded exhausted. His hair was a mess, but he still looked impossibly handsome. Behind him, the valet stood, the cash balled up in his outstretched fist. “Keep it,” Hyukjoon muttered. The man looked at them questioningly. It was a lot of money. “I said keep it!” he said again, louder this time. The valet bowed, then slipped away.

“Talk to me,” Dahye said. “Please. You know you can tell me anything.”

“Alright. Since you want to know so badly … There’s something you need to see.” Hyukjoon pulled his phone from his pocket and shoved it into her hands. Dahye looked at the screen and was confused to see a couple lying naked in a bed, their bodies entwined. The man was thrusting into the woman as she threw her head back in pleasure, her mouth a small ‘o.’

She shrank away, flooded with embarrassment. Porn. He was showing her porn. She could sense the valet watching them curiously and swallowed hard, trying to push Hyukjoon away.

“What the hell is this? Why are you showing me this?”

“Look at it.”

“I did!”

“No, you didn’t,” Hyukjoon said, his voice trembling. “Look again.”

As she forced herself to look back down at the little screen, Dahye felt a wave of nausea overcome her. The woman in the video opened her eyes briefly, her lips parted, and Dahye realized with a sudden jolt that she recognized her. It wasn’t just any couple in the video—it was them.

Horrified, she thrust the phone back into Hyukjoon’s hands. “Where did you get this video?” she asked, squeezing her eyes shut. She couldn’t bear to look at it for another second.

A ribbon of smoke curled from the end of Hyukjoon’s cigarette. He took one final drag before tossing it to the ground, putting it out with the heel of his shoe. Then he spoke, avoiding her gaze. “We got caught on a camera at that hotel a few weeks ago.”

Dahye thought hard. They didn’t stay at hotels often, a couple times a month at most. “The one in Itaewon,” she said.

He swallowed hard. “Yeah. A private investigator found this video in a molka chatroom and sent it to my father. I’m sorry, Dahye, but it’s going to be all over the news tomorrow.”

Even though it felt like time had stopped, around her, the world continued to move. Cars rumbled past. Planes drifted overhead. In one of the windows of the office building across the street, a light blinked on, revealing a man and a woman, the two of them wild with laughter. Maybe they were colleagues, returning to pick up their things after a night out with their boss. Or maybe they were having an affair.

Hyukjoon sniffled loudly, and when Dahye looked at him, she was surprised to see tears glistening in his eyes. He grabbed her and pulled her close. “I’m sorry. I really am. I should have been more careful. I should have been—”

“It’s okay,” she said automatically. She closed her eyes and buried her face into the folds of his shirt. He smelled of cologne and wine and smoke.

“It was just bad luck,” he whispered. “It could have happened to anybody.”

It seemed too simple an explanation for something so monumental. She dug her fingernails into her palm, trying desperately to wake herself from this terrible dream.

“Does anybody know that it’s me?” she asked.

“No. I’m going to take care of it. I’m going straight home right now, and I’ll smooth things over with my father. After that, I’ll call the reporters and make sure nothing happens to you. I’ll protect you, Dahye. I swear.” He kissed the top of her head. She kept her arms stiff at her sides as a fresh wave of tears gathered in her eyes.

“But what about you?” she croaked.

“What do you mean?” He wore a curious expression on his face.

“What’s going to happen to you?”

“I’ll be fine. My father wants me to lay low for a few months,” he said. “He went ahead and booked a flight for me.” Hyukjoon hesitated. “To New York. I’m supposed to leave in six hours.”

An image materialized in her head. She was sitting next to Hyukjoon on a plane headed to New York City. They would leave Seoul and this terrible night behind. Climb to the top of the Empire State Building. Walk through Times Square. Visit the places he had haunted as a student at Columbia University. She had never been to America before, had never dreamed it to be a possibility.

“I’ll go with you,” she said. “I’ll quit my job. I just need an hour to pack and get my affairs in order.”

He blinked, taken aback, and stared at her as though she had sprouted a second head. He chuckled. Squeezed her hands. “I wish we could go together,” he said, choosing his words carefully. “But that’s not possible right now. You understand, don’t you?”

She didn’t. But she nodded as if she understood him perfectly. Hyukjoon didn’t like it when she was disagreeable. “Difficult,” he liked to call it.

“When will we see each other again?” she asked.

“Soon,” he promised. He cupped her chin, tilting her head up toward his, kissing her chastely at first, and then with hunger, his tongue hard against hers. “I’ll call you as soon as I get back.”

How long would that be? Weeks? Months? He climbed in the car and rolled down the window. “I love you,” he called. “Don’t worry. I’ll take care of it. Get some rest.”

As if she could. The engine roared, and Hyukjoon waved as his car disappeared into the night.
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Alone in the hotel room, Dahye turned on all the lights and sat on the couch, drinking the remainder of the wine straight from the bottle. She could barely taste anything through her dulled senses.

She remembered that night in Itaewon, but only vaguely. They had gone to a club. After spotting Hyukjoon, the security guards had whisked them to the front of the line. The girls behind them in their miniskirts had glared at Dahye, whispering loudly to each other. She had known what they were saying. What was someone like him doing with someone like her? But rather than be offended, she had felt a burst of pride. He chose me, not you, she had thought, staring defiantly into their eyes. At least they had had the decency to look away.

In their private room, Hyukjoon had slung his arm carelessly around her shoulder. The music had been so loud she could hardly hear him. A couple of his friends came by with drinks, and from there everything was blurry. Snatches of memory: dancing on a table, Hyukjoon’s friends shouting at her to take her shirt off. Hyukjoon sitting back, smoking, watching. “I’m not taking it off,” she had shouted at them and then she had tumbled into Hyukjoon’s lap. His erection surprised her.

“I’ll be back,” he mumbled, and he disappeared. Dizzy, she had closed her eyes. When she’d opened them, she wasn’t sure how much time had elapsed, but Hyukjoon still hadn’t returned, and she was alone with one of his friends in the room. He was crouched next to her, one hand pressed against her neck. He seemed surprised.

“I was worried about you,” he said. “Was making sure you still had a pulse. Do you need some water?”

She blinked, and the scene transformed. Neon lights flashed in her face. She lurched out, pushing past the crowd of people closing in on her, looking for Hyukjoon. She headed toward the restrooms. Another of his friends spotted her, pulled her away. “Hyukjoon,” she shouted at him. “I’m looking for Hyukjoon. Where is he? I’m tired. I want to go home.”

Another blink, and she was in a hotel room with Hyukjoon lying on the bed next to her. They were both naked. He was propped up on one elbow, staring at his phone. When she sat up, he set it down. “You’re awake.”

She looked around. “Where are we?”

“Itaewon. Here, have some water.” He watched her drink thirstily. “I’ve never seen you so drunk,” he said.

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen myself that drunk,” she admitted. “Was I embarrassing?”

“Not too bad.”

“I hope your friends didn’t think I was a complete idiot.”

“They liked you.”

He had been all over her. They had stayed up nearly the entire night, his hunger insatiable, and Dahye had felt nothing but excitement. Nobody had ever wanted her that much.

Now the memory was tainted. Dahye stood and picked up a decorative pillow from the bed, heaving it against the wall. The enormous windows, which she had earlier admired, now made her feel exposed. Vulnerable. She peered out. There were so many buildings just across the way. Was somebody watching her now?

Abruptly, she yanked the shades closed. Still, her skin prickled. She went into the bathroom and locked the door, triple-checking to make sure, before she turned on the tub’s faucet. She waited until the water was hot and lay flat in the tub, staring at the ceiling.

Hyukjoon had told her the video had been discovered in a molka chatroom. Over the past few years, the issue of molka—hidden spy cameras—had made major headlines in Korea, with some even calling it an “epidemic.” And during the summer, protestors who were outraged at the government’s lack of action had blocked the main roads in the heart of Seoul, causing an influx of traffic. At the time, Dahye had been angry at the inconvenience. At having to find an alternate route into work.

She sank deeper into the bathtub, the ends of her hair fanning out in the water. She had heard stories of women finding microscopic cameras hidden in everyday objects in public restrooms, gyms, classroom, and, of course, motel rooms. Of discovering videos of themselves online. One woman had even found a spycam hidden in an alarm clock in her own apartment—a gift from her neighbor, a man whom she had considered a friend. He was found guilty but sentenced to only probation and a hundred hours of community service. Unable to bear this outcome, the woman had killed herself.

In an emotional social media post, the woman’s younger brother described the moment when he had found her body swinging from the rafters of her apartment. He had posted a picture of her shoes, an image that had lingered in Dahye’s mind long after she had exited the page. The last paragraph of the post read:


For months we have tried desperately to seek justice for my sister, only to meet obstacles at every turn. One thing I have learned from this experience is that there is no help at all from the government. Every single day, thousands of women have their most vulnerable moments posted anonymously on the internet. The criminals who plant these cameras are impossible to find, disappearing into thin air at the first sign of suspicion. And even if they are caught, like in my sister’s case, the justice system gives them a pass. Probation and community service is an insult to her life and to her memory. I only hope that in death, she has found peace. I love her and miss her every single day.



Inhaling sharply, Dahye submerged her head under the water. Maybe she would drown herself, she thought, before opening her eyes. Her skin was wrinkled and pruned. Her lungs burned as she fought to hold her breath—

A shadow moved over her head. There was someone with her inside the bathroom.

She stood up so fast the walls spun. “Hello?” she said tentatively, sticking one foot out of the tub. Water dripped onto the floor. The door was still locked. She frowned, turning to look toward the toilet. Her gaze caught on the vent. She remembered. The eyes.

“Hello?” she said again, her heart beginning to race. “Is someone here?”

Against her better judgment, she clambered on top of the toilet seat. With her hands flat on the wall, she squinted through the gaps. It was empty. There was nothing strange about it except for a bit of water leaking out. Probably from the air conditioning.

Relieved, Dahye climbed back down. She was done with her bath anyway. The water was getting cold, and her head ached from thinking too much. All she wanted to do was sleep. Snatching the towel hanging from the wall, she wrapped it around herself before turning to the foggy mirror.

She dragged the edge of her towel across the glass, cutting through the steam. Then she noticed the dark figure standing behind her. Dahye gasped. She turned, pressing her bare back into the countertop. She opened her mouth to scream, but no sound came out.

The figure’s head was bowed. Its long hair was soaking wet and covered its face so that Dahye couldn’t see it clearly. As fear coursed through her body, Dahye’s knees gave out, buckling underneath her. She tumbled onto the floor.

What she could see of the figure was blue, wrinkled skin. Water pooled beneath its swollen feet. It reached for her with fingers black with rot, and Dahye finally found her voice. She screamed, curling into a ball. “No! No, no, nonono—”

It was over. She was going to die here, alone in a bathroom at the Park Hyatt. She could feel the hot breath of the monster coming closer and closer, a low growl in its throat, and then she heard a knock.

The awful, stifling sensation in the bathroom disappeared, and Dahye scrambled to her feet, looking around. It was gone. “What the—?”

She was losing her mind. The only rational explanation she could think of was that the incident with Hyukjoon had shaken her up, had shocked her so completely that she had lost her grip on reality. “You’re seeing things again,” she muttered. “It isn’t real. None of it is real.”

Then, remembering the knocking, she hurried out, thinking Hyukjoon had returned for her. She flung the door wide open.

It wasn’t Hyukjoon.

Her face fell. The receptionist bowed. He had been the one to check them in when they first arrived, and now he seemed shy, almost nervous. Seeing her in the towel, her hair dripping down her bare shoulders, he quickly averted his eyes and cleared his throat. “Good evening, miss. We received a call of a disturbance, and I wanted to check and make sure everything was okay.”

“I’m fine. Nothing happened,” she said curtly.

“I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to intrude. If there’s anything we can help you with, please feel free to call the front desk.”

As he rounded the corner, understanding dawned on her. He had seen her crying outside, had watched Hyukjoon drive away, leaving her behind. He felt sorry for her. Without thinking, Dahye stepped over the threshold, wet feet on the carpeted hallway, and half shouted, the tears already thick in her throat, “You don’t need to feel bad for me. I’m fine.”

He stopped but didn’t turn. Trembling, she stomped back inside and slammed the door. She returned to the bathroom. All the steam had escaped, and the floor was wet. Dahye looked around. It was empty. There was no sign of the monstrous thing she had seen.

A small trickle of water dripped from the vent.
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By the early hours of the next morning, the news was splashed all over the internet. Numb, Dahye scanned through the headlines, the words barely registering in her mind:


YS MEDIA GROUP CEO’S SON CAUGHT IN MOLKA SCANDAL

YS MEDIA IN CRISIS? QUESTIONS SWIRL AROUND FAILURES FOLLOWING JANG HYUKJOON SCANDAL

YS MEDIA CEO JANG INSU IN HOT WATER AFTER SON’S MOLKA VIDEO DISCOVERED



Dahye lay her phone down on her chest. Sunlight was peeking through the gaps in the shades, a stray sunbeam sloping across the ceiling, but otherwise, the room was dark. A random gurgling came from the closed door of the bathroom, and Dahye, remembering the thing that had crawled out of the vent, burrowed deeper into the bed. She opened Naver again and clicked on the first article that appeared about Hyukjoon.

There was no mention of Dahye by name, though screenshots from the video he’d shown her had been featured in the articles. Her body and face had been blurred out completely, but Hyukjoon’s body was only blurred from the neck down, leaving his face visible. His mouth was slightly open, and his eyes were staring directly into the camera. Unable to look at his picture any longer, she continued to read.


“These videos are not the fault of my son,” CEO Jang said in a press release issued by YS Media Group late Wednesday. “This was a malicious act done without his consent, and we will work together with our legal counsel to make sure that the criminals responsible for the egregious invasion of his privacy are punished. Hyukjoon has acknowledged that his actions have not been in line with YS Media Group’s vision and ideals, and he is fully committed to his family, his personal integrity, and the company’s future. He is apologetic and begs for forgiveness from the public. Hyukjoon will be spending some time abroad focusing on our expansion into North America and the next steps of his personal journey. We have no further comment on this matter and ask for privacy and understanding as we navigate this difficult time.”



There were so many other places they could have been seen. Parking garages and bathrooms. There was a club in Itaewon, a different one, where they had hooked up in the men’s restroom. And the department store in Apgujeong—surely they had security cameras. Perhaps that footage was already making the rounds on the internet. She picked up her phone and dialed Hyukjoon’s number. It went straight to voicemail. She called again. She tried twenty times before giving up and turning back to Naver, looking up Hyukjoon’s name. When they had first started seeing each other, Dahye had looked him up nearly every day. Pictures of him with his brother and father—all ones she had already seen back when they had first started dating—populated the screen. The Jang men were handsome and well-dressed, smiling and happy. They exuded power. Wealth. Privilege. She could not reconcile this version of Hyukjoon with the one she loved.

Dahye glanced at the alarm clock sitting on the bedside table. She had to go to work, but how was she supposed to face her coworkers today? The thought of it made her sick. How many people had seen the video of her by now? Thousands? Millions? Thanks to the news, she was certain people all over the country were searching for the video.

A sudden thought came to her, and she sat up to look at the ceiling. There was a smoke detector right above her head. All night it had blinked, on and off at random intervals. She stood on tiptoe, her toes sinking into the mattress, and wrenched off the circular plastic cover, revealing a tangle of colorful wires and a battery. There was nothing unusual about it. Maybe under the bed? Dahye got on her hands and knees and shined her phone’s flashlight underneath. It was empty. Sweating, she made her way to the bathroom, turning on all the lights and treading carefully, her eyes glued to the vent. She peeked inside. Nothing. She examined the mirrors, pressing the tip of her finger to the surface of the glass. There was a small gap between her fingernail and the reflection. She let out a small breath of relief, then turned to the bathtub, the drawers. They were empty.

She threw herself back on the bed and tried to call Hyukjoon again. The phone rang five times, and then she heard his crisp, businesslike voice: Hello. I’m not available right now, but if you leave a message …

Disappointed, Dahye ended the call. It was a long flight; he wouldn’t have landed yet. She searched online to find out the time difference between the two cities. Seoul was thirteen hours ahead of New York. Hyukjoon, it appeared, was traveling back in time. Where he was going had not yet been touched by the scandal.

Voices floated through the wall. She pressed her ear against it, listening hard. Soft murmurs came from the people in the room next door. They seemed to be saying her name. Dahye. Dahye. She tore herself away and scooted into the corner, hugging her knees to her chest. Had they seen the video? Had they somehow learned her identity?

No. It wasn’t possible. Her mind was playing tricks on her again.

It was her fault that he was in trouble. Her fault that he was gone. If only she had been more careful. It was her responsibility; hers alone. Hyukjoon had been focused on more important things, and rightfully so. Her mother’s voice sliced through her like a knife.

There you go, Dahye, ruining everything again.

Pressing her knuckles into the center of her forehead, she squeezed her eyes shut. She missed Hyukjoon so badly that it hurt.

She thought about begging Hyukjoon’s father for his forgiveness. She could throw herself onto the ground and prostrate herself until he relented and allowed Hyukjoon to come back to Seoul. The press could reissue the article with corrections and pin the blame on her instead, as she deserved. And if the two of them ended up together, would it matter that they had slept together before marriage?

+

Checkout was at eleven, and at noon, the hotel phone rang. It was probably the front desk, Dahye thought, lifting her head from the pillow. She stared at it blurrily until the ringing stopped. Then she put her head back down, drifting on the edge of sleep. In her semiconscious state, she could hear sounds swirling around her. Someone was whispering her name. A figure came to the edge of the bed and climbed in. Panicked, Dahye tried to get up, but her body had grown inexplicably heavy. She couldn’t move. She opened her mouth to scream as rough hands grabbed at her body, pushing her into the mattress. Her eyes were sealed shut.

She jolted upright, looking around wildly. She was still in the hotel room.

“Miss?”

The man who had knocked on the door the previous night—the receptionist—was standing at the foot of the bed. A security guard stood by the door, arms crossed, a scowl etched on his face.

“I’m sorry to disturb you like this, but checkout was at eleven this morning, and we didn’t hear from you. We tried to call. Nobody answered. We were worried.”

“It’s fine. I didn’t …” She swallowed. Her mouth was dry. Distracted, she looked down at the bed, but there was nobody next to her. “I didn’t realize.”

He cleared his throat and spoke almost in a whisper. “You have to vacate the room now. Unfortunately, even if you wanted to stay another night, the hotel is fully booked. Our cleaning staff needs to service this room for the next guest. Is there somebody we could call for you? To help you with your … things?”

“I don’t have anything,” she muttered.

“Will you be needing a taxi?”

“No.” She made no move to get up. With a pained look on his face, the receptionist nodded toward the security guard, who went to the light switch and flicked it on. It was bright. Dahye blinked rapidly. She glanced at her phone and saw that it was dead.

“Please don’t make this more difficult than it needs to be,” the receptionist said.

“I’m not trying to,” she started to say, but the security guard grabbed her wrists and yanked her to her feet. The blankets fell to the floor in a heap. “Hey! What are you—” she started to snap. As he dragged her to the door, Dahye caught a flash of movement out of the corner of her eye. She stopped struggling and instead twisted to look back at the bathroom. She wasn’t sure if her mind was playing tricks on her, but the door looked like it was moving. As though someone was closing it slowly from the inside.

+

In the lobby, she crouched over the outlet, waiting for her phone to charge. The screen lit up, and a barrage of missed calls and messages appeared, each one growing in concern.


Bora: where are you? everything okay?

Bora: hello???? why is your phone off

Bora: I’m getting worried

Bora: where the fuck are you? call me asap. your mom called me. she’s freaking out.

Mr. Lee (work): Good morning. I walked by your desk and it doesn’t seem like you made it in to the office today. Are you sick? Please call me and let me know.

Mr. Lee (work): Miss Park, is everything alright?

Mr. Lee (work): We’re very concerned. Please call.




Omoni: Where are you? Your boss called us saying that you never showed up to work!

Omoni: Answer the phone now!



There was nothing from Hyukjoon. She closed out of the messages without responding and dialed his number. This time, instead of going straight to voicemail, it rang once and stopped, and she was met with silence. Confused, Dahye stared at her phone. She tried again. The same thing happened. She got to her feet, swaying, trying to understand what it meant.

“Miss? Are you okay?”

“I’m leaving,” Dahye muttered. “As soon as my phone is charged.”

“Yes, of course. You don’t have to leave right away,” the receptionist said. He seemed apologetic. Lowering his voice, he continued, “Do you need a ride somewhere? My wife works nearby. She could come and walk you to the subway station …?”

Dahye stared at him, confused by his kindness. Then, remembering the way he had looked at her the previous night—the sympathy evident in his eyes—she unplugged her phone charger and stood up. Did he think she was some poor girl Hyukjoon had picked up at a club? Or worse?

“I’m fine,” she replied curtly. She walked out of the lobby.

It was mid-July, and it was humid outside. Dahye stood on the sidewalk, looking around. Where could she go now? Going home was out of the question. She couldn’t face her parents now, after everything that had happened.

Her phone had only charged to four percent. She had maybe ten minutes before it died again, and she was a mess, still wearing the dress from last night. She had no shoes besides the Louboutins. She hadn’t brushed her teeth. Her mouth felt like it was coated in a layer of fur. She wondered what the weather was like in New York, and when she looked at her phone to check, she saw that Bora had called again.

How much longer could she ignore her life?

Forever, if it meant she would get Hyukjoon back.

But seeing as he wasn’t answering, and she had nowhere to go, she returned her best friend’s call. Bora answered on the first ring, her voice flooded with relief. “Dahye! Where are you? Are you alright?”

“I’m fine. I’m at the Park Hyatt. My phone was dead. Actually, it’s about to die again. I wasn’t able to charge it last night.”

“Stay where you are. I’m coming to get you.”

“No—” Dahye started to say. Sillim-dong, where she and Bora both lived, was far. It would take her at least thirty minutes by subway.

“Stay where you are,” Bora repeated. “Don’t do anything drastic.”

“I wasn’t planning on it,” Dahye said, only to realize that Bora had already hung up. She wanted to leave, but Bora wouldn’t answer the phone. Now Dahye was stuck. She watched as her screen went black.

The receptionist appeared and waved in her direction. “Miss?”

“I said I’m fine,” Dahye said hastily. “My friend is coming to get me.”

“That’s not why I came out,” he said. “We found this in the room.”

In his outstretched hand was Hyukjoon’s black monogrammed Louis Vuitton wallet. She took it. “Thank you.”

He bowed before walking back inside.

The wallet contained a single credit card, faded receipts, six fifty thousand won notes, and Hyukjoon’s driver’s license. The picture was a few years old, and Hyukjoon looked young. His hair was much shorter now. She felt a painful squeeze in her chest. She sat on the curb and stared at it in a daze until a little less than a half hour later, when a taxi came screeching to a stop in front of the hotel. Bora leaped out, sprinted toward Dahye, and pulled her into a rib-crushing hug. “Thank god,” Bora said. She let go and looked Dahye up and down. “You look terrible.”

“Thanks, Bora,” Dahye said sarcastically. “You’re a great friend.”

“Don’t talk to me about friendship right now,” Bora snapped. “You’re a fucking asshole, you know that?”

“That’s what my mother tells me,” Dahye said. Bora let out a loud sniffle, and Dahye looked at her. “Are you crying right now?” she asked, astounded.

“Yes, you dummy,” Bora said, wiping her eyes. “I thought you were dead.”

+

Bora lived alone in a modest officetel that contained only a built-in desk and small bed, a closet the size of a box, and a tiny, cramped bathroom. After her mother had passed, it was all Bora could afford on her own; plus, there was the convenience of not needing her own furniture. There was only a single chair, so they sat on the mattress, the springs squeaking under their combined weight. It was late afternoon. They had slept uneasily around each other, tossing and turning, and in the morning, Bora had called out sick from work, against Dahye’s vehement protests.

“Stop looking at me,” Dahye said, frustrated. “If there’s something you want to say, just say it.”

Bora shook her head. “I’m not looking at you. Stop being paranoid. You haven’t eaten anything since yesterday, have you?”

“No.”

“What do you want?”

“I’m not hungry.”

Bora let out an exasperated sigh. “You have to eat something,” she said. She spotted Hyukjoon’s wallet in Dahye’s hands and took it, opening it up. When she saw his picture, she closed it with a snap. “Are you going to file a police report?”

“What for?”

“You know what.”

“I haven’t got the slightest clue.”

They fell silent again. Dahye stared at the little room. It was barely half the size of the suite at the Park Hyatt.

“Is Hyukjoon going to do anything about this? Where is he right now?” Bora blurted out at the exact moment Dahye was about to speak. “What kind of man is he, leaving you behind in the middle of this shitstorm?”

“So you saw it.”

“Of course I saw it, Dahye. It’s all over the news right now.”

“Is that supposed to make me feel better?”

“No!” Bora spluttered. “What am I supposed to do, pretend like I didn’t know? I’m trying to help you. I’m trying to—to piece it together.”

“Well, it’s not what you think,” Dahye said sullenly. “He didn’t leave me because he wanted to. His father made him go. He had no choice.”

“Go where?” Bora threw up her hands. “Why didn’t he take you with him?”

“Don’t talk about things you don’t understand!” Dahye cried, her face suddenly hot. “You can’t seriously be blaming Hyukjoon for this. It was … it was bad luck, Bora.”

Bora’s jaw was clenched. She put her hand on Dahye’s knee. Dahye waited a moment, then pushed it off. She couldn’t stand the thought of someone touching her. Not now.

“I’m sorry. I’m just … I’m upset that something like this can even happen in the first place,” Bora said, letting out a sharp breath. “Haven’t you been keeping up with the news? It’s everywhere, and all the government is doing is shrugging their shoulders. They say they can’t track these sick fuckers down. But even when they get lucky and find one of them, they do nothing but give him a slap on the wrist.”

The image of the dead woman’s shoes swam into Dahye’s mind. She stared at her hands and saw that they were trembling. “What do you expect Hyukjoon to do?” she asked. “How would they even find the people who did this? It seems impossible.”

“If anybody can do it, his family could,” Bora said grimly. “It’s not like you have any money.” She stopped, chewing the inside of her lip. “You and I, we’re just normal people. Hyukjoon’s family, on the other hand … They have power. If they really wanted to, I bet they could find the bastards who did this.”

They have power.

Dahye closed her eyes, remembering a night with Hyukjoon from weeks ago. The two of them were sitting in the car, Dahye’s naked back sticking to the leather seat. Hyukjoon was staring at her, his eyelids fluttering. He reached over to stroke her arm.

“You have no idea of your power, do you?” he asked.

Thinking it was a joke, Dahye had giggled. “What are you talking about?” she asked.

“You could ruin me if you wanted to.”

“I would never.”

Hyukjoon’s eyes were dark, inscrutable. “I wish you would,” he said, so softly she almost missed it.

Dahye stood abruptly. Bora’s words were too much for her to bear. “I need to pee,” she announced, hurrying into the bathroom. She shut the door. There was no lock. She sank to her knees. Bora’s bathroom was so small that, in this position, her shins touched the toilet bowl. She looked around. The shower was leaking, and the floor was wet. She listened to the steady dripping of the water and tried to calculate what time it was in New York. One or two in the morning, she thought.

Hyukjoon had mentioned his New York penthouse to her in passing. Floor-to-ceiling windows. High ceilings. Wood floors. “It’s spectacular during the winter, especially when it snows,” he had said. “You’d like it. I’ll take you sometime.”

“Hey, your phone is ringing,” Bora called. Dahye scrambled to get up, her knees banging against the toilet seat. She hurried out, snatching the phone from where it was charging on the bed. The call was from a blocked number. She pressed the phone to her ear. “Hyukjoon—is that you?” There was a faint crackle of static, then silence. “Oppa,” Dahye said again, hysteria creeping into her voice.

The line went dead.

It was him. It had to be him. There was no other explanation. She dialed his number, but the phone did that same strange thing it had done earlier, ringing just once before going dead. She tried again. And again. Bora was saying something, trying to rip the phone from Dahye’s hands. Then Dahye heard a strange rumbling coming from the direction of the bathroom. She looked.

A long shadow loomed over the damp tiles.
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For Junyoung, the day started off terribly and only continued to get worse. Kangmin, the smug bastard, kept poking his head into Junyoung’s cubicle every chance he got.

“No pervy stuff today, huh?” Kangmin whispered, after the fifth or sixth time. “Too afraid of getting caught?”

Despite the rage he was feeling, Junyoung kept his expression neutral. He glanced over his shoulder to make sure nobody was eavesdropping, then asked in a stiff voice, “What do you want?”

“Nothing. I’m just making sure you’re … behaving.” Kangmin paused, then looked Junyoung up and down. “Why are you all dressed up?”

“No reason.”

“Hm. Gotta say, I like it better when you’re dressed normally.”

I don’t care what you like, Junyoung thought, clenching his fists. He listened as Kangmin returned to his desk. At least Junyoung still had his lunch date with Dahye to look forward to. He had worn his best suit and most uncomfortable pair of shoes for the occasion.

Junyoung went to the restroom and locked himself in the last stall. He pulled out his phone to check the camera footage for Dahye, but she was nowhere to be found. She was usually one of the earliest arrivals, but today she hadn’t showed up at all. Maybe she was sick.

What kind of person was she, to make plans and not honor them? Shouldn’t she at least have had the decency to send him an email? Notify him that she couldn’t make it? Reschedule?

“Women,” Junyoung mumbled.

He clung onto a dying spark of hope, hardly working, escaping to the restroom every few minutes to check his phone. When Kangmin disappeared to the bathroom to take his usual hour-long mid-morning shit, Junyoung gathered the courage to go to the company’s intranet, where he navigated to the private employee directory.

If he got caught now, he surmised, Kangmin’s face looming in his mind, it wouldn’t matter. He was already in a world of trouble. A pop-up message appeared on his monitor.


ATTENTION: MANAGER ACCESS ONLY. You are accessing confidential employee information. This data is to be used for legitimate work purposes only. Misuse of employee information could result in disciplinary action, including termination.



Blah blah blah, Junyoung thought, ignoring the rest of the message and entering his administrative credentials at the prompt. He quickly scrolled through the list. It was separated by department, and after a brief search, he found Dahye’s name toward the bottom. He opened her contact card. The photograph from her employee identification was lovely. She was smiling demurely at the camera, her hair pulled back in a low ponytail. Junyoung snapped a picture with his phone, stowing it quickly back in his pocket.

Footsteps echoed in the distance, accompanied by cheerful whistling. Kangmin was done. Junyoung quickly hit the print button and hastily exited out of the directory. He jogged out of his cubicle, grabbing the papers from the tray just as they slid out. They were still warm. None of the other men paid him any attention.

“Still behaving, Junyoung?” Kangmin whispered from across the hallway, his eyebrows raised.

Junyoung shrugged, his fists sweating.

“I’m coming to collect very soon,” Kangmin said. “You can’t hide from me.”

“I’m not trying to,” Junyoung muttered. He scurried past Kangmin and sat at his desk, smoothing the papers out on his lap.

For a woman, Dahye had an impressive resume. She had graduated from Hanyang-dae, a top-ten university in Korea, majoring in finance. Her GPA had been decent, too. He was surprised at how thorough her file was, especially compared to his own. When he had first started, he had looked himself up. All he’d found under his name was his picture, his cellphone number, and his home address.

On the second page, Dahye’s file listed her marital status (“Unmarried, not pregnant”), her cellphone number, and her address. She lived in Sillim. The third page contained notes from her hiring interview.


Candidate Name: Park Dahye

Position: Financial Analyst

Interview Date: 2018 March 6

Notes: Candidate showed hesitation when asked about conflict resolution. Young and unmarried, but likely to leave for family planning soon. Long-term prospects are unlikely.



It was almost two now. The afternoon torpor had settled in, and everybody was quiet in their cubicles. For the last hour, Junyoung had stared at Dahye’s number, reciting it in a loop in his head and trying to muster his courage. Only when he was sure he could call her did he log out of his computer, walking toward the conference rooms. He ducked into the first empty one he saw. His palms were drenched with sweat. Was he really going to call her? What would he say? He imagined how their conversation would go:


Dahye: Hello?

Junyoung: Hi, Dahye, it’s Junyoung. From work. We were supposed to get lunch today?

Dahye: Oh, yes! How silly of me. My mistake. I’m so sorry to inconvenience you. Do you want to come to my apartment? I’ll have something special for you when you get here.

Junyoung: Yes. I’ll be there in twenty minutes.



Satisfied with how this played out in his head, Junyoung dialed *23 to hide his caller ID before dialing her number. Dahye answered on the fourth ring, her voice jagged and uneven. Before he could say anything, she started blubbering.

“Hyukjoon—is that you?” she sobbed. Junyoung held his breath. “Oppa,” she gasped, and Junyoung hung up. He set the phone face down in his lap and stared at the table in the middle of the room.

Who the fuck is Hyukjoon?

Junyoung hurried back to his computer, logged back in, and typed the name into the Naver search engine. Results appeared almost instantaneously, though he was quite sure none of them was the Hyukjoon he was searching for. As it turned out, there were quite a few people named Hyukjoon—a singer, several actors, one famous chemistry professor with a significant YouTube following. There were also several recent articles about a worthless chaebol playboy named Jang Hyukjoon who had gotten caught up in a molka scandal.

“Idiot,” Junyoung mumbled. How could someone that rich let himself get caught on camera? He leaned back in his chair and thought about the call. Maybe he had misunderstood her. Maybe she wasn’t interested in him at all. Then he shook his head, remembering the way Dahye had smiled at him.

“No way,” he muttered. “She’s totally into me.”

+

Just before the workday ended, Junyoung went to the fifth floor and peeked into Dahye’s cubicle. Empty. Her water bottle, which he had drank from the night before, was still sitting on the desk. He was reaching for it when the woman in the adjoining cubicle poked her head out, startling him.

“Are you looking for Miss Park?” she asked.

“Yes,” he said hesitantly. Junyoung didn’t know her name, but he did know she wore full-coverage pantyhose every day. When she went to use the restroom, it took her forever to pull them back up, something that simultaneously amused and irritated him. “Have you seen her? We had lunch plans, but I haven’t heard anything from her all day. Thought I’d check in.”

The woman leaned in, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. “She didn’t show up to work today. Our manager called her emergency contacts—her parents—and they had no idea where she was, either. She’s gone missing.”

Junyoung’s eyes widened. “Missing?”

The woman nodded vigorously.

“What do you mean by that? Did they call the police?” Junyoung asked.

“I don’t know. Supposedly, her parents insisted on handling everything on their own. I hope everything is okay. I don’t know Miss Park all that well, but … she’s very nice. Are you two good friends?”

“I suppose you could say that.”

“I’m glad she has friends in the building. On our floor, she mostly keeps to herself. I’ve always worried about her, you know, with her being so young and all …” She trailed off. “And Mr. Lee has been giving her some trouble over the past few weeks. It’s unnecessary. She’s smart and, from what I can see, a hard worker. She usually gets here before me. Granted, I have children, so …” The woman let out an awkward laugh.

“By any chance, has she mentioned somebody named Hyukjoon to you?” Junyoung asked.

The woman frowned. “I don’t think so,” she said. “Like I said, we don’t talk much. Is that her boyfriend?”

“No. He’s a mutual friend,” Junyoung said quickly. “I was wondering if he had anything to do with all of this. Anyway, I don’t mean to intrude, but if you hear any news about Miss Park, would you mind contacting me? I’m going to be worrying all day.”

“Oh, of course,” the woman said. “I can only imagine how you must be feeling.”

You have no idea, Junyoung thought. He paused, then added, “My extension is 4613. Call me anytime.”
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Dahye tried to sneak into her apartment, but as soon as the door cracked open, her mother rushed to deliver an ear-splitting slap across her face. The whole room shook as Dahye fell to her knees. Tears glistened in her eyes.

“Where have you been?” her mother said. “We called your phone over a hundred times! Your father has been worried sick—”

Dahye glanced at her father, doubting the veracity of that statement. As always, Abeoji was stone-faced. He sat motionless on the couch, staring at his hands. She touched her stinging cheek.

“All day we’ve been getting calls about you. Your friends. Your work, for god’s sake. I thought that was the one thing you had together. We didn’t even know you were missing. We thought you had gone to work early this morning. Imagine our surprise when your manager asked if we had contacted the police yet.”

Dahye flinched as her mother’s hand came flying toward her face again. Omoni’s fingernails clipped the surface of the skin, narrowly missing her cheek.

“Stop!” Dahye cried. “Please stop!”

“You embarrassed us. What if the police showed up here? What if the neighbors saw? After everything that’s happened.”

After everything that’s happened.

When the police visited their home to tell them what had happened to Eunhye, the neighbors didn’t even wait for an hour before brazenly knocking on their door. Neither Omoni nor Abeoji would tell them anything. Soon, the whispers began with fervor. Every time the windows were open, Dahye could hear the neighbors talking about them.

“There’s something wrong with that family. Did you hear? Their oldest daughter killed herself. Jumped from a bridge.”

“What a waste. She was a beautiful girl. Smart, too, and respectful. Always said hello whenever I ran into her.”

“Truly. It’s always the parents’ fault. Bad genes. You know how it goes.”

Dahye’s ears had burned, and she had looked up to see her mother standing in the doorway. Omoni had heard everything. Her hands were curled, and she had been shaking. Dahye would never forget her mother’s expression. The pain in it still made Dahye’s skin crawl.

“Did you call him back?” Omoni demanded.

Snapping back to attention, Dahye got to her feet unsteadily. “Call who?”

“Your manager.”

“No. I didn’t.”

“Well, why not? Are you trying to get fired?” Omoni turned, hands on her hips, to address Dahye’s father. “Are you going to say anything to her?”

Abeoji was silent. Omoni sighed, wringing her hands. “Haven’t you done enough?” she asked. “Haven’t you … hurt us enough?”

“I don’t want to hurt you at all,” Dahye said. “I’m not trying to hurt you.”

Omoni’s face crumpled. “If you weren’t trying to hurt us, you wouldn’t have …”

Wouldn’t have what? Lived, instead of Eunhye? Given them the diary? Been born?

Her mother righted herself, and the lines of her face grew hard. “It’s too late now,” she said, suddenly businesslike. “But first thing tomorrow morning, you’ll call your manager. He seemed very nice, by the way. Very understanding. He said it must be your time of the month and that his wife was the same.” She gave Dahye a calculating look. “I don’t know what’s been going on with you lately, but enough is enough. We let you do whatever you wanted for these past few years. Your father and I worried too much about how your sister’s death affected you, and as a result, we were too soft.”

There was nothing soft about the way they had treated her. Dahye crossed her arms. “I’m not calling him.”

Omoni looked at her before turning again toward Abeoji. At first, she was incredulous. Then her incredulity morphed into fury.

“In fact,” Dahye continued, “I’m not going back to work at all.”

“You’ve lost your mind!” She kicked the front door shut before turning to Dahye. “You disrespectful, lazy, selfish girl! Yeobo, you need to talk some sense into her. She’s lost her damn mind!” She grabbed the front of Dahye’s shirt before pushing her to the floor. “What’s wrong with you? Tell me. What is this about?” She bent over, staring Dahye in the face, and shook her hard. “Is this about a man?”

Dahye’s expression must have given her away because her mother began to wail. Dahye clapped her hands over her ears. “Didn’t you learn from your sister? Who is he? Tell me who!”

“Nobody,” Dahye said.

Omoni’s face grew red. “You’ve always been a screwup.” She rapped her knuckles against Dahye’s temple. “Head full of silly ideas. I don’t know how I gave birth to you. You’re nothing like Eunhye. We did everything we could to raise you right. We cared for you. We loved you—”

“You never loved me,” Dahye said angrily. “You never cared about me. You only loved Eunhye. Stop trying to fool yourself.”

Her mother stood ramrod straight, the anger pouring from her in waves. “If you want to ruin your life, feel free. But don’t drag us into it. We’ve already seen it happen with your sister. We won’t sit by and watch as you do the same.” She stomped away. Dahye listened, unmoving. Her father had not yet said a word.

There was a horrible clatter coming from the direction of her room. Only then did Dahye get up. Omoni returned, dragging a bulging suitcase. “What is this?” Dahye asked.

“Your things.”

“My …?” Dahye crouched to unzip it. The suitcase was haphazardly stuffed with her clothes, her underwear and socks spilling out. She picked them up. Everything was damp.

Without waiting for her, Omoni wrenched open the front door and hurled the suitcase out. Everything in the still-unzipped pocket flew onto the floor.

“Where am I supposed to go?” Dahye asked. For the first time, she felt something akin to desperation. She had some savings, but not much. Certainly not enough to live on.

“I don’t care. Just get out. From this day on, you are no longer our daughter.”

+

When Dahye and Eunhye were young, their father would tell them folktales before bed.

Dokkaebi were mischievous but mostly harmless creatures that liked to eat red bean rice cakes and play pranks on unsuspecting humans. Gwisin, on the other hand, roamed the earth, desperate to fulfill their purpose even after death. They were usually female, with long, dark hair and pale white skin. They sought revenge on those who had wronged them while they were living.

“Long ago, there was a young girl who lived in a small village,” their father began one rainy evening. “She was a good girl who always obeyed her parents. One night, her mother asked her to borrow a cup of rice from the neighbors. She was walking along the riverbank when suddenly, it began to rain. The girl was wearing her only set of good clothing, so she ran under a tree for cover. The river swelled, and it grew late. While she was waiting, two older boys came walking past and saw her alone. They were bad boys with bad intentions. They took the girl and hurt her, and to cover up what they had done, they tied rocks to her body and threw her into the water. At first she struggled, but the river current was too strong, and eventually she was dragged under.

“The girl’s parents searched for her, weeping endlessly. Nobody knew where she had gone. But over the next few days, unusual things began to happen. Rocks were laid out carefully in piles next to the river, and the villagers could not figure out who was behind it.

“Then, one foggy night, someone claimed to see a girl peering out from the river. She was pale white with long hair. The boys heard the rumor and, fearing that the girl’s body had washed up, went to look.

“To their horror, it was indeed the girl they had killed. Only the top of her head was visible above the water. She wasn’t moving. They went to the edge of the river and threw rocks at her to try to knock her back under, but it didn’t work. The water was still high from all the rain, and gradually, the current pushed her close to shore.

“It was then the boys realized something. The surface of the river had grown very still, and the current had stopped, but the girl kept moving closer. They fell backward onto the sand in terror. Before they could get away, however, two powerful, clawed hands emerged from the water. The girl’s head emerged fully—and she smiled terribly as she grabbed them by the ankles, dragging them underwater.

“The boys were never seen again.”

As their father bid them goodnight, flicking off the light, Dahye shivered, a chill running down her spine. For once, she was glad to be sharing space with her sister. She could sense Eunhye’s presence on the other side of the room. It was comforting.

“Unni?” she said softly.

Eunhye didn’t respond. Perhaps she was already asleep, Dahye thought.

Or maybe, said another voice in her head, a gwisin, like the one in their father’s story, had come into the room and taken her away.

Dahye sat up, suddenly afraid. The room seemed darker than normal. It was raining, and droplets were rattling against the window. Pulling the blankets off, she dangled her legs off the edge of her bed.

“Unni?” she said again.

Something grasped her ankle. Yanked her down. Dahye clawed at the floor, her mouth open in a howl, and then she heard her sister’s squeal of laughter.

“Don’t be mad,” Eunhye said. She sat up. Only her darkened silhouette was visible.

“I hate you,” Dahye said.

“It was a joke.”

Dahye crawled back in bed and pulled the blanket over her head. “Come on,” Eunhye coaxed. Dahye scooted over and let her sister climb in next to her. They both lay still in the dark. Eventually, when Dahye fell asleep, she dreamed about the girl in their father’s story. Except this time, when the ghost came out of the river, she had Eunhye’s face.
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Sillim was located in Gwanak District in the southwestern portion of Seoul. It was a gritty neighborhood close to Seoul-dae, composed mostly of students and elderly residents. It had a bad reputation. Junyoung’s family had always lived in Dangsan-dong, and though he had partied in Sillim a handful of times as a university student, he had mostly avoided the area after a series of high-profile murders over the past few years.

It was busy and noisy. The streets were crowded with squat buildings. Junyoung slipped into an alleyway, feeling apprehensive, and walked past several eye-watering marquee signs. PC BANG, one of them read. The adjacent sign, MOTEL. Bulging trash bags littered the ground. On every block, he encountered rows of food delivery scooters blocking portions of the sidewalk. He felt the urge to kick them over.

Loud music blasted from bars, the bass reverberating through Junyoung’s skull. A group of drunk university students were huddled around on the sidewalk, laughing and smoking. Their faces glowed red in the neon lights. Junyoung walked faster.

Soon he made it past the main streets and found himself in another alley, this time in the quieter, more residential part of Sillim, near Dahye’s home. There was little light here, but Junyoung could see the squat buildings were poorly kept, the paint peeling, walls dark with grime. A man limped by with two sagging plastic bags, startling Junyoung. He jumped, adrenaline coursing through his veins. Then a scooter zipped by, narrowly missing him.

“Hey—” Junyoung started to say, but before he could finish, the man on the scooter was gone. He watched the red of its lights fade into the dark, in disbelief that Dahye lived in a place like this. It was downright barbaric.

Junyoung made two wrong turns, but after some navigating, he found himself standing in front of a shabby three-story building with wide, dusty windows. Six big planters sat by the chipped front door. All of the plants were in various stages of decay. Staring up at the windows, he tried to figure out what to do. He hadn’t planned ahead, and now that he was here, he felt foolish.

If he was lucky, he could catch her on the way out somewhere and pretend that he just happened to be in the neighborhood. Maybe he could ask to use her bathroom. He found a nearby ledge with a clear view of the door and sat.

Thirty minutes passed. Junyoung’s spine was stiff, and he was just about ready to give up when a scooter pulled up next to him, slowing to a stop at the corner. The driver jumped off, nudging the kickstand down with his foot. Junyoung watched as the driver went to the plastic box at the back of the scooter to take out a plastic bag. A thought came to him.

“Hey,” Junyoung called.

The man looked up.

“I need a favor,” Junyoung said. “I’ll give you twenty thousand won if you help me.”

+

The vest was too big, and the inside of the helmet was soaked in sweat. Nevertheless, Junyoung tipped it over his head, feeling the dampness against his own perspiring brow. Eugh. Wearing someone else’s helmet made him feel ill.

He opened the door and stepped inside. The flooring was worn in some parts, stained in others. Every surface seemed to be covered in a layer of grime. Junyoung was careful not to touch anything as he looked around. The information in Dahye’s file hadn’t indicated the specific unit in which she lived, so Junyoung tried the very first door, knocking gently.

“Delivery,” he called, rustling the plastic bag in his hands. The smell of chicken wafted out. His stomach grumbled.

There was no answer. He moved to the second door, only to hear a shout: “I didn’t order any fucking delivery.”

With a sudden sense of panic, Junyoung hurried up the dimly lit stairwell and onto the second floor. He was unlucky here, too, as nobody answered at either of the doors. Disheartened, Junyoung climbed the next set of stairs.

At the first residence, he took a deep breath and knocked. The door opened a crack, and an eye peeked out from the gap. She was an older woman, tired looking, her hair striped with gray.

“Yes?”

“I’m here to deliver some chicken?”

“We didn’t order any delivery.” She moved to close the door.

“Maybe I’m at the wrong house?” Junyoung asked. He looked at his phone and then back at her. “Do you know where Park Dahye lives?”

She stiffened. “There must be some kind of mistake.”

“Ma’am?”

“She doesn’t live here anymore.”

“Oh. Well, is there an updated address I can deliver this to?”

“No.” She tried to close the door again, but Junyoung put his hand on the doorjamb.

“Please, ma’am,” he said. “I’m just trying to do my job. If you could just tell me—”

She slammed the door in his face. Junyoung frowned. If this woman was Dahye’s mother, she was rude and off-putting. Not something he wanted in a mother-in-law, he thought, irritated. Hopefully she wouldn’t live long.

Outside, he gave the helmet, the vest, and the bag of chicken back to the impatient driver. “It’s all cold now,” the man complained, and Junyoung, not wanting to fight, handed him another twenty thousand won. The man pocketed it happily before disappearing into the adjacent building.

Junyoung slumped on the ledge, suddenly overcome with exhaustion. He had braved Sillim, made the trek through the dirty streets, risked his life. He had marinated in some other asshole’s sweat and nearly gotten his nose cut off, and for what? He had nothing to show for his efforts. No leads. No information on Dahye’s whereabouts. He sighed, then jerked upright as he noticed a woman walking up the street toward him.

Right away Junyoung’s heart began to pound. He squinted in her direction, only to be met with disappointment.

It wasn’t Dahye. This woman was shorter, with a pinched sort of face. Her chin was long and narrow. The most interesting thing about her was by far her giant knockers. They had to be fake—they looked like overfilled water balloons.

He stared at her chest without shame as she approached the front door of Dahye’s building, seemingly waiting. Several minutes later, an older woman—the one whom Junyoung thought might be Dahye’s mother—stepped out.

“Eomeonim,” the woman with the enormous breasts said, bowing. “Are you well?”

“It’s good to see you, Bora. Thank you for coming to meet me.”

They muttered a few words Junyoung couldn’t hear. Then the older woman asked, “How is Dahye doing?” At that, Junyoung’s ears perked up. He leaned forward, listening hard.

Bora hesitated. “Not well. She’s been sleeping a lot.”

“Has she said anything about going back to work?”

Bora shook her head. “No,” she said.

“That ridiculous girl. She doesn’t understand that she’s ruining her life,” Dahye’s mother said bitterly, wrapping her arms around herself. She glanced up at the corner window on the third floor. The light had gone out. “Her father is distraught. He doesn’t want her to come back. Not that it matters. The neighbors are up in arms again, spreading rumors that she has issues, just like Eunhye. If she returns, all they’ll do is talk.” Shaking her head sadly, she asked Bora, “Is she in some kind of trouble? Is she pregnant? Is she … doing drugs?”

“No, nothing like that,” Bora said. “It’s complicated. I’m sure she’ll tell you when she’s ready.”

“I don’t know. She’s a complete mystery. She doesn’t seem to care how much she hurts us or embarrasses us. Sometimes I wonder how I ever gave birth to her.” She let out a long, drawn-out sigh. “Do you need money?” she asked suddenly, reaching for her pocket. “I don’t expect you to take care of her for free, you know. We’re not … like that.”

Bora stopped her. “No, Eomeonim. We’re fine. You don’t have to worry about Dahye. She”—Bora’s voice cracked—“She’s like a sister to me. I can take care of her.”

+

Bora was a slow walker. Junyoung felt his impatience growing as he stooped behind the line of parked cars separating them. He followed her back to the busy part of Sillim, where, over the last hour, things had gotten noticeably rowdier. The music blared. On the sidewalk, people shoved him as they walked by. Police sirens wailed, flashing lights spilling across the asphalt.

He almost lost Bora while crossing the street. By then, nearly fifteen minutes had passed since they had left Dahye’s parents’ building, and Junyoung couldn’t figure out where they were headed. He spotted her bobbing along on the opposite sidewalk and hurried to catch up.

Stupid girl, Junyoung thought, as he followed her down an empty street. If he wanted to, he could drag her down some dark alleyway and—

He rounded the corner. She was gone. Junyoung blinked, looking around. The street was lined with apartment buildings and officetels, and he couldn’t tell which one she had disappeared into. As he turned to go, a single raindrop hit the center of his forehead. He covered his head with his hands and sprinted down the street.
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Get up.”

Dahye grunted as Bora prodded her with soft hands. She made no effort to get up.

“It’s been three days, Dahye. You can’t sleep forever.”

“You’d be surprised,” Dahye muttered, still keeping her eyes closed.

“Can you at least take a shower? No offense, but you stink.”

Dahye said nothing. Bora let out a loud sigh. “Alright. Do whatever you want. I have to go to work now, but I left some samgyetang in the fridge for you. Warm it up before you eat it.” With that, Bora left, though her reluctance was obvious. Once she was certain that she was alone again, Dahye groped underneath her pillow for Hyukjoon’s wallet. She had looked at it so many times that, when she closed her eyes, she saw his smiling image from his license recreated perfectly under her eyelids.

Was he thinking about her at all?

Of course he was. Hyukjoon loved her. He had gone to great lengths to protect her.

But if that were the case, why hadn’t he called? He had been in New York for several days now. Surely he had seen all the missed calls and the dozens of messages she had left him. She closed the wallet. Opened it again. The smell of leather wafted toward her.

“Staring at his picture isn’t going to bring him back,” she said aloud. She shoved it under the pillow, then gave herself a tentative whiff, wrinkling her nose. Bora was right. She smelled disgusting.

Bora had not hesitated when Dahye had shown up at her door, dragging the suitcase behind her. Right away Bora had helped her inside, made her feel comfortable. Now that she thought about it, Bora was more of a sister to Dahye than Eunhye had ever been, that was for certain.

Once, after her bracelet went missing, Eunhye had torn Dahye’s side of the room apart, claiming Dahye had stolen it. When they eventually found it at the bottom of Eunhye’s backpack, Dahye had threatened to run away. She had expected Eunhye to apologize. Instead, Eunhye dragged her out into the hallway outside their apartment while she had kicked and screamed.

“Fine!” Eunhye had said. “Go! See if I care.” Then she’d slammed the door in Dahye’s face.

Without any conscious thought, Dahye reached under the pillow again. She opened Hyukjoon’s wallet, gazing at the information on his driver’s license. His name was printed neatly at the top, along with his license number: 11-17-41074-01. His address was listed underneath. She sat up straight, thinking.

Why did she have to wait for Hyukjoon to return? She could go to his house now and talk to his father, explain the whole situation. At the very least, she could take back the wallet. She jumped out of bed, the wallet still in her hand, and unplugged her phone. Blindly she grabbed a shirt and a pair of pants—Bora’s clothes—from the pile sitting by the bed, before throwing them on and stumbling outside for the first time in days.

It was midafternoon. She squinted into the sun as she called a taxi, directing the driver to Seongbuk-dong, where Hyukjoon’s family lived. The driver looked at the address and then at her, seemingly wondering what business she might have there. Dahye kept her gaze fixed out the window as they rolled up the hills.

She could tell the moment they made it out of downtown and into Seongbuk. Pine trees peppered the streets, and vines crawled across the brick and stone walls. The sounds of the city, which Dahye was so used to, faded away. She could hear birds. Nearby, on a low-hanging branch, a crow let out a sharp caw before spreading its wings, taking flight. Her mother always said that crows were bad luck. On the day Eunhye’s body was discovered, Dahye had seen four crows sitting on a telephone line. She tried not to think about that as the taxi slowed to a stop, a police officer approaching the window.

“Hello,” he said, peering at the driver first and then at Dahye. “Unfortunately, there’s road work up ahead, and the street is blocked. I don’t think you’ll be able to get through.”

The driver glanced at her, his eyes questioning.

“Oh. That’s fine,” Dahye said. “I’ll get out here and walk the rest of the way.”

She should have known better. The street was on an incline, and it was hot and humid. With each step, her muscles burned. She walked for a long time until finally, she navigated her way to Hyukjoon’s street. His house was perched at the top of a hill; a lattice of rooftops sprawled out below. It was quiet. She was the only person on the street.

Hyukjoon’s house was blocked from view by a towering brick wall and an enormous set of wooden doors, next to which his BMW was parked. There was also a white Range Rover and a blue Maserati. Dahye peered into Hyukjoon’s car. It was empty, as were the other two. She frowned, examining the doors to the house. There was no intercom or doorbell. No way of communicating with those inside. She had just pressed her hands flat against the sun-warmed wood when, suddenly, she heard a loud bark. A dog. Did Hyukjoon have a dog? He had never mentioned one to her. She stepped back onto the street and noticed her disheveled reflection in the BMW’s gleaming window.

The sun was beating down on her. She touched her reddened cheeks. They felt sunburned. Her hair was matted and unkempt, and she was sweaty from the uphill trek. Though she had changed her clothing, she still smelled sour, unwashed. Bora’s words reverberated in her head: “You stink.”

Maybe she could fix her hair? She raked her fingers through the tangled mess, but it quickly became obvious to her that she was beyond fixing. It was stupid to show up at Hyukjoon’s house like this, she realized. She couldn’t meet his father this way. She had to come back another time, when she was at least presentable. She had just moved away from Hyukjoon’s car when the great wooden doors began to slide open.

Dahye ran, crouching behind the Maserati. She couldn’t make out the figure that had stepped onto the street, but she could see their shoes. Black Ferragamo loafers, the kind that Hyukjoon wore often. She held her breath as the shoes approached the BMW. It was probably Hyukjoon’s father, or maybe his brother. She waited.

A voice cut through her thoughts.

“No, I don’t agree. That’s a bunch of bullshit, and you know it.”

Dahye froze. It sounded like Hyukjoon’s voice, but that didn’t make sense. Hyukjoon was in New York, not Seoul. She listened, her ears straining to pick up every nuance in his tone, certain that what she was seeing and hearing was someone else, or maybe another apparition.

“I don’t give a shit! I told you that it has nothing to do with me. It’s a fucking smear campaign—”

His conversation was drowned out as he slammed the door shut and started the car. She stood slightly, catching a glimpse of him through the car window. His glasses flashed in the light. It was definitely Hyukjoon. Shaking, Dahye took her own phone from her pocket and dialed his number.

One ring, and then the line went dead. She tried again, only to have the same result. She tried to send him a message on KakaoTalk. A little “1” appeared next to the text in yellow, just like the ones before it. He hadn’t opened any of them.

Maybe he had just returned that morning? Maybe he was going to call her soon?

She returned to Bora’s apartment in a daze. She hardly remembered the walk down, past the barricade, where the taxi had first dropped her off. She barely remembered the ride back. Everything around her seemed blurred and out of focus, like she had opened her eyes while submerged underwater. Her mind was working slowly, mechanically. She blinked and found herself in Bora’s bed, shivering, the cold overtaking her.

+

The room flooded with light, jerking Dahye out of a terrible nightmare. She blinked. Her face was dripping wet, having just been splashed with water. She sat up. Bora was hovering over the bed, a cup in her trembling hand.

“I’m so sorry,” Bora said. “You were having a seizure or something, and I didn’t know what to do—”

“It’s alright.”

Bora stared at her anxiously. “I’ve never seen you like that. You were crying and screaming and—” She shook her head. “I thought something terrible was about to happen.”

The events of the day came back to Dahye. She saw in her mind the image of Hyukjoon driving away, and confusion settled over her again. “I’m fine,” she said automatically.

“Oh, Dahye,” Bora suddenly sobbed. “It’s so awful. I wasn’t going to say anything, but I don’t think it’s fair for you not to know …”

“What?”

“It’s about Hyukjoon.”

Dahye’s hands tightened in her lap. “I know. I saw him.”

Bora seemed surprised. “You know?”

“I do.” Dahye hesitated. “I don’t understand it, but I’m sure he has an explanation. I bet he landed this morning, and he’s just getting his affairs in order.” Bora gave her a curious look, so Dahye added, “I went to his house this afternoon.”

“You went to his house?”

“I was trying to give his wallet back,” Dahye said defensively. “And if I happened to run into his father while I was there, I was going to apologize.”

“Apologize for what?”

“For being careless. For getting Hyukjoon in trouble.”

“No, Dahye.” Bora shook her head. “I didn’t even know he was back. I thought he was still in New York.” She hesitated. “There’s something else you need to know.”

It was Bora’s tone, more than anything, that filled Dahye with apprehension. She had never seen Bora so serious. Bora, who had even delivered the news of her mother’s untimely death half laughing, half crying.

“I was trying to find out more information about Hyukjoon and everything that had happened between you two.” Bora swallowed, blinking rapidly. “I wanted to see if the videos were floating around, and if so, I was hoping to get them taken down. Didn’t he say that he had no idea how it happened?”

“Yes …”

“He’s the one who took the videos. He’s the one who … shared them.”

Dahye stared. A cold terror flooded her. “I don’t understand.”

“He was in a chatroom with several of his friends. They all took pictures and videos of the women they were sleeping with and shared them. One of them leaked the screenshots, which is how it was discovered. You’re not the only one, Dahye. At least a dozen women are involved. Probably more. And they’re alleging that he drugged and raped—”

Dahye stood abruptly. The night in Itaewon came swimming back to her. She had found it strange how Hyukjoon had left her alone in the room. But nothing happened, she told herself. You would have known. She tried to break through the blurry spots in her memory, but every time she tried, she was met with a brick wall.

Bora grasped Dahye’s hands, her eyes wide and pleading. Dahye shook herself free, suddenly nauseated.

“The person who leaked the screenshots is also alleging that Hyukjoon’s family caught wind of the story early and paid all the major news outlets off,” Bora said.

Was Hyukjoon—her Hyukjoon—capable of doing something so terrible? Hyukjoon, who surprised her with gifts, who planned elaborate dates, who always took the long way home.

“You must be mistaken,” Dahye heard herself saying.

“I’m sorry, Dahye, but it’s the truth.”

Dahye shuddered. When she looked at her hands, she saw that they were shaking.

“We need to go to the police and file a report right away,” Bora said. “We can’t let this asshole and his asshole family get away with it. We can’t let the bad guys win.”

“It doesn’t matter if I go to the police,” Dahye said numbly. “You said it yourself—he’s rich and powerful.”

“He’s committed a crime. Nobody is above the law. Come on. The police can help you.”

“Leave me alone.”

Bora reached over to hug her. “Everything will be okay,” she said. “I know it doesn’t feel like it right now. But trust me, it will get better.”

Dahye saw the pity in Bora’s face and hated it. In that moment, she hated Bora more than anything. She wanted to kick and smash everything in Bora’s room, to rip apart her meager possessions. She heard none of her friend’s empty platitudes, which seemed to repeat on a loop for several long hours in spite of the fact that Dahye had nothing to say in response. When Bora finally tired herself out, crawling into bed and promptly falling asleep, Dahye found that she was relieved. She had known Bora since they were girls, having met in elementary school, and Dahye had always felt that they understood each other better than they understood themselves.

Now? She wasn’t so sure.

Dahye crawled to the outlet where her phone was charging. Out of habit, she dialed Hyukjoon’s number. He didn’t answer.

Insanity is doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different results, she thought. It was one of Bora’s favorite sayings. Annoyed, Dahye pressed her back flat against the wall and went to Naver. Bora had made her promise not to look for the screenshots, but Dahye didn’t care.

It took a little over an hour, but finally she was able to locate the exact post that Bora had referenced. It contained dozens of screenshots of the conversations between Hyukjoon and his friends. The anonymous person who had leaked them wrote:


I can’t reveal how I came upon these messages, but I can no longer in good conscience keep them to myself. These animals must be punished to the full extent of the law. Every effort I’ve made to expose them has led nowhere. The press, the police, the government, none of them are willing to do anything. Please help me get the word out.



Dahye clicked on the first screenshot.


Hyukjoon: fucked her, just like I said I would. you guys owe me money

Donghyun: yeah right. where’s the proof?

Hyukjoon: I already sent it to you, dumbass

Donghyun: I didn’t get it. send it again

Hyukjoon: [VIDEO THUMBNAIL]



Dahye tried to zoom in, but the thumbnail was blurred. She continued reading.


Donghyun: ha. delicious

Seungmin: the fuck? she sleeping?

Hyukjoon: she wasn’t … until I gave her a special cocktail. haha

Seungmin: that’s cheating. we agreed no drugs

Hyukjoon: don’t be a sore loser

Donghyun: lol you’re a pig. send another one when she’s awake and I’ll pay up

Hyukjoon: you’re telling me you’re not a pig?

Hyukjoon: how am I supposed to take a pic when she’s awake?

Seungmin: [VIDEO THUMBNAIL]

Seungmin: you’re not the only one having fun

Donghyun: ugh. I’m stuck in a meeting now. should we go to the strip club later?



Feeling sick to her stomach, Dahye swiped to the next screenshot.


Hyukjoon: found this one on my way home. didn’t even have to do anything … she was already drunk

Hyukjoon: [PICTURE THUMBNAIL]

Hyukjoon: [VIDEO THUMBNAIL]

Yejun: Wtf? Out on the street?

Seungmin: I swear this guy is the luckiest bastard alive

Hyukjoon: anybody else want a turn before I take her back?

Yejun: Maybe. Where are you?

Donghyun: not me. I’m busy. got my own

Donghyun: [VIDEO THUMBNAIL]

Hyukjoon: ehh. mine’s better. come to Hongdae for a taste



It triggered a memory for Dahye. One month after they had started seeing each other, Hyukjoon had taken her out to eat. On their way back from the restaurant, Dahye had spotted a woman slumped on the side of the street, drunk and alone. At first, Dahye tried to shake her awake, but the woman had let out a soft moan without opening her eyes, and so Hyukjoon had rooted around in her purse for her wallet. The woman’s driver’s license listed an address in Yeonnam-dong.

“I’ll drop you off first, and then I’ll take her home,” Hyukjoon had said. Dahye had not had an inkling of suspicion. If anything, she remembered feeling touched by his kindness.

Without warning, she retched, dry heaving onto the floor. Spit trailed from her lips. It was her fault. If she hadn’t said anything, if they had only passed the woman without noticing … Dahye scrambled toward the bathroom, not even caring that she was making too much noise. She shut the door. Crouching over the toilet, she retched again.

She had to stop reading. She had to stop—


Hyukjoon: [PICTURE THUMBNAIL]

Sangwoo: Isn’t that the same girl you’ve been seeing?

Hyukjoon: yep

Seungmin: it’s been a few months, hasn’t it? Are you getting soft?

Hyukjoon: fuck off

Sangwoo: Someone’s turning into a little bitch.

Donghyun: send a video if you’re not a pussy

Hyukjoon: [VIDEO THUMBNAIL]

Hyukjoon: good body but tits are small. face is so-so. she looks like the temu version of amanda seyfried

Hyukjoon: if she’s still around in a few months, should I give her money for a boob job?

Seungmin: lucky girl lol



The picture and the thumbnail for the video, like the others, were blurred. But she knew without a shred of doubt that they were of her. She continued scrolling and found messages time-stamped with the date they had first slept together.


Hyukjoon: [VIDEO THUMBNAIL]

Hyukjoon: haha she didn’t say anything when I put it in her ass

Hyukjoon: maybe I should keep her?



She remembered that night well. He had hurt her badly, and afterward, she told him what he’d done, quietly and apologetically, tears prickling in her eyes. Hyukjoon apologized immediately. “I’m so sorry,” he had said. “It was dark. I drank too much, and I couldn’t tell.” His face was full of remorse. He had kissed her a hundred times until the feeling inside her chest had dissipated. And when he fell asleep curled against her side, she had been certain that Hyukjoon was her soulmate. For the first time in a long while, she had felt something akin to happiness. Bora was always parroting shit about “things happening for a reason,” and Dahye had understood her completely. Every unhappiness and injustice, every painful thing in her life had brought her one step closer to him.

Or so she had thought …


Sangwoo: [VIDEO THUMBNAIL]

Donghyun: who the hell is that?

Sangwoo: Some whore from the mall.

Seungmin: H, did I just drive past you in Gangnam?

Hyukjoon: prob

Hyukjoon: [VIDEO THUMBNAIL]

Hyukjoon: took my cock like the good little slut she is, so I bought her a dress to thank her

Hyukjoon: lesson for today. all bitches have a price

Donghyun: you’re such a dick

Hyukjoon: you act like that’s a bad thing



There was a sharp noise to her left. Dahye stood abruptly, knees knocking against the toilet bowl. The little hairs on her neck stood up as she peered into the shower. She could hardly see in the dark. Just a faint reflection on the slick wetness of the tiles.

Another noise. This time it sounded like it was coming from inside the wall. Fingernails scraping. Somebody—or something—was scratching to get out. Dahye pressed her ear against it, listening hard. There was a vent right above her head, just out of reach, and she stood on tiptoe to check. The metal cover jiggled when she touched it. She tugged hard, and the cover popped off with a high-pitched screech. At first there was nothing, and then—

Something was slithering out from the opening. A tangled black mass, like a giant clump of hair, fell onto the floor with a wet squelch. Dahye gasped and inched backward, fear tight in her throat. Her back connected with the door. Clawing the air, she reached for the doorknob behind her as the mass stitched itself together, growing taller and taller until, finally, it resembled a person. A girl. Her hair was long and damp, covering her face completely.

“Please don’t hurt me. Please …”

The girl reached for Dahye, and as she did, her hair swung away. Her eyelashes fluttered. Pinpoint specks of red and purple were scattered across her eyelids, and Dahye gasped. Petechiae. The girl smiled, revealing a little gap between her bottom teeth.

“Dahye,” she said. Her voice had a strangely aquatic quality to it, like she was talking underwater. Dahye stared.

It was her sister’s voice.
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Eunhye?” Dumbfounded, Dahye reached out to touch her. She expected her hands to go through Eunhye like air, but she was solid. Her skin was cold and clammy.

“I’ve … been …” Eunhye started to say. Her hands moved to her throat, and she let out a sharp gasp. Her fingernails were long and jagged. She seemed to be struggling to speak.

“What … what are you?” Dahye asked, trembling. She shook her head. “This isn’t real. You’re dead. You drowned.”

Eunhye coughed, a spray of water flying from her mouth. Her voice grew stronger, but it still sounded muffled. “I don’t know what I am,” she said slowly.

“What does this mean? Does it mean I’m dead, too?” Dahye cried, pressing her palms against her cheeks.

“No. You’re not dead,” Eunhye said.

“Then … how am I seeing you like this?”

Eunhye stared at her. Faint red lines, like cobwebs, covered the whites of her eyes. Her irises were cloudy, but when she turned her head, Dahye caught a glint of red in them. Suddenly, Dahye had a thought. She heard her father’s voice in her head: If their purpose is not fulfilled, restless spirits will roam the earth long after their death. “Do you have unfinished business?” she asked.

Eunhye nodded her head slowly.

“Jihoon?” Dahye said.

“And you.”

“And me?” Dahye asked, surprised. “What about me?”

“I needed to warn you.”

“Warn me about what?”

“Hyukjoon.”

“Hyukjoon? Why would you need to warn me? I can handle my—”

“Shh.” Eunhye touched two clammy fingers to her sister’s lips, and Dahye closed her mouth. “Let me talk. I’ve been trying to protect you. But I couldn’t. Hyukjoon—he hurt you, and I couldn’t warn you in time. I’m sorry …”

It was the first time Dahye had ever heard Eunhye apologize. It caught her off guard. There was a prolonged silence, and then Dahye felt memories come flooding back to her. The diary, that last day, how Eunhye had fled the apartment, how she had died alone. Afraid. Dahye bowed her head. All of the regret and remorse she had been suppressing tumbled out, like water bursting through a dam and crashing into a deep valley below.

“I’m the one who should be sorry.” Tears leaped into Dahye’s eyes. She let them fall, dripping down her cheeks one by one. “By the time I realized what I had done, it was too late. I didn’t mean to hurt you, Unni. It was my fault. I’m so sorry.”

“It’s not your fault.” Eunhye wrapped her arm around her, and Dahye began to sob. They sat like that for a long time. Water dripped steadily from the vent, the sound filling the bathroom.

“Do you remember when we went to Jeju?” Dahye suddenly asked. “We saw the haenyo, and you told me that’s what you wanted to do. To swim. To float.”

Eunhye smiled, closing her eyes. “Yes,” she breathed.

“And do you remember the time when I stole a bottle of soju from our parents and drank it with Bora? You found out, and you made us beg for forgiveness, and then you told them anyway.”

“That was mean of me.”

“It was.” Dahye wiped her cheeks. “I was always so jealous of you. I thought you hated me.”

“Hate you? Never. I love you. I have always loved you.” A gurgling sound came from Eunhye’s throat. “If anything, I was jealous.”

“Jealous?” Dahye asked. “Why would you be jealous of me?”

“Because I thought your life was easy. They wanted so much from me. I didn’t want to let them down. I thought it was unfair that you did whatever you wanted, that nobody cared.”

All those years Eunhye had spent without a moment to herself. How exhausting it must have been. How alone she must have felt. Dahye thought about the Mariana Trench and the bizarre creatures that lived at the bottom. When they were brought to the surface, they retained none of their usual forms because the change in pressure caused them to collapse. Now she wondered what it was like for Eunhye to wander aimlessly, never able to rest. Her sister sounded so tired.

Dahye looked at her.

“I’ve always loved you, too.”

+

Dahye woke up on the bathroom floor, curled up in a puddle of water. Her neck was stiff. Bora stood above her with a worried expression. “Did you sleep here the whole night?” she asked.

Dahye groaned, pushing herself into a seated position. “I guess so.”

“Are you feeling alright?” Bora pressed her warm hand against Dahye’s forehead. “You don’t look good. Did you have bad dreams?”

Dahye thought about Eunhye’s bloated, blue-tinged skin and damp hair, and her eyes flickered toward the vent. Something hidden deep inside gave off a faint red glimmer. A few droplets of water trickled out from the corner. “No,” Dahye replied. “No dreams.” She took a deep breath. “Look, I was thinking about what you said last night, and I think you’re right.”

“Right about what?”

“Going to the police.”

Bora looked surprised. “You want to file a report?”

“I do.”

“What’s changed?”

Dahye thought about the previous night. Her sister’s body had been so cold. She closed her eyes and suddenly she was Eunhye, standing on the glistening beams of the bridge, her feet slipping as the water rushed underneath her. Her throat was tight with terror. She knew what Eunhye’s last thought had been: She had wondered what Jihoon was doing, if he even cared. If, when he learned the news, he would feel sorry.

Dahye opened her eyes. “Nothing,” she said softly. “You were right: They can’t keep getting away with this.”

+

The lights in the police station were harsh. In the center of the room was a bench, and behind it, a row of chairs in which a woman and a young girl, presumably her daughter, were seated. The girl looked at Dahye and Bora as they entered, her stockinged feet bouncing up and down.

At the front desk were two young officers, both male.

“Hello,” Dahye said, approaching them timidly. “We’re here to file a police report?”

The taller of the two officers handed her a sheet of paper. “Fill this out,” he instructed. “There are pens over there.” He pointed. “When you’re finished, you can bring it back to me. I’ll need some ID as well.”

Bora nudged Dahye toward the bench. They sat. Bora held out a pen to her, and Dahye took it. The room was silent except for her scribbling and the occasional whoosh as the girl behind them continued to kick at the empty air. Dahye filled out her contact information, then stopped at the first question. She read the line again.

If applicable, what is your relationship to the suspect/victim?

She wasn’t sure how to answer the question. Ex-girlfriend, she wrote, then crossed it out. Friend? That wasn’t right, either. She started writing acquaintance, but halfway through, changed her mind.

Provide a detailed account of the events leading up to the incident, including any relevant times, locations, and individuals involved.

Her palms began to sweat. Dahye put the pen down and wiped them on her thighs.

“Just leave it blank,” Bora murmured from over her shoulder. Dahye hadn’t realized Bora was watching so closely. Suddenly, she felt naked. She turned slightly so Bora couldn’t see the rest of the form and hurriedly filled it out. When she was done, she went back to the desk. The taller officer they had spoken to earlier was gone. The remaining officer reached out to take the paper, but Dahye deliberately moved her hand so that it was out of his reach.

“I have some questions,” she said. “Is there … somebody I can talk to?”

“If you have questions regarding the form, I’m happy to talk you through it,” the officer said.

“The questions aren’t about the form.”

“Then …?”

“I was hoping to talk to someone in charge,” Dahye said nervously. “Like a senior officer?”

“I can check,” he said, though he seemed irritated. He opened the door and disappeared.

The girl was still bouncing. The repeated squeaking from her chair was making Dahye’s head hurt.

“What questions do you have?” Bora whispered.

Dahye shrugged.

“If they’re not questions about the form, what is it about? About Hyukjoon? Or …”

“Bora, I—”

“You can tell me. Maybe there’s some way I can help?”

Dahye’s throat burned. Something awful was trying to claw out from her esophagus, some terrible meanness that she was going to regret.

The door opened, and the officer poked his head out. “Inspector Kang said he can speak to you for a few minutes, if that will be helpful?”

Dahye swallowed. “I’d appreciate that.”

“Right this way.”

She didn’t want Bora to come with her, but she was already following close behind. Inspector Kang was waiting for them in his office. He was an older gentleman, in his sixties, with hair that he had obviously—and poorly—attempted to cover up with box dye. His sagging jowls gave him the look of an angry bulldog.

“Sit, sit.” Inspector Kang gestured toward the empty chairs on the other side of the desk. His computer was on, its screen bright, the fan humming. “Officer Lee said you have some questions, Miss …”

“Kim,” Bora supplied, before Dahye could answer. “This is Park Dahye. She’s the one submitting the report.” Inspector Kang nodded.

“Bora, I …” Dahye started, but Bora shushed her, then continued.

“Thank you for taking the time to talk to us. You see, Dahye was the victim of a terrible crime. She was dating Jang Hyukjoon, the son of the YS Media Group CEO. Do you know him?”

Inspector Kang made no indication that he heard her question.

“Anyway, he was the one involved in that molka scandal a few days ago. Recently, I came across some screenshots on Naver, alleging he assaulted numerous women, including …” Bora put her hand on Dahye’s shoulder. Dahye coughed, waited one second, then shrugged it off. The feeling from earlier—that something was burning in her throat—returned. “Given Hyukjoon’s circumstances, it’s important for us to know that this will be handled the correct way.” Bora looked at Inspector Kang expectantly. “Can you explain what the next steps are in this process?”

“Bora, I—”

“I’ve got this, don’t worry,” Bora assured her. “You don’t have to say a word.” Dahye closed her mouth.

“Next steps?” Inspector Kang said mildly. “Well. We’ve received your report. We’ll assign an officer, and that officer will call you for more information.”

“This is a serious crime,” Bora said. “A high-profile one. You should assign someone today.” She jabbed the desk with her index finger. “In fact, you should do it right now.”

“I understand how upset you must be,” Inspector Kang said. He looked directly at Dahye, and she turned away, her cheeks reddening. Still, she could feel his gaze on her, and her skin prickled. She was furious at herself for coming to the police station and furious at Bora for taking over the conversation.

“There are many serious crimes going on in Seoul at one time. Did you consider that the screenshots might be fake?”

“That’s not the case here,” Bora said.

Inspector Kang shrugged. “We won’t know until the investigation is conducted. Just this morning, I heard a story on the radio about a woman in Busan who claimed her boss was sexually harassing her. She took screenshots of their so-called conversations to the police, but once an investigation was conducted, they turned out to be photoshopped.”

“Like I said, these aren’t fake,” Bora said angrily.

“Hmm.” Inspector Kang leaned forward, clasping his hands under his chin. Though Bora was staring daggers at him, Inspector Kang seemed amused. He cleared his throat. “I appreciate you stopping by. I can take that.” He held out his hand for the form. Dahye handed him the completed report, and he placed it at the top of the stack in the center of his desk. He gave it a little pat. “We’ll do our best to contact you within five to seven days.”

“Sir, with all due respect—” Bora started.

“Miss.” He sounded exasperated. “I’m very sorry about the situation you both are in. But there’s really nothing I can do at this time. As I’m sure you understand, there’s an established order to how we do things around here. We receive the report. We assign an officer. The officer will call you for more information. It’s a process. And it ensures everything is done fairly and equitably. If I assigned someone right now, that would be unfair to everybody else who came before you. Those people are also dealing with very serious matters. Are you trying to tell me that your issue is more important than theirs?”

“No, of course not.” Bora looked down, seemingly embarrassed. Dahye watched her, feeling distant from the situation. It was like she was watching it unfold in a television show.

“In that case, if there’s nothing else, I’m going to have to ask you two to leave,” Inspector Kang said, standing up. “It’s been very busy, and we have a lot to do.”

“One second,” Dahye said. Her throat was dry. “Bora, would you mind waiting outside?”

“What—” Bora started to say.

“Please.” Dahye stared at her hands. “I just need a few minutes to talk to Inspector Kang alone.”

Bora’s expression twisted, but she stood and walked out, shutting the door behind her. Inspector Kang raised his eyebrows and sat down.

“I hope this isn’t a terrible imposition, but is there any way I can see a file while I’m here?” Dahye asked. Inspector Kang started to frown, prompting her to add, “My sister’s.” At this, his manner abruptly changed, and he looked on solemnly. “She died when I was young, and I never learned what really happened to her. I was hoping to get some closure.”

“Alright,” he said. “This kind of thing isn’t usually permitted without a lot of paperwork, but given your current circumstances, and since you’re her direct family …” He trailed off. “I’ll make an exception just this once. What is your sister’s name and date of birth? And do you know the date of the incident?”

“Park Eunhye. She was born on October 19, 1995. I don’t know the exact date she died, but her body was found on June 12, 2013.”

“Just a moment.” His brow wrinkled in concentration as he turned to his computer and began typing with his index fingers, pecking away slowly at the keyboard. Dahye stared out the window as she waited. She remembered the way Eunhye’s blue, waterlogged face had loomed out at her the previous night. Like a full moon.

The moon controls the tide, Dahye thought with a sudden desperation, remembering what Eunhye had taught her a long time ago. They’d been at the beach, and the sand was cold under their toes. Eunhye crouched, one hand under the icy water. She looked up, squinting into the sunlight, while Dahye watched.

“The moon’s gravity pulls at Earth, causing the oceans to bulge,” Eunhye had said. “That’s what creates low and high tides.”

Inspector Kang looked up. The corners of his mouth were downturned. “Here,” he said abruptly, turning his computer monitor to face her. “Take a look.”


Report Number: 4203971-11-038887

Date: 2013 June 12

Officers Involved: Officer Kim Doyun (ID: 112107),

Police Assistant Kim Sungmin (ID: 609915)

Incident Details: At approximately 8:45 p.m., Lee Mikyung (age 47) observed a floating body approximately 10 meters from the riverbank in Mapo-gu. Upon arrival, the police and fire department recovered the body of a girl, later identified as Park Eunhye (age 17). The Seoul Metropolitan Fire Department confirmed the individual was deceased at the scene.

Ms. Lee stated that she was walking home after work when she saw an object in the water. Upon closer inspection, she recognized it as a body. Officer Kim Doyun and Police Assistant Kim Sungmin interviewed two additional witnesses present at the time of the incident. No unusual activity was reported.

Prior to the incident, on 2013 June 10, the deceased’s parents, Park Youngchul and Park Kyunghee (ages 47 and 45, respectively) reported that she had been missing for approximately 12 hours (see RN 4203971-12-038887 for more information).

Preliminary observations indicated that the death was accidental or self-inflicted. The body exhibited no external injuries other than postmortem damage consistent with aquatic scavenging, likely caused by marine life.

2013 June 19: Upon postmortem investigation, the Medical Examiner’s Office determined no evidence to suggest intoxication or impairment at the time of death. The medical examiner noted injuries caused by marine life consistent with scavenging that occurred after death. The body demonstrated decomposition changes consistent with an estimated submersion time of 3 to 4 days in water (see attachment 5). At autopsy, early pregnancy (approximately 6 to 8 weeks) was identified, not directly related to cause of death.

At this stage of the investigation, there is no evidence to suggest foul play or criminal involvement in the incident.

2013 June 24: After a thorough review of the available evidence and statements, the case has been classified as noncriminal.

Follow-up: None needed.



“Noncriminal? Why isn’t there anything about the man who was involved?” Dahye exclaimed, looking up from the report.

“A man?” Inspector Kang leaned forward, steepling his hands. “I’m not sure I follow.”

“There was a man who hurt her. He forced her to have sex with him, and she ended up pregnant. I thought there was going to be some information about him in this—”

“Miss Park.”

“Did anybody think to question him, or …” Dahye paused. Her voice was rising in pitch. “I don’t even see anything about her pregnancy in these notes.”

“Miss Park!” Inspector Kang slammed his fists onto the table, causing it to shake. “I apologize for showing you this, as it’s obvious you are under a great deal of distress. But the officers involved conducted a thorough investigation and determined your sister’s death to be an accident.”

“That’s not true,” Dahye said.

“Are you insinuating that there was foul play?”

“Yes! He got her pregnant, and then he abandoned her to suffer and die alone. Why wasn’t he punished for that?”

“And how would you know that? Were you present for any of it?”

“No, but—”

“Did he push her into the water? Drown her?”

“No, I’m trying to tell you—”

“If my understanding is correct, you have no evidence to back your claim.”

“The evidence,” Dahye said, her anger flaring, “is that she was pregnant at the time of her death. If your investigators were competent in the slightest, they would have asked around. Spoken to more witnesses. Nobody thought to bring me in for questioning? I’m her sister! I could have told them.”

At a loss for words, Inspector Kang opened his mouth and closed it again. “I’m very sorry about your sister,” he said. “And I’m very sorry about what happened to you. But like I said earlier—”

“Isn’t it your job?”

He stopped. “I’m not sure I follow.”

“Your job,” Dahye said, breathing hard. “I thought your job was to protect the people and keep us safe.”

Inspector Kang walked abruptly to the door, flinging it open. Bora had evidently been eavesdropping, and she leapt away, trying to appear nonchalant.

“At this time, I’m going to have to ask you to leave,” the inspector said, his voice cold. “We’ll reach out to you if there are any leads in your case.”
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Much to Junyoung’s dismay, Dahye did not show up to work the next day, or the day after that. And despite waiting around on Bora’s street every night, he saw no sign of Dahye. At least he was able to figure out where Bora lived. On the second evening, he saw her returning from work, her ample bosom heaving. Her face looked tired and unhappy. She hurried into one of the officetels without even a glance in his direction.

In the middle of the workday on the fourth day, Junyoung found himself back on the fifth floor, peeking into Dahye’s cubicle. He was surprised to find that all of Dahye’s belongings had been removed.

There was no more frilly seat cover. No more water bottle. No more sticky pads. All the pink had been taken down, every trace of Dahye’s existence scrubbed clean.

“She quit,” said a quiet, feminine voice behind Junyoung. Startled, he turned to see who it was. It was the same woman from last time. Junyoung had looked her up and learned that her name was Lee Sunhwa. “I was going to call you, but I figured you already knew.”

“No. I had no idea.” He paused, considering. “That seems very sudden.”

Sunhwa frowned. “Yes, it was sudden. She didn’t give any notice whatsoever. Nobody knows why she left, either. She just sent an email formally resigning. Can’t be good for her future job prospects, especially if they ask for a reference check.”

Junyoung returned to his desk in a complete daze. Some part of him had been expecting this, especially given the conversation he had overheard between Dahye’s mother and her friend, but it had physically pained him to see the empty cubicle.

The blinds to Mr. Choi’s office were closed, which meant that he did not want any visitors, but Junyoung rapped his knuckles against the glass door anyway. There was no answer. Junyoung knocked again. “Sir?” he asked meekly.

“Who is it? What do you want?” Mr. Choi boomed, sounding irritated.

Junyoung pushed the door open. Poked his head in. “Hello, Mr. Choi. It’s me. Junyoung.”

“Yes? Can I help you?”

“I’m sorry, but I’m not feeling well. I think it’s best if I go home early,” Junyoung said. Mr. Choi squinted at him, clenching his jaw. “That is,” Junyoung added hastily, “if you’ll allow it.”

Mr. Choi’s office was sparsely decorated, the space mostly taken up by an enormous desk. Piles of paper were stacked everywhere on top of it, and Junyoung’s fingers itched to organize them. Someone had attached a floating shelf to the wall on which dozens of glittering trophies were displayed. Junyoung peered at their inscriptions. MANAGER OF THE YEAR 2010, the closest one read. MANAGER OF THE YEAR 2012. MANAGER OF THE YEAR 2016.

“Get out.”

“Sir?” Junyoung asked.

“I said, get out.”

“But does that mean I can …”

“I don’t care what you do.”

“Oh. Well, in that case … I’ll leave now.”

Junyoung backed out from the office and ran to his cubicle. Thankfully, Kangmin seemed hyperfocused on his work, his shoulders tight with concentration. Not wanting to run into him, Junyoung quickly packed his things and ran into the stairwell, taking the steps two at a time. He walked through the lobby with his head down. Outside, a light drizzle had begun to fall, and the sky was gray and foreboding. Junyoung huddled under the eaves of the building and called a taxi to Sillim, setting his destination to Bora’s street.

He waited nearly six hours before Dahye finally emerged from the officetel’s front doors. From his vantage point across the street, Junyoung was able to see her clearly. The love of his life looked pale and withdrawn, and she had lost so much weight she was practically swimming in the black hoodie she was wearing. Whatever traumatic event had occurred, it was obvious she wasn’t taking it well. He had the urge to run up to her, wrap his arms tightly around her shoulders. To take her face gently in his palms and kiss her, long and deep, until she forgot all her problems.

All in good time.

He followed her to the subway station but nearly blew his cover when Dahye stopped suddenly in front of a bakery stand. Junyoung cursed under his breath. He feigned taking a wrong turn and circled back toward her as she picked up a pastry, staring at it with a wistful expression. She made it down to the train just as it arrived and got on. It was crowded; Junyoung jumped into the compartment as the doors were closing. He was crammed against the wall. It smelled like old meat, and some bastard’s briefcase was pushed up against his ass, but Junyoung remained unmoving as he stared at Dahye’s reflection in the window.

He tried to picture how their encounter might go. Perhaps she would be surprised? Excited? “What a coincidence,” he’d say. “Would you like to get a cup of coffee with me?” He imagined her raised eyebrows, the delight crossing her features.

“Right now?” she might respond. Junyoung’s version of Dahye batted her eyelashes and licked her lips. “I’d love that.”

Before he could muster up the courage, the train slowed to a stop, and Dahye got out. Junyoung, who was still daydreaming, barely made it off before the doors shut. It took him a second, but he found her in the crowd going up the stairs and dashed after her, pushing people out of the way. She transferred to the Light Blue Line; Junyoung did the same. On the train, he had the sudden realization that he was aroused. He liked following her around. Liked watching her while she had no clue. Junyoung moved closer to the wall and put his hand in his pocket to adjust his erection, feeling a rush of elation. Then he looked up to the window to watch her reflection. Dahye was sitting between two elderly women, her head bent over her phone. Her eyes were narrowed in concentration.

Someone pushed past him to get closer to the doors, and in that brief moment when he looked away, Dahye had noticed him. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Dahye half standing, hesitant, one hand reaching out to tap him on the shoulder.

All his bravado vanished. The familiar arrival jingle began to play over the speakers as the train slowed. Before she could touch him, Junyoung leaped out onto the station and lost himself within the crowd. The doors closed. Dahye was gone. He stood there, looking at the place she had just been, listening to the annoyed murmurs of the people stepping around him.

All of a sudden, a wild whoop burst from deep within his gut and escaped out of his mouth. The pedestrians gave him strange looks; one woman grabbed her young son and pulled him away from Junyoung, apprehension clouding her face.

Junyoung didn’t care. He let out another whoop, quieter this time, and started laughing. For the first time in a long time, he felt … alive.

A dozen notifications bounced around on his phone’s screen. There was one voicemail he had missed, and when he tapped on it, he saw it was from Lee Sunhwa. Junyoung pressed the phone to his ear.

“Hello, Mr. Cho,” the message began. “It’s Lee Sunhwa from work again. I came by your desk earlier to chat, but your neighbor said you weren’t feeling well and had gone home early. Hope you’re able to get some rest.” Sunhwa cleared her throat. “People are saying that the person we talked about previously had … some kind of mental problem. A breakdown. Something about her sister killing herself ? In any case, it’s all anybody can talk about in our department. Terrible, really. Anyway, I wasn’t sure if you’d heard and thought I’d give you a call. Let me know if you have any news. I’ll stop by again tomorrow.”

Junyoung lowered his hand to his side, thinking hard. A mental breakdown seemed plausible. Everything he had seen seemed in line with that theory. She was acting erratically, cutting ties with her family, abruptly quitting her job. But she was a woman after all, and women were prone to fits of hysteria. Junyoung knew that firsthand, having experienced it with his mother.

Shortly after his father had left, she had been diagnosed with hwabyeong—anger disease. For weeks, she hadn’t been able to sleep and complained constantly of a headache, dry mouth, and palpitations. She startled easily, even when she knew Junyoung was around. The worst was when she stopped doing her motherly duties: making him meals, washing his clothes, cleaning the apartment.

After enduring weeks of this, Junyoung had grabbed her by the shoulders and shaken her. Hard. Her teeth had rattled around in her skull, and for a moment, her eyes rolled so far back that he thought he’d killed her. When she cried out, Junyoung shook her again.

“Get it through your head,” he had hissed. “This is why Abeoji left. Because you’re weak and pathetic. And if you don’t stop, I’m going to leave, too. Is that what you want? To be an old, lonely woman without any purpose in your life?”

Loving someone meant that you had to have their best interests at heart. Sometimes it was giving them a wake-up call like he had done with his mother. He could help Dahye. He wouldn’t shake her as hard, of course. His mother was old and stubborn and needed more encouragement. But Dahye was young. Pliable. It wouldn’t be hard to mold her into his ideal woman.

His phone vibrated in his hand, and when Junyoung looked down, he saw that Kangmin had messaged him on KakaoTalk. His heart sank. Kangmin rarely communicated with him outside of work. It meant only one thing.


Kangmin: Heard you went home early with food poisoning. Hope you’re not puking

Kangmin: I’m ready to collect on that favor you owe me

Kangmin: Have you seen the foreign woman that was just hired on the software dev team? She’s a redhead. Natural, you think?

Kangmin: Send me what you have on her. I want to see if the carpets match the drapes. Haha



Fine, Junyoung started typing. He didn’t give a shit about that woman, whoever she was. But before he could hit send, four more messages came through.


Kangmin: Also. Do you know a woman named Park Dahye? She’s in finance, fifth floor

Kangmin: Rumor is that she lost her mind and suddenly quit without notice

Kangmin: Did you see anything unusual on the fifth floor?

Kangmin: Scratch that. Just send me the videos, and I’ll investigate



Junyoung froze, his fist curling at his side. The exhilaration he had been experiencing earlier had vanished. Fucking Kangmin. Fucking rat-faced bastard. Dahye was the one thing that had given Junyoung’s life meaning, and now Kangmin wanted to take that from him.

A series of images flashed through Junyoung’s mind: Kangmin, squashed flat by a passing bus. Drowned in the Han River. Dead from poisoning. Junyoung had a box of rat poison left over in his apartment from a few years ago, when a pesky little rodent had made its way into the kitchen and eaten through a sealed bag of rice. His mother had lifted the bag up, and the grains had spilled all over the floor, causing her to scream. The poison was in the form of pellets, small and pink, with a crumbly texture. It would be so easy, slipping a handful of them into Kangmin’s morning coffee. Or in a pastry, offered during the midafternoon slump. A gesture of goodwill.

No. Too many things could go wrong. The container had instructions on dosing for a single rat or multiple rats, but Kangmin was at least fifty times bigger than that. How many containers would it take? It wasn’t as if Junyoung could simply search “How many containers of rat poison does it take to kill a human?” on Naver. Plus, Kangmin was a young and healthy man. He worked out three times a week—or at least claimed to—and a premature death could trigger suspicion. Autopsies. Investigations.

He looked at the messages again. Felt heat flare up in his chest.

“The best way to handle aggressive dogs is to neuter them,” Abeoji used to say. “It reduces their testosterone levels. Plus, when you cut off their testicles, it shows them you’re the boss.” Junyoung smiled. He could handle someone like Kangmin, who was all bark and no bite. Why had he let Kangmin have any power over him in the first place? Kangmin had no proof. Kangmin didn’t have access to his computer or any of the footage. And as far as Junyoung knew, Kangmin didn’t even know where the cameras were located in the bathrooms.

The thing about overconfident people, Junyoung thought, was that they underestimated everybody else.

When the next train arrived, Junyoung jumped in and began heading in the direction of the office.

+

It was quick work. Thirteen minutes in total, and all the cameras were gone. Junyoung returned to the empty basement, looking around. The one good thing was that the guys in the IT department never stayed late unless they had to. They were lazy as a matter of principle, and Kangmin was no exception. Junyoung stopped at his coworker’s cubicle.

Kangmin was a complete slob. There were opened bags of chips, plastic wrappers, and empty water bottles strewn across his desk. Crumpled balls of paper littered the floor. He opened the first drawer and peeked inside. There was an unopened croissant wrapped in plastic that was covered in a fuzzy layer of green mold. Junyoung shuddered and moved on to the next drawer. This one had a toothbrush and a small tube of toothpaste, the bristles of the toothbrush frayed and worn. Underneath them was a stack of manila file folders. Junyoung opened the first one and saw that they were meeting notes, handwritten in Kangmin’s childish scrawl. There was a doodle that looked suspiciously like breasts, and Junyoung closed the drawer with a snap.

The third and final drawer was filled with all sorts of junk. Cables and cords, a Samsung Galaxy with a shattered screen, business cards, tissue boxes, even a random ceramic plate. He carefully placed the cameras under the mess and dug in his pocket to find the flash drive. It was his ticket to freedom. Lifting it up to the light, Junyoung gave it a little kiss.
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Dahye knew that Inspector Kang would not call her. By now, he was probably recounting the conversation to all the officers in the station. She could imagine what he might be saying: “Crazy must run in their blood,” or “She must be after Jang Hyukjoon’s money.”

In the back seat of the taxi, Dahye turned her knees toward the window, her shoulders hunched. Bora sat on the other side. Right before they got in the car, Bora had tried to ask Dahye what the secrecy had been about. She had asked in a lighthearted way, as if to prove her feelings weren’t hurt—but Dahye could see the hurt in her eyes.

“Nothing,” Dahye had stammered. “I just had a question.”

“Okay.”

They didn’t say a word to each other for the duration of the ride. When they returned home, Bora sat on her bed and stared. It made Dahye squirm. When she could no longer stand it, she grabbed her hoodie from the hook on the wall and, tucking her phone and her wallet inside her pocket, went to the door. She still hadn’t said anything to Bora.

“Where are you going?” Bora asked. There was an edge of desperation in her voice.

Dahye stopped, her hand on the doorknob. She didn’t look at Bora. “I’m going out,” she said.

“Out where?” Bora called. The last syllable hit the door as Dahye pulled it shut behind her. She didn’t wait to see if Bora would chase after her and hurried down to the street.

She had no idea where she wanted to go or what she wanted to do. All she wanted was to escape. Closing her eyes, she felt a gust of hot air caress her cheeks, rustling through the bright leaves on the surrounding trees. The sidewalk was damp, and it smelled like rain. When she opened her eyes again, it was as though her body had snapped into autopilot. She began to walk toward the nearest subway station and, upon reaching it, darted down the steps.

The smell of bread filled the corridor. The bakery stands, with their displays of individually wrapped, glossy pastries, tempted Dahye. She’d had almost no appetite since arriving at Bora’s door, but suddenly she found she was ravenous. Her mouth flooded with saliva. She picked up the one nearest to her, pressed her thumbs gently down in the center. She could tell that it was filled with red bean. A memory came to her: Eunhye leaving out red bean rice cakes for the so-called dokkaebi the night before a big exam, all because she thought it would bring her good luck.

Dahye glanced at the digital display and saw that her train was arriving. She placed the pastry back in the tray and rushed down the platform for the circle line heading in the direction of Sadang Station. It was past the evening rush hour, and there was only a small group of people lingering at the platform. Dahye looked up to see a camera pointing directly at her. Sick with unease, she pulled the hood over her head, tightening the drawstrings with one hand. She bowed her head as she stepped onto the train, shuttling herself into a corner.

It wasn’t until Dahye reached Sadang Station that she realized where she was headed. If she transferred to the Light Blue Line, it would take her in the direction of Hyukjoon’s home. She knew it was insane—psycho behavior, Bora would have said—but Dahye had nothing to lose.

The train arrived as she made it down the steps onto the platform. She leaped through the doors and felt another person flying in behind her, barely making it on. It was a sign: She was doing the right thing. Better yet, she quickly spotted an empty seat in between two elderly women and sat, brushing off the sensation of being watched. She knew why they were looking. Very few people were wearing hoodies in this heat, and certainly none of them were wearing their hoods. Feigning ignorance, Dahye pulled out her phone out from her pocket. She had five missed calls from Bora and several new messages on KakaoTalk. She opened up the app and was disappointed to see that they were all from Bora.


Bora: where are you?

Bora: please come back. I’m so sorry.

Bora: I’m getting worried. Please call me



Please don’t worry about me, she started typing. The train screeched as it rounded a curve, and Dahye looked up to see a man standing across from her. He was dressed in all black, and though his head was turned, offering her only a small glimpse of his profile, he seemed familiar. Placing the phone in her lap, Dahye squinted, trying to place him. A horrifying thought: What if he was one of Hyukjoon’s friends? Heat rushed to her cheeks as the memory of the night in Itaewon came back to her. As if reading her mind, the man turned his back on her. Overhead, the speakers began their familiar jingle. They were seconds away from the next stop. She got up unsteadily, building the courage to confront him, and as a rush of adrenaline overtook her, leaving her lightheaded, the train slowed and the doors slid open.

“Excuse me?” She reached out a hand to tap the man on the shoulder. But before she could, he exited the train, bounding out into a sea of people.

Trembling, she sat back down. There were over nine million people living in Seoul. The likelihood that she had encountered one of Hyukjoon’s rich friends on a subway train was infinitesimal. Psycho behavior, indeed. Shaking her head, she finished her message to Bora, then turned off her phone.

Near Seongbuk, Hyukjoon’s neighborhood, Dahye got out. She looked at the hills above her, the beautiful houses nestled amid the greenery. Night was falling fast. Sighing, she pulled the drawstrings again and began to walk.

What did she want out of this?

Clarity, she thought numbly.

And what about Eunhye? What did she want for her sister?

Revenge, Dahye thought, clenching her fists. Her nails dug into her palms. There was a puddle on the side of the street, and when she leaned over it, Eunhye’s darkened figure peered up at her.

+

Hyukjoon’s car and the Maserati were parked in front of the house, but the Range Rover was gone. Across the street, Dahye was crouched beneath the painstakingly groomed bushes, her shoes sinking into the mud. Time passed slowly—a single car came looping around the cul-de-sac, and the dog Hyukjoon had never mentioned barked loudly in response. Her legs ached. At one point, she thought she heard shouting coming from inside and stiffened, listening hard. She couldn’t make out the words clearly, but she was determined to wait, even if it meant staying out there all night.

Luckily for her, it didn’t take nearly that long before the doors to Hyukjoon’s home began to slide open. Dahye peeked through the leaves as a young woman emerged, stepping carefully over the track. Her unnatural thinness was evident even from a distance. The ends of her dyed blonde hair brushed against the jutting collarbones that peeked through the top of a short-sleeved blue sweater, and a slice of her slender legs was visible under her white skirt, which was made of an airy, chiffon-type material. Even though it was late in the summer, and the temperature was still swelteringly humid, she was wearing knee-length leather boots. A cream-colored crocodile leather Birkin was cradled in the crook of her elbow.

She looked back toward the house with furrowed eyebrows, and Dahye saw the woman’s face clearly for the first time. She was beautiful in all the ways Dahye wasn’t: straight nose, full lips, high cheekbones. She looked like a movie star or a K-pop idol.

Was she Hyukjoon’s sister?

“Are you walking me out or not?” the woman called impatiently. Even her voice was lovely. It had a tinkling, delicate quality, like fine china.

Hyukjoon bounded out, and Dahye felt her heart start to beat like a hummingbird’s. By the time he reached the woman, she had already made it to the driver’s side of the Maserati and was opening the door.

“Come on,” Hyukjoon said, slinging his arm around her. He leaned in to kiss her cheek. She dodged it, turning her head at the last second. Annoyance flashed across Hyukjoon’s face, and he straightened up, crossing his arms. “You’re so grumpy all the time now.”

She huffed. “Can’t we talk about this later?”

“You’re the one who keeps bringing it up! Seoyeon-ah. Everything is okay.” He gave Seoyeon a meaningful look, and she scoffed, climbing into the car. Hyukjoon, watching her with an amused expression, felt around in his chest pocket for his cigarettes. He popped one in his mouth and flicked on his lighter as Seoyeon circled around, the engine of her car purring.

Who the hell was this woman? A while back, Hyukjoon had mentioned his sister’s name to Dahye, but she couldn’t remember what it was. Dahye bit her lip, thinking, as the Maserati stopped in front of Hyukjoon.

“I told you to stop smoking,” Seoyeon said through the open window. She no longer sounded angry but playful.

“I’ll stop smoking if you stop shopping,” Hyukjoon said, grinning. He tilted his head back and blew out a cloud of smoke.

“As if.”

The car glided down the street. Dahye peered out again and saw Hyukjoon standing at the same spot, motionless, the cigarette dangling from his lip. He looked exactly as he had that first night when they had met. Pensive. Thoughtful.

Dahye wanted to ask who Seoyeon was to him. She crawled out from the bush and lifted herself partially upright, rising above the leaves, as she considered what to do. Before she could make up her mind, he finished his cigarette, flicked it toward the open street, and began to walk.

Where was he going? Back when they had been together, Hyukjoon never walked anywhere. Once, he had called a taxi to take them from one bar to another, even though the second spot was only a single block away. It would have been faster to walk, Dahye had said, only for her words to fall on deaf ears. Swiftly, without a second thought, she followed him.

Half an hour of brisk walking later, they made it to the nearest major street. Hyukjoon, who seemed as though he had not exerted himself at all, lifted his arm lazily, flagging a taxi. He climbed into the backseat without a second look. The car pulled away from the curb. Thirsty, exhausted, and out of breath, Dahye waved her arms crazily toward another taxi, which stopped for her.

“Where do you need to go?” the driver asked.

“I need you to follow that car,” she said, pointing. Already, Hyukjoon’s car was passing through the intersection. “Please. I’ll pay you double the fare.”

The man’s eyebrows jumped. “Miss?”

She clasped her hands together, and after a moment of hesitation, the man nodded. They wove in and out of traffic, never straying more than a few car lengths behind the other taxi. Dahye’s eyes were glued to the back of Hyukjoon’s head, which was clearly visible through the rear windshield. In Itaewon, which was starting to ramp up with partygoers, Hyukjoon’s car stopped, and he got out. A large group of young men and women walked past, chattering excitedly, and Dahye paid the driver hurriedly, clambering out just as Hyukjoon disappeared into one of the clubs facing the street.

Patches of pink and blue light shimmered on the sidewalk. Music blared, overlapping with the sounds of excited chatter coming from the people clumped around in little groups. Foreigners stood and gawped. Promoters, dressed from head to toe in black, with walkie-talkies in hand, tried unsuccessfully to usher idling women into their clubs. One of the promoters looked at Dahye and half-heartedly waved. She pretended not to see him.

The sign above the club Hyukjoon had entered read MOTHER LION. A neon lion’s head blazed brightly from the door, and the bouncer, a squat, bald, broad-shouldered man with tattoos, stood in front of it. The line was at least forty people deep, and the bouncer watched her with obvious disdain as she came up to the door.

“Can I help you?” he asked icily.

“I need to get inside,” Dahye said. “My boyfriend told me to meet him here.”

The bouncer smirked. “And that matters to me why?”

“Because … because my boyfriend is Jang Hyukjoon.” She swallowed, blinking rapidly. “I saw you let him in a moment ago.”

Dahye’s skin crawled as the bouncer looked her up and down. She was wearing a pair of Bora’s old sweatpants and a hoodie that was a size too big for her, and she could tell by his sneer that he wasn’t going to let her in.

“I’m his girlfriend,” she said, gritting her teeth.

The bouncer let out a bark of laughter. “Listen. I think you’ll do much better over there.” Dahye turned to follow his outstretched arm. The club he was pointing to exuded an unmistakable aura of seediness, and it appeared to be completely empty. No line in front. No people loitering. Turning away from her, the bouncer waved to a group of women standing at the front of the line and let them in.

Dahye stood on the side and watched. The bouncer was now joking with a man who was at the front of the line, and he had turned his back to Dahye. The two of them chatted animatedly. Behind them, the door swung open, and three women and a man staggered out, their faces glowing red. The man bumped into the bouncer, who immediately turned and shoved him.

“Watch where you’re fucking going,” the bouncer snapped.

“Hey, fuck you!” the man said drunkenly. He swung a fist at the bouncer and missed. Right away the bouncer tackled him, and the women began screaming.

Taking a deep breath, Dahye darted into the club, pushing her way into the darkness.

Right away the volume increased tenfold, pounding against her eardrums. It was hot and crowded. People pushed past her without apology. She looked around, eyes adjusting to the dimness, searching for Hyukjoon. Dahye could hardly make out the faces in front of her, and she felt desperation washing over her as she made her way through the throng. There was no way she would find him.

But at that very moment, she saw Hyukjoon in her peripheral vision. He was sitting at a table near the stage with his friends—the same friends Dahye had met a month ago.

The tables surrounding Hyukjoon’s were filled. The tabletops were littered with shot glasses and half-empty bottles of liquor. Her feet began moving toward him, when suddenly a hand reached out and snagged her wrist. The man—a foreigner—smiled up at her. Patted the spot next to him. “Sit,” he shouted. He was by himself.

She sat, keeping her eyes glued to Hyukjoon. The man who had grabbed her leaned over, his lips brushing against her ear. She frowned. She could hardly hear him, even though their shoulders were touching.

“What’s your name?” he asked in clumsy Korean.

“Eunhye,” she said, without thinking.

“It’s nice to meet you, Miss Eunhye. I’m Bobby.” He stuck out a hand. She took it gingerly, keeping her fingers limp, and let go as quickly as she could. At the other table, Hyukjoon threw a shot back, then wiped his mouth with his hand.

“Do you want a drink?” Bobby asked, motioning toward the bottles of liquor in the center of the table.

“Uh. No, thanks,” Dahye said. “I don’t really drink.”

Bobby frowned. “You came to a club even though you don’t drink?”

“Well, I really didn’t want to come—”

“Come on. Don’t be like that. Let’s have one drink. Just one.”

His big melon of a head was blocking her view of Hyukjoon. “Sure,” she said, trying to peer over his shoulder.

Bobby made a show of pouring and mixing the drink, even though it was just vodka and orange juice. She paid no attention to him. She could tell Hyukjoon was already drunk from the way he was talking, his lips loose around his words, and the jaunty shake of his head.

“Hey,” Bobby said. He shoved the glass under her nose with his left hand. His right hand wormed its way into her lap. She stiffened, then scooted away. He laughed. “Geonbae,” he said, cocking his head.

Dahye clinked her glass to his and took a tiny sip, barely wetting her tongue. She couldn’t tear her eyes away from Hyukjoon. The lights flashing onstage caught his face, illuminating him completely and making him look almost angelic. He was so beautiful. Even now. Even after everything.

“How’s the drink? Is it any good?”

“It’s great.” She feigned taking another sip but kept her lips tightly sealed. “Thanks.”

“So.” Bobby leaned in again, and she could smell the sickly sweetness of his breath. It was nauseating. “What do you do?” His hand crept toward the edge of her thighs.

“N—nothing,” she said and moved her legs in the opposite direction.

“Come on,” Bobby coaxed, shifting closer. “Nothing? You don’t work? You don’t do anything at all?”

“Nothing,” she said, more firmly this time. “I don’t work. Not anymore.”

“And are you out tonight with friends, or …”

Hyukjoon stood and walked toward them, and Dahye ducked to avoid being seen, using Bobby’s chest as a shield. When Hyukjoon was gone, Dahye straightened up.

“I came alone,” she said, straining to keep her eyes on Hyukjoon’s back.

“I might as well have done the same,” Bobby said. He gestured toward the dance floor. “All my friends left.”

Dahye wasn’t listening. As Hyukjoon began to slip through the crowd, she set the glass down on the table, a little harder than intended. The liquid sloshed over the edge and onto her hand. “I have to go,” she said, wiping it on her pants. “It was nice to meet you. Thanks for the drink.”

“Go where?” Bobby shouted. He tried to grab her but missed.

Dahye hurried in the direction Hyukjoon had gone and spotted him just as he disappeared into the men’s restroom. She stood for a moment, contemplating, and pushed open the door to the women’s restroom. If she timed it right, she could pretend to run into Hyukjoon. Pure coincidence, or serendipity, as Bora liked to say.

The first two stalls in the restroom were occupied, but other than that, it was empty. The last stall, the biggest one, was open. Dahye made a beeline for it. Somehow the music was even louder here than it was on the dance floor. She winced. Besides the deafening music, the place was filthy. There wasn’t a single trash can that wasn’t overflowing. Puddles of water glimmered on the floor.

She had barely closed the stall door when it flew open, narrowly missing her face.

“Hey!” she shouted. She took a step back when she saw it was the man from the table. Bobby. His face was beet red.

“What the hell are you doing?” she asked.

He locked the stall, then turned to her, his nostrils flaring. “You’re fucking rude, you know that? Didn’t your parents teach you any manners?”

She tried to push past him, but he blocked her. “I can’t believe you followed me in here,” she said angrily. “Move.”

“When someone gives you something, you should be grateful,” Bobby said.

“I said, move!”

He smiled, and in the dimness, his features were warped and terrifying. “Make me.”

Dahye began to shout. “Somebody help me—” But just as she managed to get the words out, Bobby lunged toward her, clapping his hand hard over her nose and mouth. She dug her fingernails into his forearms, tried to bite him. This only made him tighten his hold on her. “I hate ungrateful bitches like you,” he muttered, breath hot against her earlobe. She could feel the terror then, that icy hand slipping down her esophagus. The word rape was flashing in her mind like an alarm bell. “You think you’re better than me because of what—because I’m a waegukin? I’ve lived in Seoul for ten years!”

Outside of the stall, she thought she could hear women’s laughter. If only the music wasn’t so loud. If only she hadn’t followed Hyukjoon here. If only. She tried feebly to push Bobby’s hand away, and he moved it down to her throat, squeezing hard. Bright spots danced across her vision.

Sensing that she was about to pass out, Bobby loosened his grip. Dahye gulped in a lungful of air, swallowing greedily. “I’ll let you go on one condition,” he said, his eyes boring into hers. He was still blocking the door.

“What is it?” she asked faintly, her fingers jumping to her bruised and tender throat. She hated herself for even entertaining him.

“I want you to suck me off.”

“No.” She shook her head forcefully. “No. I won’t do it.”

He reached out and grabbed the back of her head. Screaming, Dahye beat her fists against his chest. But the music was too loud; she knew nobody would hear her. In a moment of madness, she imagined that she could overpower him, throwing a clumsy punch at his face. He grabbed her fist easily. His right hand returned to her throat, and he forced her down. There was a stab of pain in each knee as they smacked the hard tile.

Dahye’s thoughts returned to Hyukjoon. She remembered being in a similar pose, kneeling on the soft carpet in the luxurious department store. She knew what was coming next. She could taste bile in the back of her throat.

Her vision blurred as she looked up at Bobby. A large ceiling vent loomed over his shoulder. She fixated on it. Eunhye, she thought desperately, half expecting that familiar gleam of red to appear. Eunhye. I need you.

Nothing. No light in the vent. No sound. No sign of her sister.

With his free hand, Bobby tried clumsily to loosen his belt. He had a raging erection. She closed her eyes. Funny—she could hear everything so clearly now, in spite of the music: The leather sliding against metal as he unbuckled his belt. His hitching, excited breaths. The sound of water refilling in the toilet tank.

“Open your eyes. I want you to look at me while you’re doing it.” He shook her hard. “Did you hear what I said? Open them!”

She did as he demanded, and a flicker of movement caught her eye. Eunhye. Her sister slowly emerged from the metal grille, as if coming out of a pool of water. Droplets began falling beneath her, at first slowly, and then in a torrent.

“What the fuck?” Bobby looked up just as Eunhye came crashing down on him from above. At the same time, Dahye gave him a hard shove.

His feet slipped on the wet floor. There was a loud crack as his face hit the front edge of the toilet bowl. Horrified, Dahye pressed herself against the wall. He twitched violently once before growing still.
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Hello?” Dahye said tentatively.

She touched him gingerly, trying to feel for a pulse. His neck was twisted at an unnatural angle, and both sides of his neck were already showing deep purple bruises. His eyes were blank and unseeing.

“Oh god.” Dahye backed away until she was touching the door of the stall, her heart hammering in her chest. “Oh god. Oh fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck!”

“He deserved it,” Eunhye said. She stared at the motionless figure on the floor.

“I didn’t mean to kill—”

“You didn’t do anything. He did it to himself,” Eunhye said. Water dripped from Eunhye’s hair onto the floor. Drip. Drip. Drip. Seized with terror, Dahye looked at the dead man, then covered her face with her hands. Turning to Eunhye, she mouthed, “What do I do? How do I get out of here?”

Eunhye’s expression was solemn. “When I tell you to go … climb over the top and into the next stall.” Following her sister’s eyes, she added, “Leave this door locked.”

Dahye glanced up. It seemed awfully high, but the gap in the bottom was far too small for her to be able to go under. “Okay,” she breathed. “And then?”

“Pull your hood up. Avoid eye contact. Take your time leaving the club. Then run home.”

Dahye nodded as Eunhye crawled up the wall and disappeared into the vent in the ceiling. Turning so that she no longer had to look at Bobby’s body, Dahye waited, listening hard. What was Eunhye doing? And was it her imagination, or did the music seem quieter? She could hear the bathroom door swinging open and closed, people coming and going. An image, long buried in her memory, flashed in her mind: The family had gone to Busan, and while sightseeing, Dahye had gotten separated from them. Alone, she had stood and watched as crowds of people passed by, her throat tight with tears. Seconds turned to minutes, and Dahye had been certain that she was forever lost. Then Eunhye had appeared—

The music in the club stopped abruptly, and Dahye looked up at the vent. It was still empty. Seconds later, the music started back up with a roar of static.

“Party foul,” the DJ yelled into the microphone.

Eunhye’s blackened fingers curled around the edge of the vent, her face appearing between the slats. “Go,” she hissed. “The bathroom is empty. Now!”

Dahye didn’t hesitate. She stepped over Bobby’s torso and climbed onto the toilet seat. Hooking her arms over the top of the next stall, she lifted herself up, looking down at the body sprawled out below her.

Eunhye’s voice echoed through the vent. “Hurry!”

Dahye scrambled over and dropped to her feet. The impact vibrated through her sore knees. She paused for a second, suddenly dizzy, then dashed out of the bathroom without looking back.

There was no sign of Hyukjoon. The table he had been sitting at was now empty.

+

By the time Dahye returned to Sillim, it was midmorning. She had moved slowly, not trusting the taxis or the subway, checking frequently to make sure she wasn’t being followed. The adrenaline kept her tiredness at bay, and the people heading to work hardly gave her a second glance. When she finally made it to Bora’s officetel, she found her best friend waiting on the street, pacing back and forth. Bora, hearing Dahye’s footsteps approach, sprinted down the sidewalk.

“Where were you?” she asked, grasping Dahye by the shoulders. “Did you see that I called?”

“No. My phone is dead,” Dahye said. “What are you doing outside?”

“Waiting for you,” Bora said tiredly. “I was worried. I was getting ready to call the police.” She pressed her hand against Dahye’s cheek. “Are you okay? Where were you all night?” Bora frowned, leaning forward with a sniff. “You smell like cigarettes and booze.”

“I went for a walk.” Dahye paused, realizing how absurd that statement was. “To clear my head.”

“Do you feel any better? Have you eaten?”

“No.”

“Let’s go inside. I’ll make you some ramyun.”

“I’m not hungry.”

“Dahye.” Bora sounded frustrated. “You can’t starve yourself like this. You’re wasting away. Have you looked in a mirror recently? You have to eat.”

“You’re not my mother,” Dahye snapped. “I can take care of myself.” Without waiting for Bora, she stormed inside.

She threw herself onto Bora’s bed, feigning sleepiness, and heard the mattress squeak as Bora lay next to her. She couldn’t stop thinking about Bobby’s body and the way it looked, lying on the bathroom floor. He had tried to overpower her, and now he was dead. He wouldn’t be found for hours. Probably not until the last lingering patrons of the club were gone and the cleaning crews made their way into the bathrooms.

Would she get caught?

No. Of that, she was certain. If there were cameras outside of the restroom, they would show him entering of his own volition. More than likely, it would seem like a drunken accident. And anyway, she hadn’t done anything wrong. As far as anyone could tell, he had gotten drunk and passed out and broken his neck. It had nothing to do with her.

Dahye had just begun to doze when Bora’s voice cut through the fog. “You can’t keep shutting me out,” Bora said quietly. “I’m trying to help you, but you’re not making it easy for me.”

“Easy for you?” Dahye snapped awake, pushing herself upright. She looked at Bora, her mouth growing hard.

Bora blinked rapidly. “I thought you were asleep,” she said. “I didn’t mean it that way—”

“Then what did you mean? Do you know what I’ve been through tonight? How fucking terrible everything has been?”

“Of course I know. I’ve been here the whole time. You act like I haven’t done anything—”

“I never said that. You love to make yourself the victim.”

“Don’t twist my words, Dahye. It’s like your mother said—”

“My mother?”

Bora blanched. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

Dahye let out a sharp breath, remembering how Bora had behaved at the police station. How ignorant she had been to Dahye’s despair then and how ignorant she was even now.

A terrible thought struck her: If Bora hadn’t begged Dahye to talk to Hyukjoon that night, begged for those fucking cigarettes, none of this would have happened. “Of course you didn’t mean it,” she snarled, venom burning in her veins. “You never mean it. You’ve always been fucking selfish. Even when we were kids. Always ordering me around.”

“Where is this coming from? This isn’t you.” Bora stared anxiously into Dahye’s face. “Come on. You need food and sleep. We can talk about this tonight, when we’re both rested.”

“There’s nothing to talk about, Bora. You’re not going to save me, no matter how badly you want to.” Dahye blinked, and she was back in the stall. The bass was reverberating in her chest. She saw her reflection in a puddle on the floor and Bobby’s body frozen in a sickening angle.

He deserved it, she thought. A loud sob brought her back to the present, to Bora’s crying, hunched figure. There was so much anguish in her face that Dahye almost felt sorry. “I’ll go,” she said, rising unsteadily to her feet. “If I stay, I’ll only cause you pain.”

“No!” Bora looked around wildly. “You can’t. Where will you go?”

“I’ll be fine. I can take care of myself.” She paused, glancing toward the bathroom. The faucet had begun to drip. “I always have.”

Dahye’s suitcase—the one her mother had packed—lay on the floor by the bed. She hadn’t opened it once. She picked it up and dragged it across the floor.

“Please don’t go,” Bora croaked. “Dahye. I’m begging you. If you walk out that door, I will never forgive you.”

Dahye paused, one hand on the doorknob. Bobby’s raging visage appeared before her for just a moment, before transforming into Hyukjoon’s beautiful face.

“I don’t need your forgiveness,” she said.
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I know you saw my messages,” Kangmin said, giving Junyoung a little shove. It was first thing in the morning. Couldn’t Kangmin at least wait until after lunch?

“What messages?” Junyoung asked innocently.

“Don’t play dumb,” Kangmin said, rolling his eyes. “Are you going to send me the stuff, or am I going to have to tell you-know-who about your perverted behavior in the office?”

“I honestly have no idea what you’re talking about,” Junyoung said loudly. “Are you alright?”

“Stop playing dumb,” Kangmin snapped. “What’s gotten into you?”

Junyoung turned his chair to face his computer screen, stifling a giggle. He could hear Kangmin shaking with rage behind him.

“This is your last chance,” Kangmin said. “If you don’t send me anything …” Then he whirled around and stormed away. For the next ten minutes, Junyoung listened as Kangmin huffed and puffed inside his cubicle. When he returned, he looked out of sorts.

“I’m really going to do it, you know,” Kangmin warned.

“I believe you,” Junyoung said simply.

“I’m going now.”

“Okay.”

“You’ll get fired. And if the police get involved, which I’m sure they will, you’ll go to jail.”

“Got it.”

“Why do you want to make this so difficult?”

Junyoung shrugged. Kangmin sighed, running his hand through his hair. He glanced toward Mr. Choi’s office. The blinds were closed.

“The thing is, I’ve been feeling … guilty,” Junyoung said suddenly. “I know I have a problem. I don’t need you to tell me. In fact, I’ll go and tell Mr. Choi myself.”

Kangmin looked flabbergasted. “You’ll tell him … yourself ?” he said slowly.

“Yes.”

“Then go. Right now.”

Junyoung got up. He felt Kangmin’s eyes on his back as he approached Mr. Choi’s office. Rapping his knuckles gently against the glass, he said, “Mr. Choi? Can I come in? It’s Junyoung.”

“Come in.”

Junyoung pushed the door open and stepped inside as Mr. Choi lowered his glasses. “You again? What is it this time?”

“May I sit?”

“Go ahead.”

He sat. The chair seemed about eight centimeters lower than the one Mr. Choi was in. Junyoung tried not to think about it. He cleared his throat. “The other day, I saw something strange on Kangmin’s computer. It looked like … video footage from the women’s restrooms. I tried to confront him, and he started threatening me. He said if I mentioned it to you, he would kill me.”

Mr. Choi was impassive. Junyoung continued, baring his palms. “I thought he would come clean, but he’s acting increasingly erratic. It’s making me worried. Not just for my own safety, of course … I’m more worried about those poor women whom he’s victimized.”

“That is a grave accusation.”

Junyoung nodded. “I wouldn’t have come to you unless I knew for sure.”

Sighing, Mr. Choi rubbed his temples with his fingertips. “We’ve had enough trouble lately in this department,” he mumbled. Then he picked up his phone.

“Kangmin,” he rumbled. “Come to my office now.”

As they waited, Junyoung stared at the trophies. He imagined picking one up and bludgeoning Kangmin with it again and again, Kangmin’s skull cracking open like an egg on the floor. The door swung open, and Kangmin came in, his eyes darting around the room. Junyoung could tell that the cogs in his brain were working hard.

“Sit.” Mr. Choi gestured to the chair next to Junyoung’s, and Kangmin sat.

“Junyoung here has raised a serious allegation against you. He’s saying you’ve been spying on women in the bathroom.”

Kangmin blinked. “What?”

“Is it true?” Mr. Choi asked.

“That’s not—no!” Kangmin spluttered. “It was Junyoung who was doing it. Not me.”

“Come on,” Junyoung said calmly. “You know that’s not true.”

Kangmin stood so abruptly that the chair fell backward, hitting the floor. “Sir! If you check his computer, sir, all the evidence is there. I saw it on his screen. Women—in the bathroom—god, Junyoung, you make me sick.”

“I have nothing to hide. I’d be happy to consent to a full and thorough search of my computer, though I don’t think I’m the person under suspicion right now.” Again, Junyoung held up his hands, palms facing outward. He had read in an article about body language that this was a good way to show you had nothing to hide. He put his hands in his lap, then brought them up again for good measure.

“Oh my god.” Kangmin lunged toward Junyoung, knocking him onto the floor. His lips were curled back into a snarl. His breath smelled like onions. “You fucking bastard! You did something. What did you do?” Junyoung curled into a ball, his arms covering his face, as fists began raining down on his head.

“Gentlemen,” Mr. Choi boomed.

The shelf with the trophies was above Junyoung’s head. He threw Kangmin off, then reached up to grab the trophy nearest to the edge. It was heavy, heavier than he’d expected. Meanwhile, Mr. Choi was on the phone, frantically calling for security. Kangmin, his cheeks bright red, leaped on Junyoung again. This time Junyoung was ready. He lifted the trophy up, and, at that angle, the light from the ceiling fixtures caught the edge of the glass, scattering prisms all across the walls.

Just as he was about to smash it into Kangmin’s skull, the door to the office was wrenched open, and two security guards tackled Junyoung and Kangmin to the floor. The trophy—MANAGER OF THE YEAR 2016—fell from Junyoung’s hand and shattered.

+

While Mr. Choi and HR personnel searched Kangmin’s cubicle, Junyoung and Kangmin were shuttled into a conference room, the security guards standing watch. Junyoung held a pack of ice against his bruised, swollen cheek. Kangmin had been cut by the glass, and his arm was bleeding.

“You’re a fucking piece of shit,” Kangmin hissed.

“Sir, you’re not to speak,” one of the security guards said.

“Fuck you,” Kangmin mouthed at Junyoung. His eyes burned with venom.

Junyoung shrugged. His head was pounding. He turned so that he would no longer have to look at Kangmin’s ugly face.

The door swung open, and Mr. Choi appeared. “Junyoung,” he started. “You were right.”

Instantly, Kangmin began howling.

“Kangmin,” Mr. Choi shouted. “You will keep your voice down. You will not speak unless I give you permission. Do you understand?”

Kangmin closed his mouth. Junyoung saw that he was crying and clamped his own mouth shut so he wouldn’t burst out in laughter.

“What will happen to me?” Kangmin croaked. “I need this job, Mr. Choi. Please! Have mercy on me.”

“You will be suspended while HR conducts an investigation.” Mr. Choi lowered his voice. “If it had been just the videos, that would have been one thing. But now you’ve assaulted another team member. It’s up to Junyoung whether he wants to press charges.” He paused. “Perhaps you should start with an apology.”

“Please … I didn’t do anything wrong. I’m being framed,” Kangmin cried.

Mr. Choi sighed, then turned to Junyoung and said, “Go home. You got hit pretty hard. You should get some rest.”

Junyoung bowed. “Thank you, Mr. Choi,” he said as he got up and began walking toward the door. The guards moved aside for him.

“You better hide from me, Junyoung,” Kangmin whispered. Mr. Choi murmured a warning, but Kangmin plowed on, his voice growing in volume. “Because the next time we cross paths, I’ll kill you. I’ll fuck your mother in the ass, you motherfucker, and your sister, and—”

Junyoung stopped and gave a little cough. “I don’t have a sister,” he said mildly. He walked out.

+

Freedom had never tasted so sweet. Junyoung burst into giggles, remembering the look on Kangmin’s face. Now he had the rest of the day to himself.

After a long subway ride, he found himself in front of Bora’s officetel. This time, luck was on his side. After a short wait, Dahye appeared, suitcase in tow. He scuttled into the alleyway, though it seemed not to matter since she took no notice of him as she walked past.

Junyoung stood and watched as she dragged the suitcase down the street. Where was she going? Was she traveling somewhere? Or worse—his heart stopped in his chest—leaving the country? He thought about throwing himself at her feet and pleading with her to stay. If she said no, well … He frowned. She probably weighed forty-five kilograms. He could make her stay, if he needed to.

Instead of getting in a taxi, however, she stopped in front of a nearby café. She lugged the suitcase up the four steps leading to the door and struggled to carry it inside, her forehead damp with perspiration. He noticed that she stepped on the threshold with little thought or concern. When he was a child, his mother had told him that stepping on a threshold would bring misfortune to their family. To test the theory, he had stepped on them every single time he walked through a door.

Junyoung waited a few minutes. Shielding his face with his hand, he stepped inside. A cloud of scents—coffee, warm milk, vanilla—wafted out. He breathed deeply. The café was crowded, and Dahye had found herself a corner table, her attention glued to her phone. Feeling excitement humming in his blood, he seated himself carefully at the empty table beside hers.

Would she notice?

Several times she looked up but seemed to look through him, not at him. Whenever this happened, he felt a little jolt of arousal. Soon he was fully hard, his erection pushing against the inside of his zipper. He could hear every sigh, every dissatisfied click of her tongue.

A few times, she picked up the phone and talked briefly before hanging up, sounding disappointed. It seemed she was looking for a place to stay. Maybe she had fought with Bora? Gotten kicked out?

Suddenly, an image swam hazily in his mind: Dahye sharing his room, sitting next to him at the dinner table. He frowned. His mother would have to leave, of course; she couldn’t be there with Dahye. He had half a mind to tell her to come home with him when she picked up her phone and dialed again.

“Hello,” she said. He watched as she played with a sugar packet, turning it over and over in her fingers. “I’m calling about the rental? The one in Sillim.” She paused, listening, stirring her coffee absentmindedly. “I can come now, if it’s not too much trouble? It won’t take me too long; I’m nearby. No more than five or ten minutes. Yes, I’ll meet you there. Please send me the address.”

He waited until she was out the door and down the street before following. He was still painfully erect.
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The apartment was in terrible condition—barely fit for habitation. Cracks ran across the walls like spiderwebs. Someone had made a halfhearted attempt at painting the ceiling, but the parts that had crumbled off were still visible through the thick layer of white. Cobwebs covered the single dusty window, and lying squarely in the center of the windowsill was a dead cockroach. Evidently, it had been there for a long time. Its shell was shriveled up; its little legs were dried stiff. In the bathroom, Dahye peered at the tub and saw mold blooming around the grout between the tiles.

“The other unit is occupied by a Chinese family,” the landlord said loudly. “They’re fine tenants. Won’t bother you at all. In fact, I often forget that they’re even there.”

“I wasn’t worried about them,” Dahye muttered, looking around. The vent in the bathroom was dry and dusty. She tested the faucet, and a weak stream of water dribbled out.

It was such a gloomy place, but it was the only thing she could afford. All the other places she had called had wanted a jeonse—a large deposit—and most required a minimum of one hundred million won. She had nowhere near that amount in her savings.

At least it wasn’t a studio. The bedroom was small, but looking around she thought, it could be worse.

“Will you take it, then?” the landlord asked hopefully.

What choice did she have? It was either this dump or return to Bora’s apartment, which she couldn’t do.

“Yes,” Dahye said. She reached into her pocket for the money she had withdrawn from the ATM. Ten million won for the deposit, plus three hundred thousand won each month for rent. She tried not to think about her nearly empty bank account.

“Oh, good,” he said. “I’ve been trying to fill this space for a while. Nobody wants it! I can’t understand why.” He shook his head, then added, “The digital lock has been broken for a little while, but now that you’re here, I’ll get someone to fix it.”

She could sense that he was lying. He handed her the keys and shuffled out, leaving Dahye to drag her suitcase inside. She sat on top of it and looked around. There was a small refrigerator, a microwave, and a combined washer and dryer that smelled of mildew.

She opened the drawers one by one. The previous tenant hadn’t cleaned them out. Inside, she found a dull set of utensils, a stack of disposable chopsticks pilfered from a nearby chicken shop, some stained napkins. A cleaver, rust creeping across the blade. Three off-white, uneven candles, each one the size of her palm, their wicks black with soot. She closed the drawers, then dragged the suitcase all the way into the bedroom and stopped, panting. Flopping backward onto the bare floor, she stared at the awful ceiling.

In her head, she tallied all the things she would need to do to make the place habitable. She would have to pick up cleaning supplies, an inflatable mattress, some blankets. She winced as she remembered the sum left in her bank account and took out Hyukjoon’s wallet, thumbing through his cash. She pocketed it.

There was a loud crash next door, and Dahye jumped, startled. She popped out of the room and pressed her ear flat against the wall. The neighbors, it seemed, were fighting. She heard a man’s voice, guttural and low, and then another crash. She considered calling the police before thinking better of it. As long as they didn’t bother her, it was none of her business. But if they did bother her … She went to the drawer and picked up the cleaver. Maybe she would sleep with it under her pillow—after she got one, anyway.

Dahye took the knife back to the bedroom and lay back down, holding it tightly to her chest.

How different her life was now. She had lost everything, and it had happened so abruptly. So much of her sense of stability, she realized, had been tied to Hyukjoon.

She picked up her phone and searched for his name on Instagram. Hyukjoon didn’t have an Instagram, but several fan accounts popped up. Dahye made a face. She had always found it strange that Hyukjoon had fan accounts, considering he wasn’t in the public eye very often. Nevertheless, she tapped on the first one: JangHyukjoonNewsOnly. Images of Hyukjoon populated the screen, and she felt a painful twinge in her chest.

The most recent posts were about the scandal. The hashtags #WeLoveYou, #WeStandWithYou, #JangHyukjoonLove, and #HimToo were featured prominently in the captions. There was a story up as well, and Dahye tapped on it. It was a screenshot from a tabloid website and contained an image of Hyukjoon in a suit. His arms were around a woman, and Dahye felt the world come screeching to a stop.

It was the woman she had seen at his house. The woman she’d thought—hoped—was his sister. Seoyeon.


SEOULBUZZ EXCLUSIVE: Chaebol Playboy Jang Hyukjoon ENGAGED to Billionairess Lee Seoyeon

This morning, SeoulBuzz confirmed Jang Hyukjoon’s engagement to Lee Seoyeon, eldest daughter of Seoul’s billionaire shipping magnate Lee Jinho. The two have reportedly been dating for the last five years and first met in New York while both were attending Columbia University. A source close to the couple claims Jang proposed with an eye-watering 10-carat oval diamond ring, estimated to be worth two billion won, in front of their family and friends last weekend, and that they are looking to have their lavish wedding next spring at Aston House at the Grand Walkerhill Hotel in Seoul.

Jang, who is the son of YS Media Group CEO Jang Insu, recently made headlines in Seoul after nude videos of him were leaked in a molka scandal. In a recent interview, Jang claimed that the videos were filmed years ago during a break in their relationship and that the bond between the couple is stronger than ever.



The phone slipped from Dahye’s fingers and clattered to the floor. She stared at it dumbly. Hyukjoon had been dating someone else the entire time they had been together. He had known that there was no chance for them—that Dahye’s dream of ending up with him was a childish fantasy. What had he said again in those texts to his friends? That he would pay for breast implants if she was still around in a few months? Dahye shuddered, closing her eyes. She couldn’t escape Hyukjoon’s words.

She didn’t say anything when I put it in her ass.

All this time, she had tried to come up with excuses for his behavior, only for him to deceive her again and again. He had pretended that he loved her. Her hands were clenched, and when she unfurled them, she saw little half-moons indented in her palms.

Wet footprints appeared on the floor. Eunhye stood in front of her, beads of water dripping from her neck. She crouched, pressing one damp palm against Dahye’s cheek.

“Don’t cry.”

“I can’t stop,” Dahye sobbed. “I don’t know what to do.”

“You do.”

Dahye looked at her questioningly, and an image came to her mind. What if it had been Hyukjoon who had followed her into the bathroom last night? What if he had been the one to fall and crack his head against the toilet bowl?

Eunhye’s eyes glowed red as she opened the gaping void of her mouth. She was smiling. “All pigs go to the slaughterhouse to die,” she said.

+

Only the BMW was parked in front of Hyukjoon’s house. Dahye peeked inside the car and saw that the center console was open. Inside, she saw a pack of gum, a lighter, a carton of cigarettes, and a travel-size bottle of cologne.

Dahye ducked, pretending to tie her shoe, and retrieved the cheap GPS tracker she had brought with her from her pocket. Glancing around, she quickly stuck it underneath the door of the BMW. She waited a moment to make sure it stayed on, and just as she was about to walk away, the doors to the house slid open. Dahye leaped back from the car and sprinted across the street, ducking behind a bush.

She peeked out, expecting to see Hyukjoon, but it was his father. CEO Jang stood proudly, his face lined and weathered. His expression was hard. He peered around, and Dahye thought for a second that he was looking for her. Then he opened his mouth and let out a bellow.

“Hyukjoon!”

The dog began to bark wildly.

“Hyukjoon!”

From behind CEO Jang, Dahye heard Hyukjoon’s voice. “I’m right here, Abeoji,” Hyukjoon said, sounding irritated. “I’ve been in the house this whole time. There’s no need to yell.”

“I thought you left again,” CEO Jang said, scowling. “I told you not to leave this fucking house.” He patted his pockets, and before he said anything, Hyukjoon handed him a cigarette and leaned over with a lighter. CEO Jang inhaled deeply, looking at Hyukjoon through narrowed eyes. “If you leave this house again, there will be hell to pay. I’ll send you straight to Guam. Do you understand?”

Hyukjoon said nothing. He lit his own cigarette and blew out a ring of smoke toward the sky.

His father continued, “I don’t give a shit what you do so long as you don’t embarrass the family again. You almost destroyed our relationship with the Lees. Do you even understand the damage you’ve done? I didn’t raise you to be this fucking careless.”

Hyukjoon muttered something Dahye couldn’t hear, and then a resounding slap made her jump. Hyukjoon’s hand jumped to his cheek, surprise and anger flitting across his face.

“I’m a grown man,” Hyukjoon complained. “You can’t control my life forever.”

“You are not a man,” CEO Jang spat. “You are a child. Your mother spoiled you too much. She let you do whatever you wanted, and now look at you—ruining your life over some common whores. Your brother was never like this. You should be grateful I’m allowing you to stay with the company.” He let out a wheezing cough and tossed his cigarette butt to the ground. Then he turned and walked back inside.

A common whore—was that all she was? Like her sister, Dahye had done everything in her power to make herself a woman of good standing. She had worked hard to get a degree from a good school. She had had a good job. She was careful not to get too drunk when she went out, and she didn’t sleep around. She had slept with only one other man before Hyukjoon—her college boyfriend—whom she had been certain she was going to marry. She let out a yelp, halfway between laughter and despair. In the end, none of it had mattered. She had done everything a supposedly respectable woman did, and still she had ended up the whore.

Hearing her, Hyukjoon whipped around. Too late she clamped her mouth shut and heard Hyukjoon’s soft “What the hell?” as he took a few faltering steps toward her.

She shrank deeper into the bush. Branches pricked at her, catching on her clothing. She could hear Hyukjoon’s footsteps coming closer and closer, saw him approaching through the gaps in the leaves.

“Who the fuck are you?” Hyukjoon called out. “I saw you. Stop hiding and come out. Are you a reporter? Paparazzi? You’re not allowed here, you know. I’ll call the police.”

There was nowhere else for Dahye to go. She steeled herself, getting ready to emerge from her hiding place. How would Hyukjoon react? Would he really call the police?

Before she emerged, though, CEO Jang’s voice came from the house. “Hyukjoon,” he said sharply. “Come inside this house now before I tie you down.”

Hyukjoon stopped. Looked at the bushes again, where Dahye was hiding, and, for a second, she thought he would check anyway, in spite of his father’s warning. But his shoulders slumped, and he turned and walked back inside.
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Dahye watched the map closely, but Hyukjoon’s dot didn’t move. He was keeping his promise to his father, or at least, he was pretending to. She stared at it for a while longer and then closed out of the app, wishing she had some way of attaching the tracker to Hyukjoon’s body.

Her phone vibrated. Another email from Bora. What was this, the twentieth one? Dahye rolled her eyes and was about to delete it when she saw the subject line: Information you might need. Her curiosity got the best of her. She opened it.


Dear Dahye,

I know you’re angry, and I don’t blame you for that. I’m sorry. I truly am. I let my anxiety take over, and, as a result, I was too focused on my own feelings when I should have been focused on yours. I wasn’t being a good friend. I’ll give you the space you need and let you come back on your own time, when you’re ready.

Please know that I love you and care about you very much. I’m here if you need anything at all. You have been like a sister to me since we first met fifteen years ago. I think about that day often. When you lost Eunhye, I thought you would be okay because you still had me. I understand now that I was being naïve.

No pressure, but I saw this on Naver a few nights ago. I don’t know if it will help at all, or if you’re even interested. I thought it might make you feel a little less alone.

All my love,

Bora



Attached to the email was a PDF. Dahye opened it and saw that it was a flyer. MOLKA SUPPORT GROUP, it read. There was a picture of a camera with a big red X going through it. Dahye was annoyed. Despite everything Bora had said, she was still meddling. Dahye went to delete it, swearing to herself that she would never open another email from Bora ever again. But she stopped just as she located the small trashcan icon. Hyukjoon’s father’s voice rang hotly in her ears: Look at you—ruining your life over some common whores.

Was there any harm in checking out the group? It was close by, in a conference room at a study café near Seoul-dae. If she walked, it would only take her about forty minutes. She glanced at the time. There was still an hour and a half before the meeting began. Grabbing her jacket from the top of the suitcase, Dahye jogged out the door.

+

The café was cozy, with brick walls, suspended lights, and shelves crowded with books and plants. With Hyukjoon’s cash, Dahye ordered an iced Americano and a croissant, then wandered up to the second floor. There were four conference rooms in total. The first two were unoccupied. In the third one, a young man was hunched over his laptop, typing furiously. He glanced up at her quickly before turning his attention back to his screen.

The last room was the biggest. Dahye peeked in through the window. Four women were seated around the table, talking animatedly. Dahye raised her fist to knock but hesitated, letting her arm fall back at her side. One of the women looked up and spotted her. She waved. The other women followed suit. Dahye blushed. Took a step back. Before she could run down the stairs, the woman nearest to the door stood and opened it.

“Hello! Come inside. We were just about to get started. My name is Lisa. It’s nice to meet you.”

“N—nice to meet you,” Dahye stammered. Lisa was of indeterminable age. Something about her demeanor made her seem older, though her face had a youthful charm. She could have been twenty-five or forty-five, and either way, Dahye wouldn’t have been surprised.

Feeling vaguely uncomfortable, Dahye sat in the unclaimed chair next to Lisa. She wondered if they would ask her to do some kind of introduction, to explain the trauma that led her to join them. But the women continued their conversation as though Dahye wasn’t there.

“I don’t think she did anything wrong,” a young woman said. She looked to be a university student by the way she was dressed: a baseball cap and loose denim overalls over a short-sleeve button-up shirt. “It was one picture. One! How is that different than what he did?”

“It’s outrageous. Ten months in prison for that? Last year, those pricks who put the cameras in the Hongik University Station bathroom got six months each,” another woman added.

Lisa, seeing the confusion on Dahye’s face, leaned in. “One of our previous members was sentenced to prison for ten months for sharing a nude picture of her ex-boyfriend. You might have seen it on Naver. There was an article about it this morning.”

Dahye shook her head. “I haven’t been online much lately.”

“It’s a long story, but the gist is that she caught her ex showing private pictures to his friends. She confronted him, and he denied it. When she went to the police, they told her they couldn’t do anything without proof. She kept going back, until finally, they told her off and gave her a warning,” Lisa explained. “She was distraught by the whole ordeal. Decided she would take matters into her own hands. Terrible stuff.”

“Can you blame her?” The woman who looked to be a university student gave a quick nod in Dahye’s direction. “By the way, I’m Hara.”

“Nice to meet you.”

“That’s Jin”—Hara pointed to the woman across from her, who looked to be half-Korean—“And that’s Haneul.” Hara pointed to the woman next to Jin. Haneul lifted a tentative hand, then sat with her head bowed. She had a pen and a pad of paper in her lap. Dahye noticed she had almost no visible eyebrows.

“Anyway. Now I want to post pictures of my ex-boyfriend, too,” Hara said darkly.

“Don’t be stupid,” Jin said. “You’re going to get in trouble and ruin your life.”

“My life is already ruined,” Hara said cheerfully. She turned to Dahye. “When we broke up, my ex-boyfriend sent a bunch of videos to my parents and posted them on my university’s online board. I didn’t even know the videos existed in the first place.”

“That’s awful. I’m so sorry,” Dahye said.

“After it happened, my father beat me half to death and threw me out of the house. I was expelled from SNU, too.”

Dahye recoiled. She opened her mouth and started stammering. How did anybody respond to a statement like that? But Hara began to laugh.

“Thank god,” Dahye said, relieved. “I thought you were serious.”

“Oh, no. I wasn’t joking,” Hara said.

“You’ll scare her away,” Lisa butted in.

“Alright, I’ll stop,” Hara grumbled. “Though I want to note that that’s called censorship.”

“No, it’s not—”

“Can we stay on topic for once? Please?” Haneul interrupted, tapping the end of her pen against the table.

“Right,” Lisa said hastily. “Sorry.” She looked at Dahye. “It’s a small meeting today, but usually we have a lot more people. One time we had twenty. They kicked us out of the room for that, and we had to meet outside in the street. The main goal is to support each other. Last year, we helped organize that big protest—”

“You were the ones who organized that?” Dahye asked. “The one downtown?”

“Yeah, that was us. There’s another one coming up next month, if you want to come. Anyway …” Noticing Haneul’s glare, Lisa cleared her throat. “I call this meeting to order. For today’s agenda, we’ll be discussing the petition demanding tougher punishments for perpetrators of cybersex crimes, including the nonconsensual distribution of intimate photography. I’m happy to report that the petition has garnered two hundred thousand signatures as of today and, as a result, will require an official response from government officials within thirty days.”

Hara gave a little cheer. Jin smiled. Haneul scribbled furiously for a minute then looked up expectantly.

“Next, we’re trying to raise funds to help our sister Sarang with her legal fees. As noted, Sarang has been unfairly sentenced to ten months in prison. Donations can be made via KakaoPay. Currently, we’ve raised approximately four million won.”

Jin raised her hand.

“Yes?” Lisa asked.

“Things are a little tight but might be looking better next week,” Jin murmured. “Is it okay if …”

“Of course,” Lisa said briskly. “Finally, in terms of upcoming events, we have our weekly restroom sweep next Tuesday. We’re meeting at Hongik Station. You’re welcome to join,” she added, motioning toward Dahye.

“Restroom sweep?” Dahye asked.

“We check public restrooms for cameras,” Hara explained. “Usually, they’re hidden in the walls, so we remove whatever we find and patch up the holes so they can’t be used again. Here—every new member gets one of these kits.”

She handed Dahye a slim, rectangular object that resembled a pencil case. Dahye popped off the cover. Inside she found a miniature ice pick, a small roll of masking tape, and a sheet of stickers, each of which had an image of a camera with a large red X cutting across it. She ran her finger over the tip of the ice pick and was startled when it drew blood. Feeling perturbed, Dahye closed the lid with a snap.

“We also have our second organized protest next month, on September 20th,” Lisa said. “As I’m sure you all recall, our previous demonstration was incredibly successful, so we’re hoping to replicate that. Please take some flyers with you on the way out and distribute them to your contacts.”

She clapped her hands together. “That’s all we have tonight. Does anybody have any questions? Anything we can support or discuss?”

“I have something,” Haneul said. “I’d like to talk about the potential ramifications of the Jang Hyukjoon story, which I know has been gaining some traction. Do we think the family will get involved in any way?”

Dahye stiffened. She stared at the pencil case in her lap.

“Rich people hate getting caught up in poor people’s bullshit,” Jin commented. “I bet they won’t let it go. They have to find someone to blame, don’t they?”

“Haven’t you heard?” Hara said in a hushed voice. “There are new allegations that Jang Hyukjoon was the one behind the whole thing. He took the videos and shared them himself, and his family paid everybody off to cover it up.”

“What?” Lisa and Haneul said at the same time.

“Yup. One of his friends leaked screenshots from their chatroom. He’s a pig,” Hara said, making a face. “The messages are horrifying. I felt sick reading them.”

“Can you send us the link?” Jin asked. “I haven’t heard about this.” The other women nodded.

“Sure. Anyway, I’m not surprised,” Hara continued. “I knew a girl who dated him a few years back. She said he was a total scumbag. Cheated on her a bunch.”

“Isn’t that why they announced his engagement to that woman? Lee Seoyeon? To bury the other news?”

“It must be,” Lisa murmured.

Dahye stood abruptly. “Sorry,” she said. “I forgot I have to be somewhere now.” She gave a small bow and left, tuning out their shouts for her to return.

+

Outside the café, Dahye leaned against the wall. She looked at the pencil case, still clutched in her hand, and removed the lid. Took the ice pick and scratched it down the length of her wrist, lightly, so it didn’t break the skin. She wondered what it would feel like to plunge it into her flesh.

A notification popped up on her phone, ending the thought. The tracker was moving. Hyukjoon was moving. She opened the app and watched as the car made its way from Seongbuk to Gangnam, coming to a stop. Where was he going? She frowned, zooming in, and then—she looked up, her heart thumping. He had just parked in front of a restaurant. In front of Namu.

She hurriedly flagged a taxi, throwing herself in the back seat. Glancing at her reflection in the window, she pinched her cheeks to add a little color and tried unsuccessfully to smooth the wrinkles out of her clothing. At least she wasn’t wearing Bora’s old sweatpants. She kept her eyes glued to her screen as the dot blinked. It seemed almost like an invitation.

By the time Dahye made it to the restaurant, Hyukjoon had been inside for nearly an hour. She scurried into the lobby where the hostess was standing, a smile plastered on her face. The woman looked Dahye up and down as she approached, her eyes growing hard.

“Can I help you?”

“I was here last week with my boyfriend,” Dahye said. “I lost my necklace, and it was very near and dear to me. My grandmother’s. I was wondering if you had a lost and found I could peek through?”

“Unfortunately not. As far as I’m aware, we haven’t seen any lost necklaces.”

“It’s just … It’s a family heirloom,” Dahye said plaintively. “Is there any way I can pop inside? Take a look around? I won’t cause a disturbance. I swear.”

“Unfortunately, the restaurant is at capacity tonight. You’re welcome to come back at midnight, though I can’t guarantee anything. We’re very strict about letting people inside without a reservation.”

“I see,” Dahye said, thinking hard. All she needed was a few minutes inside. To see who Hyukjoon was with. “Well, since I made it all the way out here, is there any way I can use the restroom before I head home?”

The hostess shook her head. “I’m sorry. If you go next door to the hotel, they’re very gracious about that kind of thing.”

“Right. Thank you.”

Dahye walked away slowly, waiting for the hostess to be distracted. Once the woman’s back was turned, Dahye ducked behind the restaurant’s enormous stone sign out front and crouched to stay out of view.

By the time Hyukjoon emerged, Dahye had been waiting for nearly two hours. He was with a woman, and it wasn’t Seoyeon. Dahye’s thighs ached, but she hardly felt the pain, staring as Hyukjoon led the woman to his car.

If Dahye had to guess, she was sure this was another one of Hyukjoon’s “common whores.” She got a good glimpse of the woman as they drove past: short, dark hair, an angular face, and sharp, upturned eyes. Her tanned skin went well with her silky dress, which was the color of pistachios. Even in the distance Dahye could hear the roar of Hyukjoon’s engine, and she tried to take calming breaths. Adrenaline was surging through her as the screenshots flashed in her head.

If she’s still around in a few months, should I give her money for a boob job?

She stared as Hyukjoon’s blinking dot wound its way through the streets, stopping in front of the Park Hyatt. She felt as though someone was pressing against her chest, squeezing all the air from her lungs. The edges of her vision went black.

She didn’t know how she got to the Park Hyatt. She hardly remembered talking to the front desk, or what she said that convinced them to give up Hyukjoon’s room number. In the elevator, she watched the button to the 20th floor glow under the tip of her finger.

A slideshow of images flickered through her mind. Hyukjoon smoking outside the noraebang. Hyukjoon sitting across from her in the car. Hyukjoon and his fiancée, the sunlight streaming around them like a halo. Bobby’s limp body slumped over the toilet. Hyukjoon’s body. A puddle of blood on the floor.

Dahye flew down the empty hallway, staring at the room numbers on the doors. Suite 2001. 2002. 2003. In front of 2004, she stopped. Pressed her ear flat against the door. She could hear Hyukjoon and the woman. They were talking in low voices. Giggling. With her eyes tightly shut, Dahye tried to picture what they were doing. Lying in bed. Caressing each other. Kissing. She thought she could hear the faint pop of a wine cork, the liquid sloshing into a glass. Then—soft moans. A quiet whimper. Was he undressing her? Kissing her naked body?

She slid down the length of the door and knelt on the floor, a sob escaping her throat. The light above her head flickered once with a sharp hiss. Dahye buried her face in her hands. The rattle of a housekeeper’s cart caught her attention, and Dahye jolted upright. The woman stopped and looked at her with a worried expression.

“I got locked out of the room,” Dahye said shakily, getting to her feet. “I knocked but … Um. I left my phone inside, and my boyfriend is asleep, I guess.”

“Sure, sure,” the woman said easily. “I can help. You were here a while ago with Mr. Jang, right? I remember you.” She dug around in her pocket for the key card and held it to the door. It unlocked with a small click. Dahye gave the woman a grateful nod and watched as she wheeled the cart away, turning the corner.

Once she was inside, Dahye looked around. It was a suite. She couldn’t remember exactly, though it seemed like the same one she had shared with Hyukjoon the night everything had fallen apart. Hyukjoon and the woman weren’t in the bedroom, but Dahye could hear noises coming from somewhere else. The bathroom door was partially open. Dahye crept slowly toward it and peered inside. Through the crack, she could see into the clear glass of the shower.

Hyukjoon was standing behind the woman. She was bent over, her hands flat against the tile. Her head was thrown back. Rivulets of water snaked down her tan, toned body. They both moaned loudly as he thrust into her. Dahye’s mind went blank. She took one step backward, then turned and fled.

+

Just one block from the Park Hyatt was an art gallery. Behind the glass was a cream-colored piece of pottery perched delicately on a white, rectangular plinth. A circle of light beamed directly onto it. Dahye stopped. She started, pressing one hand flat against the glass. It was a moon jar.

Once, Hyukjoon had told her about his fascination with moon jars. He collected them, a hobby he had inherited from his grandfather. Their family owned the largest collection of Joseon-era moon jars in the world.

“Only twenty of those exist,” Hyukjoon had said to her. They were lying naked in a hotel bed, the blankets thrown to the floor. It was cold, Dahye remembered. Her arms had been covered with goosebumps. “Three are considered national treasures and are the property of the Republic of Korea. Of the remaining seventeen, seven are in other private collections. The other ten belong to us.”

“I didn’t know you had any interest in pottery,” Dahye said. She had meant for it to come out as a joke, but Hyukjoon cupped his chin in his hand, suddenly serious.

“My grandfather always said that moon jars were special,” he said, stroking the outer edge of her arm. She shivered. “In the old days, the potters would form one half first, and then the other before combining them. Two halves of one whole.”

He smiled, and Dahye felt a twinge in her chest. “As a result, none of them are perfect. But that’s part of their appeal, I think. You find perfection in the imperfections.”

She studied the picture Hyukjoon held out to her. “They’re beautiful,” she said. “I can see why you like them so much. What were they used for?”

“Decoration, mostly. But Harabeoji once told me a story about a king whose beloved consort died. He had her heart embalmed and kept it in a moon jar he had custom-made so that she could be with him forever. What do you think?”

“I’d do that for you,” Dahye said without hesitation. She mimicked scooping her heart out with her hands, presenting the imaginary organ to him. Hyukjoon laughed and swatted at her playfully.

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

But she had meant it. She really had. Dahye envisioned scraping everything out from inside her body—heart, liver, kidneys—and placing them into the jar. He was her beloved, and she had been willing to give all of herself to him without reservation. She peeled her fingers from the window, leaving behind a damp print on the glass.

How foolish Dahye had been. Hyukjoon hadn’t needed her permission. He’d been planning on taking everything he wanted from her all along.
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Hyukjoon threw his head back and laughed. One arm was slung carelessly around Seoyeon’s shoulders. The other was resting on the table, the stem of a wine glass tight between his fingers.

The couple was sitting inside a quiet, dimly lit bar with a group of friends, and outside, hidden from their view, Dahye watched. Earlier in the night, her phone had vibrated, the tracker notifying her that Hyukjoon’s car had begun moving again, and she had quickly followed him to Cheongdam.

Hyukjoon and Seoyeon’s friends were equally rich and beautiful. Like Hyukjoon, the two other men sitting at the table were tall and broad-shouldered, well-dressed, their hair meticulously styled. Each of the three women had a vague resemblance to Seoyeon and held Chanel bags in their laps. Their fingers and wrists dripped with gold. Dahye recognized a few of their bracelets—Van Cleef, Cartier. She remembered the time Eunhye had purchased a fake Cartier bracelet from a little jewelry store in Hongdae. After a week of wearing it, her wrist had turned green.

Bottles of wine kept appearing at the table and were just as quickly drained and taken away by the servers. When the group was done, Hyukjoon got up to pay, and the group stumbled out. Hiding in the darkness of the alleyway, Dahye eavesdropped on their conversation.

“Congratulations again,” a woman gushed, squeezing Seoyeon tightly. “I’m so happy for you both.”

“It’s going to be the wedding of the century,” one of the men said.

Dahye peered out. Everybody looked happy except Hyukjoon. Nobody else seemed to have noticed, but he was staring at one of the women in the group, his expression almost pained. The woman looked back at him, then looked away. Seoyeon caught the tail end of the exchange, and her face darkened.

Slowly, the crowd faded away until only Seoyeon and Hyukjoon were left. As soon as they were alone, Seoyeon gave him a hard shove. Hyukjoon stumbled off the curb, his cigarette flying from his hand and onto the ground. Embers scattered across the asphalt.

“What the hell was that?” Hyukjoon asked angrily.

“You know what,” Seoyeon snapped. “You were looking at Jia again. I saw you staring. You are such a fucking prick!”

“Stop it, Seoyeon. You’re acting crazy.”

“Crazy?” Seoyeon’s voice climbed several octaves. “You’ve already embarrassed me once. Don’t tell me you forgot.”

“We’ve talked about this a thousand times,” Hyukjoon said. “You said you weren’t going to bring it up anymore. I fucking proposed like you demanded. I got on my knees and begged, and you said—”

“Too bad. I changed my mind.” She turned to go, but before she could, Hyukjoon grabbed her wrist. His features were twisted with fury.

“You’re not leaving until I say you can,” he hissed. His nostrils flared as he spoke. Dahye thought Seoyeon would acquiesce, but she wrenched her hand out of Hyukjoon’s grip with a violent jerk and slapped him across the face, the sound ringing through the empty street.

“I leave when I want,” she spat. “Don’t forget. You need me more than I need you.”

With that, she spun around, storming down the street. Hyukjoon watched her go, his jaw clenched. Even from a distance, Dahye could see the imprint of Seoyeon’s hand on his cheek.

“Stupid bitch,” Hyukjoon muttered, loud enough for Dahye to hear. He fumbled in his pocket for another cigarette as Dahye, still hidden, waited for Seoyeon to return. The minutes passed. Hyukjoon didn’t seem to care. He continued to stand there, smoking quietly, his attention focused on his phone, and Dahye saw her chance.

She stepped out from the shadows. With measured uncertainty in her voice, she said, “Oppa? Is that you?”

Hyukjoon looked up. At first, his expression was blank. Then recognition dawned on him. “Dahye?” he asked incredulously.

“Oh my god,” Dahye gushed. “I thought it was you! I’ve missed you so much! When did you get back?”

“Get back?” Hyukjoon looked confused.

“From New York?” Dahye asked, raising an eyebrow. “You told me that, with everything going on, you were going to lay low for a little while.”

“Right, right,” Hyukjoon said hastily. “Sorry, jet lag.” He chuckled. “I got back late last night. I was going to call you, but I didn’t get an opportunity. It’s been busy. You know how it is.” He glanced in the direction Seoyeon had gone.

“I completely understand,” Dahye said sweetly. “I’m just happy to see you.”

“Me too,” Hyukjoon said. He leaned in to hug her, and Dahye fought the revulsion sweeping through her body. She held her arms limply around him as he rested his chin on her shoulder. His familiar scent filled her nostrils. It dawned on her then. He always smelled like money. Closing her eyes, she remembered: All bitches have a price …

She cleared her throat and let the words dissolve into the air. “Did everything turn out okay?” she asked. “With your dad?”

“Yeah. It’s fine. Listen.” He grabbed her by the shoulders and looked her in the eyes. “I’m sorry about what happened. I don’t know what you’ve heard, but there have been all kinds of rumors going around since I left.” He let out a dramatic sigh. “It’s crazy, seeing the stories people come up with.”

It took every ounce of willpower for Dahye to steady herself. She held his gaze for a moment until she could no longer stand it and broke away, her hands shaking. “Is it not true, then?” she asked, her voice soft.

“What?”

“I saw in the news that you were engaged. It came as a complete shock to me. I thought what we had was … serious.”

“It was serious to me,” Hyukjoon said.

“But?”

“The engagement means nothing. That’s how it is with families like mine. For us, marriage is strictly business. If I’m being honest, it was arranged back when Seoyeon and I were children, and it was just … time, I guess.” He swayed as he grabbed Dahye’s hands, kissing them. She gently tugged herself out of his grip. “It doesn’t mean that I don’t love you. Nothing has changed my feelings for you.”

She couldn’t believe she had ever fallen for this. His simpering and whining—god, he was so pathetic. She blinked, and the image of Bobby’s body sprawled out on the floor swam hazily in her mind. Hyukjoon put his mouth to Dahye’s ear. “You look good.”

“Do I?”

“You’re my Amanda Seyfried.” He leaned in to kiss her, and Dahye let him despite her disgust. She could taste the alcohol on his breath. “Do you want to get out of here?” he whispered.

He didn’t see her as a threat. He thought she was clueless, stupid, easy to manipulate. He thought she believed every lie that had spilled from his mouth.

All bitches have a price.

“I’d love to,” Dahye said.

“There’s a hotel not far from—”

“We don’t need a hotel,” Dahye interrupted. “I moved out. I have my own place now.”

“That’s the best news I’ve heard all day,” Hyukjoon said, grinning. He reached into his pocket. “Let me call a taxi.”

Dahye stopped him, placing a gentle hand on his forearm. “No need. There are plenty of taxis on the street over there.”

“Right,” Hyukjoon said. He wrapped his arm around her, squeezing tightly. “Let’s go.”

+

As soon as they walked through the front door, Hyukjoon abruptly stopped. He cocked his head as he looked around, his eyes wide. He had probably never been in a place like this in his entire life. Besides the air mattress in the bedroom, Dahye hadn’t bothered to get any other furniture.

“What do you think?” Dahye asked, knowing full well that it looked like shit.

“It’s …” Hyukjoon paused. “Charming,” he finally said.

Did he ever stop lying?

“It’s no Park Hyatt,” she said. “I moved in a few days ago. I’m still working on getting more stuff. A TV, couch, that kind of thing.”

He shrugged. They were interrupted by loud drips from the bathroom, and his eyes flickered toward the sound. “Sounds like you have a leaky faucet,” he said.

Dahye excused herself and walked to the bathroom. Eunhye sat in the middle of the floor, her eyes wide and unblinking. Her clothes clung to her like a second skin. She was accompanied by the now-familiar sound of water droplets falling from the vent in the wall onto the floor.

“You brought him,” Eunhye said softly.

“I did,” Dahye whispered.

“Give him what he deserves.”

Dahye nodded gravely.

After placing an old towel under the vent to muffle the noise, she returned to the living room. Hyukjoon was still standing in the same spot, looking out of place in the shabby little space. Noticing her, he stepped forward and crushed Dahye against his chest, kissing her hard. His tongue wormed its way into her mouth. She gagged and pushed him away.

“What?” Hyukjoon asked, frowning. His eyes were narrowed. “Isn’t this what you wanted?”

“Yes,” Dahye stammered.

“Then what’s the problem?”

“It’s been so long,” Dahye said. “I … I want it to be special. Let’s go to the bedroom.”

Holding hands, they took two long steps to cross the living room, and Hyukjoon peered inside. “I didn’t think it would be so … empty,” he said, looking at the air mattress on the floor. The closet door was wide open, and it, too, was bare. “I’ll have to send you a few things. A real bed, for one. We’re going to need it if I’m going to fuck you properly.”

He laughed, oblivious to her disgust, before throwing himself onto the mattress. It made a hissing noise. “I have to say, I’ve never done it on an air mattress. Once on a waterbed in New Hampshire when I was a teenager, but never one of these.” He patted the empty space next to him. “Come here. Are you playing hard to get?”

Dahye went to him, and Hyukjoon wasted no time, pushing her down. One hand trailed up to her neck and squeezed. She remembered that he was especially rough when he was drunk. As he leaned in to kiss her, his phone fell out of his pocket and onto the floor. Dahye picked it up. An idea began to take shape. “Turn on your camera,” she said.

He made a face but did as she asked. “Why?”

“You’ll see.” She hit the record button and gave the phone back to him. “I want to see what we look like on video. You can delete it after, if you want.”

Hyukjoon wore an odd expression, but his arousal was obvious, and he needed no other instruction. Pointing the camera at Dahye’s body, he commanded, “Take off your clothes.”

She looked at him through heavy-lidded eyes, biting her lip. Slowly, keeping her gaze fixed on Hyukjoon, Dahye slipped out of her shirt.

“The pants now,” he murmured.

Dahye shook her head, giving him a coy smile. “It’s your turn,” she said.

“My turn?” Hyukjoon raised his eyebrows.

Anybody else want a turn before I take her back?

“Uh-huh.”

“I didn’t know you were like this,” Hyukjoon said with a smirk. Nevertheless, he handed the phone to her. Working languidly, he undid the buttons of his shirt. “Are you happy now?”

“Very.” Since their so-called breakup, Dahye had lost a substantial amount of weight. Her hip bones jutted out from her skin, and she knew her ribs were clearly visible below her small breasts. Hyukjoon, on the other hand, looked as he always had: broad shoulders, sculpted chest, strong arms.

He reached for the phone. “Your turn. The pants?”

She shrugged out of her jeans to stand in just her panties, shivering as Hyukjoon let out a groan. He didn’t wait for her. He fumbled with his belt buckle and shed his khaki shorts and briefs in one swift movement, leaving them in a pile on the mattress. The phone tumbled to the floor, but Hyukjoon made no move to pick it up. He was fully erect. “You look so good,” he growled. “Come here and take it.”

Took my cock like the good little slut she is …

She wrapped her hand around his member. He was warm and throbbed in her hand as he moaned. He nuzzled the hollow of her neck, and once again his fingers circled around her throat, pressing them into her larynx. She stifled a yelp. She would not give Hyukjoon the pleasure of knowing that he was hurting her. Not again. Never again.

“Put it in your mouth,” he said.

“I will,” she said, batting her eyelashes up at him. “But close your eyes. I want you to feel it all.” She began stroking his shaft in a gentle rhythm, and Hyukjoon’s breathing became ragged. He shuddered as she slowly descended to her knees.

As instructed, he leaned his head back with his eyes tightly shut. With her left hand, Dahye continued to stroke him, while her right hand slipped under the edge of the mattress. She found the handle of the rusty cleaver and quietly pulled it out. Just as she was about to plunge the blade downward, she hesitated.

Could she do this?

She was frozen. Time seemed to slow. In a flash, Eunhye was by her side, red eyes burning ravenously.

“Do it!” she snarled.

“I don’t know if I can …”

“You already killed someone.”

“You said it wasn’t my fault. This is different. I’m not a … murderer.”

Hyukjoon seemed to come out of his trance. “Are you talking dirty, baby? Talk louder. I can’t hear what you’re saying.”

Surprised by his words, Dahye’s hand stopped moving.

“Keep going,” Hyukjoon said, eyes still shut. “Come on. Suck it.” He sounded exasperated.

Her sister leaned in. “Are you listening to him? He will never stop. Ever.”

In that moment, Dahye understood. Eunhye was right. Hyukjoon had spent his entire adult life preying on women. He would never change.

He opened his eyes then and, seeing the knife, recoiled. “What the fuck?”

Dahye did not hesitate again. As the blade met his flesh, Hyukjoon opened his mouth and screamed. Blood spattered the mattress and the floor.

Now Hyukjoon was the one on his knees. His trembling hands held onto his member, which hung limp and ragged, attached only by the smallest thread of skin. He let out a muffled howl of pain. Next to him, Eunhye giggled.

“Why?” Hyukjoon babbled. “Why would you—? What the fuck, you crazy bitch!” He let out a moan. “Help me. Please. Call an ambulance. Fuck! I’ll pay you. How much do you want?” Tears and snot dribbled down his chin as his voice trailed off.

All bitches have a price.

Suddenly, his eyes widened. “Wh—what is that thing?”

Dahye followed his eyes to where Eunhye was standing. Her sister opened her mouth and began to sing.

“All pigs go to the slaughterhouse to die.”

“No! Get away from me. Stay away!” He began to crawl from her like a crab. “Please let me go. Please. I won’t say anything.”

Without warning, Dahye grabbed his limp member and tugged hard. Hyukjoon cried out as the thread of skin holding his withered little cock to his body snapped like a rubber band. Blood spurted in the air, a few drops wetting Dahye’s lips. She didn’t mind. His hands flailed in a paroxysm of pain.

Eunhye howled with laughter, her eyes glowing brightly. Water continued to tumble from her body, hitting the floor and mixing with Hyukjoon’s blood. He continued to twitch and shake, with intermittent groans and gasps. His skin had gone a terrible shade of gray.

Dahye’s eyes passed over the room and rested on the little pencil case Hara had given her at the support group meeting. Dahye picked up the case and gave it a shake as Hyukjoon continued to shudder and cry. She opened the lid and saw the ice pick. Hara had said they used it to remove the tiny molka cameras they found. She remembered the way its sharp edge had felt scraping down her wrist.

Suddenly, she was overcome with tiredness. Her head felt like it would burst. All she wanted was some quiet, but there was no telling how long it would take Hyukjoon to die. Using the last of her strength, Dahye took the ice pick and rammed it into his throat.

+

The smell of blood was thick in the air. Dahye sat next to Hyukjoon’s body, her head resting on her knees. She had stayed awake all night watching and rewatching the video she had taken on Hyukjoon’s phone. Amazingly, it had captured nearly every moment of Hyukjoon’s terror. She closed out and went to his camera roll.

Goosebumps prickled across her skin. Disgust roiled through her as she scrolled. He had hundreds of videos of women, in bars and clubs, in restrooms, on the street, at the mall.

He also had dozens of unread messages on KakaoTalk. Most of them were from Seoyeon. Dahye opened them.


Seoyeon: I’m sorry for losing my temper …

Seoyeon: where r u?

Seoyeon: I called you ten times. call me back

Seoyeon: did you fall asleep?

Seoyeon: I love you … sleep well

Seoyeon: don’t forget that we have the tasting tomorrow. pick you up at 8. remind your mom!



Poor Seoyeon. Dahye scrolled through Hyukjoon’s most recent chats. She wondered if the messages with Hyukjoon’s friends—the ones that had been leaked—were still on his phone. She scrolled to the bottom of the list and found Jia’s name instead.


Hyukjoon: don’t be mad, but … I can’t stop thinking about what happened last time

Hyukjoon: I know you said it can’t ever happen again and that we were drunk …

Hyukjoon: I’m in love with you, Jia. can we at least meet up to talk about it?

Hyukjoon: where are you right now? I can come to you

Hyukjoon: I just want to talk. that’s all … I swear … not trying to do anything else



At least Jia had had the decency to leave him on read. Dahye felt another wave of sympathy for Seoyeon. Despite the bullshit Hyukjoon had spewed to Dahye about their arranged marriage, it was obvious to her that Seoyeon truly cared for him. She loved Hyukjoon the way Dahye once had—like a person drowning, with the shore in plain view.

Dahye knew nothing about Seoyeon, but she deserved better. Taking a screenshot of Hyukjoon’s messages to Jia, Dahye sent them to Seoyeon.


Hyukjoon: [SCREENSHOT]

Hyukjoon: I want to come clean. I’m sorry. I’m a bastard, Seoyeon. you know this isn’t the only time, either. the truth is that I don’t love you. I never have

Hyukjoon: I thought I could go through with marrying you, but I can’t …

Hyukjoon: I hope you’re able to move on with your life

Hyukjoon: please don’t try to contact me again



She hit send and turned off the phone, watching as the screen went black. Early morning light filtered into the room, illuminating the mess. Stained clothing, congealed puddles of blood, pieces of skin and flesh scattered across the mattress.

Hyukjoon’s severed member lay on the floor. Dahye picked it up. It was nearly weightless. She could hardly believe that this pitiful thing was the source of Hyukjoon’s power and what had determined his worth in the world. It had been so easy taking it from him.

She was exhausted and, at the same time, wide awake. Eunhye was muttering to herself, watching Hyukjoon’s stiffening body. Sitting next to him, she looked so small.

Some part of Dahye had believed that destroying Hyukjoon would resolve everything. That it would bring her peace. But all she felt now was the anger coming to a boil. Hyukjoon was a monster, sure, and deserved everything that had happened to him. But he was only a symptom of the problem, one of many monsters that needed vanquishing.

She looked at Eunhye and saw her sister as a seventeen-year-old girl in the blue light of an aquarium, her face shimmering. Poor Eunhye, who thought there was no way to escape except for drowning.

Dahye stretched out a hand, and Eunhye took it. Dahye hardly felt the cold anymore. They would kill Jihoon together. She would finally put her sister’s spirit to rest.
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Junyoung pressed his ear flat against the front door of Dahye’s building. It was quiet inside. The previous night, she had returned home with a man. He was a pretty, pompous-looking son of a bitch who had grinned and walked inside with his chest puffed up like a rooster.

At first, Junyoung had tried to convince himself that the man was just a friend visiting for the evening. But when several hours passed, and the man didn’t emerge, Junyoung had returned home, dejected and alone. It felt as though his heart was being torn to shreds.

Junyoung walked down the steps and sat on the curb. His temples throbbed painfully. He had barely slept the previous night, and all day at work, he had been tormented by the image of Dahye, her naked body entwined with this stranger’s. It was so obvious to Junyoung that this man was bad news that he couldn’t believe Dahye’s naïveté. When he found out who the guy was, Junyoung was going to fuck him up.

Already he had waited several hours, but there was no sign of Dahye or the man anywhere. Junyoung buried his face in his hands. Maybe they were too busy fucking each other’s brains out to do anything else. He imagined Dahye, dehydrated, the skin around her mouth shriveled and cracked.

He had just resolved to leave when the door to the building swung open. Startled, he scuttled behind a trash can as she appeared, dragging a suitcase down the steps. Junyoung poked his head out. Dahye was dressed entirely in black, a mask covering the lower half of her face. Only her eyes were visible. She was alone. The suitcase’s wheels clattered on the cement as she strode briskly down the street, towing it behind her.

Again?

It was late. Where the hell was she going this time? Careful to keep a healthy distance between them, Junyoung stole after her, his footsteps light. They walked until they reached a subway station. Dahye hopped on the first train that arrived, traveled for five stops, and then transferred to another station.

Junyoung had a bad feeling in his chest. He thought they were somewhere near Mapo, though he wasn’t entirely certain. Dahye seemed to be singularly focused on making it to her destination, wherever that was. She didn’t look back at him. Not even once. They walked by the river, toward the bridge, and Junyoung stifled a groan. His feet hurt. Cars whizzed past them. Junyoung gasped as a bus came close, nearly clipping her, but Dahye yanked on the suitcase and continued on.

In the center of the bridge, Dahye stopped abruptly, leaning over the railing. Junyoung’s heart began to pound.

This bridge, among many others in Seoul, was famous for suicide jumpers. Years prior, a man had leaped to his death to try and draw attention to a men’s rights group he’d founded. Junyoung had been young when it happened, but he remembered clearly the headlines that had dominated the news cycle for weeks afterward. And the images—dozens of rescue teams, diving under the water again and again, trying to recover the man’s body.

“Don’t jump,” Junyoung started to shout, but the wind and the cars whipped his words back into his face. He watched, horrified, as she climbed onto the balustrade with the suitcase. Her feet kept slipping. She swayed, her balance uneven, the weight of the bag unsteadying her. For one terrible second, it looked like she would fall. A scream tore out of Junyoung’s throat. Dahye caught herself, and then, with a great heave, hurled the suitcase off the bridge.

Dahye climbed down, hurrying away, as Junyoung leaned over the edge to watch the suitcase fall. Moonlight shimmered across the rippling waves. The suitcase hit the water with a splash and began to bob away gently. Junyoung stared at it. He couldn’t wrap his mind around what had just occurred. No sane person hauled a suitcase across Seoul just to dump it over a bridge.

If he had to estimate, the drop was forty feet. The current was slow moving, and it seemed like the suitcase hadn’t made it very far. He climbed onto the balustrade just as a car slowed to a stop next to him.

“Don’t kill yourself,” a woman’s voice shouted. “Think of everything you have to live for.”

“That’s not what I’m doing,” Junyoung snapped.

Without thinking, he sprinted in the direction he’d come, off the bridge and down the bank of the river, the soles of his feet aching. There was a smaller drop here, ten feet maybe. He could see the suitcase floating a short distance away. Junyoung kicked off his shoes, held his nose, and before he could change his mind, threw himself into the water.

He hit the surface with a smack. It was higher drop than he’d thought, and the pain and cold shocked him. Water flooded his nose and mouth. He had been wrong about the current—it dragged him under without mercy.

Junyoung clawed his way upward, his lungs screaming for air. Gasping, he burst through the surface and looked around as he treaded water, trying to reorient himself. The suitcase was an arm’s length away. He lunged toward it, only for the tide to pull it away.

“Fuck!” Junyoung screamed. He had lost his goddamn mind. His chest hurt. His hands and feet had gone numb from the cold. His clothes clung to him, dragging him down. All he wanted was to lie on the ground, to take a long nap.

“You are not like other men, Junyoung,” his father had once told him. “You are strong. You cannot let a woman lead you astray.”

For years, Junyoung had held onto these words, following them like a beacon cutting through the night. Abeoji had been right all along. If only Junyoung hadn’t allowed Dahye to lead him down this path …

The suitcase knocked against his back, jolting Junyoung out of his thoughts. While he had been ruminating, it had inched closer and closer to him. He reached out and grasped the handle. Flooded with relief, he flailed toward the nearby embankment, pushing the suitcase onto the gravel. Junyoung dragged himself out of the water with the little strength he had left and collapsed.

Everything hurt, but he was desperate to know what the suitcase contained. He crawled toward it. When he unzipped it, he lifted the lid to find … clothing. Junyoung frowned. Somehow, it had all managed to stay dry.

Why had she gone through all the trouble of dumping it in the river?

Junyoung picked up the shirt at the top of the pile. It was a men’s linen shirt, expensive looking, with mother-of-pearl buttons. Dark stains covered the front. Junyoung shook it, and something small fell out from between its folds, falling onto the gravel. Junyoung picked it up and held it to his face, squinting.

It was a finger. Part of one, anyway. Junyoung let out a horrified squeal as he leapt away from the suitcase. The moon was full and low over his head, and when he looked down at his hands, he saw that his palms were stained with blood. What had Dahye done? His mind began to race. Junyoung had assumed the man from the previous night had gone home sometime in the morning. But what if he had never left?

What if that man had tried to hurt Dahye, and she had killed him in self-defense?

In spite of his exhaustion, Junyoung felt a sudden burst of adrenaline. He had unexpectedly stumbled upon a treasure. Now that he had the suitcase, he held all the cards. Dahye was under the impression she had gotten rid of it. If she agreed to be with him, he would help her bury the secret. If not … Well, he didn’t want to think that far ahead.

Junyoung’s phone was waterlogged, and his shoes were nowhere to be found, but he trudged away from the embankment and onto the street, the suitcase in tow. He had a vague sense of his location, and after a long and painful trek, his apartment building swam into view. He was nearly grateful for his mother when she opened the door.

“Junyoung!” she gasped, staring at his pale face.

“Hello, Mother,” Junyoung said. Trembling with tiredness, he collapsed onto the floor.

+

For two long days, Junyoung was bedridden, drifting in and out of a tortured sleep. Dahye lingered in his dreams, caressing him. “I love you,” she kept saying, though oddly, her voice sounded exactly like his mother’s.

On the third day, his fever broke. Junyoung’s eyelids fluttered open to see his mother’s face hovering above his.

“Eugh!” Junyoung bolted upright. “What are you doing?”

“I was checking your temperature,” she said, looking hurt. “You’ve been sick. I was worried.”

“Don’t touch me.”

“You showed up in the middle of the night, soaking wet and feverish. You aren’t fine. We should go to the doctor.”

“Stop being a nag. I’m perfectly fine.” Memories of Dahye, the bridge, and, most importantly, the suitcase came flooding back. Junyoung struggled to get to his feet. “Where is it?”

“What? You need to lie down, Junyoung. You’re very sick.”

“The suitcase! Where the hell did you put it?”

“I threw it away,” she said quietly. “It smelled awful. Stank up the whole apartment. I looked inside, and it didn’t look important, so I put it out with the garbage last night.”

“Mother!” Junyoung exploded. She cowered.

“It smelled disgusting,” she whispered. “And it was dripping wet and covered in dirt. I didn’t think you would be so upset. I’ll buy you a new suitcase.”

“It wasn’t about the fucking suitcase. It was about what was inside!”

“It didn’t look like your things,” she cajoled. “I wouldn’t have thrown it out if I’d known it was important …”

“This is why Abeoji left you.” She stared at him, a choked sob escaping her throat. Junyoung continued. “He left you because you’re stupid. Worthless. You can’t do anything right.”

He didn’t wait for her to respond. Hobbling to his closet, he found a worn pair of jeans and a wrinkled T-shirt, changing into them before limping to the door. His mother was crying. It gave him pleasure to know he could still cut her down. Make her feel small. On the counter next to the door, he spotted his phone peeking out from a bowl of uncooked rice. His mother. Perhaps this gesture should have touched him, but it only made his irritation grow.

Outside, the breeze brushed past him, chilling his sweat-soaked skin. The weather was growing milder. Soon, summer would turn to fall. If he played his cards right, he could be living with Dahye by the end of the year.

He realized he didn’t need the suitcase. He knew what was inside. And if he needed more proof, all he had to do was break into her apartment. Easy.

He gave his phone a little shake and watched as the screen lit up. At least his mother had managed to do one thing right. He called a taxi, inputting Dahye’s address. A few minutes later, the taxi appeared, slowing to a stop in front of him. Junyoung climbed into the back seat, listening absentmindedly to the radio. A woman’s voice crackled through the speakers.


Authorities are requesting anyone with information about the whereabouts of Jang Hyukjoon, 29, son of YS Media Group CEO Jang Insu, to come forward. Jang Hyukjoon went missing on the night of August 14th and was last seen by his fiancée, Lee Seoyeon. In a press conference earlier this morning, the elder Jang stated, “If anybody has any information about Hyukjoon’s whereabouts, I beg them to come forward. Hyukjoon is our loved and cherished son. We miss him very much and are praying for his safe return.”



The driver lowered the volume, muttering just loudly enough for Junyoung to hear. “These rich assholes. Wasting everybody’s time and money. I bet the bastard went on a bender. He’s probably naked in some club with a bunch of hookers and drugs.” He slammed his fist against the dashboard and glared at Junyoung in the rearview mirror as though daring him to disagree. Junyoung looked away.

The name was familiar to him. He remembered, vaguely, that this Jang Hyukjoon had come up while he was searching for something else. What had it been? He closed his eyes, trying to visualize the memory. His unexpected dunk in the river had made his brain cloudy. Then it came to him: Dahye’s screaming voice on the phone. She had been under the impression that he, Junyoung, was this Hyukjoon person.

Was it possible that she had been talking about the same Hyukjoon as the one in the news? Had she killed the Jang Hyukjoon?

It didn’t make sense, but the timing matched. There had been an initial news story involving Jang Hyukjoon around the time Dahye had stopped coming to work. And August 14th—Junyoung counted on his fingers—had been the day he had seen her with the strange man.

Junyoung pulled up Hyukjoon’s picture on his phone. The man’s face seemed familiar, but Junyoung wasn’t completely certain he recognized him. He scrolled to the news articles at the bottom of the page. The most recent were about Hyukjoon’s disappearance; the others were about his engagement. Junyoung had to go several pages back before finding the ones about his molka scandal. He tapped on the first link, and a screenshot appeared. It had been taken from one of the leaked videos. The woman was blurred entirely, but the background was still visible, and in the corner of the grainy image, Junyoung saw what appeared to be a pink pair of panties.

Dumbstruck, Junyoung paused, his thumb hovering over the screen. Over the past few weeks, he had been rewatching the old bathroom footage he had of Dahye, and he recognized the panties instantly.

“You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” the nosy taxi driver said, watching him from the rearview mirror.
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You’re back,” Lisa said, smiling, though it didn’t quite meet her eyes. “After the last time, we weren’t sure if we would see you again.”

“Sorry,” Dahye mumbled, suddenly embarrassed. She looked around. Today, it was just Lisa, Jin, and Haneul. Without Hara’s loud voice filling the room, it seemed oddly empty. “It’s just that—”

Jin gave her a nonchalant wave. “You don’t owe us any explanation. We’re just glad to see you again.”

Dahye took a seat. “Where’s Hara?” she asked, looking at each of them in turn. The women’s faces darkened, and Dahye’s heart sank. “Did … did something happen to her?” she asked weakly.

Lisa cleared her throat. “She posted a fake warning online claiming she had planted cameras in all the men’s restrooms at her university,” she finally said. “Someone saw it and notified the police, and a search was conducted. It wasn’t real, of course, but they tracked her down anyway.” She looked down at her lap. “Hara is in jail now, awaiting trial.”

“What?” Dahye spluttered. “They sent her to jail? For what? If there were no cameras—”

“It doesn’t matter. Do you think they care?” Jin said quietly, interrupting her. “When men do things to hurt us—post our naked bodies online without our consent, rape us, whatever—they shrug their shoulders and look the other way.”

Lisa and Haneul nodded. Dahye stared at them dumbly. Hara, a nineteen-year-old university student who, despite the sadness in her eyes, had joked about her life being ruined. She thought about Eunhye at seventeen, so young that she couldn’t yet drink, smoke, or drive, all alone on the bridge. Suddenly, a white-hot rage overtook Dahye, and she stood abruptly, pushing her chair back from the table. The legs scraped loudly against the floor.

“Then what’s the point of all this? The protests, meeting here every week, these fucking kits—” Dahye snatched one of the pencil cases from the table, giving it a hard shake. The top popped off. Everything inside went flying. She blinked, and the dizzying smell of Hyukjoon’s blood returned to her. His moans. Eunhye’s eerie laughter.

Please let me go. Please. I won’t say anything.

“What else are we supposed to do?” Lisa asked, her voice low. “Are we supposed to do nothing? We do what we can. We help each other. We give each other hope. We move forward, no matter how small the step.”

“Fuck that,” Dahye said. A fire was blazing in her chest. “Fuck having hope. Fuck waiting for the government to do the right thing. What Hara did was right. When they make the rules, we have to beat them at their own game.”

+

Oh Jihoon was thirty-one years old and already a mid-level manager at Samsung. He wore tailored suits, drove a 2019 Hyundai, and owned the apartment he lived in. He was unmarried. He left for work early in the morning and didn’t usually return until after midnight. He was dating a woman in his office, someone in his chain of command—a fresh-faced recent college graduate who doted on his every word.

It seemed Eunhye’s death had affected him little. “He looks the same,” Eunhye said in wonder, her gaze clinging to him. Before Dahye could stop her, she darted over to where Jihoon was standing on the sidewalk and stared into his face. She pressed her palm against his parted mouth. He shivered, swatting the empty air, and Eunhye’s features grew cloudy.

“You said you would help me,” Eunhye said, coming back to Dahye. “It’s the right time. He’s alone. Nobody else is around.”

“It’s not. Look.” Dahye pointed, just as Jihoon’s girlfriend turned the corner. Eunhye let out an impatient hiss. “Anyway, we had a plan. We’ll try again tomorrow.”

Eunhye responded with a mournful look. Since Hyukjoon’s death, she had grown impatient. Dahye didn’t blame her.

“Don’t be mad,” Dahye said under her breath.

Her mind wandered back to the night of Hyukjoon’s death. His blood had been so warm. It had taken her nearly an entire day to cut his body apart. A long time ago, she had seen someone doing something similar in a television show. Afterward, the murderers had dissolved the victim’s body with acid, bones and all. Dahye had had no idea where to get said acid, so instead she had traveled across Seoul with Eunhye by her side, each time dumping bits of Hyukjoon’s body into the trash cans or the river. Nobody seemed to suspect them. The eyes on the subway and in the streets had glossed over Dahye as she passed. It was as though she had become a ghost herself.

She had thrown away the stained mattress and purchased a new one. She’d also dumped Hyukjoon’s wallet, his clothes, his belt, and scrubbed away any sign he had ever been to her place. The one thing she hadn’t been able to toss was his severed dick. Whenever Dahye looked at it or held it in her hand, she was reminded of her power. She remembered the way she had torn it from Hyukjoon’s body, the triumph she had felt.

Eunhye didn’t reappear until they had nearly made it back to the apartment. Dahye was so preoccupied that when Eunhye let out a sharp hiss, she didn’t understand what was happening. Then she saw the man at her door. He was wearing a low cap and a mask, which partly covered his face; the little she could see of it was flushed. His clothing was wrinkled. He was wrestling with her doorknob, trying, it seemed, to force it open.

“Hey!” Dahye shouted. The man looked at her, his eyes wide with surprise. She began chasing him. He evaded her, running through the building’s musty hallways, dashing out the door and onto the sidewalk, breaking into a sprint. There was no way she could catch up. She stopped.

Nothing was out of place inside. “Maybe it was a mistake,” Dahye said, but Eunhye’s face contorted.

“You’re too trusting,” she said. “You always have been. It doesn’t seem like it was a coincidence.”

“What are you saying?”

“Maybe he’s a police officer. Or a private investigator.”

“That wasn’t the impression I got,” Dahye said, frowning. “And why would they be investigating me?”

“You’re naïve if you don’t think they are.”

“And you’re an annoying know-it-all.”

Eunhye, irritated again, vanished into the bathroom.

It was obvious the man had been caught off guard, but even so, his running had been ungraceful and uncoordinated. Dahye had seen the police recruits running in packs before, moving in unison, their legs pounding against the pavement. This stranger would have looked out of place.

No. She was certain he wasn’t an officer.

But something about him was … familiar. Dahye squinted, concentrating hard. His eyes. She had seen them somewhere before.
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Junyoung waited until Dahye had turned the corner before hurrying toward her door. The previous near miss had shaken him, and his heart pounded loudly in his chest. Out of his peripheral vision, he caught a flash of movement from the window next to Dahye’s and stopped, looking up. The curtains moved, and an eye appeared. It was the neighbor. Junyoung gave him a halfhearted wave before turning his attention to his pocket, pretending to fumble for his keys. He waited a beat, and then the curtain flicked back into place. Junyoung let out a sigh of relief.

He had watched hundreds of videos on YouTube on how to pick a lock, but to his surprise, it was even easier than he anticipated. After a few attempts, the door opened with a small click. Junyoung looked over his shoulder. Seeing no sign of Dahye, he stepped inside.

Even though it was daytime, it was dark inside, the blinds drawn. Junyoung blinked as his eyes adjusted, scanning the living room. It was small. Empty. There was no couch or TV, or any furniture, really, except for a microwave and a fridge. The kitchen—if you could call it that—was just a single pockmarked counter with a sink and drawers. A cleaver was balanced on the sink’s edge, droplets of water still clinging to the blade.

The place was a dump. Apprehension gnawed at him as he remembered Dahye’s pink cubicle. He took a step forward, then stopped, looking down at his sneakers. What did one do in this kind of situation? Was he supposed to take them off or leave them on?

After some contemplation, he decided to keep his shoes on. He made his way farther into the living room and heard a sound—like loud droplets hitting the floor from a leaky pipe. When he opened the bathroom door, he saw that water was dripping from the grille of an air conditioning vent in the wall. As he reached up to touch it, a gust of wind swept past him, sending chills down his back. He glanced at the window. It was closed. Junyoung shivered.

There was nothing on the counter or in the cabinets. The shower contained only a single bar of soap, which sat in a pool of stagnant water. The imprint on it was no longer decipherable. Junyoung touched it gently. His finger went right through it like it was a stick of softened butter. He grimaced as the vent continued to drip.

Like the living room, Dahye’s bedroom was empty. A limp air mattress sat on the floor. Blankets were piled haphazardly over it. Her closet door was ajar, and as Junyoung approached it, his pulse began to race. What would he find? Jang Hyukjoon’s lifeless body, sprawled on the floor? A collection of human heads? Something worse?

His breath hitched as he opened the door. Something lay at his feet, and Junyoung, instantly thinking the worst, began to tremble. With the point of his shoe, he poked at the pile. It was soft. He blinked and peered closely, his shoulders sagging with relief. It was just her clothes.

He crouched and looked through them. Five T-shirts, three of which were varying shades of pink. Two pairs of faded denim jeans. A red sweater, which stunk of mildew and was covered in a fine, white powder, and a pink gingham dress. Some damp socks, the soles dark and stained. One pale pink bra with loose elastic. He squeezed each of the cups experimentally, then held it up to his own chest. The tag had been snipped off, but if he had to guess, it was an A-cup. Maybe a double A.

He dropped the bra when he saw what was at the bottom of the pile. It was her underwear. Her glorious panties. He grabbed the first pair and brought it to his nose, taking a deep whiff. It smelled like heaven. He picked up another and then another, growing dizzy from inhaling the sweet scent of her pussy.

Delicious. De-fucking-licious. He shoved one into his pocket and took one last look around her bedroom before walking out. In the living room, his eyes rested again on the knife, and he was reminded of the memories of the finger, the bloodstained clothes, and the missing chaebol son.

Maybe he had imagined the whole thing. Maybe Jang Hyukjoon’s disappearance was merely a coincidence. Maybe it had nothing to do with her. Junyoung could see nothing out of the ordinary. The unit was empty, but that in itself wasn’t a crime.

Standing in the middle of her living room, Junyoung wanted very badly to feel close to Dahye. To know every part of her. He opened one of the drawers in the kitchen. It was filled with disposable chopsticks, crumpled napkins, a few dusty candles. He closed it and went to the fridge.

It was mostly bare. On the top shelf were strawberry yogurt, two beers, a carton of soymilk. On the second shelf, a small package wrapped in paper towel and clingfilm.

The sight of the empty shelves made his heart ache. Dahye had grown noticeably thinner since moving out, and suddenly he was worried that she wasn’t taking care of herself properly. He thought about stopping by a convenience store and leaving her with some ramyun and rice. Bending over, he reached for the package on the second shelf.

As he unwrapped the clingfilm, a fetid smell hit him square in the face. Junyoung’s eyes watered. He peeled away the paper towel to reveal a grayish slab of wrinkled meat. It was cold and damp. He examined it, wondering what animal it had come from. Then realization dawned on him. Junyoung’s grip slackened, and the meat tumbled out of its wrapping and onto the floor.

It was a severed penis.

At first, all Junyoung felt was revulsion. Waves of nausea crashed over him as he stood rooted to the spot, staring unblinking at the floor. But gradually, the room stopped spinning, and as he returned to his body, Junyoung threw his head back and laughed. He laughed until his stomach hurt. This was better than the proof his mother had thrown away. In fact, it was better than anything he could have ever dreamed of. Because not only had Dahye killed Jang Hyukjoon, a member of one of the most wealthy and powerful families in Korea, she had also taken his manhood. He practically owned her now. Grinning, he ran his tongue over his teeth and began to take pictures of the severed member. When he was done, he wrapped it back up, placed it gently back in the fridge, and turned to go.

His hand had just tightened around the doorknob when he heard keys rattling on the other side. She was back. Junyoung looked around frantically, but the room was so empty that there was no place to hide. He dove into the bedroom, yanking the door shut just as she entered. The floorboards creaked under his feet. Breathing hard, he threw himself into the closet and burrowed under her clothing. He listened. It sounded like she was still at the door, slipping off her shoes.




[image: Twenty-Six]

Something was wrong. She could sense it as soon as she stepped over the threshold into the living room. Glancing around, Dahye spotted a line of water trailing from the front door all the way into her closed bedroom.

Closed? Had she left it closed?

The back of her neck prickled. Dahye thought about the man she had seen at her door yesterday. Her stomach clenched tightly. She had been dismissive of Eunhye’s suspicions, but maybe Eunhye had been right. Maybe he was an investigator or a detective. It had been five days since she had murdered Hyukjoon, and every time she went outside, Dahye saw his face splashed across billboards scattered around the city. The search was ramping up, and still nobody had come to question her. She had convinced herself, perhaps foolishly, that she had gotten away with it.

Dahye picked up the knife from the kitchen sink and tiptoed toward her bedroom. She opened the door and frowned when she saw Eunhye standing silently in front of the closet, facing away from her. Her head was cocked. Hearing Dahye’s footsteps, she turned around.

“He’s inside,” she rasped.

“Who is it?” Dahye mouthed.

Eunhye shrugged, her eyes narrowed. “The same guy from last time.”

Dahye held the cleaver up and reached for the doorknob, but Eunhye stopped her. Pressing a wrinkled, swollen finger against Dahye’s lips, she began to lead her out.

Dahye followed, a question in her eyes. Eunhye gave her a meaningful look, and Dahye understood. They walked toward the front door together.

+

Huddled underneath Dahye’s soiled clothes, Junyoung fought to quiet his breathing. She was so loud. Every sound was amplified in that little closet, the vibrations coming through the floorboards. Was it the same on the other side? Could she hear him, too?

As he listened to her footsteps approach the closet, a terrible thought struck him. What if she cut off his cock and kept it in the fridge? His hand shot down to his groin. He squeezed, as though checking to make sure it was still there. It was. He felt a fleeting relief.

Please, he begged, his eyes tightly closed, one hand still crushing his member. Please don’t let her come in. Make her turn around. Make her leave.

The faint stripe of light under the door disappeared, and Junyoung’s heart began hammering so loudly he was sure Dahye could hear it from where she was standing. Any second now, she would open the door and catch him red-handed, lying under her dirty laundry, her panties in his pocket.

If he was quick, he could overpower her. Run before she had enough time to register what was happening. He could make it outside and call the police before she could have a chance to find him.

And if he couldn’t make it? You’re a man, he reminded himself. You’re stronger than her. Smarter. Better in every way. He would tackle her, wrestle her to the floor. Then he would call the police.

He closed his eyes. If he called the police, they would find Jang Hyukjoon’s severed penis in her refrigerator, and she would be arrested. He would lose her forever.

No. No police. He would catch her off guard, surprise her, and run.

Silently, Junyoung rolled onto his stomach, his palms flat against the floor. He was prepared to jump to his feet and run for his life—for his dick, really—but Dahye did not open the door. Instead, a strange thing happened: An intense cold swept over him, as though a clammy, damp hand had pressed against the center of his back. The feeling penetrated his skin, down into his bones, and a shiver ran down his spine.

The feeling vanished as suddenly as it had come. Junyoung lifted his head slightly, his mouth open, breathing shallowly. The collar of his shirt felt wet. On the other side of the door, he could hear Dahye’s retreating footsteps. She had walked away.

The front door opened and closed. The apartment grew still, but Junyoung didn’t dare move. He began to count, the numbers tumbling into each other. Sixty seconds. One hundred and twenty. He counted all the way to three hundred and sixty before getting up and opening the door a crack. Sunlight flooded in, making his eyes ache. The bedroom was empty.

He crawled out, landing straight into a large puddle that sat in front of the closet door. A wet trail led to the bathroom. Getting to his feet, Junyoung followed it, peeking carefully inside, confirming it was empty. He turned to go but then stopped and looked up at the mirror. A woman’s face stared back at him.

He jumped and stumbled back, a scream caught in his throat. Frantically he turned, but there was nobody behind him. He looked back at the mirror. Nothing.

Still, the face was seared into his memory: long, dark hair, dripping wet; peeling, blue-tinged skin. Lips pulled back into a snarl. The whites of her eyes had been replaced with an ominous red.

Junyoung shook his head. He was wasting time, and his stupid imagination was running wild. He crept out into the living room and was relieved to find it empty. As he walked to the front door, he took one final look at the refrigerator.

He had just grasped the doorknob when something sharp jabbed him in the neck. From behind him came Dahye’s voice. It was completely flat and without emotion.

“Back away from the door. Turn around slowly with your hands up. If you try anything, I’ll slit your throat and let you bleed out right here on the floor.”
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The man turned, his hands shaking violently. “Please don’t hurt me,” he whispered. His forehead was glistening, and there was a wet splotch on the collar of his shirt. Dahye had cut him, but only slightly; a thin line of blood appeared at his throat.

Staring into his face, Dahye felt a jolt of recognition. She knew this face. She had seen it before. Trying to connect the dots, she lowered the knife. The man, seeing an opportunity, lunged toward her. Without hesitation, she slashed downward, leaving a long gash on his arm. Blood spurted from the wound. He howled, and the realization came to her.

“You’re the guy from IT—Cho Junyoung. What the hell are you doing inside my home?”

“I’m sorry,” he whimpered. “Please don’t cut off my cock.”

Eunhye giggled, and Junyoung twisted around, searching for the source of the noise.

“You looked through my stuff?” Dahye asked incredulously.

“I’m sorry. I really am. If you let me go, I won’t say a word to anybody.”

“Shut up.”

“I swear! I’m very trustworthy. I’m an honest person, really. I’ve never stolen anything or hurt anybody or …” Junyoung babbled as he tried to reach into his back pocket without her noticing. “I would never do anything to harm you. I broke in because I was worried about you. You promised me we would get lunch, and then you disappeared! It was so sudden. What was I supposed to do?”

Eunhye circled him, no longer laughing. “He’s a dirty liar,” she said. “His phone is in his back pocket.”

“If you don’t put your hands where I can see them, I’m going to rip your throat out,” Dahye said coolly.

“Alright, alright! You don’t need to be so aggressive. Like I said, I’m not here to hurt you. I did it because I care about you.” He showed her his open palms, then softened his tone. “Because I love you.”

A look of disgust crossed Dahye’s features. “You’re a fucking creep.” She kicked his balls, and Junyoung fell to the floor with a groan. Dahye crouched and began removing everything from his pockets. His wallet, his phone, and … her underwear. “You fucking pig.”

“I’m … not … a … pig,” Junyoung choked out in between gasps. Tears streamed down his face.

“Look at the little piglet cry,” Eunhye taunted, as Dahye reached down, peeling her sock from her foot. She balled it up and rammed it down his throat before grabbing a clump of his hair. She tried to drag him toward the bedroom, but he was too heavy.

“Get up,” she snapped. When he didn’t respond, she kicked him again. “Get up! Walk into the bedroom and lie flat on the floor.”

Reluctantly, Junyoung got to his feet, snot leaking down his chin. The sock in his mouth tasted awful—like sour sweat—and he could hardly breathe through his clogged nose. He dragged himself inside and did as she told him, lying down next to her mattress.

She yanked off his shoes one by one, then undid his shoelaces, using them to bind his wrists and his ankles. With a quick tug, she tested to make sure they were secure.

“I’m going to ask you some questions,” she said. “I’ll remove this, but if you move, or scream, or try anything …” She pointed the cleaver at his groin, and Junyoung nodded furiously.

“He’s going to scream,” Eunhye said, sounding bored.

“He won’t,” Dahye said. “You won’t scream, will you, Junyoung?”

“Mmmh.” He shook his head, confused. She was talking so strangely, as if there was another person in the room. There was no explanation for it except that she had completely lost her mind.

Dahye removed the sock from Junyoung’s mouth, and instantly he let out an ear-splitting howl. Without hesitating, she shoved the sock back in, and at the same time, slashed the front of his jeans with the knife. Junyoung felt the blade nick the top of his groin through the thin fabric of his underwear. He thrashed desperately against his bindings.

“You fucking moron,” Dahye snarled. “What did I just say?”

“Told you so,” Eunhye said. Dahye rolled her eyes.

“Whatever. You were right,” Dahye said. She turned to Junyoung. “This is your last chance. If you scream again—” Once more she made a stabbing motion toward his groin, and Junyoung flinched. “You know what I’m capable of,” she warned. “You don’t want to test me.”

He swallowed, looking down. The front of his jeans was dark with blood. She removed the gag. This time, he remained silent.

“Why did you break into my apartment?” Dahye asked.

“Because I was worried about you,” Junyoung whispered.

“He’s lying,” Eunhye hissed. “There’s something wrong with him. You saw the underwear in his pocket. He’s sick in the head. We need to get rid of him, to cut him to—”

“Stop it,” Dahye snapped. “Let me talk to him.”

“Who are you talking to?” Junyoung asked.

“I don’t think I said you could talk.”

He clamped his mouth shut, but his eyes continued to dart around the room.

“Did you know Jang Hyukjoon?” Dahye asked.

“The rich chaebol kid? No. I had no idea who he was until he went missing.” He paused. “That’s his dick you cut off, right?”

“Shut up.”

“Sorry. I forgot.” Wincing, he tried to move his wrists. She had bound them so tightly that the laces were cutting into his skin.

“How did you get my address?”

“I looked up your information at work. I’m in IT, remember? We have special privileges. I can access almost any information on our network,” he said, trying to pull his ankles apart. It was pointless. “When you didn’t show up for our lunch date, I looked up your address.”

Eunhye was standing above Junyoung, her fingers nearly touching his face. “Stop wasting time,” she said, a hungry look on her face.

“That doesn’t explain how you got here,” Dahye said, ignoring her.

“Right,” Junyoung said slowly. “I went to the address listed in your file and talked to your mother. She told me you didn’t live there any longer, so I waited outside, and that same night, your friend showed up.”

“My friend?” Dahye asked, confused.

“The woman with the giant boobs. I think her name was Bora …?”

Stricken, Dahye got up. “You’re a liar,” she cried, jabbing the blade toward him. Junyoung let out a little shriek but swallowed it halfway.

“Please! I’m not lying,” he stammered. “I’ll tell you whatever you want to know. Your friend showed up, and then your mother came out, and the two of them had a conversation about you. They said—”

Before he could finish his sentence, she shoved the sock back into his mouth. Junyoung gagged as tears sprang to his eyes. Through his blurred vision, he saw Dahye pacing back and forth, her cheeks bright red.

“See if he’s lying,” Eunhye said. “Check his phone.”

Dahye went to retrieve Junyoung’s phone from the living room and returned, looking through his messages. There were a few threads with his coworkers and one with his mother, but nothing about her that she could find.

“What about his pictures?” Eunhye asked. Dahye nodded.

Junyoung’s most recent pictures were of Hyukjoon’s severed penis. Heat crawled down Dahye’s neck. “You piece of shit,” she murmured. “What were you going to do with this?”

He shook his head. “Mmhhh,” he mumbled through the gag. She held the phone to his face. Crying softly, he watched as she deleted them one by one.

Just as she was about to exit from the app, a video caught her eye. It looked grainy and familiar. She tapped on it and recognized it instantly. It had been taken inside the restrooms at work.

At first, the video showed an empty toilet. But seconds later, the stall opened, and a woman entered. Dahye recognized the person instantly, and her skin crawled. It was her. The woman in the video was her.

“What is this?” she asked. “Where the fuck did you get this?” She shoved the phone into Junyoung’s face. “Did Hyukjoon send this to you? Did you lie to me? Were you working with him?”

“No,” he tried to say through the gag.

“You were in that chat with him, weren’t you? You were sharing pictures of me? Videos? And what—you broke in to get more footage? How long have you been watching me?” She dug the tip of the blade into his cheek, carving a small divot into his flesh. Blood filled the hole and spilled down his cheek. Dahye tore the sock out from his mouth.

“I haven’t—I don’t know—I—”

“Answer me!” she shrieked. “How long?” She looked around, her eyes frantic. “Are there cameras in here now?”

“No! It was just at work! I swear—I swear on my life. I wasn’t lying. I had no idea who Hyukjoon was, and—”

Junyoung began to sob, silently, his mouth wide open. As Dahye stared at him, the room grew hazy and indistinct. Eunhye’s movements were jerky and erratic. She was nearly touching him now. She looked at Dahye as though asking for permission, and Dahye gave her a small nod. Eunhye smiled. Her face seemed to split apart, and she began to sing.

“All pigs go to the slaughterhouse to die.”

+

“I’m going to show you a movie. I want you to watch the whole thing.”

Junyoung, thinking it to be a trick, squeezed his eyes shut. Dahye grabbed his face and dug the tip of her fingernail into the open wound on his cheek. “I said watch,” she snarled. The pain made him gasp, and he complied.

The video began to play. It had been taken in her bedroom. Right away, Junyoung recognized the man on the screen as Jang Hyukjoon, and he began to tremble.

It was the video of his murder.

Junyoung tried to turn his head, but once again, Dahye grabbed him and forced him to watch. It was far worse than anything Junyoung could have imagined. He could see clearly Hyukjoon’s fear, the way the man screamed and howled and dragged himself away, his blood spilling across the floor. Warmth spread along the inside of Junyoung’s thigh. He’d wet himself.

Dahye stared at him with distaste, wrinkling her nose. Once the video ended, she opened her camera and pressed the record button, propping the phone against the wall. Junyoung stared at it.

“Wh—what is that?” he asked fearfully. “What are you doing?”

“We’re going to make an even better video,” Dahye said, smiling.

“No,” Junyoung moaned. “No. Nonono—”

“Shhh. The more you fight, the more painful it’ll be.” She gagged him again, then bent over him to carve through his clothing with the cleaver, revealing the soft, hairless curd of his belly. She smirked as she cut through his jeans and then his underwear. His penis was wilted and flaccid. Small. Seeing her expression, Junyoung grew red with shame. He was on the verge of dying, of being emasculated, and all he could think about was how small his dick looked.

He wanted to tell her that he was a grower, not a shower. But he was fully naked now, and he had bigger things to worry about.

Junyoung had envisioned his death many times throughout the course of his life, but always as an old man, gray and worn, cradled in the arms of a beautiful woman. Never had he anticipated this—lying on the ground, wrists and ankles bound, a knife at his groin.

For some reason, he kept thinking about his mother and her wrinkled face. He thought about her yellow teeth and the way she always covered her mouth when she talked or smiled. It was funny; he had spent so much of his time hating her after his father had left, despising her weakness and the fact that she hadn’t been able to do her duties as a wife to make him stay.

Junyoung didn’t blame his father. In his shoes, he would have done the same. Abeoji had been educated, his family lineage strong. He had come from a line of military generals, strong-willed, temperamental, while Junyoung’s mother had been poor. She hadn’t attended university. She wasn’t beautiful or particularly interesting in any way. As far as Junyoung knew, his father had married her out of pity. Was it any wonder that it had gone the way it had?

As Dahye raised the knife, Junyoung’s vision went black. He began to pray. Please, if you’re up there, God, get me out of this horrible situation. I’m begging you. I’ll do anything. I’ll be nice to my mother. I’ll buy her whatever she wants. I’ll take her to the dentist to get her teeth fixed. I’ll get rid of all the cameras and delete all the footage I have. I’ll spend the rest of my life repenting. I’ll join a monastery. I won’t think of women ever again. Please just let me live.

Suddenly, a knock came at the front door. Dahye stopped, her hand floating in mid-air. She cocked her head, listening, as another rapid knock came through. Frowning, she turned to Junyoung.

“Does anybody know where you are?” she asked. “Your family?”

Junyoung shook his head. Dahye scuttled toward her bedroom door, peeking out. They heard a deep voice.

“Police! We know you’re inside. Open the door, or we’ll break it down!”

Junyoung squirmed. He was saved. Saved! Dahye, scowling, hit him across the cheek with the handle of the knife, cutting his elation short. Spots of white danced across his vision.

“Get in the closet,” she hissed, as they listened to another barrage of knocks. Junyoung hesitated. She made a shallow cut in his thigh.

“I said, get in the fucking closet.”

The most he could manage was a slow-moving crawl along the floor as Dahye pushed and kicked him. The wood floor tugged and pinched at his bare skin. He moved as deliberately as possible, sensing Dahye’s agitation. Maybe if he took long enough, the police would break down the door—

She cut him again, deeper this time. He could feel blood trickling down his leg and was overcome with panic. He crawled faster.

“I’m coming,” Dahye yelled in a high, cheerful voice. “I’m getting out of the shower now. I’ll be just a minute!”

Junyoung stopped in front of the closet, and Dahye raised the butt of the knife over his head again as if to hit him. He flinched. “That’s right,” she said, giggling hysterically. “Now get in the closet, little piggy. Do as I say.”

He lay flat on the floor as Dahye piled her dirty laundry on top of him, doing her best to hide him from view. Junyoung’s face was covered, and he was blind, but he could sense the warmth of her body as she hovered above him.

“If you do anything, if you even breathe the wrong way,” she whispered, “I’ll make you regret every last second of your miserable, pathetic life.”

Then he heard the door shut. Her footsteps disappeared around the corner, and Junyoung lay there in the stillness, breathing the scent of her musk. He had been given an opportunity, and he wasn’t about to die without a fight. He was meant to survive. To live. He closed his eyes and saw his mother’s face again, blindingly bright. Yes—he needed to get home to his mother. He needed to right all his wrongs.

He shook the clothing from his face and pushed up against the door, stopping when he felt the soles of his feet resting against the wood. Thinking hard, he tried again to pull his ankles apart. Faint voices trickled in from the living room, and Junyoung felt his desperation grow. He pulled harder and felt the string slacken slightly, giving him a little room to move his feet. Lifting his hips, he reached for the doorknob with his big toe.

How much time had passed? Five minutes? Were the cops still here? Junyoung quieted his breathing, trying to eavesdrop. He could hear snippets of their conversation. One distinct voice—a man’s—and then Junyoung heard another, deeper than the first. Two policemen, he breathed. If he could just open the door, they could rescue him.

He extended his foot, moving it back and forth, trying to get a grip on the metal. Sweat pooled along his forehead, and the pain in his ankle was excruciating. Just a bit more, he thought. A little more.

The shoelaces were cutting off his circulation. For one awful moment, he was sure he was stuck, and then he managed to turn the doorknob. He stared in astonishment as the door opened, the light from the bedroom flooding in.

+

Dahye hid the phone and the knife, and after one final scan, hurried to the front door. She plastered a smile on her face and greeted the two police officers who were waiting for her on the other side. One was young; the other looked to be in his fifties. They were serious. Solemn. They didn’t crack even the slightest hint of a smile.

“So sorry to make you wait,” Dahye said apologetically. “I wasn’t expecting any company. Can I help you?”

“My name is Officer Lim,” said the older officer. “This is Officer Han. We have a few questions regarding the disappearance of Jang Hyukjoon. His family informed us that you two had … some kind of romantic relationship?”

“Oh—well, yes,” she said, trying to keep her voice even. “It wasn’t serious. We met briefly for a few months.”

“Right …” Officer Lim peered over her shoulder. “Can we come in?”

Dahye looked over her shoulder. “Certainly,” she said. “Though I have to warn you—I don’t have much yet. I just moved in a few days ago.”

She moved aside to let the officers pass. They glanced around but gave nothing away with their expressions.

“We have a few questions,” Officer Lim said, removing a small notepad and pen from his pocket. “We won’t take up too much of your time.”

“Of course,” she said, nervously eyeing the gun at his waist. She had never seen an officer with a gun before. She tried her best not to stare.

“Where were you on the night of August 14th?”

“August 14th?” She pretended to think. “I think I was home. I don’t remember exactly …”

“Is there someone who can vouch for you?” Officer Han interrupted.

“I—I don’t know. My friend Bora, maybe.”

“Great,” Officer Lim said, scribbled furiously. “What’s her last name?”

“Kim.”

Dahye glanced toward Eunhye. Her sister was standing behind Officer Han, her hands hovering over his neck. Don’t, she wanted to say. Eunhye smiled.

“And when was the last time you saw Mr. Jang?”

“I’m not sure. It’s been a while since we stopped seeing each other.”

“Give us your best estimate.”

“A month ago? Maybe longer?”

More scribbling. Dahye blinked, trying to read his miniscule writing.

“You were the woman in the video that was leaked, right?”

“Sir?” Dahye stammered.

Officer Lim looked apologetic. “The family hired a private investigator to find the identity of the woman in the video. That’s why we’re here.”

“Yes,” Dahye said, suddenly angry. “It was me. So what?” Eunhye’s hands were nearly touching Officer Han now. He shivered and looked around, the corners of his mouth turning downward.

“We’re not here to upset you,” Officer Lim said gently. “We’re trying to get to the bottom of what happened.”

“Oh, now you’re trying to get to the bottom of things! What about when I went to the police to ask them to help me when it first happened? I still haven’t gotten a call from—whatever his name is. Your boss.”

Officer Lim cleared his throat. “Miss Park,” he said. “Please. There’s no need to get hysterical. We’re here to talk about Jang Hyukjoon. Now. Were you angry at Mr. Jang over what happened? Did you want to hurt him? Get revenge?”

“No. I loved Hyukjoon.”

The two officers looked at each other. “Loved?”

“Love,” Dahye stammered.

Officer Lim opened his mouth to say something, but just as he did, a loud thump came from Dahye’s bedroom. Officer Lim’s head snapped toward the sound, his hand moving to the gun.

“Is someone here with you?” he asked.

“No, I’m by myself,” Dahye said, trying to stay calm. “That was probably the neighbors. The walls are thin.”

“Then you won’t mind if we take a look around?”

Dahye gritted her teeth. “Be my guest,” she said, hoping Junyoung had taken her threats seriously.

Officer Lim pushed her bedroom door open. “If there’s someone in here, come out with your hands up!” he said loudly.

Time slowed. Dahye leaned against the wall to steady herself. Eunhye was muttering, the water dripping from her body. Officer Lim took one step into her room, and right there, on the other side, was Junyoung, lying naked, gagged, and bound, his face covered in blood. Somehow the bastard had managed to get out of the closet.

Dahye stumbled backward as the officers turned, their mouths dropping open in shock. Officer Lim began to draw his gun. At his feet, Junyoung gurgled, choking on her sock. And Eunhye—Eunhye began to scream. To chant. “KILL THEM ALL!” Her hands closed around Officer Han’s throat, and he dropped to the ground, swatting at the empty air, trying to break free from the invisible hands that were choking him.

Even now, Eunhye was so beautiful. And, as Dahye watched her, she realized that the two of them were more similar in appearance than she had originally thought. She could no longer tell whom she was looking at anymore.

“Drop to the floor,” Officer Lim screamed at Dahye. “Hands up! Put your hands up!”

Eunhye—or was it Dahye?—smiled, and then she lunged toward Junyoung’s naked body, her fingers clawing at his throat.

There was an ear-splitting blast. The noise ricocheted off the walls as the acrid smell of gunpowder settled in the apartment.

When the smoke cleared, Officer Lim stood with the gun clutched in his hands. Wisps of gray floated gently from the end of the weapon as blood leaked from the ragged hole in Dahye’s chest. She stood completely still before slowly crumpling to the floor. She was making awful, inhuman noises that made the hair on Junyoung’s neck stand on end.

At first, he thought she was crying. And then he realized she was laughing. Her mouth was cracked wide open in a smile. She was so terrible, this crazy bitch, and when she reached for Junyoung, he shrank away. He couldn’t believe he had ever loved her. When she grew still, he was flooded with relief.

Junyoung was tired. It was so noisy, and his ears were still ringing from the gunshot. Suddenly, the living room was bursting with activity. Paramedics and police officers appeared from nowhere, moving around him like ants. They were talking to him. Asking him questions. Someone removed the gag from his mouth, and another person covered him up. Soft, gentle hands picked him up from the floor and laid him gently on a stretcher.

As he was being carried out, Junyoung thought he heard the sound of water dripping in the bathroom.
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Junyoung woke up in the hospital and found his mother sitting anxiously by his side. When she saw his eyes open, she began to fuss over him, her hands pressing against his cheeks.

“Oh, Junyoung! My sweet son.”

Annoyed, he sat up, pushing her away. “How long have I been here?”

“A day,” she said. “How are you feeling? Look.” She picked up the newspaper that was folded up on the chair next to her and held it out to him. The front page featured an image of him in his hospital bed, his eyes closed.

“What?” He laughed disbelievingly and reached out to grab it. “That’s crazy!”

His mother smiled faintly. “They’re calling you a hero,” she said quietly. “They’re saying the president might award you with a medal. And …” She pointed to his bedside table. Junyoung sat up, surprised. It was overflowing with gifts. Boxes of juicy grapes, bags of cherries, sliced watermelon. There was even a collection of cards and a flower bouquet. “That’s from your coworkers,” she said.

Junyoung picked up the card closest to him and read the lines scrawled inside.

Dear Junyoung, it read. We were so sorry to hear about the traumatic experience you endured and are so thankful that you are okay. Please take all the time you need. Your job will be waiting for you whenever you’re ready to come back. You are our hero. We’re all rooting for your full recovery here at the office.

Junyoung grinned.

Once the news got out that he was awake, reporters swarmed his hospital room. The crowd in the hallway outside of his room grew so large that the hospital security team was notified and asked to stand guard. Journalists were allowed in one by one to talk to Junyoung as his mother sat and watched from the sidelines.

“She was sick in the head,” Junyoung said to one reporter. “Did you hear? She had Jang Hyukjoon’s penis in her refrigerator. I saw it.” He lowered his voice to a whisper, and the man leaned in with wide eyes. “She told me she was going to cook it up into a stew and eat it. She said she was going to chop mine off and eat it, too.”

Before he left, the man shook Junyoung’s hand warmly and said with sincerity, “You’re a hero to us all. Truly. Thank you. Chopping off dicks and eating them?” With an expression of disgust, he shook his head. “Only a woman could come up with something that twisted.”

The door shut behind him, and Junyoung’s mother cleared her throat. “That’s not what you said to the other one,” she said.

“Shut up,” Junyoung snapped. “You don’t get to talk to me like that. I’m a national hero.”

+

A few hours before he was to be discharged, Officers Lim and Han came to see Junyoung at the hospital. His mother had left to get groceries, and he was alone in the room.

“It’s good to see you,” Officer Lim said.

“Likewise,” Junyoung responded, reaching out to shake their hands.

“Crazy, isn’t it?” Officer Han sighed. “I keep hearing her laughter.” He shivered, and Junyoung nodded.

“Yeah. Me too.”

“She was … unhinged. It’s sad, but we had to do it. There was no other choice. Women like that, there’s no hope for them, you know.”

“That’s true.”

“We did her a favor, putting her out of her misery.”

Junyoung nodded, and they fell into an uncomfortable silence. Officer Lim cleared his throat. “Anyway, we wanted to stop by and check in on you. We also wanted to bring this back.” He handed Junyoung his cellphone. Amid the chaos, Junyoung hadn’t even noticed that it was missing. He blushed, remembering the videos of Dahye he had saved.

“Thanks,” he stammered. “By any chance, you didn’t go through—”

“We did,” Officer Han interrupted him. “Sorry, we had to. Protocol.”

“Oh.” Junyoung stared at his hands for a moment before looking up at them. “Are you going to arrest me?”

The officers looked at each other and laughed. “What? What for?”

“The videos from the bathroom. You saw them, didn’t you?”

“Hey. No big deal,” Officer Lim said, raising his hands and chuckling. “It’s just a few videos. And that’s all confidential. No one will ever know about them. It’s not like you hurt anybody.”

+

There was a story Junyoung’s mother had told him when he was a child. A woman, wanting to be beautiful for her boyfriend, had decided to get plastic surgery, only to have her face marred by a careless surgeon. When she woke up, she found that her mouth had been cut from ear to ear. The bloodied lacerations would not heal no matter what she did, and her boyfriend, appalled by her appearance, ran away, never to be seen again.

Distraught, the woman wandered through Seoul, searching for him, wearing a red mask to hide her wounds. If she encountered any strangers on the street, she would approach them to ask, “Do you think I’m beautiful?” If they said yes, she would take her mask off, slowly, revealing her terrible smile. “Then I’ll make you just like me,” she’d respond, before cutting their faces open with a knife.

After first hearing this story, Junyoung had been unable to sleep. In every passing face, he saw the woman’s red mask, her bleeding mouth. In his nightmares, he saw her floating toward him, ghostly in the moonlight, a sharp blade in her hand. He would wake from these night terrors sweat soaked and trembling.

As an adult, the nightmares returned, but now it was Dahye he saw, her expression chilling, her laughter in his ears. He would try to run from her, only to find that his legs were no longer working. Her pupils glittered at him, red as the mask, like blood. His screams were caught in his throat. He made no sound as she sliced his mouth open, the blade sawing through his flesh.

+

Summer turned to fall. The leaves on the trees began to change.

The reporters had stopped calling. A movie director had contacted Junyoung in the hopes of writing a script based on his story. Junyoung continued to have nightmares of Dahye. Sometimes he would hear water dripping from the faucet in his bathroom. No matter how tightly he closed it, it leaked constantly.

Once, while taking the subway, he thought he saw her sitting across from him. He clutched onto the railing, feeling as though his blood had turned to ice. But when the woman turned, he saw it wasn’t Dahye, but someone else entirely.

At his mother’s urging, Junyoung returned to work. On his first day back, he stood outside of the building, remembering all the times he had watched Dahye walk through the doors, her face serious, the snail-shell bun bouncing at the back of her head. How much he had loved her then. How much he had cared for her.

Taking a deep breath, Junyoung made his way to the basement. As soon as the doors opened, he was startled by a raucous noise. His coworkers were standing and cheering for him. Junyoung flinched, startled, as a broad figure approached him. It was Mr. Choi.

“Junyoung!” he said in his booming voice. “Good to see you! Come to my office—we have a little gift for you.”

Junyoung passed familiar faces, all men, all happy and smiling, patting him on the back, murmuring notes of congratulations. The fear he had been feeling was swept away, replaced by pride. Mr. Choi held the door open for him and gestured toward the chair in front of the desk.

“Take a seat.”

Junyoung looked around in wonder. It had seemed so long ago that he had been sitting here in this office, relishing his victory over Kangmin. The glittering glass trophies were still on the shelf, the light piercing through them. It was beautiful.

On Junyoung’s side of the desk, there was a small box. Mr. Choi pointed at it. “That’s yours,” he said.

“Mine?”

“Yes. It’s a gift from us to you.”

It was heavy. He struggled to open it as Mr. Choi watched patiently. When Junyoung finally managed to get it out, he saw that it was a glass trophy, just like the ones on the shelf. The gold plate at the bottom read EMPLOYEE OF THE YEAR.

He held it up to the light, marveling at its beauty.

+

His life returned to normal. The nightmares came much less frequently. The movie director had stopped calling. The leaves fell from the trees, and winter came, the first snow blanketing Seoul in white. Junyoung read through the old articles that had been posted about him again and again, checking daily for new comments. People dubbed him the savior of men, a knight, a champion. Occasionally, there were negative responses, and a particularly terrible one left him riddled with anxiety for weeks:


CHO JUNYOUNG IS A DISGUSTING PIG!!! They

should have killed him instead. That poor girl

deserved better.



Pig. Junyoung shuddered at the word. Right away it evoked images of Dahye and the sound of her voice whistling past him, singsong, lilting, terrifying in its playfulness.

He managed to shake the image out of his head. “It’s probably one of those crazy feminist bitches,” he muttered to himself, shaking his head.

+

He kept none of his promises. He wasn’t kind to his mother. When she asked him tentatively about the dentist again, he shoved her away, anger flaring hot inside of him. “Why?” he thundered as she shook, cowering before him. “Who are you trying to impress?”

He did not delete any of the footage of Dahye. Sometimes, when he wasn’t sure if it had all been his imagination—when he wasn’t sure she had been real—he rewatched the videos, remembering.

He snuck into the work restrooms one night to reinstall the cameras. When he went to observe the feeds, he found himself waiting, even as the stalls were empty, the lights flickering.

What was he waiting for? Dahye was dead, long gone. He had seen her broken body lying on the floor at his feet. He had read the articles about her funeral, which had been hotly protested by men’s rights activists. Her parents’ images had been splashed across the internet.

Still, he was haunted by her ghost. Sometimes, he thought he saw her on his screen, walking across the women’s bathroom with light footsteps, staring right up into the camera.

+

“And then what happened?”

Junyoung was drunk. It was late in the evening, and he was at a bar near his apartment, talking loudly about Dahye. A small group had formed, and the faces were turned to him in rapt attention. He rejoiced in it.

He had told the story so many times now, each time embellishing it a little more, so that he now no longer remembered the truth. In this version, he had arrived just after she had cut off Hyukjoon’s member, and it lay bleeding on the floor as Junyoung fought the she-devil that was Dahye.

A stranger passing by overheard the last of his story and grabbed him abruptly, startling him. “Hey!” the man said. “I recognize you! Aren’t you the guy who killed that psycho bitch?”

“That’s me,” Junyoung said.

“You’re a hero!” The man gave him a high five.

When the crowd thinned, Junyoung stood up to leave, picking up his scarf. It was always the worst part of the night, returning home alone in the cold, listening to Dahye’s voice, twisting and snakelike, in his head.

Outside, he inhaled deeply, feeling the wintry air in his lungs. He still had a scar on his cheek where Dahye had cut him. He touched it gingerly, feeling the raised edges with the tip of his finger.

As Junyoung stepped off the sidewalk to head home, he heard a car approaching. Headlights bounced along the asphalt, and Junyoung quickly began to cross the street. He expected it to stop, but the car roared, speeding up. He halted abruptly in the middle of the road, eyes wide, the light blinding him—

There was a terrible sound as Junyoung felt himself being thrown into the air. He flailed as he slammed against the car’s hood, bounced, and landed in the gutter. Dazed, he looked down. His body was twisted, and his legs were facing the wrong direction. There was blood everywhere. And his feet—he couldn’t feel his feet. Pain, excruciating pain, crept up his torso, taking away all feeling in his arms.

Junyoung threw his head back and let out a wail as the car pulled up next to him. The driver rolled down the window and gazed down at him. It was a woman. Her face was familiar. She smiled.

Panting, Junyoung closed his eyes, trying to break through the cloud of pain. Who was she? His thoughts were disjointed and blurred, a strange sound cutting through them. Someone was humming. He turned his head, even though each movement brought him a new wave of agony, and saw a woman sitting next to him on the cold, hard ground.

Dahye. She had returned. She was staring, watching, eyes gleaming red. Terror eclipsed him. He had to get away from her, but his body—it wouldn’t move.

His only hope was the driver of the car, which was idling in the street next to him, smoke from the exhaust fanning out into the sky. The woman was still sitting there, watching him. What was she doing? “Please,” he whimpered. “Help me.”

“You’re going to die, Junyoung. All alone in the fucking street.” She gave him a look of pure contempt. “And then you’re going to burn in hell.” It was Dahye’s friend. The one he had followed around in Sillim. Bora?

Without another word, she sped away, disappearing around the corner. Junyoung let out a gurgling moan. He could taste something salty in his mouth, and his tongue poked into the empty spaces in his gums where his teeth had been only moments ago.

Someone else approached, and Junyoung let out another cry. It was a girl. She was dripping wet, and her skin was wrinkled and blue. As he watched, she sat down next to Dahye and took her hand. The two of them opened their mouths at the same time and began to sing, softly at first, and then louder and louder until it was all he could hear. Their words rang in his ears as he took his final breath.

All pigs go to the slaughterhouse to die.

On the street corner, the red light of a camera blinked. Miles away, a security guard sat slumped in front of his monitor. He was fast asleep. Had he been awake, he might have seen the man—a national hero—bleeding out on the wintry Seoul street.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

These suggested questions are to spark conversation and enhance your reading of Molka.

1. In what ways are toxic masculinity and male entitlement depicted in the story?

2. How does gender affect the ways in which we view the spy cam epidemic in Korea and beyond? Do you think these scandals would be understood differently if the victims were primarily men?

3. Dahye, Hyukjoon, and Junyoung all come from different socioeconomic backgrounds. What role do class and social status play in how justice is, or isn’t, served for each of them?

4. Like many of us, Dahye is someone who loves to share her life on social media. Given the prevalence of smart phones and webcams, and the proliferation of social media platforms, how is the concept of privacy different today than it may have been in the past?

5. How does the novel explore the idea of consent, both physical and digital?

6. Do you think that those who watch and/or share non-consensual spy cam footage are just as responsible as those who create it? Why or why not?

7. After reading this book, do you consider privacy violations like the recording of spy cam videos to be isolated incidents perpetrated by individual bad actors or the reflection of deeper issues in modern society? Why do you feel that way?

8. The idea of shame is significant in East Asian cultures, especially in the context of romantic relationships and sexual activities. What impact does shame have on what happens in Dahye’s and Eunhye’s lives?

9. A lack of agency defines many of the female characters in the novel. What actions do the various women take to reclaim control over their own lives? Do you agree with those actions?

10. How did you interpret the ending of the story? From your perspective, did Dahye “win”? If not, then who did?
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THE EYES ARE THE BEST PART
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1

Umma tells me that the eyes are the best part.

I watch as she leans over the dinner table, her dark hair tucked neatly behind her ears, her manicured fingers working quickly and deftly at the fish on the plate in front of her. She’s done this so many times that by now, she could do it with her eyes closed. First, she splits the fish in half, using her metal chopsticks to break the body open at the top, where the head meets the dorsal fins, revealing a neat row of tiny, almost invisible bones. The flesh is still steaming hot, but my mother doesn’t seem to feel anything at all. She tugs at the spine, which comes away whole, and sets it aside before returning her attention to the soft white flesh.

When she’s done, the fish is completely picked apart, its bones placed in a neat pile on the paper napkin next to her plate. Umma looks up at Ji-hyun and me, a smile spreading across her face. We know what she’s going to say, but still we squirm with discomfort.

“Who wants the eye?” she asks, gesturing toward the plate. The fish gapes at us, staring blankly.

Ji-hyun, my sister, is fifteen and the pickiest eater I know. She can’t even eat tomatoes without gagging; their slimy texture makes her sick. Every time our mother brings up fish eyes, Ji-hyun turns pale, a sheen of sweat forming on her forehead.

“No way.” My sister shakes her head, pushing herself from the table. “I’d rather die.”

Umma is unfazed by Ji-hyun’s response.

“Ji-won?” she asks. “What about you? Don’t you want the eye?”

I shudder. “No. I really don’t want it.”

“More for me!” Umma says cheerfully. She takes one metal chopstick between her fingers and stabs it into the fish’s head. Next to me, Ji-hyun makes a noise that’s somewhere between a gasp and a heave. I don’t even have to look at her to know that her mouth is hanging wide open. Mine is frozen in the same way, our expressions mirrored.

After a few seconds, Umma takes both of her chopsticks and holds them high in the air so that Ji-hyun and I can see the small white ball positioned in between the two slender pieces of metal. She’s triumphant, her own eyes sparkling, and before either of us can stop her, she pops the entire thing in her mouth.

“So delicious!” she exclaims, opening her mouth and showing us her tongue. The silvery fillings in her teeth glint in the light. “See? Umma isn’t lying. You guys are really missing out.”

+

The meal is tainted now. Ji-hyun and I pick around the fish, trying to avoid it, focusing our attention on the steamed rice and side dishes instead. I know the fish was dead long before my mother plucked the eyeball out of its head, but somehow this seems too extreme.

Before Umma started doing this, I never felt bad about eating fish. Whenever we had it for dinner, I ate voraciously, sucking every remaining morsel of flesh off the bones. Now, I can’t even look at a fish without feeling cruel. It was once a living, breathing creature. It could see and feel and think. It probably had a family, maybe even friends.

Oblivious to our dour moods, Umma chatters away, shoveling bites of rice and fish into her mouth. She doesn’t stop talking, even when her mouth is full, and occasionally half-chewed pieces of rice fall onto the table. To make matters worse, she picks up the fish skin, which is fried to a crispy brown and dripping with oil, and puts it in her mouth. It crackles between her teeth.

“It’s because you two are still young,” she says, laughing. “When I was a child, I hated things like fish skin and fish eyes. Probably because my parents used to force me to eat them. We were poor, and they didn’t want anything to go to waste. They would tell us that it was lucky to eat the eye, and even then, I refused. I didn’t start liking these things until I was older, until after I came to California and met your father—”

She stops abruptly. Without her babbling, there’s an awkward and unbearable silence that hangs over us. Ji-hyun and I glance at each other through the corners of our eyes. It’s the first time Umma has mentioned our father since he suddenly left two weeks ago.

Umma sweeps her bangs away from her forehead, the corners of her lips twitching upward. Her smile is forced. She stands up, her chair scraping loudly against the linoleum floor. “That was a great meal, wasn’t it?” she says. “I’m so full I might explode.”

I nod, keeping my expression neutral. “Delicious.”

She puts her dishes in the sink and turns on the faucet. Ji-hyun and I listen to the squeak of the kitchen sponge in our mother’s hand and the splash of water hitting the basin. Then, without another word, Umma disappears into her bedroom, her footsteps soft.

Our apartment is small. The kitchen and the living area are right next to each other, and once you turn the corner, there’s a short hallway and the bathroom we all share. Past that, there are two bedrooms. The entire space is only seven hundred square feet, and you can hear everything. Every whisper, every step, every creak, every flush.

I wait until Umma’s bedroom door is shut before standing up and picking up the plate where the fish is lying, half-eaten, a hole where its eye should be. It’s still warm.

“You don’t want any more of this, right?” I ask Ji-hyun. She tilts her head, gazing at me through narrowed eyes.

“Absolutely not.”

I walk over to the trash can and scrape the rest of the fish off the plate, the tines of the fork screeching against the ceramic. It lands on top of the coffee grounds and curls of onion skin, where it stares up at me accusingly, as though I’m the one who has wronged it. If Ji-hyun wasn’t here, I would’ve said, “It wasn’t me. I didn’t do it.”

Only when the lid closes do I feel some semblance of relief.
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