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PROLOGUE

The early morning of September 12, 2004, was the last time I was firmly on my father’s side. I didn’t know anything at the time—not that he’d been arrested, nor that my mother was dead, nor what had happened overnight. Only as Mr. Ahn led me out of the barn at Seryong Ranch did I become certain that something was gravely wrong.

Two police cars blocked the road leading up to the ranch, the flashing red and blue lights bruising the alder trees. Insects skittered through the lights. The sky was still dark, the fog dense. “Keep it safe, okay?” Mr. Ahn whispered, referring to his cell phone, which he’d given to me earlier. An officer ushered us into a squad car.

I caught glimpses of the devastation as we drove through—the damaged bridge, the roads under water, the destroyed streets, the tangle of fire engines and police cars and ambulances, the helicopter circling the black sky. Seryong Village, our home for the past two weeks, had been completely destroyed. I was afraid to ask what had happened. I didn’t dare look at Mr. Ahn; I feared I might learn something terrible.

The squad car pulled up to the police station in Sunchon, on the other side of the mountain. The cops separated us. Two detectives were waiting for me in a small room.

“Just tell us what happened to you,” one of them instructed. “Not what you heard or what you imagine. Got it?”

I knew I couldn’t cry. I had to calmly tell them what happened last night so that they would let Mr. Ahn and me go. Then we could go find Dad and check that Mom was safe.

They listened as I explained.

“So let me make sure I understand,” the same detective said. “You played hide-and-seek tonight with a girl who died two weeks ago?”

“Not hide-and-seek. Red Light, Green Light.”

The two detectives stared at me in disbelief. A little later, one of them took me to the entrance of the station; Uncle Jongu was there to take me home with him. But reporters were swarming out front. The detective held my elbow as he pushed through the crowd. Flashes popped all around. Look up! Look here! Hey, kid, did you see your dad last night? Where were you during the incident?

I felt dizzy. I thought I was going to throw up. The detective hustled me along. I thought I heard Mr. Ahn calling me. I shook off the detective’s hand and looked back, searching for Mr. Ahn in the sea of faces. In that moment, all the cameras went off; I was an island in a sea of light.

Uncle Jongu opened the back door of his car and I hunched low in the seat. I put my head between my knees and tried to hold back my tears.

People would refer to that night’s events as the Seryong Lake Disaster. They would call Dad a crazed murderer. The story was so big that I, too, became famous, as his son. I was eleven years old.
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