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			A woman wearing a wide-brimmed hat stuck her head through the shop door.

			“Is anyone in?”

			Hearing the jingle of the bell above the door, Yoohee, who had been crouching down facing away from the entrance, got up and placed a hand on her back.

			“Welcome!” she called, pulling off her gloves.

			The woman stepped inside and took a cautious look around. Her white dress, matching white shoes, and beige tote bag stood out against the surrounding greenery.

			“Are you looking for anything in particular?” Yoohee asked.

			The woman did not answer, but instead bent over to inspect a plant.

			“Do you have something that’s easy to take care of, but not too common? I used to grow asparagus fern, so something similarly unique would be nice.” She paused. “Oh, wow, look at this. What a striking pattern!”

			Stopping in front of a variegated rubber plant by the window, she reached out her hand toward a new leaf that was still unfurling. In a flash, Yoohee rushed over.

			“Careful with that one, please! That’s a Ficus elastica variegata—such a tricky plant. Just like asparagus, in fact. Here, let me show you some plants that are quick and easy to grow, as you requested.”

			Yoohee pointed to some herb pots, arranged neatly at the back of the shop, but the woman frowned and shook her head, making her white hat wobble.

			“I’ll pass,” she said. “Those look a bit boring.” She withdrew her hand without touching the ficus leaf.

			“I used to have succulents, but they’ve become so common, so I switched to growing asparagus. I love all the attention it gets. People don’t even realize how easily you can grow it at home.”

			The woman circled calmly around the shop. Keeping her expression politely neutral, Yoohee took her gloves from her pocket and put them back on. When she looked up, the woman was examining a small pot in the far corner.

			“What’s this? Seems rather unusual.”

			It was a peperomia, a radiator plant, with veined leaves that looked like a pile of mugwort rice cakes stacked together. As long as it wasn’t placed in direct sunlight and the humidity was kept stable, it wasn’t a difficult plant to look after. Yoohee had selected a beautiful pot to show off the lustrous leaves.

			“Ah, that’s a peperomia. Very high-maintenance. They’re astonishingly sensitive to temperature and humidity changes, so it will need checking on every morning and night…”

			The peperomia wasn’t especially challenging to maintain, and Yoohee wouldn’t have minded selling it to a keen customer at a reasonable price. Nevertheless, she deliberately steered the conversation away. It wasn’t that she was reluctant to part with it, but she didn’t think the woman was right for it.

			Yoohee watched as the woman set the pot carefully back on the ground, giving its glossy leaves a lingering look. Then she dusted off her hands and drifted toward another shelf. After a few minutes, she swung open the door and left without another word.

			Outside the shop window, she paused, apparently reluctant to walk away. Feeling the intensity of her gaze through the glass, Yoohee moved swiftly over to the peperomia to place it out of sight. The woman shrugged, put a hand on her hat, and walked away, the clicking of her heels fading into the distance.

			

			—

			Yoohee’s shop in Dosan-gu occupied an old two-story house. On her first visit, she’d been surprised to come across such a quiet neighborhood in bustling Sejin City. There wasn’t a single café or restaurant anywhere, but it wasn’t just made up of rows of apartment complexes either. There were several empty plots of land, and a couple of small factories and printing presses that looked to have only recently closed down. It was around this spot that Yoohee discovered the two-story house.

			“I haven’t had anyone else looking for a property suitable for a shop around here,” the estate agent told her.

			Yoohee could have guessed as much. There were no office buildings nearby, and since the street was off the main road, foot traffic was practically nonexistent.

			“You won’t find such a reasonable rent anywhere else,” he said, adding that the owner had waived the maintenance fees to sweeten the deal.

			Yoohee was sold. She took out a bank loan, and to pay for the remodeling, she sank in half of her retirement fund from the company she’d recently resigned from after six years. During the two-month renovation process, she put together the admin to register her business. And because rent in the area was so cheap, she decided to move to the neighborhood, too, intoxicated by the idea of uprooting her home and starting everything afresh.

			When opening day came, her heart thrummed with excitement. But it would be true to say that for the first eight weeks, she barely covered costs. She’d visit the flower market at daybreak to haggle over prices, and then, for the next few hours, she would sit alone in her shop in total silence.

			Her former colleagues and a few friends from her university days dropped by and showered her with advice.

			“Don’t you think the decor is too sophisticated for a small town like this?”

			“No one’s going to buy anything when you’re selling at these prices.”

			Several people she knew thought she’d named the shop badly—“What’s with ‘Plant Shop’?!”—and suggested changing it to something catchier and more elegant. Yoohee refused to budge on that. She was convinced that, with time, customers would begin to remember her shop, simple as the name might be.

			She did take their other nuggets of advice and tried moving the furniture around, changing up the interior for a more relaxed vibe. She lowered her prices slightly and browsed the websites and socials of popular plant shops to get some marketing inspiration, but none of this made much difference.

			In the end, it was a stroke of good fortune that turned Yoohee’s business around: a development that nobody in the neighborhood could have predicted.

			The commercial district opposite Dosan Market Station was reaching the saturation point, and new businesses were starting to spill over into neighboring areas. A couple of cafés had even sprung up toward the edge of town, creating more foot traffic past her shop. Moreover, it was the only plant shop in the entire district—a unique one, too, since it was inside a remodeled historic house. Content creators, always on alert for the newest hotspots, started to notice it. And as more and more influencers crowded in and posted videos, Plant Shop quickly became one of Sejin City’s “must-visit” places.

			

			—

			Yoohee did not believe in fate.

			It was true that plants left in poor soil or in the wrong sort of climate would inevitably wilt and die, but she considered it her calling to offer them the most comfortable environment possible in which to thrive. Whenever any plant looked unwell, whether it was a case of rotting roots from overwatering, or leaf loss owing to a lack of sunlight, she easily diagnosed the problem and solved it like a puzzle.

			“Humans are just like plants,” she often told herself. With a little attention and tenderness, you could nudge them back onto the right track. No one was ever rotten to the core and beyond rescuing. Or, at least, this was what she’d always wanted to believe. But over time, her conviction had begun to weaken.

			And it always had to do with men.

			When they first approached her, they always appeared so friendly, so modest. So when things went wrong, Yoohee couldn’t help but wonder if it was her fault. Whenever she began to feel down on herself, she’d think about her plants: the camellia she’d accidentally left outside in direct sunlight, the succulents she hadn’t watered correctly, the peonies that had lost their petals after she’d shifted their pot into the shade. By the time these plants showed symptoms, it was already too late to save them. But if she was vigilant, she could pick up any untoward signs early, and once she did, she could bring them back from the brink of death.

			And yet—even though she tried to manage each relationship like a plant, with the same sensitivity and understanding—every boyfriend she’d ever gone out with had driven her to the edge. Over time, Yoohee became like a computer that had lost its ability to reboot. Not even a full performance optimization service and the latest antivirus technology could fix anything.

			It was just around the time her business had begun to pick up, as she was settling into a manageable routine, that she met Hoyoung—the plant shop’s first male customer.

			

			—

			Hoyoung, who worked at a consulting company, had spent the past week behind his desk, pulling his hair out. A key client of his, a name-brand bicycle manufacturer looking to open a retail flagship store, had sought out his company to produce a unique and creative store design and advertising campaign. Hoyoung had eagerly bagged the project, but now he was struggling to come up with ideas.

			Plants! The thought struck him one day as he was strolling through a park. Greenery and scenes of nature would offer a striking contrast to all the metallic hardware. What if he turned the bicycle shop into a green forest? He floated the idea at an internal meeting, but it was shot down immediately. Hoyoung stubbornly dug his heels in and developed the idea a little more, but it still wasn’t enough to get a clear go-ahead. The first meeting with the bicycle manufacturer was approaching, and he was getting more and more nervous. He wasn’t really prepared at all; he didn’t want to admit it, but he knew next to nothing about plants.

			The afternoon before the meeting, he sat alone at his desk. His slides were still blank. In desperation, he typed random keywords into the internet search bar, willing a single idea to come to him. One search result caught his eye—Plant Shop: Gardening under one roof. At this point, Hoyoung was grasping at straws, so he hailed a taxi and sped over.

			When the taxi finally reached its destination, he was surprised at how far he had traveled. He sat for a moment, looking out the window. In the shop’s front garden, a woman was squatting down to rearrange some flowerpots, moving them around in order of size. After a few moments, he got out, straightened his jacket, and walked over to her, glancing around uncertainly at the residential street. The woman looked up, and his gaze met hers.

			She stood to greet him.

			“Oh, hello. I’m Choi Yoohee. You called an hour ago, didn’t you?”

			He gave her his name and followed her up the steps, which looked recently swept and washed. The moment he stepped through the door, he felt as if he had stumbled into a thick fairy-tale forest. He paused to take it all in.

			Yoohee observed him silently.

			After a moment, Hoyoung exhaled a long breath. “Wow,” he said.

			“Don’t mind the mess, I’m just repotting some plants,” said Yoohee, bringing over two folding chairs that had been leaning by the wall. Hoyoung hitched up his suit pants and sat down. He took a tablet out of his briefcase. Yoohee looked on in silence, catching a glimpse of his lock screen: a selfie against the backdrop of the Eiffel Tower.

			“I know we’ve discussed what you need on the phone. Can I help you with anything else?”

			“Nope. If you can even help me out with this, that’ll be enough. I’m actually in a rush. I came down here because you mentioned that you could offer advice on everything to do with plants. Here, could you have a look at this and give me your thoughts? I have to get it ready by tomorrow, so…”

			Hoyoung passed Yoohee the tablet. On the screen was the proposal he’d spent the entire week on. Yoohee scrolled through, noting several placeholders and a lot of blank space.

			By a stroke of luck, Yoohee had recently dropped into a bicycle shop at Dosan Market to have her bike chain repaired. Recalling the layout of that shop, she began suggesting plant varieties that would complement its vibe, describing each one in detail and giving instructions on how to care for them. Hoyoung scrawled speedily, jotting down everything she said on his notepad.

			Their conversation, mostly one-sided, stretched easily into the night.

			When Hoyoung presented his slides the next day, almost nothing from his original bare-bones plan remained. The client adored everything about it and gave him an immediate green light. Overwhelmed with relief and gesticulating wildly, Hoyoung then highly recommended the services of Yoohee’s plant shop, at the same time taking credit for his excellent taste and insisting that he should be the one to coordinate with the owner.

			Having acquired a name-brand corporate client on top of her growing private customer base, Yoohee started to find herself extremely busy. Every Tuesday and Thursday, she and Hoyoung met after work to discuss the project. By the time opening day for the flagship bicycle shop arrived, they were getting to know each other extremely well.

			As they were making their final selection of plants, Hoyoung gave Yoohee a lingering pat on her back.

			“Trust me, this will be the star project in your portfolio. Your big break. Aren’t you glad I found you? If you can leverage this, it will be a terrific leap forward for your shop. Believe me.”

			By now, business had improved even more. Yoohee was starting to welcome a handful of regulars—mainly young women—who appreciated how she had designed the shop’s decor and put together the plant catalog to reflect the changing seasons. It especially thrilled her when someone left an online review likening her to “a lone wolf staying loyal to its modest environment.” When she started an Instagram account for the shop, many visitors tagged her in their posts, and in no time, her follower count grew into the thousands.

			

			—

			A few weeks after the opening of the bicycle shop, Hoyoung and Yoohee started seeing each other. Hoyoung’s constant refrain was to remind her that it was all thanks to him that her shop was doing so well. It was practically a miracle, he insisted, given the obscurity of its location.

			Gradually, Hoyoung began to behave as though the shop was in fact his. One day, Yoohee chanced upon a copy of his résumé in the glove compartment of his car, and while she raised an eyebrow at his position—Head of Branding, Plant Shop—she decided to let it slide. But soon, he was lecturing her on how to run things.

			“It’s time for a rebrand,” he said.

			Yoohee flinched but kept quiet.

			Now that they were a couple, and even though he had come on to her pretty strong from the start, she wanted to be an understanding girlfriend. It wouldn’t do to nitpick every little thing.

			But there was one problem she found impossible to ignore, and it was this: the manner in which Hoyoung treated her plants.

			The first few times she witnessed anything, she thought he was just being itchy-fingered. But gradually, his actions seemed to harden into habit. Whenever he was on the phone, he’d reach out to the nearest plant and snap off a branch or two, pluck away a few leaves, or absentmindedly rub at the young flower buds.

			One morning in spring, Yoohee found two massive footprints in the middle of the garden surrounded by a mound of ripped, tangled ivy vines that looked like overcooked stir-fried bean sprouts.

			With a yelp of horror, she squatted down to clear them away.

			I need to put a stop to this before I end up like these myself, she said to herself, feeling her eyes brim with tears. I’ll talk to him nicely. Surely, he’ll break out of this vicious habit. He’d better.

			Tears slid down her cheeks.

			That evening, in a trembling voice, Yoohee called Hoyoung and asked him to come over. When he walked into the shop several hours later, he sank heavily into a chair, spreading his legs and lifting his chin with a questioning look.

			Yoohee took a deep breath.

			“See this…” she said quietly, carefully placing a pile of injured plants and dead ivy at his feet.

			Annoyance spread across Hoyoung’s face, and he let out an exasperated sigh. “What?”

			“Could you please try to be more careful with the plants? These vines here—”

			Hoyoung stood up suddenly, raising a palm to her face to cut her off.

			“You made me come all the way here just for this? You know how dead tired I am.”

			“But this isn’t the first time. It’s been going on for months. I’ve been holding in my feelings until now, but it isn’t right…”

			Yoohee bit her lip, but she couldn’t stop her words from pouring out. She explained how there was always some sort of damage to any plant he had been around, that it pained her to see her plants injured, or actually dying, as a result of his thoughtless behavior.

			Hoyoung’s eyes flashed. “Like I said, you called me over at this hour just for this?”

			“I know you didn’t mean any harm. I just want you to be more careful…”

			He scowled down at the pile of vines, his tongue pushing into his cheek.

			Yoohee had spent all day mentally rehearsing what she would say, trying to choose her words carefully so as not to hurt his feelings. He hadn’t been so threatening when they first met, she’d told herself, but lately, she was finding his intentions impossible to understand. Still, just as she tended long term to her plants, she thought her efforts with Hoyoung would eventually have an effect. All she had to do was explain her concerns and let him know how important this was to her.

			Yoohee waited for Hoyoung’s reply, for him to tell her that he would try to be more careful in the future. But his brows remained furrowed with displeasure.

			After a pause, she said quietly, “How can I, as a plant shop owner, be with someone who has no respect for plants?”

			At the mention of their relationship, he raised his hands in outrage. “Ohh, is this what it is? You’re saying you want to break up? At this hour of the night?”

			“That’s not what I mean…”

			“Well, that’s exactly what you’re saying. Do you know how stressful things have been for me recently? Performance reviews are around the corner, and I’ve been clocking overtime at work every single night. You don’t get it at all, do you?” He was practically yelling now.

			Yoohee’s skin began to prickle. She’d never seen this side of him before. Looking into his contorted face, she felt a stab of fear course through her body. Instinctively, she edged toward the curtain at the back of the shop. Hoyoung shot out a large hand and gripped her wrist. She yanked it away with all her might, stumbling back; the heap of dead vines tangled around her feet, and she fell to the floor.

			Pushing herself up on her elbows, she willed herself to stay calm. Hoyoung’s breathing was shallow, his chest quickly rising and falling. It was the first time he’d shown her such fierce anger, but this type of scene wasn’t unfamiliar to her. In the contour of his scowl, she saw shadows of past experiences.

			“Let me get you some ice water,” she said.

			She got up slowly, keeping her eyes on his face before turning around toward the back of the shop. Behind the curtain was a small kitchen area. She inched over, making as little noise as possible. Bending down at the mini fridge, she was reaching for a bottle of water when she heard him.

			“Fucking, fucking plants!”

			Yoohee paused with her hand around the bottle. A beat later, she heard the crunching of dried leaves and the soft pop-pop-pop of something being plucked. No…She felt her temperature rise and her heart begin to race. Please, no. She was frozen, but sweat was breaking out on her forehead. Pressing her palms against her thighs, she forced herself up. Then she turned around.

			Long, thin leaves were fluttering down around Hoyoung’s pointy leather loafers. Yoohee lifted her gaze and watched dumbfounded as he closed his fists around a bunch of leaves and yanked.

			A sharp pain, greater than almost anything she had ever felt, more intense than any playground mocking or parental slap, began to radiate from the deepest part of her gut, as if someone had punched her with the force of a wrecking ball.

			The areca palm Hoyoung was currently destroying was the one that stood guard like a faithful centurion at the entrance of the shop through changing temperatures. Yoohee had gone to great lengths to save it from the brink of death once before. It was inexpressibly special and significant to her.

			Just before the shop’s opening day, Yoohee had been met with a massive infestation of pests. She had been so preoccupied with everything—putting in the right number of orders for compost and liquid fertilizer, while also learning the financial information necessary to run a new business—that she hadn’t immediately realized there was a problem. She’d rushed to repot the infested plants over a weekend, racing against time to battle the unrelenting attack of winged fungus gnats, scale insects, and aphids.

			Luckily, she’d managed to mitigate the damage, and one by one, the afflicted plants had been restored to health. Only her beloved areca, the original site of the gnat infestation, had failed to recover. For a few days, Yoohee had fretted over whether she would have to give up her baby forever.

			The least stressful solution would have been to throw the whole plant away. But no, she couldn’t bear to. She prayed. Prayed for a miracle. For an entire week she spent every moment she could, from the instant she got up until after midnight, tending to it with her bare fingers. She knew it wasn’t helpful to keep stroking its leaves and singing to it, but she hoped her love and attention would somehow be felt.

			The powerful insecticides she had applied to combat the infestation had damaged its roots, and most of its leaves had fallen. She had been about to lose all hope, when the plant, as if sensing and responding to her despair, miraculously pulled through. Like a patient on a respirator making it through the critical stage despite all odds, her areca slowly came back to life.

			She watched now, the sharp cracks of snapping branches piercing her heart, as Hoyoung yanked off fistfuls of its leaves. The plant stood as tall as it could, completely defenseless. An intense pain vibrated violently in Yoohee’s chest. Her legs buckled, and with trembling hands she groped blindly against the wall.

			Her fingers brushed against something cool and metallic. Her shovel, with its thick yellow handle, was leaning against the wall. It was her go-to tool in the summer to tackle the overgrown weeds. Thinking that she’d use it in winter soon enough, she had left it aside without cleaning off the dirt.

			She felt the sharpness of its blade against her fingertips.

			Hoyoung was still mauling the palm.

			Taking a deep breath, she wiped her sweaty hands on her apron and picked up the shovel, gripping its sturdy handle with both hands. She needed to stop him right then, or her beloved areca would perish. She could hear its shrill scream. It was her one and only duty to save it—the plant was like a faithful friend who had returned her care and love with such loyalty, sitting by the entrance to her shop all these months, greeting her customers. I will not let her die, she thought. I will not.
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			In the corner of her eye, she saw a young leaf spiraling to the ground. She drew in a deep breath and held it, raised the shovel high as she stepped out into the shop, and brought it down with a swish.

			The blade struck its target.

			Immediately, the sounds of snapping stems hushed. Yoohee’s mind flashed back to the infestation—how the scale insects had clung on so persistently that she’d had to wipe away their viscous fluid from every leaf; how the cursed creatures wouldn’t die, not even with the strongest of insecticides. At last, the day had come when she’d plucked off the final remaining pest. Some time had passed since then, it was true, but the feeling lingered vividly on her fingertips, and as she stood there staring, she tried to get rid of it.

			She looked down at Hoyoung—lying with his cheek to the ground, silent—and finally let out the breath she had been holding.

			She’d have to nurse her areca back to health all over again. As she surveyed the chaos of its strewn leaves, her heart felt heavy.
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			Summer arrived, driving away the last trace of chill in the air. Late on a Sunday afternoon, Yoohee’s shop was busy as usual.

			A group of women came in, followed by a man; at first Yoohee thought they were all together, but the ladies soon left after looking at the carnivorous plants. Then another woman came in, dressed in white with a wide-brimmed hat. She said she was searching for something unique, and Yoohee had to stop her from touching the peperomia. When the woman suddenly walked out, Yoohee remembered the man and turned to find him among the displays. He was the only customer left in the shop.

			Normally, she left people alone to browse, but something about the woman in white had put her senses on alert. Besides, it was rare for men to come into the shop unaccompanied. The unpleasant episode from the spring floated into Yoohee’s mind. As she wiped away the soil from her hands, preparing to approach the man and ask if he needed help, she noticed a small, round object in his hand.

			Before she could take a closer look, the man spoke.

			“Excuse me. Can I ask a question?”

			He held out the object. Only then did Yoohee realize that it was an avocado pit. The man cupped it carefully in his palm as though it were a precious rock.

			“Have you ever grown one of these?” he asked as he carefully set the pit on the table.

			Yoohee looked down at it. She had just sent off an asparagus customer, only to get an avocado? Her eyes flickered over the man’s face, assessing his expression. Could this be some sort of prank? But he looked dead serious.

			“It’s an avocado pit, isn’t it?”

			“Yes, it is indeed. I ate the avocado for breakfast, and because its seed looks so beautiful, I’m wondering if it’s possible to grow it. Will it flower and fruit here in Korea? I tried looking it up on the internet, but then I decided that nothing beats consulting an expert.”

			He paused, as if trying to catch his breath. Yoohee took out a dry cloth from a drawer and gave the pit a good wipe. It gleamed under the light.

			“Oh, it’s already clean,” the man added. “I hope you didn’t think I brought it here without washing it.”

			Yoohee giggled, and he scratched his head.

			“I’m not sure what we can do just at this moment; I’ll need to do some research. I’ve never germinated an avocado, but I’m sure it’s possible.”

			The man’s expression brightened.

			“Okay, good. I’ll leave the seed in your care for now. I’ll feel more at ease, because I have absolutely zero knowledge about plants…It’s not going to die, is it?”

			Yoohee reassured him otherwise, and the man agreed to come back in a week. Once he’d gone, she moved the pit to a shaded corner, her thoughts still lingering on the way he’d fretted over its well-being.

			To her surprise, Yoohee found herself far more intrigued by the customer than by the seed. She’d seen her share of people coming up with different excuses for leaving their plants with her and then never coming back for them. Maybe this man would do the same. After all, it was just a seed that had yet to germinate. It seemed entirely possible to her that he’d forget all about it.

			Exactly a week later, on Sunday afternoon, the man came back. Yoohee recognized him immediately. He waved at her through the window and strolled confidently into the shop.

			“Good afternoon again! Hope you’ve been well. How’s the seed?”

			“Oh, you came back.”

			The man cocked his head to the side at her startled expression.

			Yoohee quickly gathered herself and brought over the small container with the avocado pit to show him.

			“It can’t be planted immediately. We’ll have to germinate the seed first, and to do that, we need to peel off the thin brown skin, and make a nick to jump-start the process…But I thought I shouldn’t do anything without consulting its owner, so I’ve been waiting for you.” She gestured at the avocado pit sitting on the table under the light.

			The man hovered patiently in a corner while Yoohee served someone else. She really hadn’t expected him to return. In between helping customers—the shop did seem surprisingly busy—she sat chatting with him, and because he gave her his full attention, she found herself going into more detail than usual.

			He lingered until the shop closed before taking home the seed. With its brown skin removed, it was now an off-white color. Their conversation had expanded from the matter of the avocado to plant care and gardening in general, and they also exchanged names. He had introduced himself as Jihoon, quipping that it was a common name but easy to remember.

			Jihoon became a regular, visiting the shop once a week, usually late on Sunday afternoon. He always came with questions about the care of his avocado seed, but Yoohee could tell he was interested in her. He was the first man in her life who had ever been truly enthusiastic about plants, and that made her feel safer.

			A plant lover like Jihoon wouldn’t harm anything in her shop. He always came in and exited with such grace.

			Faint traces from the episode in spring still remained on the wall near the door, so Yoohee had deliberately hung a small bell there that jingled whenever someone came in. Over busy weekends, it rang incessantly, but somehow, she was convinced she could discern Jihoon’s entrance from other customers’.

			The avocado pit ended up back in Yoohee’s care. It was within her expertise, so she had no complaints when Jihoon brought it back yet again. He didn’t push the responsibility onto her; he was just as fond of the seed as she was.

			Yoohee repotted the germinated seed into soil when it was ready, and it put down roots and began to sprout. She was enjoying her new task—it had been a while since she’d grown anything from the seed stage. She relished observing its daily progress. Each time she looked at the seedling, she was reminded how joyful her life with plants had become.

			Jihoon’s appearance in her life had stirred something deep in her heart. Have I ever met anyone who reminds me so much of a plant? she thought. It was his sturdy presence, his quiet manner, the way he never imposed his views. And the fact that he shared a love for something that was such an integral, vital part of her existence. She had almost given up hope of meeting someone like that. And yet, here he was.

			From the very moment the seed was placed in a water bowl to the day it was transferred to a pot, Jihoon was always present and so unlike other men. So attentive to a mere seedling! Perhaps he might be different from all the men who’d pushed her to the edge? After a few weeks, she’d fallen into the routine of texting him from bed every night. Maybe this time, things would work out. Could she dare to hope?

			The next weekend, when Jihoon had to travel for work, Yoohee sat down, and her gaze landed softly on the pot. Even though he was away, Jihoon had still made it a point to send her an occasional text. Maybe I can finally stop running away? she thought. That night, for the first time in a long while, she slept soundly.

			

			—

			A few Sunday evenings later, after a hectic day of customer guidance, conversation, and transactions, Yoohee rushed to close the shop. Jihoon was due to arrive any moment, and she hurriedly pushed open the back door to take out the garbage.

			As she made her way over to the bins, she heard a muffled voice floating toward her from the front garden. A customer, still on the premises? She put down the garbage bag, peeled off her gloves, and walked around the corner. At the far end of the front garden, a familiar figure stood in the shadows, back toward her, talking on his phone. Jihoon!

			Yoohee took a few tentative steps toward him, thinking she would surprise him. Then he spoke again. She held her breath.

			“Oh yes, she’s an easy woman.”

			Yoohee stopped dead still, her hands flying to her mouth. She had no idea whom he was referring to, but she’d never heard him use that tone before. A strange feeling welled up in her. She strained her ears, but he had lowered his voice.

			A short while later, he ended the call. Yoohee ducked out of sight and slipped inside through the back door of the shop.

			When Jihoon stepped into the shop from the front, she welcomed him with a warm smile. She observed him quietly. He seemed like his usual interested self. Over the next few days, the moment replayed in her mind—his dismissive tone, that offensive phrase. Oh yes! An easy woman. Questions and doubt began to suffocate her.

			

			—

			After closing the door on a final midweek customer, she slumped against the table, thinking back to that scarring episode from last spring, and everything that had happened in the past few months since Jihoon and the avocado seed had entered her life.

			What’s gone wrong? Did I miss a red flag?

			As she reflected on the blossoming of their relationship, she suddenly remembered how, on that fateful late night, she’d resolved never to put herself in such a situation again. I swore to myself—never again! And yet…

			Jihoon’s face swam in front of her. Do I look like that kind of person, Yoohee-ssi? She’d given him the benefit of the doubt so quickly. If there was an issue, she should address it. If a conversation ended badly, then she could consider reparations. She’d give him her honest thoughts. Thinking about how much she’d changed since she first met him, she waited for Sunday to arrive.

			

			—

			On Saturday, the shop was even busier than usual, and Yoohee worked well beyond normal opening hours. Her peak periods always fell on the weekend before a holiday, when she’d get a spike in orders for bouquets: These were customers she loved to serve, watching them leave happily on their way to meet someone special.

			Leaving a small light on, Yoohee continued wrapping flowers for customers who were due to pick them up the next day. Her small hands moved swiftly and efficiently, tying carnation and rose bouquets with red, purple, and blue ribbons. But her thoughts continued to linger on Jihoon and how to broach what she had heard him say.

			After finishing her last order, carefully placing her Plant Shop–branded sticker front and center on the wrapped bouquet, she cleared her worktable and stuffed the trash into a bag. The trash wouldn’t be collected over the weekend, but she preferred not to leave any mess in her shop. She turned on a tap to water the outside moss, stepping lightly over the rivulets on the ground as she carried the twenty-liter garbage bag toward the bins.

			Moving along the path, she heard a voice. She halted, her eyes widening. Was she so obsessively focused on Jihoon that she was actually hearing things? She held her breath, listening to the silence: nothing but the faint sound of cars, birds, and insects.

			Then the voice came again. It seemed to be coming from the front garden, near the shop entrance. She pressed herself close to the wall and inched her way around the corner.

			Jihoon was squatting at the edge of the garden, his back to her. He was on the phone and he sounded agitated, as if he was slightly tipsy. Yoohee double-checked what day it was in her head—definitely Saturday. Had he just happened to be in the area?

			She dusted off her hands and walked delicately across the grass, right up to him. As she reached out to tap his shoulder, he spoke again, quietly, into the phone.

			“She’s definitely an easy woman. I know I’m right.”

			His words were clear and distinct. Yoohee retracted her hand and stepped slowly backward. She could hear the flowing water behind her, but she didn’t care.

			“…I’m telling you, we can make big bucks if we use her well. Besides, weren’t you the one who told me a single tree can fetch up to a million won on the market?”

			Jihoon glanced up toward the shop and continued in a low voice, “She’s so easy, just like the plants I have at home.”

			Yoohee drew in a sharp breath. There was no doubt whom he was referring to. Oblivious to her presence, he let more insults tumble out. Then, driving the final nail into the coffin, he mentioned Yoohee and her shop by name.

			Yoohee felt her heart tear. Being compared to a plant ought to be a compliment, but his tone clearly indicated it was not. Their first meeting over the avocado pit, and the Sunday evenings they had shared together since, flashed through her mind.

			Her palms were damp with sweat. Had she made a mistake coming out to the garden at this moment? I shouldn’t have eavesdropped! Why did she have to take out the trash now, of all times? Her mind began to spin with words like fault and mistake.

			No, she told herself firmly. I didn’t do anything wrong. She hadn’t let previous stereotypes color her view of a new relationship. She had done her best to treat Jihoon sincerely. Why was she even blaming herself? The hoe and shovel in the back garden were getting wet from the running water. She recalled vividly how she’d squashed each pest on her areca palm one by one, until they had stopped moving.

			Unless the root cause was properly addressed, the problem would only grow. Yoohee moved quietly toward the back door before vanishing into the shop, where a dim light glowed.

			Through the window, she glanced at Jihoon lingering outside before, in one swift movement, she flicked on all the lights. She watched him jump as the beams of buttery yellow suddenly enveloped him. He turned, and as their eyes met through the glass, she greeted him with a broad smile. He cut the call in an instant, cleared his throat, and began walking briskly toward the shop.

			The bell tinkled. Jihoon stepped inside, now grinning and running his hands over his hair. Yoohee, seated on her folding chair, glanced up at him. He looked as if he’d had several drinks.

			Her gaze followed his back as he went to fetch another foldable chair from beside the wet area. The tap was still running. Jihoon frowned slightly as his white sneakers squelched over the wet floor.

			Normally, she’d have told him to be more careful not to slip on the floor while she was watering the moss. But something told her to stay silent. She turned her eyes to the avocado plant that she had placed on the table. A baby shoot was peeking out from the soil. Since when had she become the only person looking after it?

			Time to give it some new fertilizer.

			Checking to see if he had reached the area around the drainage hole, Yoohee suddenly flipped off the lights. Jihoon froze mid-step, looking fearfully around in the darkness as he threw his arms out, flailing them around in a hopeless effort to regain his balance. His feet slipped out from under him. There was a muted thud as his head struck the concrete bricks piled tidily in the corner. Watching the scene unfold in the dim light, Yoohee heard him groan softly.

			Only when the sound of fingernails scrabbling against the ground had completely stopped did she stand up to investigate. Water continued to gush quietly from the hose, sweeping moss and stray leaves toward the drainage hole, now blocked by the large figure lying in front of it. The mouth that had spewed those offensive comments was slightly agape but no longer moving.

			The running water sloshed along the ground. Before beginning the chore of cleaning up the moss and leaves and sand, as well as the bulky form slumped on the ground, Yoohee took a couple of deep breaths. The sticky sweat on her palms had dried some time ago.

			Glad I didn’t bother washing my hands after taking out the trash, she thought.
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			As the heat dialed up toward midsummer, customer numbers began to dwindle. The hot and humid days stretched on, and because Yoohee had just brought in some tropical plants that needed time to acclimate to their new environment, she couldn’t blast the air-conditioning. She gritted her teeth and endured the heat.

			Late one afternoon, she stepped out into the front garden and made her way across the grass to water some thirsty plants. It wasn’t just her shop that had become so deserted; she barely saw anyone walking in the neighborhood these days. Anybody who did come into the shop immediately began pouring with sweat. After a quick glance at her plants, they would exit, turning left toward the nearest café.

			With fewer people around, the garden had been taken over by street cats. They seemed to enjoy gathering in the evening, and in the morning they’d go their separate ways, only to return to the shadiest corner of the garden by noon. Hearing the weather forecast that typhoon season would soon be upon them, Yoohee prepared a special corner for the cats to take shelter.

			In the evening, when the heat still lingered, she crouched down to weed the garden, the cats eyeing her from a safe distance. Their favorite pastime was to laze around the gingko tree beside the flowerpots she had filled with hibiscus, marigolds, and succulents, all neatly arranged in a small circle at the center of the garden. Yoohee’s outdoor plants, especially the delphiniums, were much taller than those inside the shop, their foliage fanning out gracefully. Beside them grew beautiful roses of Sharon. As she wandered around, Yoohee would often catch sight of the cats pawing vigorously at the soil in the marigold flowerpots, and on rare occasions, something other than bugs and weeds would peek out. Yoohee would wait for the cats to lose interest before patting down the protruding dregs. It seemed as if the cats were aware that something unusual lurked beneath the soil. They settled down at a spot a few meters away, occasionally twitching their ears at the soft thud of her shovel or the metallic squeak of the shears.

			In the summer heat, the plants grew strong and sturdy, spreading their roots deep as they prepared for the cold weather ahead. And with the sudden change in quality and volume of fertilizer Yoohee had added, the palm and rubber fig plants became unrecognizably majestic. Thick stems and glorious branches fanned out in all directions, and the young leaves glowed with a strikingly beautiful gloss. Inside, the avocado plant blossomed, too, with such vigor that Yoohee eventually moved it off the table and out into the garden.

			She slipped her hand beneath the soil of the avocado, carefully feeling around so as not to disturb the roots. Her fingers touched several dry pieces, so unrecognizable from their original form. Had it been so many weeks already? Yoohee checked her calendar app. Indeed, a month had passed. In that case, the pieces had finished serving their purpose.

			Her phone pinged. It was the weather app notification, cautioning upcoming strong winds and torrential rain. Once monsoon season was in full swing, she’d have to renew her work in the garden, refreshing the soil and piling on more fertilizer.

			This batch had outlived its usefulness.

		

	
		
			
				2
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			On a Tuesday morning, Yoohee reached the shop early and hurried to check the temperature and then the humidity on her trusty hygrometer. The shop was open all week except Mondays, but although she’d been away only twenty-four hours, it was a time of changing seasons when the indoor and outdoor temperatures could be markedly different. If she didn’t pay closer attention to her plants, particularly the sensitive ones—and though she claimed to have no favorites, she loved them best—the leaves might yellow too early.

			Summer was coming to an end. Now that the monsoon rains had passed, the weather was no longer as humid. Yoohee could already feel a chill in the morning and evening winds, and it was making her a little nervous. Winter was still some distance away, but she couldn’t let her guard down. How erratic the weather was these days, she thought.

			After verifying correct levels of temperature and humidity, Yoohee circled the shop. She could simply check her CCTV app, which covered every nook and cranny, but she had developed the habit of going around every little corner in person to see if anything was amiss. As ever, there was nothing strange. Occasionally, she’d get an unfamiliar stray cat coming up the steps and brushing its tail against the door, but that was it.

			In a corner of the garden near the shop, she was growing cat grass, which attracted the neighborhood cats. The sight of the cats nibbling often got the passersby stopping for a little look. It wasn’t an intentional tactic, but since last summer, Yoohee’s plant shop had become well known among cat lovers too. Recently, she’d had a couple of first-time customers bring along cat treats for the strays.

			The last step in her morning routine was to check on the new patch of cat grass. When the shop first opened, she would often come across plastic take-out cups lobbed into the garden overnight or cigarette butts near the drains, which she had to clean up before starting the day. The alleyways around the shop didn’t have security cameras. Even if they had, she doubted the police would be able to help. She’d clear the litter only to find more of it the next morning.

			One evening, having stayed late to fix the water pipes, she spotted the source of the tossed coffee cans and discarded cigarette butts—a group of young men. Seeing them stub their cigarettes into her recently weeded garden soil and then expel huge globules of spit, she froze for a moment before she could gather her senses.

			“Oyyy!” she yelled, and chased them away.

			Rarely did she get so angry that she would confront someone directly. The men murmured a perfunctory apology and strode quickly off, hands in their pockets.

			Yoohee hadn’t found any more trash the following day, but it had taken her a couple of weeks to shake off the worry that the men might return. She also regretted not being harsher with them. She resolved to turn them into pieces of rubbish if they ever dared to come back. Since then, her yellow-handled stainless steel shovel had stood guard like a totem statue next to the entrance.

			Now Yoohee’s gaze swept around the garden for the last time, and then she left the cats in peace to start her day inside the shop.

			In a short time, Plant Shop had become known not just in Sejin City but across the whole country. Some people came to see the street cats, but what really drew the customers in was the “plant sanctuary” vibe of the place and the way Yoohee’s stock continually rotated to reflect the seasons. Moreover, Yoohee loved to offer detailed consultations on the care of any plant variety under the sun, whether she had one in stock or not.

			Her advice continued to be sought after, and so, two years into her life as plant shop owner, Yoohee decided to offer a remote email consultation service too. For a token fee, customers could send in their queries. Yoohee quickly discovered that the majority of these were extremely basic questions, such as how much and when to water plants, and why their flowers at home were wilting or how to save a plant with browning leaves. After a few months, she started to field inquiries from corporate clients and even from other plant shops around the country.

			On Tuesday, the start of a fresh week after her day off, she’d usually spend the entire morning answering emails. For restaurants and retailers, the day following a rest day would usually be the busiest, but not for Yoohee. She would invest about half a day answering email queries. The fact that it was a paid service helped filter out potential prank emails, and with the exception of corporate clients who tended to have trickier questions, most of the time she was getting only simple questions relating to light, water, and soil, all of which she was delighted to oblige.

			That Tuesday morning, Yoohee turned on her laptop and opened the earliest unread email. One by one, she cleared her inbox. Swallowing a mouthful of lukewarm coffee, she double-checked a sender’s name against her banking app notifications and clicked into an email.

			
				Could you tell me the name of this plant? Someone gave it to me, but I can’t really go back to them and ask them what it is. Will you be able to tell just by looking at the flower?

			

			The email had been sent at 5:20 a.m., together with a photo attachment. Yoohee checked her banking app. The transfer was made at 5:05 a.m. by a Ms. Choi Hyunjin. It was the first time she had received a query at such an early hour. Curious, Yoohee opened the attachment. Immediately, she recognized the plant as a petunia. It had been placed into a yellow pot and tied with a pretty ribbon. She cocked her head. The petunia was gorgeous when it bloomed, but because it could be tricky to look after during winter, it wasn’t a suitable plant for beginners. Ms. Choi clearly had no clue what it even was. What did she mean, she couldn’t go back to ask?

			Yoohee gazed at the photo again. The petunia was flowering perfectly—it seemed to be well taken care of. She typed a reply.

			
				Dear Choi Hyunjin-nim,

				This is Choi Yoohee from Plant Shop. You have a lovely petunia plant. Petunias have beautiful trumpet-shaped flowers. They usually bloom between spring and autumn and they need plenty of light and regular deadheading.

			

			By the time Yoohee finished replying to the last email, it was already past lunchtime. She closed her laptop, stood up, and picked up her planner from the table. There were a couple customers scheduled to collect their orders today. For anyone coming for potted plants, she had already put them aside. As for the bouquets, she’d continue to wrap them before the customers were due to arrive. It looked like an easy afternoon ahead.

			Meanwhile, should she rearrange the flowerpots or check how the new plants were doing? She decided to get started with the pots. During the monsoon season, she’d left them in a corner outside, and some of them were now damaged beyond repair. But if she scrubbed away the moss, perhaps she could still find some use for them. Cleaning the flowerpots was time-consuming, whether it was the clay pots or the standard ones, so she’d been sitting on the task for a while.

			She crouched down and singled out the ones that appeared worse for wear. Under the morning sun, she could see where the dirt was concentrated. She connected a green hose and slowly turned the tap. A thin stream of water flowed along the ground, wetting the bottom of the pots.

			“Oh, wait.”

			She suddenly remembered that the yellow ceramic pot shown on the email as an attachment was unlikely to be suitable for the petunia. Those pots didn’t usually have a drainage hole, so it would need to be repotted.

			Yoohee wasn’t usually absent-minded. She must have been distracted by the odd feeling she got from the email. Thinking that she should send a follow-up communication even if Ms. Choi had read the original response, Yoohee got up.

			Just as she was about to reach for the tap, the bell on the door tinkled. Yoohee turned to look. A woman stepped inside. She was hugging a small plastic bag. Yoohee glanced at the wall clock before hastily wiping down her dirt-covered hands on her apron.

			“Welcome.”

			

			—

			Hyunjin nodded a greeting in return. That must be the shop owner, Yoohee, she thought. Her gaze darted between Yoohee and all the plants. She opened her mouth to say something but couldn’t find the right words. How should she begin? Was it even okay for her to bring the plant to this shop without an appointment?

			“Feel free to look around. I’ll be right back.” Yoohee held up her hands, still speckled with dirt, as she turned toward the sink.

			Hyunjin tightened her grip on the bag. Should I have called before coming? What if she thinks I’m a bit strange? Her palms were sweating. But she was already at her wits’ end. She had until the end of the day to resolve this, and she couldn’t afford to take another full day off work. Her head hurt at the thought of the mess waiting for her at home.

			Hyunjin quickly snapped a couple of photos of the shop interior and sent them to Sungmin.

			I just arrived. I’ll text you later.

			Sungmin replied instantaneously.

			Later? What time? When are you coming back?

			Hyunjin’s temples throbbed painfully. She stared at the screen, unsure of how to respond. From the sink, Yoohee watched curiously.

			“Are you looking for something in particular?”

			“Oh…I was wondering if you could save this. I sent you an email this morning…”

			“Email?”

			Hyunjin held out the plastic bag in her hands. Inside was a shattered yellow ceramic pot; the soil had spilled everywhere. Yoohee tilted the bag sideways and saw a green stem and a couple of limp purple flowers. Oh. The petunias.

			“It’s been a few hours. I don’t know what else to do, so I scooped everything up and rushed here. Is it dying? Can plants get injured by pointy shards?”

			“Not in the same way as humans, but it’s not that they’re completely fine either. Let me take a look. Please have a seat.”

			Yoohee unfolded a chair for Hyunjin, who lowered herself awkwardly into it.

			“It’s slippery here, so please stay seated. Don’t worry about the petunia.”

			“Is it…dead?”

			“What?”

			“The p-petunia, is that how you pronounce it? Is it dead? Please…you have to save it.”

			Yoohee carefully extracted the plant and placed it on her worktable. She leaned in to inspect it. Part of the root was exposed, and so she found it actually wasn’t doing too well. Its flowers and leaves were also drooping. Hyunjin dragged her chair forward for a closer look.

			“The petunia seems sort of okay. By the way, it must be really special for you to rush here so quickly. You said it was a gift, right?”

			“What? Oh yeah…but never mind. Just try to rescue it, please…”

			Hyunjin’s phone buzzed twice. She snatched it up, snapped a few shots of the flowers, and pressed send. Yoohee winced—there were scratches on Hyunjin’s wrist.

			“Do you have a cat at home?”

			“C-cat…?”

			Following Yoohee’s gaze, Hyunjin quickly lowered her wrist.

			“N-no, it was the flowerpot…”

			Seeing how flustered she appeared, Yoohee decided not to pry. She turned her attention back to the plant.

			Once she’d picked out the shards, it wasn’t hard to set the plant upright again. She half filled another pot with compost and red clay pebbles, but all the while, she couldn’t help glancing over at Hyunjin, whose phone continued to buzz. In the silence of the shop, the vibrations were amplified, ringing right into Yoohee’s eardrum. She was used to customers taking photos in her shop, but never like this. Instead of circling around for the best photogenic shot, Hyunjin took only quick snaps of Yoohee as she worked.

			It’s almost as if she’s reporting to someone.

			“Shall I tie a new ribbon for you?” Yoohee asked as she flicked away specks of dirt from the outside of the pot.

			Smiling widely, Hyunjin nodded.

			“Oh, that’d be lovely. Thank you very much.”

			Her expression gave Yoohee pause. In that instant, all anxiety seemed to have vanished from Hyunjin’s face. Yoohee was reminded of another customer last week who’d hugged a big bouquet of white roses and grinned as though she owned the whole world. Now all Yoohee had done was offer to add another ribbon, but the way Hyunjin’s eyes brightened made her seem like an entirely different person against the backdrop of the big monstera plant fanning out its leaves behind her.

			Yoohee found herself reaching for the most expensive and luxurious ribbon roll.

			“Not that petunias need any help in bringing out their beauty. But do note that they’ll need care and attention to bloom well,” Yoohee added as she tied a dazzling jade-green bow around the pot.

			Hyunjin beamed. Then, as her phone continued to buzz, she picked up the pot and hurried out of the shop.

			For the rest of the day, Yoohee’s thoughts continued to linger on Hyunjin and how her face had kept changing like the seasons—hot, cold, wet.

			Her thoughts strayed to the giant field behind her old school and the boys kicking up a dust storm as she passed by. Among them, one face sharpened into focus, and she shuddered involuntarily.

			

			—

			As the typhoon season arrived, thick, dark clouds quickly covered the city, and nonstop torrential rains poured down. It was a Monday, her day off, as well as a public holiday, but Yoohee left home in the morning as usual. She needed to monitor the dehumidifier in the shop and had no intention of allowing her babies to suffer in the warm, damp weather.

			Emerging from the train station, Yoohee popped open a large umbrella and walked briskly down the street. The road was uneven and filled with puddles. Her sneakers squelched with her every step, but she didn’t care. Her heart and head were full of her calatheas. It had been bright and sunny the previous day, and she’d purposefully moved them up to the window. Their leaves were unfurling so beautifully; why did it have to rain so hard…Since she was already soaked, Yoohee decided to close her giant umbrella and sprint.

			She arrived outside her shop breathless and drenched. Taking a moment to readjust her wet shoes, she looked up. It wasn’t the herd of street cats prowling for shelter or her quivering, dramatic calatheas that caught her attention, but a slight figure clad in an oversize raincoat and hunched over on the steps. As Yoohee approached, she saw that water was pouring down the person’s fingers. In one small hand they clutched a fragile and now-soaked bag. Their face was partially obscured by a rain hat, but Yoohee recognized them immediately. It had not even been a week since their previous visit.

			As Hyunjin looked up, her eyes steeped in a desperation that felt all too familiar, Yoohee finally acknowledged why she had not been able to get this woman out of her mind.

			

			—

			“You look like you haven’t been sleeping. Did you not take the pills I prescribed last time?”

			Hyunjin stared as the doctor scribbled on her chart. Oh…that’s right. Pills. Where did I put them…? On the dining table? Or was it next to the laptop? She struggled to remember, but in any case, she must’ve hidden them somewhere out of Sungmin’s sight.

			The doctor cleared her throat lightly, jolting Hyunjin out of her musings.

			“The pills. I don’t seem to respond very well to them. They make me, um, feverish…So, um, I stopped taking them…”

			“I see. Doesn’t seem likely to be an allergic reaction. It’s not a high dosage. In any case, stop those pills and I’ll prescribe you something else.”

			Hyunjin knew she should be completely open, but even after a few sessions, she found it hard to put into words the suffocating weight pressing down on her chest. There were moments when she was desperate to run away, but the fear that Sungmin would really make good on his threat made her unable to act.

			“Have you found any new hobby or sport recently?” asked the doctor.

			Hobby? Hyunjin paused. Then her phone buzzed. Pulling it halfway out of her pocket, she peeked at the screen. More messages began to pile up. Then her smartwatch vibrated—her stress level had spiked.

			“Ah, if you need to get going, don’t let me keep you. What’s important is that we sort out your new prescription.”

			Hyunjin nodded, her hand wrapped around the buzzing phone in her pocket. She’d told Sungmin that she would be stuck in back-to-back meetings the entire day, but he never listened. She had to answer his calls and texts immediately, whether she was truly busy or not. Her phone was still vibrating. There must be more than twenty messages already. Hyunjin pushed back her chair and stood up. Part of her wanted to dash out of the consultation room, but a bigger part of her wished the walk to the door would stretch on forever. The vibrations in her pocket seemed to fill the air. She had failed, once again, to air the real question on her mind. How can I escape? How do I stop looking at my phone? Why can’t I stop? Why is this happening to me?

			She laid her palm on the cold metal door handle. She was still pushing down on the lever when she heard the doctor speak.

			“See the flowerpots along the windowsill? Feel free to take one. It’s helpful to have a little hobby, isn’t it?” she said, apparently emphasizing something.

			Hyunjin looked over. Within seconds, she had grabbed the pot with the biggest flowers and closed the door behind her.

			As she walked into her apartment, Hyunjin could feel Sungmin’s glare on her back while she put down her shopping bags and flowerpot in front of the shoe cabinet. What would be the safest thing to say right now? She stole a look at him. Why was there paint all over his hands? Alarm bells ringing, she scanned the living room. His easel lay toppled on its side, his working canvas overturned. Streaks of paint were splattered across the rug. Hyunjin took a sharp breath. Sungmin had promised not to let history repeat itself.

			She bent down to pick up the scattered paint tubes and brushes, the palette, the reference photo.

			“I’m sorry. I didn’t see your texts. I dozed off on the subway…”

			“You’re sorry?”

			Sungmin sat silently on a chair in a corner. She could never get used to the way he was looking at her right now. Her skin prickled as she braced herself for his next words.

			“Ha!” He gave a giant snort through his nose.

			Then he got up and aimed a hard kick at a glass vase on the floor, shattering it. Hyunjin moved forward to restrain his arm, her hand trembling.

			“Sungmin-ah, I’m sorry. I really am. Don’t be angry, please.”

			“Ha.” Sungmin fixed his gaze on the broken pieces of glass. “You didn’t text me back because you were sleeping?”

			“Not exactly. Come on, we promised not to be like this anymore, didn’t we?”

			“Not to be like this? Like what? You’re the one who made me like this.”

			He placed his hands around the canvas and flung it at her. She caught it on reflex, but streaks of dark-red paint flecked onto her pale jacket.

			Hyunjin let out an inaudible sigh of relief. Her outfit was ruined, but it looked like the worst was over as he stood in docile silence, waiting for her reaction; she’d rather take his sullenness than his rage.

			“You’re the only one I have left.” Sungmin’s voice cracked.

			Hanging his head, he walked toward her and took hold of both her hands. They kept slipping out of his grip, so Hyunjin squeezed his hands back gently and surveyed the mess. Only then did she register the sharp smell of oil paints in the air. Once Sungmin calmed down, she’d have to air the place and pick up the broken glass. Then she’d have to clean the floor, use a paint thinner to scrub the rug, and then see if she could still save her jacket…

			She felt a sharp stab of pain radiate from her hands. She instinctively tried to pull away, but Sungmin refused to let go of his fierce and painful grip. He raised his head, tears visible on his cheeks. Buzzzz. Her smartwatch vibrated—the stress alert.

			The next moment, the despair in Sungmin’s face had contorted into anger. Hyunjin’s heart started to race and she swallowed hard.

			“But you still don’t seem to feel the same way,” he said, his voice dangerously soft. “You don’t love me at all, do you?”

			Sungmin flung her hands away and stormed toward the hallway. The grocery bags were still on the floor.

			With both hands, he swooped down onto the yellow flowerpot and held it up over his head. It was as if Hyunjin were watching the sequence in slow motion. He’s going to throw it. If she were lucky, she might only get hit by some flying shards.

			Hyunjin held on to her right wrist. Was he actually going to aim it at her? Or would he smash it down onto the floor?

			“I-I bought that for you,” she blurted out. “Look, there’s a ribbon.”

			Sungmin paused, his arms in midair. His glance flicked up to the bow.

			“Didn’t you say that you have been feeling unmotivated? I thought some flowers would cheer you up. Look, aren’t they beautiful?”

			Sungmin’s eyes trailed over the plant. His deep-set frown eased a little. Please let it end here, Hyunjin thought.

			After a pregnant pause, Sungmin lowered the pot. To Hyunjin’s surprise, he wrapped his arms around it and squeezed it as if in a hug. She watched with bated breath as he walked past her. Should she say something else? She wasn’t above lying, if it could get him to calm down. The back of her head started to throb painfully.

			Sungmin moved his lips.

			“Hyunjin-ah, you’re the only one I have now.”

			She placed her hand lightly on his back, as if soothing a beast.

			“I can’t live without you. You know that, don’t you?”

			Hyunjin’s hands shook. She could only nod.

			“Of course I know,” she whispered.

			Hyunjin took a deep breath and exhaled, her gaze traveling from the bruise on her right wrist to the vibrating smartwatch on her left.

			

			—

			At the plant shop, after drying herself with a towel, Hyunjin felt a little calmer.

			“Sorry, it’s such a mess here,” said Yoohee, passing her a cup of green tea.

			Hyunjin accepted the warm drink gratefully.

			“Not at all. I should be the one apologizing.”

			Hyunjin watched as Yoohee shifted some pots away from the window into the shade. How should she begin her story? Sungmin’s moods were getting more erratic, and last week she’d had to miss her doctor’s appointment.

			The only respite she could get was when Sungmin was at work on his painting, but it was impossible to predict his schedule. He was a shadow of his former self; his creative passion seemed to have been extinguished. Since plunging into a slump, he had become overly possessive, even turning up at her office to confront her about her relationship with her colleagues. He was forever complaining about feeling unwell. He would sigh and lament that it was why he couldn’t paint. But when Hyunjin suggested seeing a doctor, he’d tell her the same thing:

			“Just stay by my side and I’ll be fine.”

			He’d found a spot for the petunia next to his easel, and for a while his condition had improved. After years of talking about a solo exhibition, he had finally picked up a paintbrush for the first time in ages. Hyunjin didn’t love the petunia, but if it could make Sungmin better, it was good news for her too. He’d behaved as though he’d never seen a plant in his life, treating the petunia with loving care. Until a few weeks later when he had smashed it violently on the floor.

			As soil scattered across the rug, Sungmin had told her yet again, I can’t live without you. If you leave me, I will kill myself. He repeated this kind of thing every single day, even when Hyunjin spent the whole day with him.

			“I’m sorry…the petunia…”

			Hyunjin hung her head, her knuckles gleaming white as she took off her raincoat and placed the paper bag on the floor. Droplets of water glided down her hair. Yoohee’s eyes landed on Hyunjin’s hand. An ugly red scratch stood out against her pale skin; the wound looked fresh. Yoohee couldn’t see her expression, but she could see that her slender fingers were shaking. The white raincoat she’d held on to so tightly now lay wet and crumpled on the ground.

			Yoohee took hold of the paper bag and the raincoat. Brown water dripped off the misshapen paper mush. She removed the pot, crumpled up the bag, and flung it away.

			I’ve truly had enough. The thought filled Hyunjin’s mind, but somehow she couldn’t say it aloud. She had said it once, but she never wanted to experience the same aftermath again—the hell that had lasted for a month after she’d asked for a break.

			“What should I do?”

			She stared vacantly at the wilting plant on the worktable. The petunia was in a worse state than the previous week. The flowers hung limply, and the leaves looked like they’d fall off any moment. Yoohee inspected the plant and Hyunjin in turn.

			“Nothing much you can do right now,” she said.

			Seeing Hyunjin’s face dim, Yoohee hastily added, “There’s still hope, although it will probably take a while for it to fully bloom again. The first step to recovery is always removing the damaged bits, whatever they are.”

			Yoohee snapped on a pair of latex gloves and bent forward to examine the petunia, lifting it up and turning it around, taking a close look at its hairy leaves. Its thin stems, bearing the marks of trampling, hung precariously. Yoohee trimmed off the bits that were beyond repair. Unfortunately, that also meant pulling off most of the flowers.

			“It’s time to put an end to everything,” said Yoohee.

			Hyunjin froze. Put an end to everything? The words that she couldn’t bring herself to say. When she looked up, her face was wet—whether from tears or the rain, it wasn’t clear.

			“I’ll help you.” Yoohee pulled off her gloves and held out her arm. Hyunjin stared. Under the ceiling light, the back of Yoohee’s hand seemed to glimmer with hope.

			Hyunjin swallowed hard. When she spoke, her voice cracked.

			“Really…?”

			Yoohee leaned closer.

			“It’s not hard. Just like bringing a plant back to life.”

			

			—

			The torrential rains stopped as quickly as they had come and were followed by an unexpected heat wave. As the temperatures continued to rise, the news cycle was filled with discussion about the worsening climate change.

			Sungmin got off at Dosan Market Station and checked the map on his phone. Outside the air-conditioned station, the heat steamrolled him. Ugh, why did it feel like midsummer again? His head was spinning, but he forced himself to focus. He’d have to get to that shop no matter what. Because of the text Hyunjin had sent him, four days after she fell off the face of the earth.

			After saying that she would take the broken flowerpot to be fixed, Hyunjin had vanished completely. She had gone off the grid once before, but he’d easily traced her that time, back at home with her parents. This time, thinking she was pulling the same trick on him, he had rushed over, but no one had been at the house. He’d tried her office next, but the doors were locked. Back home, he sank heavily into the sofa, gazing at the chaos of the living room, jabbing at the call button and bombarding her with messages.

			His texts remained unread.

			And yet, this morning he had woken up to see the “read” notification on all of the texts—and a reply. Hyunjin said that she was sorry, that it was all her fault. She said she’d like to talk it out with him, but instead of doing so at home, she suggested they meet elsewhere—as if on a date. And she had sent a location pin.

			Sungmin thought her text was longer and sounded a little different from usual, but mollified by her apology, he decided to be the bigger person.

			Ok, let’s do that. I’ll wait for you there. Hyunjin-ah, I love you.

			Sungmin had never been to Dosan-gu. As for the plant shop, he’d seen people posting about it on social media, and Hyunjin had sent him a couple of photos. Sungmin reflected on the cool touch of the terra-cotta plant pot. Too bad it was now broken. Maybe they could find a new plant or something today to celebrate their fresh start.

			As he was about to reach the plant shop, he gave her a call, but she didn’t pick up. He tried a second time, and a third, but it kept going to voicemail. Feeling irritated, he checked their chat. His ten most recent messages were still unread. Sungmin furrowed his brow. The fuck? Am I supposed to walk in by myself? He stood outside on the street for a moment, but the relentless heat pushed him forward. Jabbing the call button again, he crossed the front garden toward the shop.

			The shop bell tinkled. A thick and luscious spread of silent greenery greeted him.

			He stopped for a moment to take in the shelves of plants, so meticulously arranged. Did all plant shops look so dense? It was as if he’d entered a space tunnel only to emerge somewhere in the Amazon rainforest. But at least they had good air-conditioning in here, he thought. From somewhere around the corner, he heard the faint buzz of a vibrating phone.

			“Hyunjin? You there?”

			He impatiently swatted aside the broad leaves blocking his way as he ventured deeper into the shop. Just as he was musing that he really was on some kind of tropical adventure, out of nowhere, a woman in an olive-green apron appeared in front of him.

			“Mr. Kim Sungmin, is that right?”

			Sungmin jumped. The woman flashed him a broad smile.

			“I’m expecting you. I’m the owner, Yoohee. Sorry if I startled you.” She lowered her head in a polite bow.

			Sungmin’s annoyance melted away. He gave the woman a once-over, thinking appreciatively that her style felt completely unique. Still, he associated plant ladies with a calm and gentle personality, and it looked as if this woman would fall right into the stereotype.

			He was about to say something, when Yoohee beat him to it.

			“I heard you’re an artist, and you’ve been using plants as a motif in your paintings. I’d so love to see some of your work.” She held out a hand and beamed.

			Sungmin straightened up his shoulders.

			“That’s right, I’m an artist. And I do paint plants, yes. This space is enlightening. So soothing and full of inspiration.”

			With an awkward laugh, he fidgeted on his phone to bring up some pictures of his art. Yoohee stood patiently, then stepped closer to view his screen. “Oh my gosh, I love your work.” He smiled and nodded in agreement.

			After some discussion about his work, its inspiration, how long he had been painting, the difficulties he faced finding time and the right sort of mood to create, Sungmin found himself behind Yoohee, walking up several flights of stairs to the attic, his planned meeting with Hyunjin completely forgotten.

			“I don’t show these to just anyone.” Yoohee turned around with a smile. “I’m sure you do the same with your most precious pieces. But I wanted you to have a personal tour. This plant, you will see, is the epitome of resilience and beauty. It blooms in the most challenging of conditions.” She continued up the stairs and then stopped. “From what I’ve seen, it really does remind me of you.”

			“Aha. It feels nice to meet someone who appreciates good art.”

			Sungmin flashed Yoohee a grin as, with a light bounce, he landed on the top stair of the landing toward the attic. Under the roof, the attic felt dark, with a single light shining down on a flowerpot at the other end of the room. He walked slowly toward it as if into a shrine. His eyes alighted on its long stalks—purplish, or was it pinkish in hue?—arching beautifully over the soil. At its base grew broad, fleshy leaves, arranged into a natural rosette. Looking closely, he could make out their soft, downy hair.

			With the single light shining down onto the plant, the attic took on a mysterious atmosphere, like a scene from the fantasy cartoons he’d loved as a kid. How could there be something so exotic, so magical in the world? This is it, he thought. If I can capture this mood, it’ll be a masterpiece.

			“Careful there, please.”

			Yoohee’s voice floated from behind. He ignored her and leaned in toward the flowers, his nose practically touching them. Now that he was so close, the leaves looked as if they might crumble and disintegrate at the slightest scratch. He felt a swoop of joy in his stomach. Instead of the strong and sturdy, he preferred the frail and delicate. Unsullied, unmarked, pure. Thinking of the first time he’d met Hyunjin, he reached a hand toward the elegant stalks that held up the bright-violet flowers.

			Just as his fingertips were about to make contact, Yoohee struck, hitting him firmly and efficiently from behind. With a soft yelp, Sungmin fell heavily onto his side. Yoohee stood for a few moments to watch. Once she was sure he was no longer moving, she stepped quickly forward to examine the plant. Its supple, dewy leaves fanned out beautifully, glistening under the electric light.

			Her scornful gaze landed on the crumpled figure at her feet.

			“I told you to be careful.”

			Leaving Sungmin and the used shovel in the attic, Yoohee slipped silently down the stairs.

			

			—

			Yoohee spotted Hyunjin wandering peacefully in the front garden before approaching the shop and peering in through the window. Yoohee took out Hyunjin’s phone from the front pocket of her apron. It had fulfilled its use.

			Before the shop bell could tinkle, Yoohee had already opened the door to greet her. As Hyunjin walked in, her eyes widened. The interior of the shop appeared to have been transformed.

			“Wow.”

			The broad leaves that always formed a canopy were even thicker and more spectacular than when she had last visited. The foliage was made up of diverse shapes and sizes, but from the entrance where she stood, the leaves looked as if they emerged from the same plant. For a moment, she wondered if she had somehow stumbled into a magical space. Passing through the greenery, Hyunjin lowered herself into the chair that Yoohee had unfolded for her, and wordlessly took her phone back. Out of habit, she glanced at the screen, but there were no notifications. She slipped the phone back into her pocket and took a deep breath. The mildewy, earthy scent of plant oils and lush greenery calmed her.

			Yoohee, who had disappeared into a corner, came back and sat down beside her.

			“This is a butterwort plant.”

			Hyunjin looked down at the pot in Yoohee’s hands. The fleshy leaves were arranged in a neat, layered whorl, and in the middle, several long stalks rose high, each supporting a single deep-purple flower. Was it a carnivorous plant? Its plump leaves looked somewhat soft and fluffy; they reminded her of scales.

			“It’s not a difficult plant to care for as long as the humidity level is within range. The flowers bloom once—isn’t it lucky that we are in its flowering season now?” She held it out.

			Hyunjin wrapped her hands gently around the pot, careful not to touch its long, upright stalks. Butterwort. She committed the name to memory. After hearing Yoohee’s words, its small, unusually shaped flowers felt even more precious.

			“Is this it…?” Hyunjin asked hesitantly.

			Yoohee got up, dusting off her hands on her apron.

			“They get their nutrients by using their leaves to trap and digest tiny insects. That’s why their name in Korean is ‘insect trapper.’ They help you get rid of unwanted pests.”

			Hyunjin paused. “I mean…is there nothing else to be done? Is this really the end?”

			“Well, you can come by later and I’ll give you something that can act as a fertilizer, though it won’t need very much at all. We have no lack of it here, and I have to make a new batch anyway.”

			Yoohee’s eyes flicked toward the stairs. Hyunjin followed her gaze before looking down at the plant in her hands. She felt a curious heat radiating from it.

			Yoohee disappeared behind the curtain. When she came back into view, she was holding out a small note detailing care tips for the butterwort.

			“Would you like to take a look? For the last time?”

			Hyunjin gave a slight shake of her head.

			“No, it’s okay.”

			Hyunjin took her leave, and Yoohee watched her retreating figure for a while before closing the shop door. After making sure that she had locked it, she switched off all the ceiling lights. A dim glow leaked down from the attic.

			Yoohee checked the time on her wall clock. Two hours should be enough for her to complete her task. In the dark, the shears in her hands gleamed under the partially obscured moon as she got to work. Once she had carved everything into small pieces, unrecognizable from their original form, they could join the rest under her garden.

			

			—

			“Are you completely sure?”

			In the consultation room, the doctor, who was seeing Hyunjin for the first time in a while, searched her face worriedly.

			“Yes, I’m really okay. I am eating and sleeping well. Don’t you think I look much better compared to my last visit?”

			Hyunjin leaned forward slightly and gave her a smile. The doctor was glad to see a marked improvement in her patient, but she couldn’t help having reservations.

			“Even if the stressor or trigger is gone, depression and insomnia don’t vanish overnight. You—”

			“I no longer need to rely on pills to get a good night’s sleep, and my mind is as clear as it can be. I’m truly much better now.”

			Placing her phone on the table, Hyunjin turned to point at the yellow flowerpots by the window.

			“The petunia you gave me previously was an excellent support.”

			The doctor glanced at the flowers, then back at Hyunjin.

			“Hmm, all right then. In that case, I think this can be your last visit. But if you show any symptoms, please come back to see me.”

			Hyunjin got up, dipped her head, and walked out of the room, leaving the doctor looking puzzled. She bade goodbye to the receptionist, and even as she walked out of the main entrance, BRIGHT HEARTS PSYCHIATRY CLINIC in bold white letters above the door, her phone remained silent. Her eyes flicked toward her smartwatch—her heart rate remained steady.

			Beaming, Hyunjin took a deep breath and exhaled.
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			“Of all things, why a plant shop?”

			When Yoohee told her colleagues, one week before her last day at work, that she was quitting to start her own business, everyone had the same question for her.

			“Can you even make any money selling plants? Why not open a café or something?”

			Yoohee shrugged.

			“It’s just what I really want to do. And if you never try, you never know, right? I’m going to give it my best shot.”

			And when she mentioned that she had rented a space on the fringes of Dosan-gu, even those whom she hadn’t been close to had something to say. “It’s not the kind of charming, hipster neighborhood people will go out of their way to visit,” they scoffed, before adding that they were only thinking of what was best for her. Not everyone was cut out to run a business, and what would she know about anything since she had only ever worked in an office?

			Yoohee let their words breeze past her ears. If only she could get a thousand won for every such comment, she thought ruefully. That would’ve been more helpful. Of course, she kept these thoughts to herself.

			Even the property agents were skeptical. “Huh? A flower shop? Where are you going to find customers?” But Yoohee had never felt more certain of anything. This was the only thing she had ever wanted to do, what she had loved since she was little. She had finally plucked up the courage to follow her dreams, and she wasn’t going to give up easily.

			As a child, she had whooped in delight whenever she spotted a pretty wildflower by the roadside. During playtime, she was content to squat in a corner of the playground and inspect a blade of grass growing through cracked concrete. How did it manage to survive in that tiny space? Would it be hungry? she’d wonder to herself.

			When she became a teenager, nothing changed. While everyone else was hanging out with their friends, she preferred to spend her time with plants.

			Unlike animals or humans, plants did not move around. They took root wherever their seed landed. It was a game of luck in which, unfortunately, they never had a choice. But even in the harshest of conditions, they remained resilient, and Yoohee admired that. To her, a plant was a comforting presence, like a steadfast friend.

			On the first day of middle school, her heart had thumped in excitement at the sight of the wide green field and the flowerpots arranged all around the building. Lessons had been challenging, but seeing the lovely violets and tulips that the school custodians looked after so well always brought a smile to her face. Just as she was beginning to believe that everyone else also shared her love, she had witnessed a group of boys pluck, crush, and brutally stamp on the tulips she so reveled in. In an instant, her world had collapsed.

			

			—

			Leaning against her worktable, Yoohee’s eyes followed a monstera leaf key ring on a black backpack as it swung left and right like a pendulum. Its owner, a middle or high school student with her hair pulled back in a high ponytail, was browsing in the shop. Yoohee looked at the girl’s unfamiliar purple-checkered uniform, her thoughts drifting back to her own school days. Had she also been around the same age…when she started to have memories that, no matter how hard she tried, couldn’t be wiped away? She raised a hand to her chest, her gaze returning to the swinging monstera and the girl’s flapping skirt, and her heart gave a squeeze.

			

			—

			Minha stood surrounded by the dense greenery, her eyes wide in wonder as she tried her best to imprint every nook and cranny into her memory. Everything in this area at the edge of Sejin City was new to her, but this shop was special. She couldn’t quite believe that she was actually here. It had been a spur-of-the-moment decision to make the two-hour journey from Nam-in City. If she didn’t want her dad to find out, she’d better leave soon. But it was as if her legs were rooted to the ground.

			She was surrounded by thousands of plants, many of which she was seeing for the first time in her life. They glimmered in the gentle sunlight, calling for her attention. It hadn’t been long since the turn of the seasons, but already the shop had settled into a cozy autumnal mood. Minha’s gaze swept along the pots of yellow flowers and rested on an exquisite arrangement of silver grass bouquets in glass vases by the wall. Even though she knew that the tall spikelets of silver grass didn’t really give off a distinct scent, Minha still moved toward them for a sniff. A sneeze tickled her nose, and as she hastily stepped backward, her eyes met the shop owner, dressed in an olive-green apron, arranging some feathery-looking flowers in a corner.

			

			—

			Yoohee saw Minha scrunch up her face to stop the sneeze. When the girl had first come in, excitedly snapping photos of different spaces in the shop, Yoohee had thought she was a very young child and wondered if her parents were somewhere among the browsing customers. However, now that she could take a good look, she saw the set of Minha’s features on her slim face was a little more mature.

			Minha pulled an apologetic face. Yoohee retrieved some tissues from her pocket and offered them to her.

			“Sorry, it’s a little dusty here.”

			“Oh, thank you so much! I’m fine,” Minha replied as she blew her nose hard. Yoohee was about to return to her task when Minha spoke again, her voice high-pitched and bell-like.

			“Excuse me…”

			Yoohee turned around. Folding up the tissue in her hand, Minha pointed at a plant spreading over a nearby shelf.

			“Do they usually grow so big?” She opened her arms. “I’ve never seen anything like that before!”

			She scooted in for a closer look. The plant’s leaves almost touched the ceiling.

			“Aha—that’s a monstera. Just like your key ring,” said Yoohee, pointing at the girl’s backpack. “They love bright, indirect light and grow well in a humid climate. As long as you get those things right, anyone can grow a tall, healthy monstera. See that plant over there? That’s a banyan tree. Notice the difference in the color of the leaves? The ones higher up get more light.”

			Minha listened attentively, murmuring the names of the plants under her breath. Yoohee watched her with interest. Young people rarely came into her shop alone, much less on a weekday afternoon. As Yoohee observed Minha’s enthusiasm for plants, the last of her reservations melted away.

			“Feel free to look around. Let me know if you need anything. Oh, and if you’re curious about their names, look for the small handwritten tags by the pots.”

			Immediately, Minha leaned over to see. As if remembering something, she called out to Yoohee again.

			“Um, do I need to buy something if I want to stay here for a bit? I don’t really have enough allowance; is it okay if I just take a look around…I mean, it’s not that I don’t have any money, but I live pretty far away…and everything here looks…expensive. I mean…”

			“No worries at all. You’re welcome to browse. Just be careful with the plants that are flowering. And if you’re looking to get something next time, we have lots of affordable options too. Like this pretty one here is one thousand won, and that one is three thousand won.”

			“I see…”

			“Take your time and I’ll be here if you have questions.”

			Flashing Minha a smile, Yoohee disappeared behind a curtain. Minha watched her retreating back. What a lovely lady, she thought. She liked Yoohee’s calm, soothing voice, and even the smear of dirt on her apron seemed to make her extra cool and composed.

			I want to grow up to be like her.

			For the past few months, Minha had been going regularly to the Sejin City Youth Career Experience Center, an hour’s bus ride from her home. But instead of seriously considering her career path, what she really yearned for was just a chance to move away from her neighborhood.

			She had absolutely no regrets about skipping today’s session. It was a dream come true to be standing inside the very shop she’d admired so many times in photos. It felt as if she knew every nook and cranny. The central space, covered in a blanket of foliage and lit up by the slanting rays, was exactly as she’d expected it to look.

			Every item in the shop seemed to have its own rightful spot, but far from appearing aloof or exclusive, the shop was exceptionally inviting. Perhaps that was in the nature of the plants themselves. Thanks to Yoohee’s reassurance, Minha felt at ease browsing, but she was also tempted to buy something. Maybe she could spare about five thousand won, she thought as her fingers nudged the coin purse in her pocket.

			Instead of looking for something within her budget, she found herself circling back to the giant monstera. Its long, outstretched stalks and exuberantly fanned leaves filled her with a sense of calm. Monsteras with rare coloring could fetch a high price on the market, but as she admired its impressive height, she found herself thinking not about its range of colors but how these plants required such tender and consistent care to flourish. Clearly, this gorgeous plant was well taken care of.

			Minha thought of the small tree in the garden at home. It was shorter than her, and for as long as she could remember, it had always been there. No one bothered to look after it, but somehow it survived every winter to sprout new buds in spring. She had no idea what type of tree it was, but whenever she felt upset, she’d seek out its company, sobbing under its tiny canopy. Everything that she couldn’t confide in her friends about, she’d whisper into its leaves. And after casting a furtive glance around to make sure no one was near, she’d sit down and lean against its trunk, blowing gently over the backs of her hands and forearms to soothe the smarting pain. She did that throughout the seasons, whether it was snowing heavily or in the peak of summer, as sweat trickled down the back of her neck. And when she lay in her bed, unable to move, she’d think of the small but sturdy tree outside her window, its leaves a bright green. Then her pain seemed to dissipate and her heart calmed.

			Lost in her thoughts, Minha looked up and realized she was beside the silver grass bouquets again. Or were these reeds? she wondered. She had no idea how to differentiate between the two, but she knew they were hardy and resilient. Opposite her house was a field filled with these same tall, willowy plants. They were always of the same height, and the same color too. She couldn’t help but wonder if they were actually alive. She’d taken refuge there many times, only to be dragged home soon after.

			Minha stretched out a finger to touch their soft, feathery heads. Where did the shop find such pretty silver grass? Were the young ones as strong? She tilted her head, trying to catch their tiny movements in the breeze. Her heavy ponytail swung around, and it caught on something.

			She jerked back, but it was too late. The vase toppled over with a loud crash, and the bunch of silver grass inside scattered across the ground. Panicking, she bent over to gather it up.

			“No, leave it…”

			Through the gap in the green curtains separating the back of the shop from the customer area, Yoohee stuck her head out. Minha, still in shock, slumped onto the ground.

			“Are you hurt? Be careful of the broken glass,” said Yoohee as she helped her up.

			The ground was moist, and Minha’s arm was damp to the touch. Yoohee gently brushed the girl’s sleeves, in case there were bits of glass stuck to her clothes. It was then that she noticed the light scars extending from Minha’s wrists right up her arms. Noticing her gaze, Minha squirmed and pulled away, reaching up to adjust her ponytail.

			“Th-thank you. I’m so sorry…the vase…”

			Yoohee waved her apology aside. “Don’t worry about it. Accidents happen.”

			She fetched a broom from the corner and swept up the shards with a practiced rhythm. Minha sat down on the chair that Yoohee had unfolded for her and watched in silence. Everything is okay, everything is okay, she told herself. Yoohee pulled out a hose from behind the curtains and sprayed the floor to wash away any remaining shards.

			“Did you see anything you like?” she asked.

			Minha jumped at being spoken to.

			“Er, yeah. I love the monstera, and the silver grass—is that what it’s called?—it’s so feathery. And…” Minha looked around the shop, trying to recall the other plant names she had read on the tags.

			Yoohee smiled. At a moment like this, it was very clear that the girl was still a child. Her thoughts turned to those long, somewhat faded scars on her arms. The girl had mentioned that she came from a different town; she must’ve made a special trip out to the shop. Yoohee glanced again at the monstera key ring on her bag. Looks like she’s going through something. It would be nice if she had something to make the days easier to get through.

			“You’re right, these are silver grass. I’ve collected up the fallen ones, so don’t feel bad about it. Would you like to have this little one here?”

			Yoohee held out what looked like a round pebble sitting in a small pot that was just slightly larger than itself. Minha’s eyes grew round.

			“Cute, isn’t it? It’s a lithops, more commonly known as a living stone. It’s a type of succulent, so it’s not very lively in spring and summer. But come autumn and winter, that’s when it flowers. Looks like a pebble, doesn’t it? That’s how it camouflages itself.”

			Minha gasped. “I really thought it was a stone.”

			She reached out as if to touch it, but Yoohee pulled it back.

			“Ah, no poking, please. The leaves are sensitive and easily bruised. I seeded them just last winter, but they grew so well, I potted them up individually. I have a few more over here. You can pick the one you like best.”

			Yoohee set down three pots on a small stool. Minha peered closely at each of them, pausing at the one with yellow-green patterns. There was a little split in the center, like a tiny, stubbornly set mouth about to speak. Minha looked up and pointed.

			“That one’s beautiful,” Yoohee said. “Looks like it might flower soon.” She picked up the pot and moved it onto the table. “Remember, they need gentle care. If it gets badly bruised or scratched, it’ll be hard to nurse it back to health.” She placed the pot into a plastic cup and made a sturdy carrier with a handle for Minha to carry home.

			“Is it that fascinating?” she asked, laughing as she noticed Minha staring.

			“It really is! I’ve never seen a plant packed so carefully…Thank you so much!”

			With a spring in her step, Minha exited the shop. The bell rang its crisp notes above her head as two ladies brushed past on their way in. Out in the garden, the stray cats looked up from their spot and yawned. Minha gave a start. Oh no. She had forgotten the time.

			Standing outside the shop, she quickly checked her phone. Thankfully, there weren’t any missed calls. But the anxiety was creeping in. She hadn’t left quite enough time for the journey back home from Dosan-gu. Holding the bag tightly, she hurried toward the bus stop. The wind was chilly, but she could feel herself breaking into a sweat. Thoughts whirled in her head. Would her form teacher know that she had skipped today’s session at the youth center? Her form teacher rarely contacted her mom, but what if she chose today, of all times, to text her? And what if her dad happened to hear the conversation? Her stomach began to turn.

			Minha looked up as she approached the stop, only to see the bus trundling past her. She stamped her feet in frustration; she was going to be even later now! Several agonizing minutes later, the next bus came, and after transferring twice, she finally got onto the express bus bound for Nam-in City. She wriggled around in her seat. Please, please. I hope Dad comes home late. Just for today, she wouldn’t mind if he came home drunk and made a ruckus, or if he was with those ajusshis who always looked at her in a way that made her shudder. As long as he didn’t catch her arriving home after him.

			The bus chugged down the expressway, but in the distance the sun was already setting behind the mountains. By the time Minha transferred to a city bus that would take her to the stop near her home, it was already past seven. This was the first time she had ever resented the bus for moving so slowly. Her hand, slick with sweat, slipped off the handle of the bag.

			When she finally reached her door, Minha took a long, deep breath. Should she hide the bag inside her backpack? She was afraid that would crush the lithops. Think, Minha! The lovely lady at the shop had told her to be gentle, but if she were to bring it inside like this, she had no idea what would happen. Where could she hide it? How could she explain…

			“Kim Minha.”

			The gruff voice rang out from behind her. Minha’s heart sank. Slowly, she turned her head.

			Her eyes landed on the black plastic bag in her dad’s hands, which clinked with the sound of bottles as he dragged his slippered feet toward her. She could sense his gaze on the bag in her hands.

			Would she be able to save the lithops if it got bruised? Every muscle, every cell in her body tensed up. She screwed her eyes tightly closed, bracing herself for what was sure to come.

			

			—

			The next morning, Yoohee stood on the steps of the shop, her arms folded as she surveyed the garden. Everything seemed to be growing well, but there were also several barren patches. Normally, after the monsoon rain, she’d get to work, raking the soil and pulling out weeds, but this year, the rain had persisted, and then she had become too busy. Or had she overfertilized it? she wondered as her gaze swept over extensive areas of reddish-tinged soil.

			Tilling the garden was hard work, but Yoohee enjoyed it. She loved the touch of moist soil against her bare hands. She didn’t mind a little dirt; she could just wash her hands and launder her clothes. With gloves, she wouldn’t be able to feel the soil properly, nor would she be able to tell if the pieces beneath were still useful. Ever since she’d started gardening, Yoohee had always preferred to handle plants with her bare hands, except of course for the poisonous ones.

			Yoohee mentally divided the garden into four lots and deliberated over where to begin. Winter would be upon them soon. Some of the outdoor plants would survive; others wouldn’t do too well. In any case, she wouldn’t be able to finish everything within the day. Thinking that it might be helpful to record the process, she fished out her phone.

			She didn’t like her phone pinging all the time, so she had turned off email and social media notifications, and yet sometimes she’d get a random notification from a glitch—and today was one of those days.

			She clicked open Instagram. She had never checked her DMs, because once she replied to one, she’d have to reply to everyone, and there were simply too many. Just as she was about to exit the app, she saw several new messages come in. She didn’t recognize the username, Ha11, but whoever it was had sent more than ten messages in one go.

			Curious, she opened the chat. The first words she saw were Please help me. Farther down were several photos that looked almost identical. Yoohee tapped one to enlarge it. It was a yellow-green lithops that appeared to have been gut-punched right in the middle. The soil had spilled out of its pot, which was now cracked.

			The rest of the photos were basically the same, showing the plant from slightly different angles. Yoohee scrolled back to the top and read the messages.

			Please help me, I don’t know what to do.

			Yoohee paused. Because she was waiting for the lithops to flower, she hadn’t put them out on the shelves to sell. The only person she’d given one to…

			Yoohee stared at the chat. The girl was online. She looked at the typing indicator that appeared and disappeared repeatedly as if she was struggling with what to say. How could the plant have been damaged so badly over a single night? Or was it Yoohee who had made a mistake when wrapping up the pot?

			Two new messages came in.

			I

			It wasn’t me

			Yoohee thought back to the girl in the high ponytail, the sparkle in her eyes as they’d lingered over the plants. Why did the girl say It wasn’t me?

			Yoohee typed a reply.

			Can you come back to the shop? Any time is fine.

			

			—

			Minha glanced at the calendar on her desk. After what had happened yesterday, she was grounded. She had pleaded with her dad, explaining that the plant had been a gift and she hadn’t spent any money on it, but he didn’t believe her. As usual, he threw a huge tantrum, accusing her of wasting his hard-earned money. Yesterday’s hell had seemed to drag on forever. Minha had watched in horror as the bag containing the living stone was lobbed up to the ceiling; when it hit the ground with a deadly thud, she felt a deep fissure open up inside her.

			Her dad and his friends always said nothing was more effective than a beating to bring up a kid. Minha could only force herself to endure it, willing herself not to flinch. But as she gazed at her precious gift, the plant she had promised to look after, being cruelly destroyed, she’d been hit with a fresh wave of fear that she would never be able to escape this misery. Can the living stone survive?…Will I make it too? A deep, raging anguish welled up within her.

			She’d known it was a long shot to think the Plant Shop owner might read DMs from a customer, but she couldn’t think of what else to do.

			Now Minha reread Yoohee’s reply, again and again. She hadn’t quite believed she would get a response, and it meant she was faced with a new dilemma. She’d have to tiptoe around her dad until his anger finally settled. It would be impossible to think of visiting the shop in the next few months.

			This wasn’t the first time she had been grounded. Why did it feel extra miserable this time?

			

			—

			Yoohee sent another message.

			Leave the lithops. Just drop by.

			Like the previous one, it was read immediately, but there was no reply. As the day went on, Yoohee kept glancing at her phone between customers, but it remained silent.

			She’ll come back. Yoohee had no idea how long it would take, but she was sure that she’d see the girl again. And indeed, if the girl needed help as she suspected, she’d do her best.

			Run! Choi Yoohee! Run!

			A voice seemed to echo in her mind from far away, and Yoohee couldn’t help but turn her head. The raucous laughter, the mysterious liquid splashed onto her dark-green uniform—her own memories hit her once more. At the time, she had forced herself to tune out their voices and keep walking…It wasn’t me. She’d said it countless times, but nobody had believed her.

			Among the hazy images, a face sharpened into focus, and Yoohee closed her eyes. She had no idea what the girl was going through, but she was determined to help her.

			Snapping on a pair of latex gloves, Yoohee went upstairs to the attic. Passing two tightly sealed bags of soil and other organic material, she pulled open the curtains and pushed the door handle to the small attached greenhouse. Inside, trees in planters were lined up in a row, equally spaced. Yoohee paused in front of a tree. Beneath a yellow-and-white flower that drooped precariously from its stalk, there were two round, greenish fruits. They weren’t completely ripe yet. Yoohee wondered if she should harvest them now. Mm. Maybe not. It would be better to leave them for a few more days to ensure their maximum effectiveness.

			She turned them very slightly to check how they were growing. If she decided to go with the fruits this time, she wouldn’t be able to use them again in the next two or three years, but it was fine. It was more crucial that they served an important purpose, as always. She stroked the rough skin of the green fruit gently and glanced at her phone again.

			

			—

			“You’re still looking at those?”

			Officer Park glanced at the stack of printouts on Dokyung’s table. Dokyung looked up sharply.

			“Why? Did you find something? A witness?”

			“Oh, no, no. Nothing like that. I was just asking…”

			Flustered, Officer Park stepped back, waving his hands. Dokyung’s eyes clouded over with disappointment. Scratching his head, he slumped back into his chair.

			“There must be something…A clue somewhere…”

			He clicked his pen repeatedly, muttering to himself. Just then, Captain Yim returned to his desk.

			“Haven’t we already decided to shelve those cases? Come on, we’re busy enough as it is. And we don’t even have a body!” he snapped.

			“But don’t you think it’s a little strange?” Dokyung replied. “There are some overlaps in the places they’ve visited. Isn’t that grounds to investigate? If only these cases had been assigned to me from the start…” He picked up the printouts.

			“I told you, these documents have been signed off. Anyway, most missing persons cases around here, and even over in Annam City, are people who’ve fled overseas. We can’t be investigating every single one—we get thousands of them every year!”

			Captain Yim thumped his hand on the desk. He was practically yelling. Seeing his deep frown lines, Dokyung cleared his throat before trying again.

			“I just think it’s worth digging into. Look—isn’t it strange that they all seem to have visited this shop?”

			He pointed at a photo of Plant Shop. Captain Yim glanced at it and sighed.

			“Fine, let’s say you’re right. They’ve all been there—so what?”

			“That means it’s worth investigating, isn’t it?”

			Captain Yim let out an exasperated snort. Taking out his phone, he tapped quickly on the screen and shoved the phone into Dokyung’s face. It was the Plant Shop Instagram page.

			“Look! Even I’m following them. Anyone who lives in Sejin City would’ve gone to that shop at least once, no? Heck, people even travel there from afar. Officer Park, tell him!”

			The captain rounded on Officer Park, who had been watching the exchange quietly. Startled at being spoken to, the young officer froze for a moment before straightening his shoulders.

			“Er, yes, sir. I’ve also been there. My girlfriend wanted to go.”

			“See! Detective Cha, you need to be more up-to-date with things like this. Me, Officer Park—we’ve both been there. What’s so surprising if the missing persons have been there too?”

			Dokyung opened Instagram on his own phone and looked up the shop. Damn. Is it a plant shop or a forest? The grid was a riot of colorful flowers and unusual trees, many of which he had never seen anywhere else.

			“I’m telling you, you’re getting it all wrong,” Captain Yim snapped.

			Ignoring his boss, Dokyung scrolled through the feed, a shrewd glint in his eyes. The posts seemed to be scheduled; they were uploaded around the same time every day. All had a large number of likes.

			He paused on a photo showing several pots of basil and mint in full leaf. He checked the date: about this time last year. Dokyung frowned.

			Those were the same herbs he’d tried and failed to nurture. He had insisted on growing them from seed—wasn’t that what this gardening thing was all about?—but a month had passed without even the slightest hint of green. Thinking he might not have watered them enough, he’d started giving them a generous shower every day. But after a few more weeks, all he could see growing healthily was mold. Fed up but not giving up, he’d bought a few pots of herbs from a nearby florist, but once they were perched on his window ledge, their leaves had begun to droop. Recalling the common saying that a watched pot never boils, he’d changed tactics and left the pots to their own devices, but they had wilted all the same.

			The frustrating image of their black roots and shriveled leaves remained etched in his mind. Frowning, he enlarged the photo of the herbs at Plant Shop. Were these really basil and apple mint plants? He’d never known they could grow so thick and lush. Dokyung’s stomach squirmed. Why couldn’t he get results like that?

			Seeing Dokyung’s sour look, Captain Yim asked, “What? Found something suspicious?”

			“Oh—no, nothing. I guess I don’t get on well with plants myself,” Dokyung mumbled, his eyes lingering on the email address for consultation queries. “I concede that the shop is popular,” he said, putting his phone aside, “but my hunch tells me there’s something off. And isn’t it convenient that there isn’t much CCTV in the area?”

			“Is that so?” Captain Yim replied absentmindedly.

			“Yeah, it’s practically on the edge of town.”

			Captain Yim shook his head in exasperation.

			“Fine, fine. Whatever you do, make sure you keep up with your other work. Not like you’ll listen if I tell you to drop this. But bear in mind—you have only until the end of the week.”

			Dokyung didn’t reply. He was staring at the printouts. What was so special about the place that made people travel all the way there just to see some lousy plants?

			There was only one way to find out. It would be his day off soon. All else aside, Captain Yim had never struck him as the social media type. What could have charmed someone like him into becoming a follower of the shop?

			

			—

			When Minha arrived at Plant Shop, it was around lunchtime. She was slightly unsettled to see that it looked busy inside, and several people were strolling around the garden. However, this was her only chance; she might not be able to come back another day.

			The cats lazing nearby half opened their eyes at her as she approached the entrance. She hesitated outside, but before long, Yoohee glanced out and noticed her. Quickly, she ushered her in. Just like on her first visit several weeks earlier, Minha was wearing her school uniform, and the monstera key ring was hooked onto her backpack.

			“The lithops can’t be rescued. You know that, don’t you?”

			The other customers had slowly filtered out; Minha and Yoohee were now the only ones left in the shop. Minha nodded, her head bowed.

			Yoohee couldn’t quite see the girl’s expression beneath her bangs, but she felt her sadness. Who could have done that to the lithops? She wanted to ask but decided to bide her time until Minha was ready to tell her. Yoohee fingered the pack of tissues in her apron pocket.

			“I wish Dad would stop…and…”

			Minha looked up at Yoohee with red-rimmed eyes.

			“To understand…even if it’s just a little…”

			The tears Minha had been trying so hard to suppress started to spill down her cheeks. She gripped the sides of her skirt with both hands, taking short, gasping breaths. She’d never told anyone else about this.

			Yoohee laid a comforting hand on her shoulder. Her heart squeezed as she watched Minha sob. She could tell that the girl was sharing something private. Even if it wasn’t a close friend, she needed someone to listen to her, she thought, her gaze trailing the fresh wounds running down Minha’s arms. Yoohee passed her the tissues.

			As she dabbed at her tears, Minha regained her composure. Yoohee had disappeared behind the curtains and returned holding two round fruits. Minha looked at them. They looked like mangoes that hadn’t fully ripened, round and glossy—or a little like unripe tomatoes.

			“You probably haven’t seen these before. In other countries, they go by a unique name.”

			She passed Minha a pair of latex gloves. Minha pulled them on, and Yoohee placed one of the fruits into her open hand.

			“They’ll turn out to be very useful. Well, at least for those who need them.”

			Yoohee started packing them. They would need much more particular packaging than any other plant that she knew of. Minha watched in silence as Yoohee worked.

			“Plants know exactly where to go, and thanks to you, these fruits have found their calling,” Yoohee said. “The flowers are stunning too. I’ll show you a photo next time.”

			Minha put the wrapped fruits carefully into her backpack. Yoohee held out her phone.

			“I usually don’t check my DMs, so next time, just text or give me a call.”

			Minha took the phone and nodded, tears swirling in her eyes as she put in her number.

			

			—

			Because she ended up getting home late again, she couldn’t escape a beating. But this time, she didn’t cower in fear. She held on to her backpack straps tightly, and as the blows rained down, she thought of her mom, who always shrank into a corner whenever her dad was in one of his moods.

			When Minha was finally allowed to return to her room, she took out the fruits. “Just think of them as a shield,” Yoohee had told her, while cautioning her that they absolutely must not be eaten. Did they have some special power? Minha wondered as she set them down by the window. She found it calming to look at the two perfectly round and glossy fruits sitting with such steadiness on the sill, and for a moment she forgot the stinging pain in her arms and ankles.

			The fruits gleamed in the glow that leaked in from the street, making them look like small mood lights. It was easy to mistake them for mangoes. Minha wasn’t sure if she had imagined their delicate scent, but for the first time in a long while, she drifted off into a dreamless sleep.

			The following afternoon, when she got home after a long day at school, she was horrified to find her room turned upside down. What little money she’d painstakingly saved up from her allowance had been taken. The closet door was flung open, with clothes left draping over the hangers like lolling tongues. She turned in a panic toward the window—her precious fruits were gone. Her first thought was that the house had been burgled, but then she heard her mom wordlessly washing dishes in the kitchen, and she realized what must have happened. It wasn’t the first time. Numb with shock, Minha stared at the empty windowsill. Then she searched the entire house and even the garden, but the fruits were nowhere to be found.

			Later that evening, Minha watched as her dad, whistling a tune and juggling the two round, green fruits in his hand, left the house. He never came back. For a long time, Yoohee’s words rang in Minha’s head: Plants know exactly which way to go.

			

			—

			Sejin City, Dosan-gu, Seomaeul-ro, 112-gil 3. Hopping onto the bus, Dokyung copied and pasted the address from his notes into the map app.

			He knew he was grasping at straws. It wasn’t as if there were new developments. Every day, Captain Yim complained that Dokyung was wasting time. None of his colleagues understood why he was giving himself more work when it was routine for people to go missing every year, and in none of these cases was there any indication of a crime. He could tell by their frowns what they were thinking—that he couldn’t see the forest for the trees. Dokyung didn’t bother to argue with them, but doubt continued to spore in his mind. Why had so many men with no connection to Dosan-gu disappeared from there, of all places on this earth? That itself bore investigation, he thought. By now he had checked out most of the spots the missing persons had reportedly visited before their disappearance, save for one.

			It was his first day off in a while. He’d left home early, but a drunk man had been insulting commuters at the bus station and he’d had to intervene. Now, as he took his seat on the bus heading toward Dosan-gu, he was exhausted. Luckily, it would only be a short walk from the bus stop to his destination, the plant shop. Leaning his head against the cool window, Dokyung listened to the radio show that the driver was blasting through the speakers.

			“…And we’re seeing an increase in reports of mysterious group poisonings. Reporter Kim, can you tell us about the most recent case?”

			“Sure. In Punghwa-myeon of Nam-in City, three men in their forties passed away shortly after one another. They had gone to the hospital complaining of severe abdominal pain and went into cardiac arrest less than twenty-four hours later.”

			“Is there any link to the rise in cases of drug consumption?”

			“No evidence pointing to that as of now. What we know so far is that the men died of poisoning, likely from the consumption of homemade fruit wine.”

			“That’s especially common in the countryside, isn’t it? I remembered hearing about cases where people were hospitalized after drinking homemade medicinal snake wine.”

			“Indeed. Not to mention the unfortunate cases of injury and death from the use of pesticides in farming, or people who forage for wild mushrooms and herbs only to accidentally consume a poisonous plant. In South Asia, there’s a fruit so deadly when consumed that people call it the ‘suicide tree.’ And in the case of that group poisoning in Nam-in City, doctors have detected traces of a similar toxin. Meanwhile, investigations into the poisoning have led to an unexpected finding that the men were engaged in waste trafficking…”

			Dokyung sat up straighter as the radio hosts discussed the case. Group poisoning cases were rare, and what an odd coincidence that this one had somehow led to the discovery of other criminal activities. How terrible, too, to think that there were fruits that could cause such swift and agonizing death. His thoughts turned to Plant Shop. Would they have access to such toxic plants?

			Just then, the bus announcement came on. “The next stop is Dosan Market Station.” Blinking back his fatigue, Dokyung leaned forward and placed his thumb on the bell.

			

			—

			Yoohee drew up the blinds and opened the windows as wide as they would go. It was a rare fine-weather day. The sky was a gorgeous deep blue, and the mountain ridges in the distance could be seen clearly. It was the perfect day to do some cleaning and air the attic.

			With all the blinds raised, a golden light flooded in, bringing a different atmosphere to the space. Sunrise was happening later these days. Once winter settled in, it would be hard to get as much light during the day. Yoohee stood by the window and took a deep breath, allowing the crisp, fresh air to expand her lungs.

			Smiling at the sight of so many customers raising their phone cameras to snap selfies, Yoohee changed out of her usual olive-green apron, folded it neatly on the table, and put on the stiffer brown one she used for working outdoors.

			She thought back to Minha’s texts from that morning. She’d said she no longer had to tiptoe around the house, and if she wanted to go anywhere, whether it was local or out of Nam-in City, she no longer felt afraid. The painful prickling in her scars had stopped too. Once she was old enough, she’d move out of the city, she added, and posted several animated stickers in succession. In return, Yoohee sent her several photos of a white flower with a yellow throat—the Cerbera odollam flower that she’d promised to show her.

			Because it was rare to see the flowers in real life, she did her best to capture it at different angles. It was impossible to predict whether the tree would flower next year, or whether new fruits would grow. One could only hope.

			Pressing with her palms flat, Yoohee smoothed out the creases in the stiff apron. Working in the garden would usually take half the day, so she took the opportunity while the shop was relatively empty, and worked efficiently. After letting the customers know they could call her if they needed anything, she picked up the shovel that had been leaning against the door and headed out to the shed.

			

			—

			Dokyung looked down the street and rechecked his map. There was no sign, but he was quite certain he had the right address. Scratching his head, he took in his surroundings. Two skinny-ribbed cats were sunbathing in a sunny corner. Through the open windows of the shop, he could see customers browsing. Tucking his phone into his pocket, Dokyung followed the brown anti-slip mat on the ground and walked up the steps toward the entrance.

			At that moment, Yoohee came out of the shed carrying a stack of trowels. Dokyung gave a little start before dipping his head in greeting. Yoohee watched him for a moment.

			“Hello, how can I help you?” she called out to him as she put down the trowels with a noisy clang.

			It had been a while since a man came into her shop unaccompanied. Putting on a polite smile, Yoohee held out her hand.
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			It was late on a Sunday evening. Yoohee lowered the blinds, ready to wind down for the day. Because of the hail that had been falling since Saturday morning, the floor was a mess of gray footprints. She kept a mop aside to clean up throughout the day, but because the temperature had suddenly dropped to below zero, she’d had to rush to attend to her babies. Any unsightly stains had been the least of her worries.

			Having seen to her most fragile plants, it was time to mop. Yoohee started from the dirtiest corner and watched with satisfaction as inch by inch, the floor recovered its sheen. Since it was her day off tomorrow, she didn’t have to hurry, but she hated leaving a mess for too long. If something bothered her, she had to get rid of it immediately. The white mop turned to a brownish gray, and as the floor shone once more, a small smile lifted the corners of her lips.

			She continued to drag the mop with some force, determined to scrub out the tiniest smear of dirt. Just then, the shop bell rang. Yoohee sighed and slackened her grip on the handle. She must have forgotten to lock the door.

			She smoothed out the frown on her forehead, but before she could turn around to inform whomever it was that the shop was closed, the figure at the door spoke.

			“This is the place, isn’t it?”

			The woman’s voice had an urgent edge to it. Yoohee held her mop and looked at her curiously. Her long hair was windswept, and she wore a thin jacket and jeans—too light for the cold weather. Her sneakers were streaked with mud, and her big gray backpack was slightly damp. It must still be hailing outside.

			Before Yoohee could respond, the woman spoke again.

			“I heard you can help with…that?”

			Yoohee paused in confusion. Was she looking for a particular plant? The woman was panting slightly, as if trying to catch her breath, but her expression was inscrutable.

			Yoohee sneaked a glance at the wall clock. It was already nine p.m. If she were to accept a customer now, she wouldn’t be able to finish up with her cleaning. Thinking that it would be better to set up an appointment for another day, she approached the woman with a smile.

			“Did you hear about the shop online? Sorry, we’re closed for the day, and I don’t open on Mondays. Is anytime on Tuesday good for you? Perhaps we can arrange—”

			“This is where…” The woman cut her off, her eyes darting in anxiety. “You can help to make someone disappear…right?”

			Hands shaking, the woman walked over to the window and lifted the blind. She peered out nervously.

			Yoohee pressed her lips together as she absorbed the weight of what the woman had said. Yes, the shop was still a mess, but she’d have to finish cleaning up on another day.

			It was the first time anyone had ever asked her directly. She gestured for the woman to come farther inside. The bell gave a gentle jingle as Yoohee opened the door a crack to check that nobody was outside before locking it firmly with a click. Her eyes flicked to the windows; the blinds were all pulled down.

			The woman stood head upright, her eyes to the ground. Yoohee wondered what she should say. But first, she needed to put the woman at ease.

			“There’s no one outside. You’re safe here.”

			She took out a folding chair and gestured toward it. Placing her heavy, wet bag on the floor, the woman lowered herself awkwardly into the chair.

			“Would you like a glass of water?”

			The woman nodded. As her anxiety began to lift, she was becoming aware of how parched her throat was. Her muscles felt tight and painful. In her hurry, she had slipped on the icy ground outside the station. Her sneakers were also dirty. She glanced down at her wet pants, shivering as the chill spread from her ankles up to her thighs.

			Yoohee pulled the electric heater over and, instinctively, the woman stretched out her palms. At the feeling of warmth on her fingertips, tears began to well in her eyes. She blinked them back, not wanting to break down in front of a stranger. What if she had come to the wrong place? At that thought, the anxiety reared up again.

			“I…”

			She tried to say something, but the words caught in her throat, and she coughed. Then she pulled out her phone and with trembling hands tapped open a photo.

			“He’s going to kill me.”

			The woman broke down into sobs and couldn’t speak. Alarmed, Yoohee took the phone from her hand and looked at the photo. A man wearing a hoodie, at most in his mid-twenties, was staring directly into the camera, but he looked as if he’d been caught off guard. What an odd expression—Yoohee couldn’t tell if he was smiling or crying. Other than that, he looked like an ordinary person off the street.

			The woman sniffed. “Have you heard of Ketblud?” she asked, her voice croaky.

			Cat blood? Something tugged at the back of Yoohee’s mind.

			“The cases of cat abuse in Kangin District,” the woman whispered.

			Immediately, it clicked. A couple of months ago, the internet had been abuzz with news about a serial cat abuser in Kangin-gu. The story had even made it into the national press. In the span of about a week, several street cats and pigeons had been found grotesquely displayed in public. Yoohee remembered reading about local animal welfare groups volunteering to keep watch and to track down the culprit alongside the police. Wasn’t the person caught eventually? she wondered. The case had sparked much public outcry, but she couldn’t remember how it had ended.

			The culprit had gone by the moniker Ketblud online. There was an uproar after people discovered that he was active in animal welfare discussion groups, which was where he’d found information on where the volunteers were leaving food and water bowls for the street cats.

			Pointing a shaky finger at the photo, the woman spoke.

			“That’s him. Ketblud. And I…”

			She swallowed hard, her voice barely a whisper.

			“I was the one who reported him.”

			

			—

			Ever since that fateful day, Suji had not had a good night’s sleep. If only she hadn’t crossed paths with him, if only she hadn’t gone outside to give the plants a water, if only she’d covered her face fully…The regrets circled each other like a dog chasing its tail, but no matter how much she wished otherwise, it was impossible to undo what had happened. She was relieved that she had helped stop, at least for now, the streak of abuse cases, but part of her couldn’t help wishing she had looked away instead. Even acknowledging that thought sent a stab of guilt through her.

			The first incident involved murdered pigeons. After a week of torrential rain, two of the birds were found dead in a small flower garden next to Block 2 of Kangin Apartments. It was slightly odd that they lay so neatly side by side, as if someone had arranged them, but the residents, assuming they must have died in the bad weather, simply shrugged and gave them a wide berth as they went about their day. The security guard on duty removed them promptly and then, for good measure, disinfected the area and put up a notice cautioning residents and children passing through. In no time, everyone forgot about the pigeons.

			But soon afterward, the second incident happened—a cat was found dead in the same location. Again, as if someone had deliberately displayed it, its body lay in the center of the small garden. It was a neighborhood cat, one that every resident had seen now and then. Those who made a point of feeding it regularly were deeply saddened, but as before, no one imagined it could be anything but a natural death. The cat’s limbs almost looked as if they had been posed after its death, but it wasn’t uncommon to see a stray pass away suddenly. Just like the pigeons.

			However, as more cats began turning up dead in the vicinity of Kangin Apartments, a ripple of fear gradually spread through the complex. The situation was particularly upsetting as Kangin-gu prided itself on having a proper neutering program in place and designated feeding areas for strays. Residents in the district were respectful of animal rights, not to mention the sizable volunteer community of cat parents. Suji, too, had joined. She was a huge cat lover, but knowing that she wasn’t in a position to adopt one, she helped to take care of the street cats instead.

			Gradually, a sickening pattern became apparent. The dead cats were horribly mangled: missing patches of fur, broken tails, and in a few instances, drooping guts from a gash in their abdomens. Their bodies were left in places with high foot traffic, as if in some sort of warning or sick display. Despite the best efforts of the local police and animal welfare groups, no trace of the perpetrator was found.

			A few weeks passed, and more cats continued to fall victim. The online communities were abuzz with discussion, but as the slew of bad news and gruesome photos dragged on with no breakthrough, a helpless lethargy settled over the community. Suji strived to do her part for the cats. In the evenings, after she got off work, she took a roundabout way home to pass the feeding area next to her building and check for signs of anyone interfering with the kibble or water left out for the cats.

			Suji was already in bed when she suddenly remembered she had forgotten to take out the garbage, and she didn’t want to leave it until the next collection date. Pushing herself upright, she put on a sweater and shuffled out of her apartment. On the way back into the building, she paused in her tracks.

			A dark shape was moving in the shadows at the edge of the garden. At first, she thought it was one of the cats, but just as she began to walk on, an odd cry pierced the silence. It sounded like an animal in distress. Before she knew it, Suji was hurrying toward the source of the noise.

			A man in a dark hoodie was gripping something by its neck and twisting. Suji’s hand flew to her mouth. Trembling, she fumbled for her phone and opened the camera app. She pressed the button but accidentally set off the flash. The man whipped his head around.

			“The next few days were a complete blur,” Suji said quietly as she touched her phone absentmindedly. So that was why the man’s expression had looked so odd, Yoohee thought.

			“Was he not arrested that day?”

			“…Oh, he was. I reported him to the police, and because he was caught red-handed, he was called for questioning. But later on…”

			Suji had heard from the other volunteers that the man was being investigated. She had thought that this would be the end.

			“Everyone was shocked to find out that he was one of our members. Furious, too, of course. How could there be such a cruel lowlife in the world? There was a huge public outcry, so I thought he’d be appropriately punished, but…”

			Suji fell silent. Curious to know what had happened, Yoohee looked up the case. Tapping into an article, she scrolled past the gruesome, albeit pixelated, photos and saw the final ruling, accompanied by the line “not even a slap on the wrist.”

			“A fine of five hundred thousand won. That’s it.”

			Recounting the incident, Suji had been calm, but now her voice shook with anger. She took a deep breath, trying to suppress the wave of emotions rising in her.

			“You’re safe here, don’t worry.”

			Tears pooled in Suji’s eyes again.

			“I shouldn’t have reported him. No, what am I saying?” She shook her head. “The poor cats…”

			To give Suji a moment to collect herself, Yoohee let her gaze slide over to the windows and the door. She thought suddenly about the detective who’d visited the other day. What did he say his name was? Cha Dokyung?

			Suji continued. “Since then…he’s been stalking me. His photo wasn’t released, so only a few people knew he was the culprit. And later, when I found out that he lives in the same apartment complex as me, I was terrified. I asked the police for a restraining order…” Her voice trailed off as she buried her head in her hands.

			Yoohee frowned.

			“I guess it didn’t help?” She let out a small sigh. That explained why Suji wasn’t dressed properly for the weather and why she was carrying a huge backpack.

			“The police keep insisting that there needs to be evidence of a direct threat in order to get a restraining order. But look, I’m terrified and miserable. Isn’t that reason enough?”

			Suji had gone to the police station several times and recounted the entire situation, but all she ever got was a scene where officers parroted the same expressions, like material damage or credible threat of harm. Suji had implored them to do something to stop the man from stalking her, but since his actions weren’t captured by any of the neighborhood CCTV cameras, the police couldn’t do anything. Moreover, he had no prior criminal record, and because he had cooperated with the investigation on the cat abuse cases, the police were of the view that he didn’t pose a real threat. In the end, they encouraged Suji to clear up any misunderstanding with him, since they lived in the same apartment complex.

			Suji paused and turned toward the windows. “There are many strays here, aren’t there? I spotted a few in the garden.”

			“Yes, the neighborhood cats love it here. Most of them pop by to rest in the shade on a hot day or to stay out of the cold.”

			Suji let out a deep sigh. Her face crumpled as if she was on the verge of tears again.

			“I…I shouldn’t have come. He’s going to find this place. And the cats here will be in danger. Just now, I thought I saw…”

			Memories of that fateful day flashed through her mind. What the man had been doing, her mind turning blank when the camera flash went off, his contorted features captured in the photo…Ever since then, Suji jumped whenever she saw a stray. The trauma would follow her for life. Tears splashed down her cheek as she laced her fingers through her hair in frustration and began to pull it.

			“Don’t worry. Nothing will happen.”

			Yoohee gripped Suji’s arm to stop her from hurting herself. Suji looked up with a tear-streaked face.

			“Never.”

			Suji sniffed and blinked back her tears.

			The street outside was practically deserted. It was the hour when the cats came out to roam. Yoohee usually left them to their own devices, but sometimes she caught their yellow eyes staring at her. Perhaps they were wondering why this strange human was always digging in the garden in this otherwise laid-back street, or maybe they just wanted food. Unlike plants, cats could express their emotions and wants clearly—much like humans. Yoohee found them harder to understand than plants, but she hated to see them come to harm.

			Yoohee had grown up in a neighborhood where stray dogs and cats roamed. Many of her friends also kept hamsters, goldfish, or parrots as pets. Yet she never wanted to get closer to animals. She grew to associate them with weakness, and what had seeded that impression was the so-called popular boys in middle school and all the things that they had done.

			As if it weren’t enough to pluck cruelly at the flowers and carve their names into the tree trunks that lined the school fields, they would hoot gleefully as they stomped hard on a wandering ant, snail, or frog. The walkways in the school grounds were filled with the remains of these acts, as if showing off how strong and cool the boys were.

			Yoohee could still remember a tiny brown frog, eyes roving in all directions, trying to escape the stamping feet; the gleam in the boys’ eyes as they competed to see who could strike the target first; the curl of their lips as they broke out into raucous laughter. Jiggling pebbles in their hands, they had turned toward her. And she’d never forget the way they had looked at her, as if she were one of the flowers to be victimized—or one of the small, blameless creatures they liked to stomp on.

			Yoohee pulled herself out of her reverie.

			“You aren’t planning to go back to your apartment, are you?” she asked.

			“No, not until…”

			“Not until he’s gone, right?”

			Suji nodded in silence. Yoohee glanced at the electric heater before getting up. On her worktable was a standing calendar. She picked it up and flipped the page.

			“Hmm, we don’t have long before the ground freezes. But it’s okay—nothing like a little push to get on with our tasks.”

			Yoohee folded her apron neatly and put it on the table. Pulling out the drawer, she opened a burgundy notebook and noted Suji’s address, the name of the cat abuser, and other essential details. Her eyes flicked up toward Suji.

			“Best to give him a taste of his own medicine, don’t you think?”

			Suji tilted her head with a questioning look on her face.

			Yoohee simply smiled.

			

			—

			Dokyung stared at his desktop screen and let out a loud sigh. Now that the end of the year was coming, everything seemed to be slowing down. Under Captain Yim’s insistence, the cases he’d been investigating had been concluded as “unsolved.” Dokyung had tried everything. He’d met everyone, mostly family members, who had made the initial missing person reports, and he’d interviewed other close relatives, but he had come up against a wall.

			Nevertheless, he did glean some interesting information. A former girlfriend of a missing person claimed that the man had been the sole reason behind her need for medication. Everyone who’d gone missing seemed to have a bad reputation. Whether they were colleagues, friends, or even sometimes family, most people he spoke to would frown and then shrug. “He must’ve gone abroad, I guess.” Nobody seemed to care where they’d gone.

			Dokyung twirled his blue marker as he gazed at the list of missing men last seen in Sejin City. He was writing down the places they’d been, or were believed to have visited—supermarkets, convenience stores, subway stations, bus stops…and the plant shop. Dokyung frowned and scribbled a name in the margin.

			Choi Yoohee.

			She must be connected to them. After months of snooping around, that was his conclusion. While he couldn’t confirm whether every single one of those men had stepped into the plant shop, it was too much of a coincidence that at least one person close to them had.

			That day he had shown up at the shop unannounced, he hadn’t picked up anything useful—not that he had really expected to. When he’d shown Yoohee photos of the men, she had looked politely puzzled and told him that it was impossible to remember all of her customers. She stood stiffly, her hand resting on the handle of a large shovel, streaks of dirt blotching her olive-green apron. What had been her job before she started the plant shop? And how did a place selling plants become so famous? Questions swirled in his mind.

			Captain Yim was right. The shop was indeed popular, and Dokyung had the curious feeling that it was partly because of its enigmatic owner. That day, among the crowd milling around and taking selfies, her charismatic presence had been unmistakable. How to describe it? She had the aura of someone who has chosen to leave the secular world behind and retreat into a corner of a faraway forest. Almost ethereal.

			“Hey, Detective Cha, I didn’t know you were into plants.”

			Officer Park stood behind him, eyeing with curiosity the potted rosemary plant on a corner of his desk. Dokyung instinctively flipped the piece of paper over.

			“Turns out I am,” he said, chuckling awkwardly.

			Officer Park tilted his head as if puzzled. Dokyung glanced at the rosemary. He truly hadn’t intended to buy anything from the plant shop. His eyes had just happened to land on the potted herbs, so naturally he’d started talking about how he’d tried growing basil and mint…

			At the memory, he stopped moving his hands suddenly, and the pen he had been spinning flew across the table with a clatter. Ugh—why had he even brought it up in the first place? Sometimes he would offer some inconsequential tidbit about himself as a way of getting someone to lower their guard, but that hadn’t been the case with Yoohee. Before he knew it, Dokyung had been holding the rosemary plant along with a handwritten note detailing care instructions.

			“Take good care of it this time,” Yoohee had told him, adding that he was welcome to come back anytime he had questions.

			Only after he’d exited the shop did Dokyung fully recognize what he’d set himself up for, but there was nothing else to do except to try his best to keep the plant alive. Looking at the lush and healthy herb he held in his hands, an odd feeling came over him.

			What a pathetic cop he was, he thought as he swallowed an uncomfortable lump in his throat. Granted, he might not be perfect at his job. His boss had commented during his performance review that he was like a wild dog with a screw loose. Once he set his mind to something, he became completely possessed. But never once had he let a subject he was actually investigating lead him down the garden path; nor had he revealed to them any more interest than was appropriate. The atmosphere of that shop must have been getting to him.

			

			—

			The subtle, piney scent of rosemary tickled his nose as he contemplated the situation from the comfort of a chair in his house. A sharp breeze was blowing through the open windows. Standing up to close it, he couldn’t shake the ominous feeling that his precious herb might perish under his watch at home. He decided it would probably be better off in the office. And who knew? Maybe he’d need to make a return visit to the plant shop.

			Dokyung cast a sidelong glance at his new rosemary plant, its needlelike leaves growing ever stronger and more fragrant.

			

			—

			Yoohee got off at Buyeong Station and perused the large map displayed in the central space. Having looked up the route to Kangin Apartments, she knew exactly which exit to take. Even so, it was her habit to check out the map whenever she visited anywhere new; knowing the layout of the area helped to ease the anxiety of unfamiliarity.

			The precinct map was rather simple, with only a few landmarks depicted—mainly big apartment complexes. She found Kangin Apartments straightaway. Suji had told her it was the last remaining apartment complex in the district that still had open-air walkways. Most other residential plots had undergone or were undergoing redevelopment, so the street cats created their territory around Kangin Apartments, and a number of residents took it upon themselves to care for them.

			As she exited the station, Yoohee took out a face mask from the pocket of her puffer jacket. The air quality had been terrible for the past few days, but she also wanted to avoid any unexpected encounters. Most importantly, she didn’t want a direct confrontation with the man she was looking for.

			Ketblud, or Moon Jihwan, lived in the same apartment complex, but in the next block. Because the layout followed the shape of the Hangul character ㄱ, everyone had a good view of their neighbors’ doors and windows, and if anyone cared to, it was possible to keep track of what time someone got home every day. As his identity remained redacted in the news, Suji was probably the only person who knew who he was and where he lived. Conversely, he knew exactly who had reported him, and since he’d got a look at Suji’s face that day, it was also easy for him to dig up information about her.

			Stepping into the compound, Yoohee spotted a designated feeding area by the entrance, with a small sign next to it. Just as Suji had said, the neighborhood cats were free to roam. She was quickly noted by one of the tamer strays who came running to her with a chirp and brushed its tail against her calves. Yoohee bent down to give its head a good scratch. She paused to look around. Block 2 was in front of her, flanked by a couple of flower beds at the side. Was this the garden where Suji had witnessed that horrifying scene? Would that man keep coming back here to savor what he’d done, perhaps with perverse relish? Yoohee tore her gaze away. Now wasn’t the time to let her thoughts wander. Pressing her mask closer to her face, she stood up and walked on.

			After Suji’s visit to her shop, Yoohee had kept a lookout whenever a male customer came in unaccompanied. He didn’t seem to have visited the shop, but she couldn’t help wondering if he might be lurking nearby. Yoohee kept her door wide open, waiting for him to appear. If he was indeed obsessed with tracking her whereabouts, there was no way he’d stay away.

			Days passed, but there was still no sign of him. Was he biding his time? Yoohee was no longer certain. But Suji couldn’t return home while he was still living in the same apartment complex. There was only one thing for Yoohee to do.

			Yoohee stood for a moment in front of the rows of mailboxes, looking for number 202. Suji had reported that, ever since the incident, she had not been receiving any mail. While everyone else’s mailboxes were stuffed with pamphlets and letters, hers remained suspiciously empty. Yoohee placed the envelope that she’d prepared in advance inside the box. It was a bright sunflower yellow, impossible to miss from afar. Inside, she had slotted in a postcard with pressed flowers, along with a business card bearing the shop’s address.

			Mission accomplished, Yoohee turned on her heels and walked briskly back toward the entrance. Four strays were sunbathing on the mat at the feeding point beside the security guardhouse. Squatting to pet them, Yoohee cast an inconspicuous glance in the direction of the mailboxes. There was a quick flash of yellow as a man pocketed something before taking broad strides back toward Block 3.

			Moon Jihwan! Yoohee quickly followed, taking care to keep a safe distance. The postcard in the envelope was a notice that the customer’s reserved products had arrived, along with a reminder of the agreed-upon date and time for collection. Yoohee was sure Moon would turn up. But since she’d come all the way here, it wouldn’t hurt to get a better sense of him, she thought.

			Black cap, hoodie, puffer jacket. The kind of outfit no one would give a second glance to. He did turn to look back every now and then, but discreetly. As he disappeared into Block 3, Yoohee turned the corner to see if she could spot which floor he was heading for. A moment later, she watched as his figure moved across the walkway of the third floor. He went down the corridor and turned right. Yoohee hid behind a wall, out of his sight.

			The man stopped in front of a door and turned to glance at the units on the opposite side—where Suji’s apartment was. Yoohee took a good look at his face, then turned smoothly away and walked out of the complex. Nearing the subway station, she took off her mask and stuffed it back into her pocket.

			“Excuse me.”

			As she was about to enter the station, a deep voice called out from behind.

			Yoohee paused but didn’t turn around. After all, she didn’t know anyone living in this neighborhood. She decided to keep walking.

			“Ms. Choi Yoohee?”

			Yoohee stopped in her tracks. It had been a mistake to remove her mask. She hadn’t expected to bump into anyone she knew. She turned around.

			“Oh, it really is you,” said Dokyung, looking surprised. “I didn’t expect to see you here. It’s been a while, hasn’t it?”

			Yoohee gave him a cursory nod. “It hasn’t been that long, but hello to you too.”

			“Oh, really?” He let out a weak laugh. “Sorry to call out to you like this. I have a good memory for faces, but you look different from your usual self today, so I couldn’t tell if it was really you.”

			Yoohee couldn’t detect any hint of animosity or suspicion on his friendly face. Pushing the mask deeper into her pocket, she folded her arms over her puffer jacket but didn’t respond.

			“Do you have some sort of errand to run here? I—” Dokyung made another stab at conversation, but before he could continue, Yoohee cut him off.

			“I need to hurry back to open the shop. I am free to go, right?”

			Dokyung blinked. He had been heading back from a visit to Kangin Police Station when he spotted her familiar figure. He wondered if there was there a flower market or something nearby. He mentally mapped out the shops he’d passed. None had anything remotely to do with plants. Despite projecting her clear displeasure, she maintained a polite smile. Interesting…Dokyung prided himself on his ability to read people, but when it came to Yoohee, she remained unreadable to him.

			Conscious that she was waiting for a reply, he nodded, and Yoohee immediately turned away.

			“By the way, the rosemary is doing well!”

			

			—

			As Yoohee walked down the stairs to the subway station, Dokyung’s booming voice rang out from behind. She turned a fraction and dipped her head in acknowledgment. She found his type the hardest to manage—overly nosy and curious, yet without ill intent. However, considering his occupation, it would be unwise to blatantly avoid him. Especially not when he was digging into cases that she wanted to remain buried.

			Just then, her phone buzzed—a text confirming the delivery that she had been waiting for. She let out a little sigh of relief. All she had to do now was clear out a corner of the shop for it to go in. In the unlikely event Moon didn’t appear on the assigned day, or if things didn’t unfold accordingly, she’d have to come up with a new strategy. Hopefully not.

			Yoohee brought to mind the affectionate cat that had greeted her in Kangin Apartments. She would do her best. There was no time to lose.

			

			—

			Thankfully, she didn’t need a plan B. On the morning of the appointment date, she kept the shop blinds up, which allowed her to spot Moon walking past several times at precisely spaced intervals. He was in the same outfit as he’d worn that day at Kangin Apartments, so she recognized him immediately.

			Moon loitered in the area for four hours, even though there wasn’t a single café or convenience store nearby. He clearly had only one target.

			

			—

			He stood in the shadow of the alleyway, where he had a partial view of the shop, and watched the entrance carefully. For the past few days, Han Suji had not appeared at work or at home. Before making his way over here, he had checked out the plant shop online. It was the last place she’d visited before disappearing, so he concluded she was either still in the area, or would be back to collect her items.

			He had been walking past the shop every half hour, before returning to his spot in the alleyway. The shop seemed perpetually busy, but he couldn’t spot the woman he was looking for. His attention turned instead to the olive-aproned shop owner, who maintained a bright smile as she went about her tasks. Now and then, she would come out into the garden; he watched her slender fingers gather up the fallen leaves and petals. Even though her breath formed white vapor clouds in the cold air, she would pause to greet the cats prowling the garden. She was probably one of the reasons the shop was so popular, he mused, gulping down the canned coffee he had bought from a convenience store near the station before crushing the empty can.

			Hours passed, but even as the shop owner lowered the blinds and moved some of the pots from the garden back inside, there was no sight of Han Suji. Moon double-checked the date on the crumpled card in his pocket; the lights in the shop had dimmed to a yellowish glow. He watched the owner come out to do a final check before disappearing inside again. Stepping out of the shadows, he approached the building, keeping a lookout for CCTV cameras. Luckily, there were none anywhere in the alleyways. Nobody would care about what happened around here. Even if Han Suji didn’t materialize, it might not be a wasted trip after all.

			He walked light-footed up the steps toward the shop and gently nudged the door. It was unlocked. A small bell hung above the door, but somehow it didn’t ring. The shop was in silence, save for some soft music playing in the background.

			“Anyone in?”

			After scanning the shop for security cameras, he called out again and stepped inside. The first thing he noticed was the smooth, almost gleaming floor. Flowerpots were arranged neatly next to each other, as if the owner had adjusted them to the exact angle. He snorted. It’d be fun to see someone so rigid and fastidious break down, he thought with a small chuckle. Come to think of it, Han Suji was another good example. But she was no longer important today. Here was an even more significant target. He couldn’t wait to see her terrified face.

			In a relaxed stance, Moon spread out his arms and stretched his back.

			A lone woman in a deserted shop at the end of the street, and not a single camera in sight.

			

			—

			“…That was what you thought, right?”

			A moment later, in the same pose with arms outstretched, Moon regained consciousness to find himself lying on the floor, excruciating pain radiating throughout his body.

			“Oh, you’re awake. Terrible manners, don’t you think? Barging into someone’s shop after business hours. And in those dirty shoes too.”

			Moon wanted to reply, but he couldn’t. His mouth had been tightly taped. He swiveled his eyes to the left and right. Was he somewhere in the shop? He wasn’t quite sure. Near his feet, he could hear the vibrating sounds of a machine, but it was as if all his senses were screaming out. Pain like he’d never felt before came in waves from the back of his head. He wanted to push himself upright, but it was as if his body weren’t his; he could no longer feel his limbs.

			“Oh, don’t bother. It must be familiar, isn’t it? I heard it’s how those cats died too. How does it feel to be the one on the floor?”

			Moon’s eyes, slightly unfocused, flicked toward the bottle of translucent liquid in the woman’s hand.

			“While you were still knocked out, I was mopping away the messy footprints. And this—I was going to use it for something else…” Yoohee eyed the machine next to his feet.

			“But since you’re here, let me test it out now.”

			Beads of cold sweat formed on Moon’s forehead. This woman’s smile was not like any he’d seen before. Who the hell was she? Goose bumps trailed down his spine.

			

			—

			Yoohee turned a dial on the silver-gray machine. It gave a loud whir before settling into a low hum while the giant plastic container attached to it started to vibrate. Moon stared in terror. He tried to scream, but only muffled, desperate grunts could be heard.

			Yoohee stared down at the man who writhed beneath her, but what she saw in her mind was Suji’s traumatized face and the photos of the maimed cats. As her thoughts turned to the boys from school who had stomped so brutally on a frog as if it were the most entertaining sport, she felt something sharp and sour rise to her throat.

			Taking a deep breath, she calmly poured the liquid from the bottle into Moon’s nostrils. He retched and shook. Mixed with snot, the liquid trickled over his face and down the sides of his neck. A strong coconut smell permeated the room.

			“You’re going to feel a little dazed. These may be all-natural ingredients, but believe me, they are very potent.”

			Yoohee bent over and grabbed one of his legs.

			“And of course, you’ll feel no less pain.”

			With a yank, she jammed his foot into the opening of the machine. The low hum rose to a crescendo as several large discs arranged at precisely measured angles whirled so fast they seemed to become one, ready to grind down everything they touched. On one side of the machine was a warning label in bold red letters: Keep hands out of machinery.

			There was a sickening crunch as the blades worked their way through flesh and bones. Bright-red blood spurted everywhere. Moon looked on in horror as his toes turned into a mangled mess. He continued to scream, but the muffled sound was drowned out by the noise of the machine.

			Yoohee bent down, keeping a safe distance from the blood, as she observed the mass of red mincemeat and bits of bone accumulating in the giant plastic container. She raised an eyebrow. The salesman hadn’t been exaggerating—it was indeed an extremely sharp tool. He had reassured her with a breezy laugh that tree branches would be a piece of cake. She could even feed it logs or plywood.

			The machine was speedy too. Blood had spilled onto the plastic sheet she’d sensibly spread out over the floor. It formed rivulets along the folds, pooling in crevices. Yoohee tugged at the edges of the sheet to smooth it out, guiding the red stream toward the drain.

			The coconut scent in the room was now overpowered by a sharp, metallic stench. Yoohee paused the machine, and with a yank, what remained of Moon’s leg fell out. She laid the man, now slipping in and out of consciousness, properly down over the sheet and picked up the extra-long heavy-duty folding saw in the corner. His facial expression was contorted, as if an indescribable pain was racking his body. Ignoring the fear and despair she could see in his eyes, she brought down the saw with an efficient swish.

			 

			Looks like he’s gone

			Did he move out? Anyone know?

			Doesn’t someone from our group live in the same apartment complex? Any idea?

			In any case, good riddance. Ugh, the creepy way he looks at cats!

			Let’s wait and see.

			In the days following his disappearance, Moon Jihwan’s currency was high among the cat volunteer chat groups of Kangin District. Many were curious to know where he’d gone, but no one genuinely cared. Everyone privately thought that if something untoward had happened to him, he’d deserve to die in the most gruesome way.

			Suji deleted her account on the cat volunteer groups. Photos, screenshots, the anonymous threats she’d kept in a corner of her bedroom—she deleted and threw out everything. She had to do it. Otherwise, it felt as though the scenes would continue to linger in her mind for the rest of her life.

			For the first time in a long while, life began to feel normal again. But even then, it took her some time to get the rhythm of her life back. Sometimes, if a stranger in black brushed past her, she’d freeze and her heart would thump wildly, but as the weather began to warm up, her anxiety gradually dissolved.

			
				[image: ]
			

			At Plant Shop, the last of the snow in the garden melted away with the arrival of spring. The new machine Yoohee had purchased was working well. She also ordered a batch of fresh potting soil and got down to work. The ground had thawed completely, returning to its soft and moist state. It was time to sow some seeds.

			Soon, the temperature hit twenty degrees Celsius and she could feel the prickle of heat on her skin again. Sometime early in the season, Yoohee noticed some small greenish-blue flowers growing in the back garden. Weeds often sprouted in that patch, but she had been too busy in the shop to pull them out. Because of neighboring buildings, it was a perpetually shady corner that she normally left bare when sowing seeds. Few plants managed to thrive there.

			She leaned over for a closer look. The flowers had a bell-like shape and they drooped downward. They looked familiar, but she couldn’t recall where she’d seen them before. Thinking that it might have been while she was out walking in the mountains around the same time last year, Yoohee opened her memo app and scrolled down her long list of flowers, their Latin names, descriptions, and characteristics. It was a habit of hers to note down anything new she encountered on her walks.

			“Aha! I was right. Common corydalis. Tubular, bell-shaped flowers…comes in a variety of colors. Wildflower,” Yoohee murmured aloud.

			The ones she’d seen on her hike up Dumun Mountain a year ago had been a mixture of blue and purple. If she remembered correctly, the plant itself, if not the flowers, had medicinal properties. And in flower language, its name meant “pockets of secrets.” Indeed, the flowers resembled drooping pockets.

			How had a wild mountain flower come to bloom in her garden? She’d never seen the corydalis elsewhere. She didn’t remember buying its seeds either. And even if she had, she wouldn’t have scattered them on a random patch like this.

			Or had they come from those particular pieces she’d buried here last winter? But it seemed unlikely that the man had had a seed on him. It must have come from the potting soil she had bought, she concluded. Admittedly the plant looked rather pretty here, but this was not the best place for it. On bent knees and using both hands, Yoohee scraped back the soil to reveal a small tuber. She nudged it out, taking care not to hurt its roots. At that moment, she heard a familiar resonant voice calling from the front garden.

			“Anyone in?”

			Yoohee straightened up and walked around to the front of the building. At the sight of the man standing there, she sighed inaudibly.

			“Hello. It looks like we meet every season?”

			“It’s been a long time. I’m Cha Dokyung.”

			“I know. You told me before. And you’re scaring my customers off.”

			Yoohee frowned slightly. As he had on his first visit, Dokyung stood on the anti-slip mat and examined her, his gaze trailing to the corydalis in her hands.

			“New flowers, eh? They look interesting.”

			“Are you here for plants? Or is it like the previous time—a new missing person?”

			Dokyung slapped his notebook against his palm.

			“Bingo. Do you remember the last time we bumped into each other? At the subway station near Kangin Apartments?”

			Dokyung held out a folded piece of paper toward her. Raising her eyebrows, Yoohee took it and opened it. It was an ID photo of Moon Jihwan.

			Her eyes flicked back up to Dokyung. “Who’s this? I don’t think I’ve seen this person before, but I remember meeting you at the subway station that day.”

			

			—

			Dokyung searched Yoohee’s face like a hawk. Her brows were slightly knitted—she must be annoyed—but there was not a hint of fluster. Feeling the intensity of his gaze, she stepped back, a questioning look in her eyes.

			“Sorry. I didn’t mean to stare.”

			Moon Jihwan’s missing person report had been filed two months after he was reportedly last seen. He had been the target of public wrath because of the cat abuse cases, but there was no evidence that anything untoward had happened to him. Yet Dokyung couldn’t shake off the odd coincidence that he had run into Yoohee near the missing person’s address, of all places. He’d asked to see CCTV footage from the apartment complex, but the security guards had told him they no longer kept it. Something must have happened that day when Yoohee was in the neighborhood. It had to have. But he couldn’t go to his boss with just his detective’s hunch.

			Why did the shop keep popping up in his investigations? After getting Moon’s missing person report, he’d spent days mulling over it, but all he had were wild guesses. Was Yoohee an accomplice? Or the culprit? Or was he imagining things?

			Something just didn’t feel right, and so here he was again, back at Dosan-gu.

			“I’m afraid I don’t have time to talk. There are customers to attend to, and I have to move this little one.”

			Without waiting for an answer, Yoohee dipped her head in greeting and turned away. Dokyung called out to her.

			“May I take a look around the shop?”

			She paused for a fraction of a second before turning back to him with a polite smile.

			“Sure, of course.”

			Dokyung was relieved. He’d been certain she would tell him to leave. Was her calm manner a facade? Or did she really have nothing to hide? He tapped his notebook lightly against his cheek as his eyes combed the garden. It was a habit of his when searching a scene. He wasn’t planning to go into the shop. There were too many customers; he wouldn’t be able to concentrate anyway. Today, he would not leave without some answers.

			The garden looked different from his last visit. Was it because the seasons had changed? Dokyung moved around to the back, where a tiny square patch looked freshly dug over. He remembered the plant Yoohee had been carrying and crouched down for a closer look, his mind buzzing with thoughts.

			There was nothing special to see in the patch of soil. Letting out a long breath, Dokyung got up and brushed the dirt from his knees. His gaze landed on a large machine. It looked like a grass mower, but it didn’t have any handles. As he stepped closer, his nose twitched involuntarily. A metallic stench, mixed with the smell of soil and leaves, reached his nostrils. Was this how compost smelled?

			Hands on his hips, he surveyed the backyard once more. Coming here didn’t seem to have yielded any answers. He was convinced something was amiss, but he couldn’t do anything without evidence. He walked back to the front garden and, with a last glance back at the shop, he exited through the gate.

			Inside, Yoohee was chatting with a customer. But from between the gaps in the blinds, she kept an eye on Dokyung’s retreating figure.

			

			—

			“She’s still there, is she?”

			Dokyung paused, panting into his phone as he tried to catch his breath. At the other end, his colleague replied.

			“Yup, when I called, she said she happened to be nearby. She’s at the station now…You’ll be coming, right? The other detectives are tied up at the moment.”

			“Okay, got it. I’m close. I’ll be there in a minute.”

			Slipping the phone into his pocket, he hastened his footsteps. This was the best opportunity to ask all the questions that had been circling in his mind. And at the center of it all was the same woman: Choi Yoohee.

			Right now, she was at the police station as an important witness—the first informant of a fire that had broken out in Shin-il Building. Dokyung could hear his heart thumping in his chest. After months of grasping at thin air, he’d caught on to something.

		

	
		
			
				5

				Agave

			
			
				
				[image: Drawing of a woman shown from the shoulders down, wearing a long-sleeved shirt and dark apron, stirring a tall glass with a long spoon on a counter, with a coupe glass holding ice cubes beside it, a freshly cut, dripping agave leaf and a pair of scissors in the foreground, and potted agave plants lined up on a shelf behind her.]
			

			The officer from Investigations Team 2 was confused by the urgency in Dokyung’s voice. He repeated that they were just getting a witness statement—nothing to be alarmed about. But Dokyung wasn’t listening. He jumped into his car, started the engine, and stepped hard on the accelerator.

			The previous night, a fire had broken out in the break room of a fourth-floor office in Shin-il Building. Thankfully, it had been put out before it could spread very far, but there had still been fatalities. Preliminary investigations pointed to a short circuit as the likely cause. The building housed several offices of small to medium-sized enterprises, and a number of employees were working late at the time of the incident, so there was a bit of a commotion as they fled the scene. While no foul play was suspected, officers from Sejin Police Station followed protocol and retrieved CCTV footage from cameras in nearby buildings and streets as well as from those installed in the office.

			When the firefighters broke down the locked door, they found three men had already died. Their exact cause of death was still to be confirmed, but judging from the bottles of alcohol and snacks lying around, they had probably been so inebriated that they couldn’t escape in time and inhaled too much toxic smoke. When Dokyung arrived at the scene, he didn’t find anything unusual; there was no sign of arson or a break-in. It was unfortunate that lives had been lost, but the outcome wasn’t uncommon.

			What gave him reason to pause instead was the name of the first informant. When Dokyung read the report, he did a double take. Believing it was surely too much of a coincidence, he checked the phone number against the business card from Plant Shop, and his eyes widened.

			The call was only twenty seconds long, but Dokyung insisted on listening to the recording. He recognized Yoohee’s voice immediately, slightly terse as she reported that a fire seemed to have broken out in the building. He replayed the clip again and again. There was nothing notable about what she said, but his instincts were screaming at him: a breakthrough.

			In the morning, when Yoohee came to the station to give her statement, Dokyung had been back at the scene. He hadn’t planned to stay long. But once he’d had verified that the informant was the very same Choi Yoohee who owned the plant shop, he changed his mind. He stayed behind to scour the premises in case any clues had been missed. Muttering the oft-repeated mantra of his training days—“Every crime scene is a sea of evidence”—he put in a request for footage from all CCTV cameras in the area.

			The morning traffic was appalling, but he turned on his siren and reached Sejin Police Station in no time. Normally the corridors would be bustling with activity, but today, on the first floor where the Investigations Office was situated, not a soul was in sight. Dokyung, who had braced himself for a telling-off for misusing the siren, breathed a sigh of relief and checked his phone. Great—no one was looking for him. Everyone was out, so it seemed. Since there was unlikely to be a call for backup, he’d probably be asked to remain at the office all day. It was the perfect opportunity.

			

			—

			At the sound of the door, Yoohee looked up and a tiny frown creased her forehead. As she had expected, it was Cha Dokyung. Relaxing her expression, she glanced at the detective.

			“I didn’t realize it was you who had called me.”

			Dokyung put his notebook down on the table. “No, that was my colleague. I didn’t think you’d still be here.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Everyone else on the investigations team is out responding to an urgent call. No one would have stopped you if you’d wanted to go home, so I’m a little surprised you stayed.”

			He leaned forward, hawk eyes trained on their target.

			Unperturbed, Yoohee sat back in her chair and observed the changes in his facial expressions. It was the first time they had both sat down for a proper conversation, and at this moment, she was in his territory. Yoohee knew he was relishing the opportunity. She chose her words carefully.

			“Why is that so surprising?” She added an inflection to the end of her sentence. “Didn’t you want to hear about the incident? That said, I’ve already spoken to your colleague.”

			“Yes, I am aware. But I have a few more questions for you.”

			“Don’t tell me it’s the same as the last—”

			“No,” he said, cutting her off. “I want to ask about yesterday.”

			“Like I said, I’ve already told your colleague everything I know. Are you asking me to repeat it?”

			Dokyung spread open his notebook and ran a finger down a page where he had scribbled lines of notes.

			“It’s estimated that the fire broke out around midnight. You called the fire department at seven minutes past midnight. The call lasted about twenty seconds, and the fire department arrived shortly after that.”

			“Uh-huh—and your point is?”

			“What I want to know is…Why were you there at all?”

			There was a loaded silence. Yoohee cocked her head in exasperation.

			“I must have misheard you.”

			“Nope, you heard me right. It’s nowhere near your house or your workplace. What were you doing in front of Shin-il Building at that hour? That’s what I would like to know.”

			One by one, Dokyung lined up several photos in front of her. Yoohee’s eyes narrowed, and when she spoke, her tone was clipped.

			“I’m afraid you’ve lost me, Detective Cha. What have the missing persons got to do with my reporting a fire? And to answer your earlier question, is there a rule that I must always be in Dosan-gu just because I live and work there?”

			He had wanted to throw her off, hoping she would panic and give something away. But it was still fine. He wouldn’t have brought her in if he weren’t feeling confident. He’d give it a few minutes. Earlier, he’d told Officer Park to look out for any suspicious individuals visible in the footage—in particular, a woman who could be Choi Yoohee—and report them to him immediately. He should have something soon.

			Yoohee watched Dokyung stare anxiously at his phone on the table. She mentally ran through the events of the previous day. Everything had unfolded according to plan. She had carried out several simulations beforehand to ensure that it would all go off without a hitch. He would have nothing on her. She was sure of it.

			She pushed back her chair. “If there’s nothing else, I’ll be on my way.”

			Dokyung made a sudden movement, as if he wanted to leap up from his chair. The next moment, there was a loud vibration. He pounced on his phone.

			“Detective Cha, this is Officer Park. Regarding the footage…”

			Yoohee could only make out a muffled voice from the speaker, but she watched the detective’s eager expression fade as he listened. He’s truly disappointed, she mused. He had lost his poker face.

			Nobody had entered or left the building at midnight. Neither were there any suspicious persons near the building. The only image of Yoohee captured on CCTV was her pausing on the street, looking up at the billowing smoke as she called the emergency services. That was it.

			Dokyung chewed his lip until it began to prickle. Despite everything pointing that way, he still couldn’t accept that he was wrong. Instead of acknowledging that he’d leapt to the wrong conclusion, he couldn’t help but think he must have missed something. The question he truly wanted to ask was how? How did she do it?

			Yoohee rose and stepped past him to leave the room, pausing for a second to shoot him a sidelong glance. She could almost hear the gears grinding in his head.

			Passing the empty Investigations Office, she walked down the corridor, her shoes squeaking on the tiled floor. Before she turned the corridor, she glanced back at Dokyung.

			“By the way, Detective Cha, you’ve asked me why I happened to be at a certain place, but to me, you’re the one who has been turning up wherever I go.”

			Dokyung, who was still wallowing in his disappointment, looked up in surprise.

			Yoohee continued, “But isn’t it all just a coincidence? I’ve no idea why you’re so obsessed with me. Sejin City isn’t that small. So why don’t you just leave me alone?”

			She exited the police station without waiting for a response.

			Dokyung tightened his grip on his phone. How was it possible that nothing came up on the CCTV footage? He felt a strong urge to head down there and demand to check the footage for himself. But his feet were rooted to the ground. Yoohee’s last words were still ringing in his ears—Why don’t you leave me alone?—and her cold expression bore into his eyes like a dagger.

			For a while, he stood there fiddling with his notebook before shuffling back to his desk with a resigned sigh. An email notification popped up: the traffic police department had sent him several CCTV clips. He dejectedly checked each file, one by one.

			

			—

			Meanwhile, Yoohee let out the breath she’d been holding and filled her lungs. She turned back a fraction to check. Thankfully the detective hadn’t chased after her. She had been sure that he’d grill her over last night’s events or bring up the missing men again, and she had prepared an excuse to leave early. So it was a surprise that he hadn’t made an attempt to keep her at the station.

			On the bus heading back to Dosan-gu, Yoohee looked up the news. She decided against returning to the scene. That would only give the detective an excuse to talk to her again. She had conscientiously prepared for this event for a long while, taking all necessary precautions. Whatever Dokyung was searching for, be it a fingerprint or a trace fiber, Yoohee was sure that she had not left behind a shred of incriminating evidence.

			She scanned through the news pieces. They were all effectively reporting the same thing—that three men had perished in a fire at Shin-il Building. No names, just their ages and gender and the fact that they were employees of Onsam Company. Only one article mentioned that a company director was among the dead. It was a big city; nobody was too concerned about a small fire, even if there were casualties, and this sort of local incident was soon history. To prevent the fire from affecting innocent lives, Yoohee had immediately dialed 119. She had also ensured there would be minimal damage to property. It had all been thoroughly considered. The one thing she had not foreseen was that she would once again become a person of interest to the eternally irritating Detective Cha Dokyung.

			Back at her shop, the first thing she did as usual was raise the blinds and let the warm spring sunlight in. To ease the stress of the eventful morning, she brewed herself a strong cup of coffee, and soon its aroma filled the earthy air. Just as she took her first sip, her phone buzzed. A string of messages had come in from an open chat room.

			Yoohee had been curious to see how people were reacting to the news, so she had temporarily unmuted the chat. Sitting down at her worktable, she began to scroll.

			Someone’s going to delete this chat history, right???

			Is this the end? Damnnn

			Better leave now

			Looks like everyone’s getting a little jittery, Yoohee thought wryly.

			Are we sure everything will be erased???? Someone needs to do it

			We’re all just chatting, though. Nothing’s going to happen to us, right???

			Yoohee felt bile rising in her throat and she suppressed the urge to retch. Someone posted links to a few of the news articles she had just been reading, prompting a couple of people to respond with random stickers. Then the chat fell silent, apart from a series of notifications as everyone scrambled to exit.

			Myungha had told her how devastated she had been when she first became aware of the chat. She had not been able to sleep for months. When Yoohee infiltrated the group, it had been like stepping into an eternal nightmare. Watching the men flaunt their collection of photos and snigger over lewd jokes and disgusting comments was traumatic, even if she wasn’t personally a victim, as Myungha was. Yoohee scanned the names leaving the chat en masse. She, too, tapped on the button: exit chat. Finally, her phone was clean again.
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			Summer was already around the corner. The powdery scent of lilac in the air had all but disappeared, but there had been a long cold snap recently, and most people were still in their jackets. With each passing year, the lilac season seemed to become more fleeting. Looking through the window at her garden, Yoohee was pondering which species would offer a longer blooming period when her phone started to vibrate. Delighted to see Myungha’s name, she sat down on the steps and tapped into the chat.

			It had been a while, yet it felt like only yesterday that they’d last spoken. Smiling at the emojis of flowers and plants that always peppered Myungha’s texts, Yoohee opened her photos.

			Against the backdrop of a hoop greenhouse in a country field, Myungha was crouching down and grinning at the camera, surrounded by her family and close friends. Another showed a selfie of Myungha outside her family home. Yoohee smiled at the sight of the plants at her feet.

			Myungha sent another text.

			You remember them all, don’t you?

			Yoohee nodded as she typed a reply.

			Of course. Fishbone cactus, orange jasmine, staghorn fern. Wow, the yellow cytisus is blooming wonderfully too. At this rate, you can soon put up your own sign—Plant Shop (Gochang Branch).

			hahahahahhahahaa

			Yoohee chuckled to herself too. She looked up and took a deep breath, her nostrils flaring at the faint whiff of fragrant lilac.

			Spotting a couple of people approaching the entrance, she glanced at the time on her phone. How did the hour pass by so quickly? Dusting off her bottom, she hurriedly stood up to greet them. Once the last of the chill had gone, it would be time to turn on the air-conditioning again. Her broad-leaved babies would be delighted. They’d been waiting for the cold to pass. Perhaps she’d be seeing new buds soon.

			Leaving her customers to browse, Yoohee returned to her worktable. In a corner, wrapped in tissue paper, were the remains of the fleshy agave leaf she had used last week. It was perfect timing for her agave to have dropped a leaf, and unlike those still attached to the plant, it gave off a slightly sweet smell.

			Because of the sudden changes in temperature, the agave’s growth had recently slowed, and it was showing signs of tissue damage, so Yoohee had decided to propagate it by taking a cutting. Now, lifting the cutting slightly from its mug of water, she saw wispy strands of roots. It was definitely growing well. Give it a bit more time, and it would be ready to move into a new home. The main plant had shown signs of ill health, its leaves yellowing and beginning to sag and wrinkle. But since this little cutting was on its way somewhere warmer in the south, she was sure its beautiful silver-blue leaves would come back. Agave was usually easy to care for, so long as it had a lot of direct sunlight, and she had plenty of faith that Myungha would nurture it. Despite having gone through such a tough time, she was extremely resilient. The agave would certainly thrive too.

			Yoohee’s thoughts drifted to a painting that she’d come across online. It showed an agave spreading its succulent bluish leaves beneath a scorching sun. The plant was surrounded by a mysterious light, like a rare item in a video game. The artwork itself wasn’t particularly impressive, but somehow its vibrancy was fixed in her memory. Maybe it was a complete coincidence that Myungha had found Yoohee’s shop, but perhaps by holding on to all that lively, cheerful personality, she was forging her own destiny.

			

			—

			For Myungha, Plant Shop was like a second home. She had no other business in Dosan-gu, but for the past year, besides her daily commute to work, it had been her most visited location. It was an hour’s bus ride from both her apartment and her office, but she went to the shop four times a week at minimum. Apart from the days she worked overtime, she’d catch a bus over, rain or shine.

			On good days, she’d get to spend a couple of hours there, but sometimes, especially on weekday evenings, she barely stayed for ten minutes.

			Yoohee had noticed her on her very first visit. There was an unmistakable shine in Myungha’s eyes as she looked at the plants, and Yoohee immediately recognized her as a kindred spirit. That first day, she wore a blue shirt, and with her slightly tanned skin, striking features, and high ponytail, Yoohee had assumed she must be a foreigner.

			“Could you pack this in a box, please?”

			Myungha approached the counter with a schefflera, speaking in fluent Korean. Yoohee blinked in astonishment, and Myungha chuckled.

			“I get that a lot! When someone meets me for the first time, they often tell me they had no idea if they should speak to me in English or Korean.”

			Her voice was bright and full of merriment. Putting down the schefflera, which Yoohee had not yet repotted and had temporarily housed in a brown plastic container, she continued, “My name is Myungha. Park Myungha.”

			Yoohee caught a whiff of lilac in the air. She had no idea if it was Myungha’s lotion or perfume, but she was sure she had smelled the lovely scent before. As if reading her thoughts, Myungha took a tube of hand cream from her pocket. Yoohee clumsily held out her palm as Myungha squeezed out a glob for her. Yoohee remembered that she had yet to answer Myungha’s question about packaging the plant.

			“I can use a box if that’s what you prefer. If not, a strong plastic bag would be better. Should I do that instead?”

			Myungha nodded, her eyes twinkling. From that day onward, whenever she was in the shop, they would chat. Yoohee rarely engaged her regulars in small talk beyond what was immediately necessary, but Myungha became an exception. The schefflera was the first of many plants she picked up every other visit, and Yoohee smiled inwardly as she imagined Myungha living amid so much greenery. And when Myungha showed her photos of her exquisitely manicured plants, arranged with such care in her small studio apartment, Yoohee found herself wondering what was in her imagination when she chose them.

			

			—

			Myungha had a special affinity for foliage plants, those grown more for their decorative and ornamental leaves, rather than for their flowers or fruit. She especially loved tropical and subtropical ones. Contemplating their lush and often uniquely shaped leaves had a calming effect on her. She preferred the spring and summer to the cold winter; she was happiest when the days were long and the sun was intense, and naturally she grew to love plants that thrived in those seasons.

			Decorating her living space with green foliage had become a way to create her own sanctuary and to stop herself from bringing negative thoughts and depressive moods home. This resolve gradually turned into some sort of compulsion. Once you step through the door, stop thinking! she’d tell herself. Standing in front of those glossy leaves, with their variety of patterns and shapes, she’d force herself to smile. Somehow, she had discovered how swiftly she forgot about her troubles whenever she was at Plant Shop, and so she hoped to re-create the same calming atmosphere at home.

			As a teenager, Myungha had hated the attention and the hushed whispers she had to endure because of her looks. As she grew older, things improved as people gained more awareness about the potential for discrimination. But the day she landed her first job, history began to repeat itself.

			From her very first meeting with Kim Youngho—Manager Kim, as she should call him—Myungha had felt uncomfortable. During the job interview, he didn’t raise a single question about her skills or qualifications. Instead, the entire conversation was about her appearance. Despite her Korean name and the fact that she had a Korean ID number, he commented multiple times that she looked “exotic,” and under his persistent cross-examination, she had to admit that she was “mixed” (his word, not hers).

			“See, guys? What did I tell you? Koreans don’t look like this.”

			Roaring with laughter, he elbowed the team leader next to him, and all Myungha could do was force a smile. She had applied for countless jobs, out of which she passed the documents screening for a mere handful, and this was the only company that had invited her for an interview. Telling herself that it was part and parcel of working life, she brushed aside her discomfort and prayed hard she would get the job.

			She was unaware that this would be the start of a nightmare lasting for months. When she received her congratulatory call from the company, Myungha had jumped around the room in sheer delight. She arrived early on her first day, eager to make a good impression, but the instant she realized Manager Kim would be her direct boss, her heart dropped. Things might change after the probation period, she consoled herself, but unfortunately, her reporting line did not. Every single task she completed, and even her personal leave and other miscellaneous matters, had to be approved by Manager Kim. She could not escape him.

			“I still can’t believe how good your Korean is, Myungha. By the way, what do you call this in Vietnamese?”

			Every single day, without fail, he’d make similar comments. At first, she told herself to let it go. She was bound to meet all kinds of people at work, and as long as she did her job well, surely things would improve over time. But his behavior only worsened. Nor was he the only one. Kim Youngho (she didn’t think he deserved to be called Manager Kim) was forever flanked by the two team leaders, and their favorite pastime was to call her over to their desks for no reason.

			She held it all in, whether it was the Vietnamese words that she had to learn to entertain their requests, or when she started to lose her appetite for her favorite pho, or the times she had to force herself to share a reaction when asked random questions, such as how it felt to see that a popular girl band member was also “mixed” like her.

			Just when she thought things couldn’t get worse, she found out about the chat room, and her mind went blank.

			That day, when she went to submit a document for his approval, Kim Youngho was away from his desk. Thinking back, she had no idea whether it was an oversight on his part or that he just couldn’t care less. But when she saw the continuous stream of texts loading in a window at the bottom right corner of his computer screen, it was as if someone had poured a bucket of bone-chilling, ice-cold water over her head. She read their names: colleagues from other teams with whom she’d worked closely, the accounting folks who always exchanged a friendly “good morning!” at the elevator, and many others whose faces she wouldn’t recognize but whose names were familiar from the intranet.

			The entire chat was made up of men. The group name was an acronym—of what, Myungha couldn’t guess—but from what she had seen, it wasn’t an ordinary company group chat. There was nothing about stocks, investments, turnover, or whatnot. All they talked about was women, specifically the female employees of Onsam Company. Just as Myungha was staring in disbelief at the screen, Kim Youngho sent a photo to the chat. Myungha’s eyes widened—it was of a woman’s back, zooming onto her bottom. As a torrent of sickening replies began to load, Myungha choked violently, as if an invisible hand was squeezing her throat. She turned and ran as fast as she could toward the emergency stairwell of Shin-il Building, where she took breath after gasping breath until she could gather herself. She shook her head vigorously, trying to make sense of what she had just seen.

			From that moment, every time she had to go to Kim Youngho’s desk, the chat was there on open display. Myungha strongly suspected that he and the two team leaders were the admins. Part of her wanted to confront them, but she couldn’t bring herself to do it. It was an irrational thought, but she somehow felt that if she spoke aloud about the lewd jokes, the offensive comments that she had forcibly pushed to the back of her mind, they would take a more tangible form, following her everywhere and tormenting her. She was scared.

			This was her first job. She couldn’t jeopardize it. As was the norm, she’d have to stay for three years, or at the very least, a year. Onsam Company wasn’t the top branding agency in the country, but it was still a coveted workplace. For the sake of her future career, she could only keep going.

			Myungha started to develop an aversion to her phone. She deleted almost all her social media accounts and lost all her love for her favorite phone game. Even taking the occasional work-related call made her stomach churn. She simply kept her phone muted. After a while, she felt herself spiraling. Everything seemed to slip away from her, and when she started taking sick leave, the attitude of Kim Youngho and his gang worsened.

			

			—

			The first person to notice her descent into the abyss was Yoohee. Myungha stayed at home as much as possible, but she couldn’t bear to not visit Plant Shop. Even so, the intervals between her visits gradually became larger.

			When Myungha didn’t show up for over ten days, Yoohee was sure something must have happened. Normally, she dropped in several times a week. Yoohee checked Myungha’s Instagram. The last post was more than a month ago.

			She was still deliberating over whether to send her a direct message when, one busy Friday evening, Myungha turned up at the shop. The first thing she did was ask Yoohee a question.

			“What did you do for work before you opened the plant shop?”

			Yoohee paused before replying and searched Myungha’s face. She seemed her usual self, yet there was something off about her. Why was she suddenly curious about Yoohee’s work history?

			“Oh, I used to work in an office. For quite a few years, in fact. But I was in a completely different field.”

			Myungha hung her head. Quite a few years. She herself had only been working in an office for six months, and she was already struggling so badly. She gazed at the rows of plants, but she wasn’t really seeing them.

			When Myungha returned to the counter with a full shopping basket, Yoohee raised an eyebrow. The staghorn fern was something Myungha had asked her to bring into stock some time ago, but the other plants in her shopping basket were surprising choices; rather, they were a random assortment, since Yoohee didn’t believe Myungha was actually “choosing” them. There was even a snake plant, and Myungha never repeated a purchase, much less a plant she’d bought only two weeks ago. More than ever, Yoohee was convinced there was something amiss.

			“Oh yeah—I need to pay,” Myungha said. Her voice seemed to tremble. “How much are all of these?” she asked as she fumbled for her wallet.

			Yoohee thought back to Myungha’s last visit. She had bought six succulents, which was a lot even for her. And when she left, Yoohee had thought there was something sad about her smile. It was clearly forced. Yoohee knew that look too well.

			“Wait a second.”

			At the touch of Yoohee’s hand on her shoulder, everything Myungha had been holding back broke through like an open dam. She dropped her wallet and collapsed to the floor. The staghorn fern, perched on the edge of the worktable with its forked fronds dangling, wobbled dangerously. Yoohee caught it in time, and when she looked up, Myungha’s face was awash with tears.

			Yoohee tried not to reveal her alarm as she watched Myungha lean against the table leg and wail, her cries reverberating between the plants across the empty shop. Yoohee remembered their very first conversation; Myungha’s eyes had shone so brightly as she told Yoohee how the company of plants helped eradicate all her worries and anxiety. Myungha had been like a bright sun, dynamic and pulsating with energy. Why had that light dimmed? It was as if at some point, a shadow had shrouded her in darkness.

			Yoohee returned the plants to their respective shelves, then held her arm out to Myungha. Myungha took it gratefully, her hands trembling.

			

			—

			Joining the chat itself wasn’t difficult. While most members used their real names, some were also anonymous. Because it was an open chat room, as long as you had the link, it was possible to join even if you didn’t work at the company. The day Yoohee joined, a few other new members introduced themselves with what seemed like fake company names, so she followed their lead.

			In those early days, Yoohee was worried. What if Myungha’s boss caught her snooping around at his desk? Or what if the members found Yoohee’s presence suspicious? However, nothing of that sort ever happened. Myungha was right. They had never even bothered to hide it in the first place.

			Someone did ask how she had discovered the chat, and when Yoohee replied that she’d found the link online, Kim Youngho commented that he didn’t know it had been posted anywhere. Other than that, he didn’t question her further. Using a common name—Lee Heechul—Yoohee soon blended in, her presence forgotten.

			News about ongoing criminal activities in open chat groups where people could join anonymously had been commonplace for years, so Yoohee had mentally prepared herself—or so she had thought. But it was much worse than she could ever have imagined.

			For Yoohee was also forced to confront her past memories.

			As a young girl, she’d had to endure the boys’ taunting, and now, these men were doing the same through texts and emojis. In the intervening years, nothing had changed. Memories from her teenage years continued to haunt her, and all the if onlys.

			She could mull it over a hundred times, but the cold hard truth remained: It was impossible to alter the past. Just as the name Kim Youngho would cause a visceral trauma response in Myungha, so Yoohee experienced something similar.

			The summer when it all began, there had been that one boy.

			At the time, she had felt completely isolated. She had not forgotten their names nor their online nicknames. In particular, one was burned into her mind. Lee Jinho.

			Yoohee’s heart went out to Myungha. The young woman must have been going through the same intolerable discomfort and anxiety as she had. As soon as Yoohee had joined the chat, she’d found herself compulsively scrolling through the long list of names to see if he was also there. Whether it was back then or now, the same grotesque things were happening. Those memories, their faces, had never stopped tormenting her.

			Quietly, Yoohee opened up to Myungha. When Yoohee told her how she had become much stronger, and that Myungha could do the same, Myungha pursed her lips, dropped her eyes, and nodded.

			The next day, following Yoohee’s advice, Myungha turned off her phone, left everything behind, and disappeared.

			In an instant, the chat room was abuzz with Myungha’s sudden disappearance. The words they used were too disgusting to repeat. Yoohee continued to lurk, biding her time like a hunter eyeing its prey.

			When the opportunity arose, she went in for the kill.

			The office break room that was a second home for Kim Youngho and his henchmen, the air vents that linked the break rooms on every floor, the weekly drinking sessions that they held without fail—same place, same time. To complete her mission, Yoohee had the layout of Shin-il Building committed to memory. That day, everything had gone according to plan. Part of the credit must be given to them, she mused. They were such creatures of habit, and that made her job far easier.

			How? This was the hardest question to answer. Yoohee had briefly considered deploying the green fruit, but that seemed reckless when she’d used it a while back. Something with a sweeter scent would work better this time, to mask the bitterness of the poison.

			Yoohee’s gaze swept across the shop, pausing on the pointed leaves of the agave plant. Because of its appearance, it was commonly mistaken for aloe vera. Myungha had once commented that she liked its wide, stiff leaves in a rosette, and she admired it for being so hardy and able to survive even in the merciless heat of the desert. Yoohee walked over to the agave and stroked its thick, firm leaves. This would do nicely. And of course, alcohol, as usual, would help with the task.

			

			—

			By late evening, everyone except the night shift officers had gone home. Dokyung had been pacing the front garden of Sejin Police Station for an hour, locked in his thoughts. With one hand stuffed in his pocket and the other clutching the construction blueprint of Shin-il Building, he moved briskly back and forth between the front entrance and the tulip and hydrangea beds. Whenever he was feeling particularly stuck, he liked to come out to the garden for some fresh air, and if luck was on his side, inspiration would strike.

			Feeling a little thirsty, he walked toward the vending machine. He fished two crumpled notes from his pocket, straightened them out as best he could, and slid them through the slot. A few seconds later, the vending machine spat them out.

			What have the missing persons got to do with my reporting a fire?

			The notes fluttered to the floor and Dokyung, who had been thinking about what Yoohee had said, suddenly jumped as though someone had poked him with a needle. He bent down to pick up the notes, and with the blueprint now rolled up and tucked beneath his armpit, he began to rustle the plant next to the vending machine.

			“Why couldn’t I answer that question?” he muttered under his breath.

			He was a seasoned detective who remained unfazed even in the most dangerous of situations. However, whenever he met someone who unsettled him, his body would naturally stiffen. And come to think of it, that had happened every time he encountered Yoohee.

			Communicating was a core part of his job, and over the years—after meeting hundreds, thousands of people—he, like every other detective, had developed his own method of reading them. When he wanted to dig for information, he would know exactly how to tease it out, or to break down someone’s defenses in order to get to the truth.

			But Yoohee—she was an enigma.

			Thinking back to the way she had turned and walked out of the station the other day, Dokyung let out a quiet sigh. From his years of experience, he could tell straightaway if a person had gone to extreme lengths to craft a plan and carry it out to the last detail. There was a special energy that reverberated around that kind of person, and Yoohee fit the bill perfectly. He didn’t want to sound boastful, but his hunches about this had never been wrong in the past. So why on earth couldn’t he prove it?

			Dokyung had to admit that he had made a terrific blunder this time. He had been too confident that there was no such thing as a blind spot in the bustling city of Sejin. Stuffing the crumpled notes back into his pocket, he unrolled the blueprint once more and studied it. There were several three-dimensional structures marked out by a red X—these were spots that wouldn’t be captured by security cameras. If he hadn’t decided to interview Yoohee that day and instead had focused his investigations inside the building, would he have found a lead? Unlikely. If she had come up with this plan, he was sure she’d have thought of everything. He screwed up the blueprint and sent it sailing through the air and into the garbage bin beside the vending machine.

			He was heading back toward the entrance, this time intending to go home for dinner, when he suddenly paused in his tracks. But why? If he was right—if Yoohee had a hand in the Shin-il Building case—why did she do it?

			He stared down at his boots. In his obsession with finding the link between Yoohee and the cases, he had missed out on something singularly important. Motive. The people who had gone missing in Dosan-gu were all, without exception, men. He had wondered about that, but he hadn’t paused to fully consider the reason. If Yoohee was involved in every case, there must have been an extraordinary and powerful reason for her to act.

			He hurried inside and walked briskly down the deserted corridor before turning in at the investigations department. Officer Park, who had dozed off in a corner, startled at the sound of his footsteps.

			“Oh. You haven’t got off work?” he slurred sleepily.

			Dokyung ignored him and sat down heavily in his chair. With a bleary glance, Officer Park smacked his lips and drifted back to sleep.

			Pulling out the drawer, Dokyung retrieved a small file from beneath a stack of paper. It held the consent forms for audio recording during witness interviews. He flipped through until he found Yoohee’s. Then, from a small box of business cards next to his keyboard, he flicked through and picked out the shiny olive-green Plant Shop card.

			On a fresh page of his notebook he wrote down Yoohee’s name, ID and phone numbers, and email address. Until now, he hadn’t thought to dig deeper into her past. Honestly, what a fool! He had been waiting for the evidence to find him. It was time to change his approach, and the first thing he planned to do was attempt to understand the enigmatic plant lady who was seemingly at the center of everything.

			Letting out a long breath, Dokyung turned on his monitor and logged in to the system. In the search bar, he typed in Yoohee’s details and pressed enter. It was the police’s duty to do due diligence background checks on important witnesses, but he’d been putting it off. Never mind—all the better that he was doing it now, he thought.

			The page loaded. Sitting up straight, he scrolled past Yoohee’s identifying data and her current address. What intrigued him right now was her past. He wrote something down in the notebook: Gangwon-do, Yi-an City, Yeonpung Middle School.

			Pressing his knuckles into his tired eyes, he opened a new tab, typed in the address of the school, and pressed enter.
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			You can almost touch the bright blue skies.

			That was how the people of Yi-an City often described their hometown, and eventually it became a slogan that was inscribed on signs and repeated in tourist brochures. Surrounded by mountains, it was untouched by the polluting yellow dust storm that plagued so many other cities. For most of the year, the sky was a brilliant blue. With its varied hiking trails and cycling paths, despite not having a significant heritage site, it had no shortage of visitors throughout the year.

			Yoohee would never forget the day she’d taken the bus out of the city for the final time. Whenever she brought up her hometown, she would, like everyone else, mention its high mountains and dazzling skies, but it was only on her last day that she’d truly appreciated its beauty for the first time. The thought of leaving everything behind had made her heart ache. For as long as she could, she’d kept her eyes glued on the scenery flashing past the windows.

			It took about ten minutes before the express bus left the bumpy roads behind. Passing the toll gates, it began to pick up pace and zoomed down the expressway. Yoohee pushed herself upright in her seat and pressed her nose to the window. The overhead sign reading YI-AN CITY shrank into the distance. Her seat belt pressed uncomfortably against her belly as she twisted around to catch a final glimpse. Yi-an City, her childhood home, where she’d once imagined she would spend the rest of her life, was fast disappearing from sight.

			When the last of the familiar ridges became a mere speck, the tears pooling in Yoohee’s eyes finally glided down her cheeks, and she let out a heavy sigh. Her mother’s face swam in her mind: the deep worry in her eyes as she’d helped pack Yoohee’s meager belongings into a small suitcase, the way she had waved so vigorously at the terminal until the bus turned a corner. Yoohee had looked away quickly, afraid of finding a familiar face in the crowd that she did not want to see, and now she felt a pang of regret.

			“Mom, don’t tell anyone I’ve gone to Sejin City. If someone looks for me, just tell them I’m away,” she had implored.

			“Must you really uproot yourself? Why don’t we just move to another neighborhood within the city?” Her mother tried all means to dissuade her, but Yoohee could only shake her head. She had to go. Even so, when the day finally came, she found herself agonizingly torn between the urge to escape and an overwhelming sense of reluctance.

			It had been more than ten years now, and she had never gone back. Whether it was the modest Yi-an City bus station from which she’d departed, or the unfamiliar air that hit the back of her throat the moment she got off the bus at Sejin, her memories had blurred over time. But whenever she passed by a bus station in Sejin or elsewhere, fleeting fragments of the past would flash through her mind like a moving lantern. The wildflowers on the streets, the sturdy shade trees, the familiar alleyways she knew by heart. And the memories she so desperately wanted to forget also continued to plague her, like a crackling radio that couldn’t be turned off. She felt as if she would never be authentically herself again.

			So when Lee Jinho contacted her out of the blue, Yoohee had decided she had to grab a rare opportunity. Here was the only chance to gouge out the dense, heavy pain that had lodged itself in her heart her entire life. Perhaps she could finally free herself from the involuntary memories, the ones that lived with her every single day, that informed her subconscious, that stopped her from being who she wanted to be. No, it was no longer about maybe or if only.

			She was fated to do it.

			

			—

			“Hey, can I get your number?”

			On the first day of their final year of middle school, straight after morning assembly, someone came up to her and held out a phone. Yoohee, who was looking for familiar faces in her new class, startled at the sight of him—Lee Jinho. She took a step back and almost crushed her classmate’s foot. Jinho chuckled.

			“Oops, my bad. We haven’t spoken before, have we? I’m Lee Jinho.”

			Yoohee’s eyes grew round at the wide grin on his face. He was the Lee Jinho. She doubted that there was anyone in the school who didn’t know him.

			Jinho carried himself with an easy grace, with the kind of aura that emanated from someone used to being the center of attention. When Yoohee got the letter of acceptance into Yeonpung Middle School, the biggest school in the city, she had heard excited murmurs that Lee Jinho would be attending the same school. Everyone had great things to say about him—excellent at studies and sports, popular with his classmates, a kind and upright kid, the model student that all adults love. It piqued Yoohee’s curiosity, so on the first day of school, she tried to spot him among the sea of students. But of course, she never actually went up to him. For the next two years, although they weren’t in the same class, she did hear about him every now and then.

			So when Jinho suddenly appeared in front of her, she almost blurted out, Oh, it’s you. She caught herself in time, but her face reddened. His friends, watching the exchange, hooted and egged him on. For the rest of the day, all she could think about was him and how he’d said that he had first noticed her a long time ago.

			That was the moment she first became interested in someone of the opposite sex. Until then, the only things that had held her attention were the flowers blooming along the pavement, the mighty and modest trees lining the street, the meticulously manicured gardens.

			It wasn’t that she had no friends. She simply enjoyed plant watching more.

			The popular parks and playgrounds in the neighborhood were always crowded, and Yoohee didn’t feel the need to squeeze in among the herd. She was used to playing, studying, eating alone—doing everything alone—more often than not. Her mother, her only family, was always busy running her shop, and no one else paid attention to Yoohee.

			Sometimes Yoohee wondered if she had become the person she was because she had grown up spending most of her time with plants. If only she hadn’t given Jinho her number that day; if only she hadn’t gotten to know him. If only she hadn’t felt that curious, strange feeling because of him, and if only she had continued to fix her gaze on plants, perhaps her life would have turned out so much happier.

			Several times she’d wanted to tell her mother what was happening, but the words had seemed to stick in her throat. When she finally worked up the courage to confide in someone, she was forced to swallow them back down again.

			“I’m scared.”

			“Scared? Of what?”

			Her form teacher’s eyes widened at the sudden confession and she turned to look up at Yoohee, who was standing next to her desk. Yoohee squirmed, her hands tightly clasped in front of her. In the teacher’s eyes, she saw genuine worry. I made the right decision, Yoohee thought with relief. She took a deep breath, but the moment his name left her lips, the teacher’s expression relaxed visibly.

			“Come on,” she chuckled. “That’s impossible. Did you two have a fight or something?”

			Yoohee’s mind went blank. The teacher continued.

			“You should know, boys at this age are mischievous. Back then, I also…”

			That’s not it. It’s not the same. The words were stuck in her throat. It wasn’t just the form teacher. Whenever she tried to tell someone what Jinho did, everyone, including those whom she had thought were her closest friends, would tell her the same thing.

			“That’s because he likes you.”

			“He really likes you a lot.”

			She clammed up. No one took her seriously; she was completely helpless. It felt as though a chasm had opened up, separating her from everyone else. She knew she was right. There was no excuse for his behavior; it wasn’t something you did to someone you liked. A nauseating feeling that she had never experienced before gripped her heart. When she tried to tell Jinho in a small voice that she didn’t like what he was doing, he repeated what the adults had told her: “I really like you a lot. I just want to keep as many memories of you for as long as I can.”

			His gentle tone, his soft expression threw Yoohee into a wave of uncertainty.

			When she heard that her photos had been posted on the school’s community forums, all without her knowledge, Yoohee logged in for the very first time. Seeing the photos, the captions, and the string of comments underneath, her stomach throbbed painfully, but she struggled to understand what exactly she was feeling. Because everything was new to her. It was the first time a boy had liked her, and as she got closer to him, it was as if the axis of the world shifted. Hanging out with Jinho and his friends had brought her to places she’d never have imagined visiting, and while she found some of their actions unsettling and odd, everyone else seemed to accept them as the norm for the cool kids.

			One day, she found a photo of herself clearly taken from a distance without her knowledge, and when she saw that it was Lee Jinho who had uploaded it with a caption, Yoohee was distraught. This isn’t right, she thought. She asked that he delete the post, but Jinho and his friends turned on her instead, complaining that she was making a fuss when her face wasn’t even that clear in the photo. He started telling everyone that her good girl image was just an act. She tried to ignore the whispers and the stares, but they dogged her everywhere she went. And in no time, the rumors took on a life of their own and she became known as “that weird slut.”

			“See you in high school.”

			Those words from Lee Jinho were enough to send Yoohee reeling. Their middle school was affiliated with Yeonpung High School, and that was where most of her schoolmates would go. But she couldn’t imagine living this hell for another three years. In desperation, Yoohee moved to a small school in a neighborhood as far away as possible from the city center, using the excuse that she wanted more support with coursework to help her with university admissions. Things would get better, she told herself. Once she distanced herself from Lee Jinho and his friends, nothing would torment her anymore. Or so she believed.

			However, Yi-an City was smaller than she had imagined. She might not have to see him every day anymore—a slight improvement—but her photos remained accessible on the internet, and she was appalled to see photos of other girls as well, and the all-too-familiar usernames. A depressive shadow loomed over her. If only the world would end tomorrow, or the day after, she found herself thinking. Moving to a different school had not been enough. She had to leave Yi-an City entirely.

			Years had passed since then, but whenever the TV or the radio reported a case of spy cams or hidden cameras, Yoohee’s traumatized heart would still start to race. She’d put aside whatever she was doing to focus on the news, as if half expecting to hear that dreaded name, or search for him among the deliberately blurred faces in the footage. How much had he changed? Would she still recognize him? After she moved out of Yi-an, there had been times she’d felt as though she was finally starting to forget. But it only took seeing a man with a similar stature for her heart to collapse to the floor, and in an instant she’d be thrown back to that awful day in the old classroom. The middle seat in the third column…

			Yoohee shook herself out of her reverie, grabbed an orange-and-green watering can in the shape of a carrot, and headed out to the garden. She looked down at the ground and contemplated the soil. The men were not connected to each other, but it was as if an invisible rope held them together. After all, they were one and the same in the way they’d treated women and forced their views upon them. To put a stop to the vicious cycle, she’d had to tackle the problem at its root, the same way she managed her plants. Yoohee thought back to all the women who had passed through Plant Shop. She was no longer in contact with them, but she’d never forget their final conversations, the look in their eyes when they’d realized everything was over. Had they all found peace? She hoped so.

			Yoohee tilted the watering can, letting fine streams of water rain down onto the soil. What about me? When will I get my peace? Stray droplets trickled down the side of the can and landed on her foot, but she ignored the wetness and continued watering her plants until the can was empty.

			Yes, it was time for a clean break from the trauma that had plagued her for years.

			But how? What would be the best way to do it? Would she have to return to Yi-an City? Or crack open the spine of the yearbook she had chucked aside years ago? When she’d made that move to a new high school, she had stopped making new friends. All she’d cared about was finding a way to leave Yi-an City as soon as possible after graduation. The collection of plants she kept in her bedroom and in the garden had been her source of strength and support. She couldn’t bear to leave them behind. So as soon as she found a job, she had transferred them to her apartment and her office. Now they were in her shop, an essential comforting presence.

			She still had family in Yi-an, but that was it. The affection and love she’d once had for her hometown, all of it had halted abruptly that spring. There was no point in returning. Even her happy memories wouldn’t feel the same anymore. Instead, over the seasons, Yoohee had been mulling over the hundreds of ways that she could track down Lee Jinho.
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			Summer arrived in full force, and a few moments standing outdoors was long enough to become drenched in sweat. Back inside, Yoohee turned the air-conditioning up to full blast and got down to work. Some of her babies had suffered in the fluctuating temperatures as the seasons changed, and now she needed to move them to a shady corner. To prevent the glaring sun from scorching any of the plants near the windows, she’d started applying a layer of sun film to the glass.

			Now she cleared away the leftover scraps of film from the previous day and took a small, sharp craft knife from her apron pocket. Her most important job in the summer was keeping a constant eye on the levels of humidity and sunlight. Even standing at a distance from the windows, she could feel a definite difference between the areas where she’d already pasted the film and the rest. She unfurled her last roll of film and, just as the knife glided down its length, her phone lying on the corner of the table vibrated. She spared it a quick glance before refocusing her attention on the task. She wasn’t expecting an urgent call. Whoever it was could wait.

			The phone continued to buzz. Since it was her day off, she wasn’t obliged to check calls or texts immediately. But after a few moments, thinking that it might be the supplier calling about some ceramic pots she’d ordered, Yoohee let out a sigh and set down the knife.

			An unknown number: 010-76XX-5890. She glanced at the top message on the stacked notifications.

			Is this Choi Yoohee’s number?

			Could it be the delivery man? She opened the chat.

			Yoohee swallowed hard. Whoever it was had sent her five messages. They knew her personally. Before she could pause to think, her thumb moved of its own accord and tapped on the call button.

			“Hello?”

			His voice hadn’t changed. It was just as she remembered it; or, rather, it was a voice she’d never been able to forget. Taking a deep breath, Yoohee parted her lips to speak.

			

			—

			Yoohee was particular about neatness. Whenever she had used or touched something, she felt a compulsion to return it to its original state. The idea of leaving behind any traces was unbearable; she’d always smoothed out wrinkles from the sofa or her bed, and this habit had followed her into adulthood. Nobody had told her to do it, but after seeing how her mom stayed up late to do housework after an exhaustingly full day at work, Yoohee had thought the least she could do was not leave a mess. And when she was old enough, she started helping her mom around the house.

			She’d return whatever she had used to its original spot, and if she cooked, she’d clean up immediately. While it wasn’t possible to completely avoid spilling things or generating waste, she always did her best to leave everything as she found it, such that it was almost impossible to tell when she had been somewhere or used something. Creating a mess would only perpetuate a vicious cycle—that was what she’d learned growing up. After all, she was the one living in the space. And she applied the same principles to running Plant Shop.

			Occasionally, there’d be bits of soil or fragments of dried leaves that stuck to her body, clothes, or hair. She didn’t mind that, but she invariably dealt with them as soon as possible, whether by washing her hands, wiping away soil from her sneakers, or to tying up her hair neatly. And before stepping into her sanctuary, she always checked to make sure she wasn’t bringing in dirt from outside. Likewise, whatever took place in the shop stayed within its four walls.

			Whenever a plant showed any signs of disease, or when she found a cluster of pests multiplying, she always noted it immediately. It might be impossible to prevent pests altogether, but she would strive to nip the issue in the bud and restore the plant to health.

			Would she be able to do the same this time?

			Yoohee fell into thought as she eyed the mushrooms that had made an appearance overnight in a couple of pots. These humid summer days seemed never ending. It was supposed to be the jangma season, but so far there was no sight of the monsoon rains to bring respite. Because of her line of work, she felt the impact of climate change and global warming more keenly than the average person and tried her best to deal with it, but some things remained beyond her control. Like these mushrooms.

			She bent down for a closer look. The mushrooms had small, umbrella-like caps and thin white stems. They were clustered together, and most were only just beginning to peek out of the soil. It was the first time she had seen such mushrooms in her plants. And she was sure they hadn’t been there when she’d closed the shop the previous evening.

			Yoohee wasn’t an expert in fungi, but she knew they weren’t necessarily harmful to other plants. In fact, she used to think it was her lucky day if she spotted mushrooms sprouting on tree trunks while out for one of her walks. That said, she couldn’t just ignore them. They might not sap any nutrients, but if she left them, she’d begin to see mushrooms in every single pot, and then she might as well change the shop name to Mushroom Shop. And this wasn’t the mountains, fields, or the wild forests. While she didn’t get many kids at her shop, she couldn’t risk the possibility that a curious child, or even an adult, would try to touch them.

			Pulling a stool over, Yoohee sat down and got to work. There was a high chance that the mushrooms’ spores had already scattered into the soil, so she reminded herself to discard the uppermost layer of the soil and top it up later. Even with silicone gloves on, she could still feel the slimy texture of the mushrooms. They were awkward to grab and even harder to pull out.

			Every so often, her gaze would flick toward her phone, which she had placed on the edge of the rubber tree pot. She wore her smartwatch, too, just in case, but she was still anxious that she might miss a call or text.

			I work nearby, so I’ll take up your invite to drop by soon. I can’t believe you’re in the same city!

			At the thought of Lee Jinho’s message, her palms started to feel clammy. How dare he behave as if nothing had happened. But she’d resisted the temptation to confront him through text. This was her only chance; in a sense, she’d been preparing for this moment for the past fifteen years. Until he actually stepped into her shop, she must not give him any reason to be wary of her.

			Everything had happened too quickly. There were too many factors she couldn’t control. He had told her he worked nearby, but would he really come? And even if he did, would he be alone, or would he bring his family or friends? When she’d received his messages, her mind had gone blank. So now she found herself in this less-than-ideal situation where she could only wait for him to call again.

			She tightened her grip, and the mushrooms made a squelching sound against her gloves.

			

			—

			“Anyone in?”

			The metal latch at the entrance rattled loudly. Yoohee, on her knees and digging in the middle of the garden, whipped her head around. Peeking from the soil beneath her feet were two dirt-covered fingers.

			Due to the constant clanging noises from the construction site at the far end of the alley, she couldn’t hear everything that was happening on the other side of the fence she’d recently put up around the perimeter of the garden. It was covered with gray canvas sheeting, but clearly someone was loitering and trying to peer inside. Damn it.

			Yoohee flung her shovel aside, stomped hard on the digits that were poking out of the earth, and hurriedly heaped more soil over them. Holding her breath, she looked toward the makeshift entranceway.

			“Hello? Is anyone in?”

			Just then, the construction noise paused, and she could clearly recognize the voice.

			“It’s Detective Cha Dokyung from Sejin Police Station. Are you in?”

			Yoohee swallowed hard. Why had he come yet again? And what disastrous timing too. Had she made a mistake? No, that was impossible. Or had the detective already found out about…him? No way.

			Yoohee’s heart pounded in her chest. Relax. Breathe. Choi Yoohee, you’ve got this. She’d have to be extra careful this time. She glanced behind her; the soil was uneven, and the whole area looked a mess. There were visible imperfections. She felt a chill run down her spine.

			“Coming! One moment, please.”

			

			—

			On the other side of the fence, Dokyung had to strain to hear Yoohee’s reply as the excavators at the construction site started up again.

			To be honest, Dokyung had no idea why he was here again. He was starting to feel frustrated with himself. In fact, thinking about the shop was enough to trigger a dull pain in his stomach. I’ll just do a last check, he told himself. Out of habit he stuffed his hand into his pocket, fingers absentmindedly fiddling with his notebook.

			As he waited, he looked at the gray canvas and fencing around Yoohee’s property. He glanced back toward the noisy construction site. Was this shop also going through some major renovations? But it was too quiet, and there was something odd about the design. The entire perimeter, save for the small entranceway where he stood, was covered by the canvas with no gaps for heavy machinery to go in or out. On closer inspection, he realized the gray sheet wasn’t particularly thick. It looked as if a pair of scissors could rip through it.

			He pushed at the makeshift door, but it didn’t budge. He listened as someone approached from the other side. His belly squirmed.

			There was the sound of a latch being lifted and, with a creak, the door was pulled slightly ajar. Yoohee poked her head out. Streaks of dirt were visible in her hair.

			“What brings you here today? I’m closed.”

			“Ah, I happened to be in the area. Are you moving? Or doing some renovations, by any chance?”

			Yoohee pulled an annoyed face.

			“Well, yeah. Some renovations. In any case, you could’ve checked the website and saved yourself a trip,” she replied tartly. She took out her phone and held it up, showing him the pinned announcement.

			Dokyung kept quiet. His attention was drawn to the freshly dug ground behind her.

			“Are you doing a complete overhaul of the garden?”

			“…Are you even listening to me?”

			Yoohee’s reply was rude, but Dokyung didn’t miss the way her eyes darted sideways toward the garden. The moment flashed by, but he was sure he wasn’t imagining the tinge of anxiety beneath her calm demeanor. There was something different about her today. And also, why had she suddenly closed the shop?

			Ignoring Yoohee’s reply, Dokyung pressed on. “I became aware of a strange plant.”

			Throwing her hands in the air, Yoohee stepped back, ready to close the door in his face. She had no time to waste, especially in this humid season.

			“Do you know that some plants can kill?”

			Yoohee paused with her hands on the door. She looked Dokyung directly in the eye.

			“Well, all plants contain some traces of toxins,” she said coolly.

			“That’s why I came to you, since you’re the plant expert.”

			Yoohee searched his face. It was easy to read his expression, so full of curiosity and…confidence. The frustration she’d seen during their last meeting at the police station had vanished completely. Yoohee decided to change tactics. Instead of closing the door, she opened it wider and gestured for him to enter.

			“As you can see, it’s a mess in here. You’ll need to walk carefully.” She lifted her chin slightly.

			Dokyung stepped through, his eyes roving curiously over sacks of soil and hay and what looked like darker clumps of manure. Behind him, Yoohee watched his sneakers kick up specks of dirt, and her eyes darted toward the shovel abandoned in the middle of the garden.

			As Dokyung approached the shop, the scent of soil and plant oils hit his nostrils. For a moment, he thought he’d been transported into a deserted forest. It wasn’t his first visit, but seeing the garden completely overhauled like this felt disconcerting, as if he was in a different universe. As he walked up the steps, his gaze lingered, taking in every inch of it.

			“Be careful, it’s slippery here.”

			Not wanting him to spot the shovel, Yoohee tried to distract him. His sneakers squeaked against the wet floor, and he glanced down at his feet.

			“So you’re only renovating the garden?” he asked as he stepped inside the shop. Yoohee followed, brushing the dirt from her apron and out of her hair before crossing the doorway.

			The shop exuded its usual calming vibe. It was just the same as Dokyung remembered it. The cool blast of the air-conditioning hit his face, and he let out a contented sigh. Just a year ago, he’d have felt out of his element surrounded by all this greenery. Even he was surprised by how comfortable he had become in the presence of so many plants.

			Leaving the front door open, Yoohee headed toward her worktable while Dokyung took the opportunity to browse. He was seeing many of these species for the first time, including some he had never heard of. Thinking he might find a new clue here, he took out his notebook and wrote down their names, copying them from the handwritten labels. Yoohee breathed a sigh of relief. She didn’t mind him hanging around inside the shop—after all, there was nothing here.

			When Yoohee returned with canned drinks from the kitchen area, Dokyung had seated himself down on the folding chair by the entrance. In the blanketing silence of the shop, the only audible sounds were of the cans being popped and the drinks being gulped down. As Dokyung lifted his chin to swallow the last mouthful, his arm brushed the plant next to him. The leaves swayed, and a powerful herbal scent wafted through the air. He knew that smell. What was it?

			“Tell me, is your rosemary doing well?” Yoohee asked.

			Dokyung leaned toward the plant for a closer look. There was a small bald patch along its stem, as though someone had deliberately plucked off the leaves.

			

			—

			Clutching his head in agony, Jinho staggered forward, his flailing limbs knocking violently into a rosemary plant. Yoohee lunged to steady the pot, but not before Jinho had yanked off several sprigs, pulling them to the ground as he fell.

			With a moan, Jinho tried to push himself up, but his head was spinning, and with a loud splatter, warm red liquid landed on the back of his hand.

			He looked up at Yoohee, his pale face filled with confusion and disbelief, his eyes darting left and right. He tried to get up again but fell back heavily onto his bottom. Yoohee took half a step backward. Her palms, slick with sweat, slipped on the handle of the shovel, and she tightened her grip.

			She glared down at him. His features, his facial expressions, his gestures, the sound of his voice…everything that she had so desperately wanted to forget. So much had changed, yet she was sure that if she were ever to pass him on the street, anxiety and trauma would flood her in a flash and her heart would drop. As it was doing right now.

			Yoohee bent forward.

			“Say it,” she hissed.

			He seemed unable to respond.

			“I said, say it.”

			Jinho’s eyes were round and fearful, his look clearly saying, Why are you doing this to me? I have done you no wrong. Bright-red blood poured down from his forehead, an eerie contrast with his blue-tinged skin. The plastic cup that he’d been drinking from tumbled off the table and rolled to a stop on the floor. At his silence, Yoohee turned to pick up the broken sprigs of rosemary and stuck them into a vase on the table.

			“Wh-why…”

			She watched as he struggled to form the question. Had she waited all this time just to see him like this? She let out a mirthless laugh.

			This was not the moment to feel pity. She’d spent so much time and effort planning for this. Perhaps, right from the very beginning, everything she had done over the past year had been in preparation for today. Everything that now lay beneath the flowerpots and around the trees in her garden had been a stepping stone along the way.

			Can I finally breathe easy? After today, I will no longer be terrified of bumping into him in the street, on the train…

			Yoohee stared down at the pathetic mess before her. If he’d only said what she wanted to hear, things need not have come to this.

			Instead, he’d told her, “Things were great back then, weren’t they? I hope you haven’t forgotten us, heh.”

			Then there had been a flash of metal, followed by a loud thunk.

			Yoohee had been telling herself to stay calm, to follow the plan meticulously as she had always done—but at that moment, something in her had snapped. She hadn’t bothered to ensure he finished his drink. Nor had she paused to consider that they were closely surrounded by so many of her beloved plants.

			Only as he’d bent double on the floor, the rosemary swaying dangerously behind him, had Yoohee snapped out of it. She’d quickly shot out an arm, grabbing the pot before there was any irreparable damage. Her heart was pounding in her ears, and her throat throbbed painfully. Luckily, the other plants were unscathed.

			Now she clenched her fists, willing herself to calm down.

			Things were great?

			“How dare you.”

			When Jinho had first stepped into the shop, Yoohee had been conscious of a dilemma. What if he apologized? None of the men before him ever had, but what if he actually did?

			But, as it turned out, she’d fretted for nothing. He clearly thought of himself as completely innocent. She felt the bile rise up her throat.

			Slowly, she raised the shovel high, screaming silently in her head, Say it. SAY IT! Even if it’s just simply “sorry,” say it!

			But all that echoed back was the memory of his voice saying, It’s because I really like you.

			Taking a deep breath, she swung the shovel down with all her strength.

			You brought it upon yourself.

			The moment you stepped in, you should have apologized, admitted you were in the wrong.

			Why? Why is it that none of you will speak that one word?

			Ignoring the blood that splattered everywhere, Yoohee screamed silently. Only when her fingers tingled with numbness did she finally release her grip on the shovel. It fell with a loud clang, and that brought her back to the scene before her.

			She coolly surveyed the crumpled body lying like a small hill among the foliage; the lips that would never open again; the pale, still hands. Those hands would never again grab a resistant wrist, wrap themselves around a waist. Never again would he have the chance to slyly press the camera button.

			Yoohee took her time untying her stained olive-green apron. The wall clock pointed to four in the afternoon. He’d only been here an hour, yet it felt like an eternity had passed. Sweat trickled down her forehead and stung her eyes.

			Blinking, she headed to the front door, only to see that neither of the latches had been fastened properly. Goose bumps ran a trail down her back. How could she have been so careless! It was a Monday, the shop’s day off, but there were often customers who came without checking the opening hours. Yoohee raised a trembling hand and locked the door. She glanced at the clock again and mentally listed the tasks ahead. She made a bigger mess than she’d intended, and it would probably take her several days to clean up and set everything straight. Should she put up an announcement straightaway? Or maybe she should put up the fencing first.

			She went to the kitchen and leaned over the sink, looking up at her reflection in the mirror. Her linen shirt was soaked through. Half her ponytail had come loose, and her face was streaked with dark-red stains. Her bloodshot eyes stared wildly back at her.

			“What a mess,” she murmured as she scrubbed her hands under running water.

			Is that really me?

			The coloring from her hands swirled down the drain. She turned the tap up and splashed cool water over her face, washing off the crusted sweat from her forehead before sweeping up the flyaway strands of hair poking into her eye.

			She looked at her glistening face. Drops of water mixed with sweat ran in rivulets down her neck, and she had a frazzled look, her mouth slightly agape. She took a deep breath. In, out…in and out.

			That’s it, isn’t it? Is this the end? Something hot seared across her chest, a heat that seemed to emanate from the pit of her stomach and rise up her windpipe into her throat. She let out a hot, heavy sigh.

			Then she sank onto the floor, curled into a ball, and began to sob. The tears she had kept inside since leaving Yi-an City gushed out of her like a broken dam. Everything’s fine now. She comforted herself with the words that she had so longed to hear back then. There was no need to endure anymore. No need to hide the emotions that her form teacher had mercilessly brushed off. She was now in a safe space. And so she cried and cried.

			

			—

			“Oh, the rosemary.”

			Dokyung tore his gaze away from the plant, and his brows knitted together at the thought of the pot sitting on his desk at the police station. He had been shocked to discover that the bits closest to the soil had turned black, as if burnt, but he had no idea what to do.

			“I think it’s dying. The bottom leaves have turned an ashen black. Probably rotten.”

			“Sounds like you’ve been giving it too much water. When you get back today, please check the roots.”

			“The roots?”

			“As long as the roots are alive, it’ll be fine. And we can also save it by propagating—that means doing a cutting and putting it into water to grow new roots.”

			Yoohee turned away, leaving Dokyung uncertain of whether he should continue the conversation. Feeling a little more clear-minded after the refreshing drink, Dokyung was about to open his notebook, when Yoohee spoke.

			“Detective Cha, have you ever been followed or chased?”

			At her unexpected question, Dokyung snapped his notebook closed and looked at the sky.

			“Have you ever had to flee from someone, yet still turn back every now and then to check if they are following you?”

			Dokyung looked questioningly at her. She returned his gaze, a curious smile playing on her lips. He couldn’t quite understand what she wanted to know, what she was getting at, or why she’d asked such a question.

			“Um, well…yes, I suppose. But in my line of work, I’m usually the one doing the chasing.”

			“Is that why you’ve been tracking my footsteps? Because I look like the culprit?”

			Yoohee lifted her chin slightly, indicating the notebook in his hand. Following her gaze, he cleared his throat before hastily stuffing it back into his pocket.

			For a while, there was silence. Dokyung stole the occasional glance at Yoohee, who leaned against the table, her eyes traveling slowly across the interior of the shop. She seemed lost in some kind of dream. Just as the garden had been unrecognizable, Yoohee, too, seemed different. Something had shifted in her countenance. An odd energy hummed in the air. Was it because of the sheen of perspiration on her face? Or that she seemed to be showing more emotion than usual? He couldn’t quite put his finger on it.

			Dokyung followed her gaze around the shop. But there was nothing out of place. Unlike the mess out in the garden, the shop was neat as a pin, just the way he remembered it. Not even a single fallen leaf or clump of spilled soil. Something is not right here. What the hell is it?

			His gaze returned to the rosemary plant. Was this eerie feeling welling up inside him because of this wretched herb? Was it the fact that the plant growing here shone with the most exquisite shade of green, a far cry from the ashen pot that sat dying in his office? He blinked several times before breaking the silence.

			“Since you’re busy today, I’ll drop by another time.”

			“You look very taken by that rosemary,” said Yoohee.

			Dokyung blinked.

			“Ah, no, that’s not it. I was just wondering what it would take to grow the plant so healthily.”

			“Well, then bring yours over next time. Since you’re going to come anyway no matter what I say.”

			Dokyung made an indistinct sound. She was definitely different today, he thought to himself. He recalled how, at the police station, she had not been intimidated by him at all. Was it that same feeling he had now as he did that day? He frowned slightly while Yoohee continued.

			“You may not know it, but women are used to living like this. So we need to find our own escape.”

			“What?”

			Dokyung cocked his head, but Yoohee simply smiled. Just as he was about to ask her what she meant, his phone buzzed. He had to take the call. Nevertheless, his questioning eyes lingered on Yoohee’s face.

			“Yes, Cha Dokyung speaking. Oh, yes. One second, please…”

			Raising his chin slightly in greeting, Dokyung gestured that he’d be on his way. Yoohee nodded politely. Dokyung, with the phone pressed against his ear, hurried down the steps toward the garden. Only after he had left the premises completely did Yoohee close the door and lock it, checking once more for good measure. She picked up the shovel and looked up. It was getting dark. She should hurry.

			Outside on the street, the lamps came on all at once. Yoohee checked her watch. There was still some time before darkness blanketed the sky. Her hands settled into a rhythm, keeping a steady pace. On the other side of the fence, all was quiet.

			Every object beneath the soil was now in its rightful place. Letting out a satisfied sigh, she put down the shovel and picked up the small homi. She didn’t use the hand plow often, but the flat piece made it the perfect tool to pat down the soil.

			As the evening quietude blanketed the garden, her shadow stretched long over the ground, now so smooth and leveled out. Yoohee stared down at her feet, and for a moment it felt as though she herself were sinking into the soil. Feeling a wave of dizziness, she took a step backward.

			The wind had completely dropped, and Yoohee could feel a damp stickiness on her skin. Was it going to rain soon? She muttered to herself as she threw the homi aside and sat down in the middle of the garden. The moisture from the soil spread from her bottom into her thighs, cooling her off a little. She took a solemn breath and exhaled. Not a hint of that pungent smell remained. All that was left was the familiar earthy fragrance.

			Over and over, her palms sank into the soft soil, but she didn’t mind. She could just brush off the dirt. The pieces, unrecognizable from their original forms, were buried deep and well beyond arm’s length. Out of sight, out of mind. Perhaps soon, she’d be able to forget their names too.

			A light breeze carried the flyaway strands of her hair into a dance, and with a soft plop, raindrops began to fall. Yoohee let the cool air fill her lungs. For a long while, she stared at the dark silhouette of her plant shop against the inky night sky.

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			Plant Lady started off as a short story—in fact, the first short story I had written. As I worked on the novel, I kept thinking back to the creative writing class where I had workshopped an initial draft. Somebody was giving me feedback on the piece when another participant butted in with a question: “Hey, aren’t the guys getting killed off for no reason?”

			The person who asked this question was a man, and it happened that most of us in the room were women. A heated debate broke out that went back and forth, beyond the story that I had written. I can’t remember everything that was said, but when I try to recall the women who have died for no reason in books I’ve read, I fail. Not because there aren’t any, but because they weren’t even named in the first place; they simply died and faded into the background.

			I wanted to shake things up, to write a story where women were remembered, set in a world where we weren’t always suffering or dying. Every woman in my story would be named, and even if they didn’t all have perfectly happy endings, their lives would have changed for the better.

			Unfortunately, the reality remains very different. Women have suffered much, and for the longest time. If only we were seeing hope of a better world and society, this novel might have taken a different direction. But the world continues to fail us, and that’s why the novel is as it is. Even as I was writing it, horrible incidents continued to happen to women. Seeing how frequently women were dying or disappearing against their wishes, I was filled with despair and fear. If only Yoohee could do something about it, I found myself thinking.

			There have been moments in my life when I’ve wished that I knew a person like Yoohee. Yet I also hope that there are no Yoohees in the world, because no one should have to carry every burden on their shoulders, to suffer alone. If only we could each have at least one person in our lives to help us, support us, or even just hold our hands tightly, life would feel less painful and tiring. I find myself thinking about this often.

			Plant Lady is a work of fiction. But so what if it’s fiction?

			As for the question that was fired at this story right at the start; even today, I’m still thinking about the answer.

		

	
		
			An Interview with the Author

			Q: Yoohee finds power and peace in nurturing life, but also in taking it away. In this way, she is a morally gray character. Did you intend for her to be a victim, villain, or hero of the novel? Or a mixture of these?

			A: Although Yoohee is in some way a victim, she is also someone who, after having been affected by an incident, steers her life in a different direction, which isn’t quite the same as that of a hero or a villain. However, she becomes someone who exacts a form of punishment that would not typically happen in reality, and as mentioned, that makes her closer to the role of “enforcer” in a gray area.
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			Q: How has the general response been to your book, in particular with male readers? Have you noticed a difference in the way men and women respond?

			A: I can’t confirm the reaction of every reader, but what is clear is that this book has overwhelming support from women. Although I don’t know the exact gender ratio, the purchase rate of men in their twenties was about 2 percent, while the purchase rate of women in their twenties, according to an online bookstore, was 35 percent. Women have left a lot of personal comments about this novel. Most of them are along the lines of, “There are many moments when you need to respond like an active player, rather than remain passive.”
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			Q: If you could choose one plant to symbolize Yoohee’s character, what would it be and why?

			A: It would be a fly hell plant, also known as the Venus flytrap, which has beautiful colors and a unique appearance. Also, it moves or takes action at great speed during critical moments like no other plant. Its nature before and during its movement are quite different, and so I think this perfectly matches Yoohee’s personality and journey.
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			Q: You mentioned in your author’s note, “If only we were seeing hope of a better world and society, this novel might have taken a different direction.” This book was first published in 2024. In your eyes, has society changed at all, and would you make any changes to the direction of the novel if you were to write it today?

			A: It has only been a couple years since this novel was first published, so I don’t think anything has changed. Things have just become a little worse, in fact. I think it is the power of novels and literature that gives us strength and helps society toward positive change. I hope this novel might offer support in a world where more tragedies seem to happen in real life than in novels.
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			Q: The plants in your book form a good seedbed for the stories that grow from them. How did you come up with the plants in your book?

			A: There are plants that you find everywhere, and there are also plants that are less familiar and more obscure. The less familiar plants in this book are ones that I encountered on my international travels. For research, I visited botanical gardens in South Korea and got my ideas by studying the colors, scents, and characteristics of the plants that I encountered.
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			Q: Were you influenced by any genre or author when you came up with your story?

			A: I wouldn’t say a specific writer or genre consciously influenced me as I wrote this book. But personally, I really like the horror genre, as well as noir.
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			Q: The reader is always on the side of the protagonist—how did you imagine Yoohee? Is she inspired by anyone you know or have read about?

			A: If there were actually a person like Yoohee—particularly someone I knew personally—it would have been a big point of discussion, ha! But I did get some real-life inspiration for the setting. As I was walking near my home one day, I happened to come across a plant shop with a large glass facade, and it made me consider writing a story set in a place like that.
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			Q: Plant Lady is very cinematic. Is there a particular film that influenced your work? What sort of films do you enjoy and why?

			A: I started my career writing about movies, so I watch a lot of movies often, and I really enjoy it. Therefore, when I was writing, I felt it was important to bring a cinematic imagination to my work. I watch all kinds of movies, but my favorite genre is horror. I think horror is basically caused by a form of sadness or trauma, so I really appreciate its inherent strain of tragedy. Works like Mike Flanagan’s Netflix adaptation of The Haunting of Hill House and the Safdie brothers’ Uncut Gems align with my taste. A certain part of the novel that readers find most “cruel” is actually an homage to the Coen brothers’ Fargo, but I don’t know if anyone has noticed.

			
				[image: ]
			

			Q: It is significant that the detective fails to prove anything. Did you know your ending before writing it, or did this come to you organically?

			A: I thought the presence of a detective would be inevitable in this narrative. However, I wanted him to behave very passively. I wanted him to be moderately smart, with the capacity to do his job well, but who at some point cannot move forward any further, and who is blocked by some kind of wall. The detective faithfully plays the role of a supporting character until the very end. The ending was predetermined so that Yoohee would not be caught.
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			Q: Who is your favorite international author and Korean author, if you have one?

			A: My favorite international writer is Jhumpa Lahiri. I love all her works, but I can’t forget the shock I felt when I read The Lowland. This narrative, set so vividly in a particular time and place, transcended the barrier of translation and really lodged itself in my heart. One of my favorite Korean writers is Park Wan-suh, who came of age during the Japanese colonization of Korea and passed away in 2011. I grew up reading her works from a young age, so I am very familiar with them, and I always feel grateful for this writer who opened up new horizons in Korean literature.
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			Q: How does it feel to have your book published in so many languages all around the world? Does it speak to the universality of your themes and also their particularity?

			A: As you said, I think it is the result of a combination of the incongruous particularity of “plants and murder” and the universally popular narrative of “private sanctuaries.” In South Korea, many women enjoy these kinds of stories, including mine, because it makes it possible in the reader’s head to do things that they wouldn’t ever do in reality. I think this works in the same way overseas. The image in the reader’s imagination of fresh green plants amid red pools of blood may have been the driving force that led this novel to travel so widely abroad.
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			Q: International audiences ask what makes a book particularly Korean—do you have any thoughts about this?

			A: Actually, I’m currently working on something that deviates quite a lot from the characteristics of Koreans and Korean things. Human emotions—love and loss, sadness and hope—are universal beyond nationality, and I try to focus on these emotions a little more in my writing. Perhaps Plant Lady is also appealing because it is a narrative that can be approached universally and not from a specific place or group of people. If it also feels particularly Korean in a way, I hope this is a secondary element that shines brightly within the more universal internal sentiments.
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