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For men to be instructed, they must be seduced by aesthetics, but how can anyone render the image of death agreeable?

Arnaud-Éloi Gautier d’Agoty (1741–80)
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ALYS

Seoul, present day

THE TEXT, WHEN IT finally comes, arrives at 3:23 am. Wanting to be kept in the loop, I’d provided one of the hospital nurses with a burner phone and a large wad of cash a week ago. And then I’d waited.

X

This one simple letter tells me all I need to know. Mr Yoon is dead.

Hours on from that text, as I sit on a hard subway seat on my way to visit a client, I wait again. My heart beats out the theme tune of anxiety in my chest, as it’s done since the early hours of the morning. Now I wait for another message, this one from Mrs Yoon’s solicitor.

The first in a long line of dominoes is teetering.

Feeling nauseous, I pop a ginger chew into my mouth and check my phone for what must be the hundredth time today. Still nothing.

I’m about to tuck it back into my satchel when the hairs on my arms rise.

A man, somewhere in this carriage, is watching me. I’m sure of it.

With my silvery violet pixie cut, my tattoo-dotted arms and the tank top I’m wearing on this hot summer’s day, I’d expected a few stares. I know I’m an outlier. An oddity. Other. What was I thinking, attracting attention to myself? But I knew the truth of it. It wasn’t other people’s attention I was attempting to attract. It was my own. My new look was a deal. A deal I had made with myself. The hair, the tattoos – I was readying myself to become someone new. Someone different. Someone who… could. Or at least was going to. Once I’d signed the paperwork Mrs Yoon’s solicitor would provide, there would be no turning back for me.

Still, I must admit, now that I’m on full display in the subway, I regret not taking up my client’s offer of sending a car.

Why, just once, couldn’t I have said yes?

I don’t know Seoul. I’ve never been to Hannam-dong before. I’m carrying something precious.

But I was never going to agree to that car, was I? I didn’t want to owe anyone any favours.

Ugh. I can still feel his eyes on me.

It’s nothing, I tell myself. Nothing.

Unable to concentrate, I shove my phone into my satchel and my gaze falls upon my upturned wrist and my latest ink – a likeness of a brooch I’d sold months back and couldn’t seem to get out of my mind. Victorian, 1864. I let my finger trace the circular frame of the outside – pearls and gold – and then the woven crisscross of flaxen hair encased in the centre. I hadn’t thought I’d grown attached – until it was gone.

This happened now and again. Sometimes I’d dream about pieces after I sold them. Sometimes I’d dream about them while they were still in my care. Sometimes they gave me nightmares. There had once been a necklace of bog oak that I couldn’t rid myself of fast enough.

My finger starts to move up to the tattoo above this one, a twist of braided hair open at one end. This one is a permanent mark not only on my skin, but in my heart. Just as I’m about to settle my attention upon it, I feel that gaze once more.

I look up.

There he is. Standing. Leaning. He’s younger than I’d expected, though I’m not entirely sure what I’d expected. Something middle-aged and leering in an ill-fitting suit, perhaps. When our eyes meet, he startles, his attention darting to the phone in his hand. There is no challenge here. I have stepped on a twig in the forest, and he has bolted.

I’m about to glance away when a small flicker of a smile crosses his face.

He stretches. Shrugs. The sleeve of his T-shirt lifts.

And a tattoo peeks out from under the hem.

Oh.

I see then that I’ve read this whole thing wrong.

He doesn’t think I’m an oddity. He was – is – sharing.

And this I don’t know what to do with. 

I am never comfortable around men. I am always wary. Fearful of what might happen. What I might do. Being looked at is never good. But being seen is worse.

I move my gaze to the floor and try to pull myself together. I think of my therapist. What would she say about this? I still can’t believe I have one (a friend made me find one), but I have to admit that she’s been… helpful. Which is surprising, considering the lies I’ve told her about myself. The half-truths. The fabrications.

As the train rocks along, I return to a talk the two of us had a while ago, about control. About feeling like I have control of my life, and things do not just happen to me. I am capable and have agency. I am the mistress of my own fate.

Her words resonated with me that day.

The mistress of my own fate.

I’d repeated the phrase for weeks. Could I ever be the mistress of my own fate? Whenever I thought back, I couldn’t remember a time when any sort of control was my reality. A time when I called the shots. 

Not that I think back often. I’ve learnt the hard way that there is nothing to be gained by revisiting what can never be changed.

But once Mrs Yoon signs that paperwork, it will all be up to me. The choices… mine.

That’s what I need to focus on now.

The train stops. I don’t look up, but I see his feet move. He departs.

See? There was no need to panic. He was simply a walk-on part. The smallest of characters in my story. There was never any threat.

The subway carriage moves forward with a lurch, and I look down at a different tattoo on my arm, a simple phrase in a fine, sloping hand.

I am the mistress of my own fate.

The domino continues to teeter, and I hold my breath, waiting for it to fall.

I follow the directions on my phone; they lead me up a long, steep hill. On my way, I stop at a café and order two matcha lattes before continuing.

When I get to the house with one window, I halt. Veronique had told me I’d know it when I saw it.

She was right.

A double garage at the bottom, the house looms above, an austere concrete tower with one small square window.

Veronique’s partner is an architect.

I press the buzzer next to the glass front door.

There’s a pause, and then I see movement inside. Veronique is coming down the glass-sided stairs. She wrenches the door open.

‘You’re here! Come in. It’s so good to have you visit.’

We usually meet when we’re both in London.

I step inside, onto the polished concrete floor, and take my sandals off. ‘Well, I have to see this room of yours I’ve heard so much about. I brought you a matcha latte. I know it’s your favourite.’

‘You’re an angel. Let’s go upstairs.’ Veronique’s eyes move to my satchel.

I’m not offended by the absence of small talk. My clients usually eschew unnecessary conversation – a reflection of their gnawing hunger for whatever object of mine they’re looking to acquire.

The door snaps closed behind us, and we head up some wide wooden stairs. We exit the concrete tower and enter the building proper, walking into a room that is vast and open-plan and… sparse.

‘I know,’ Veronique says. ‘It looks like a morgue.’

‘Not a morgue,’ I reply. I look around, further taking in the polished concrete floor, the huge slab-of-marble bench in the kitchen. ‘A mortuary, maybe. A nice one. Expensive.’ Then I laugh. ‘Not really. The wood saves it.’

Veronique rolls her eyes. ‘That’s exactly what Richard says. It “adds warmth”.’

‘Perhaps that’s the attraction between you two? He designs places that look like expensive mortuaries, and you fill them with your beloved collection of…’ I don’t how to put it. I probably should have just stopped at ‘beloved collection’.

‘Dead people’s hair and eyes?’ Veronique tries.

‘I was searching for a slightly more eloquent turn of phrase.’

‘I’m not sure there is one.’

I walk over to the marble bench and place my satchel gently on top. The bag with the matcha lattes, I set down beside it. I lift one out and pass it to Veronique.

‘Thanks. I adore that café.’

She pulls out two stools that were tucked out of sight under the bench.

We both sit.

I don’t waste any more time. I grab my satchel and bring out a small metal case. I flick the latches on it.

Veronique leans in and I open the case up.

Her breath catches. ‘Oh, Alys, it’s even more exquisite than I thought.’

‘It really is lovely,’ I agree. And it is. The Georgian brooch is surrounded by twelve cranberry-coloured flat-cut garnets and a ring of tiny seed pearls, which set off the dark chestnut hair swirled in its centre.

‘I had to have it.’ Veronique’s eyes never leave the piece.

‘I can see why,’ I say. But I don’t ask her exactly why. I never ask why. With this kind of person – a person like us – there is always a why. And the truth is, you’re better off not knowing. Why would someone alive be so fascinated with death? I’ve found that if you dig deep enough, there is always a reason. But it doesn’t really matter. Veronique wants the brooch. I want to sell her the brooch. That’s all either of us needs to know.

Veronique looks to me and I nod. She brings the brooch out to cradle it in the palm of her hand.

‘Oh, you lovely thing,’ she croons.

I give her a moment. When she finally glances at me again, it’s with narrowed eyes. ‘Wait. Why come all this way to deliver it? I’ll be in London again in just a few weeks. Do you have something else to tempt me with? Something… better?’

‘Well, that was quick. So, you’re not happy with the brooch now? Because I have someone else who’s looking for–’

‘Stop it. I love the brooch. You know I do.’

I smile. ‘Sorry. I don’t have anything else for you. Not today.’

There’s a pause. Veronique’s eyes remain narrowed. ‘So why Seoul, then? Are you delivering to someone else? Or are you buying?’

‘It’s just a work trip,’ I reply coolly.

A longer pause.

Veronique stills. ‘No. It’s true? One of the Venuses is really here? I heard a rumour, but I thought it was just ridiculous gossip.’

I don’t answer.

‘Is one of them for sale?’ Her breath catches. ‘Is it Elizabeth? I’ve seen photos of her. She’s absolutely stunning.’

I get off my stool.

‘Sorry.’ Veronique holds up her hands. ‘Stupid of me. I totally forgot. You’re related to one of the Venuses, aren’t you? The original models, I mean. It’s personal for you.’

Again, I don’t answer. I don’t discuss the Venuses. Ever. And I would especially not discuss them with someone as indiscreet as Veronique.

‘I might not have much time.’ I move the conversation along. ‘Do you mind if we…’

‘Of course! This way.’ Veronique almost tips her stool over in her haste to round the bench. ‘I hope you don’t think I meant anything by it. It’s just that the Venuses are so fascinating. You know, I did a Jack the Ripper tour once, and the whole time I was on it, I thought the tour company should offer one based on the Venuses.’

I force myself not to grimace. Those Jack the Ripper tours make me sick to my stomach. I think it’s abhorrent how people relish the tale of the throat slitting and gutting of five poverty-stricken, vulnerable women stuck in horribly grim existences. Even now they’re seen as ‘just prostitutes,’ these human beings who deserved so much better in life and in death. It truly amazes me how they continue to be served up on a platter for our entertainment. But this is neither the time nor the place to get into that. ‘It’s fine,’ I tell Veronique. ‘We’re fine.’

I follow her past the kitchen and down a short corridor. She slides open a door and flicks on some lights. ‘Here we are,’ she says.

‘Oh.’ I exhale, taking in the room, which is far more impressive in actuality than in the pictures I’ve seen. ‘It’s really something.’

Veronique’s collection is encased in custom-built floor-to-ceiling recessed glass cases with overhead lighting. The pieces have been thoughtfully and carefully mounted on a backdrop of black slubbed silk. I walk over to the closest wall, dotted with eye miniatures. At least a hundred single eyes stare back at me – painted likenesses of eyes that were once alive but now exist only in this form, forever unblinking. The eyes are surrounded by heavenly clouds and have been fashioned into brooches and snuffboxes, pendants and toothpick cases, cherished reminders of loved ones who have passed away. A bit of a fad, they were made for only around one hundred years, from the 1770s onward. When I get to the very bottom row, I spot something and laugh. A real false eye sits, unblinking, set in a gold ring.

‘Veronique, that’s macabre, even for you.’

‘I know. I couldn’t help myself, though. Who would do that? Do you think someone actually wore it?’

‘Unfortunately, yes.’ I resume moving, wanting to take in the delicious room. Necklaces of heavy jet, some polished to a high sheen, some matte, call to me. And then, of course, there is the hair. So. Much. Hair. Braided, woven. Fashioned into rings and bracelets, watch fobs and brooches. Simple strands tied with a ribbon and encased in glass, or intricately weaved into fancy wreaths and lace. White. Grey. Black. Lush waves. Wiry strands. Wisps of baby curls. So much love. So much pain. So many memories. This is the answer to Why?

Mourning jewellery is my specialty – hairwork in particular.

I hover over one piece I know intimately. An oval locket made of gold, it is commonplace. Not an expensive or rare piece. Not at all. But there is something about the finely woven hair encased inside it, two shades bound together for all eternity – one fair, one dark. There is love there. Longing. Regret. I know it. Can feel it. I might not have known the deceased but there’s no denying it. Some pieces stand out. Some pieces hold an energy that others do not.

I look down at a spot on my forearm, and there is the locket, tattooed upon me.

‘If you ever want to buy it back…’ Veronique says.

‘That’s kind of you, but I don’t need to own it,’ I tell her. ‘I just need to remember it. And this way, I do.’

‘Is the braid of hair tattoo significant? I’ve always wanted to ask.’

Where would I even start? ‘Mm…’ I reply, and, not wanting to discuss it any further, I move on to the next case and see something that makes me suck my breath in. ‘What. Is. That?’ I tap the glass, my gaze fixed.

‘Damn. I knew it.’ Veronique steps forward and clicks open the glass case. She reaches in and brings out the brooch.

A fake.

‘How can you tell from that far away?’

‘It’s my job to tell.’

She gives me a look. ‘Come on. How long have you been doing this? How old are you, really? Twenty? You’ve got to be under twenty-five.’

‘It’s in my bones.’ I know this will be enough for her. Everyone interested in these sorts of goods knows my family has been in this business for hundreds of years.

Veronique sighs. ‘I should have known. I’m going to stop. I’ll only buy from you from now on.’

‘You won’t. You know you won’t. And you don’t have to. You know you can always call me for advice.’

‘That’s kind of you.’

‘I mean it.’ And I do. Veronique is a very good customer. I see something I know she’ll like, and then I sell it to her at a price that works for both of us. No haggling. No arguments. Everyone’s happy. I love working with customers like Veronique.

My phone vibrates.

Mrs Yoon will see you now. Please provide an address and a car will be sent for you.

And just like that, the first domino has toppled.

This car I accept without question.

There’s no time to waste.

The sleek black car arrives within twenty minutes. Two men are inside. Neither introduces himself, but the one in the passenger seat gets out and opens a back door for me. I slide in and we are on our way.

A fifteen-minute drive sees me back where I started from, in Gangnam. I’m escorted into a shiny glass office building and into a lift, where I throw on the linen jacket I’ve brought with me in the hope of looking a little more presentable. We exit on the sixteenth floor.

The lawyer’s office has moved since the last time I visited, but it’s the same lawyer – Ms Han, who is waiting for me in the doorway of the glass-walled boardroom.

She greets me, shaking my hand. ‘Please take a seat. Mrs Yoon is already here.’

I enter the boardroom. Mrs Yoon is seated at the opposite side of the long table, wearing a beautifully fitted suit and upswept hair. Her face is pale and slightly puffy behind her chic clear-rimmed glasses. If it seems odd that she’s meeting with me only hours after her husband’s death, well, that’s because it is. Our situation is… unusual, for want of a better word.

‘I’m sorry for your loss, Mrs Yoon,’ I say.

Ms Han looks to Mrs Yoon to see if she would like her to translate.

Mrs Yoon only taps the polished tabletop with one finger. Business.

‘I’m afraid Mrs Yoon has much to do,’ Ms Han says.

‘Of course.’ I slide into the chair that has been pulled out for me, my heart already beating rapidly at the thought of what’s to come. ‘It must be a difficult time.’

‘Water? Coffee? Tea?’ Ms Han offers.

I shake my head. ‘No, thank you.’

‘Then we shall begin.’

And so we begin. A small pile of paperwork sits neatly before me, waiting to be signed. As agreed, upon Mr Yoon’s death, the goods in question will be transferred to my ownership.

And then I will destroy them. It. Her.

Elizabeth.

I’m sweating. Can they tell? I hope not.

Ms Han clicks her pen closed. ‘There is one small issue.’

My eyes had been locked on the contract. Now I look up, wary. This should be straightforward. The terms had been set. ‘Oh? And what’s that?’

Ms Han glances at Mrs Yoon. ‘It has to do with Mrs Yoon’s son, Geon.’

I’d met Geon only once. The Yoons had been in London and had invited me to some sort of business event they’d been hosting. Mr Yoon had mentioned several times that I must meet his son, but Mrs Yoon had expertly prevented any such meeting. That evening she couldn’t prevent our coming together.

I’ll admit it: Even before meeting Geon Yoon, I hated him as much as I hated his father. I knew what he would be – another lecherous, salivating male. As I was led toward him I saw exactly what I thought I would see. He was tall. Handsome. Well turned out with a beautiful suit (naturally).

And then, as I closed in, I caught sight of his expression.

I’ll never forget it. As his father brought us together, nudging his son in the small of his back, Geon came to stand before me reluctantly. His gaze flicked over me, and then he immediately looked away. In that flicker, I saw distrust. Distrust and fear. He did not want to meet me. He did not want to be in my presence. And I knew then that Mrs Yoon had warned her son thoroughly. About Elizabeth.

And about me.

Geon Yoon wanted nothing to do with either of us.

A wave of guilt washed over me as I shook hands with Geon that night. I knew it wasn’t my fault that the Yoons had been caught in the web of the Venuses, just as I knew it wasn’t my fault that I had been either. But I also knew that, while Geon Yoon was currently a free man, he would shortly not be.

This was because he hadn’t yet noticed the transparent silver threads of web that I had woven around him. I would soon snap those threads tight. And Geon would be caught. Trapped. I would use poor Geon as bait for the spider.

Across the boardroom table, Ms Han clears her throat, returning me to the present. ‘Master Yoon has become… interested in the item. Mrs Yoon desires that the item be taken from the country immediately. She would prefer her son not know its future whereabouts.’

Oh no. I attempt to remain calm. I’d warned both Mr and Mrs Yoon. Clearly. ‘How did this happen?’ I ask.

Ms Han hesitates for a moment before continuing. ‘Unfortunately, Master Yoon was taken to the storage facility without my client’s knowledge. The situation has progressed, and Mrs Yoon does not wish it to progress any further. Thus, she would like the item to be destroyed within a week’s time.’

I almost bark out a laugh. A week! This is completely unreasonable. And yet they hold the line. Ms Han shifts in her seat, silent. Mrs Yoon’s jaw is tight. She does not look me in the eye, but stares fixedly at a point somewhere around my chin. But she’s sweating too. I can sense it.

This is a standoff.

I think hard.

A week. It’s an initial offer, a starting point for negotiation. I hold all the cards here.

I take a deep breath, sit back in my chair.

‘That isn’t the time frame we discussed,’ I tell Ms Han. ‘We’d agreed upon six months.’

‘That is correct.’

‘It’s really not my problem if Mr Yoon let his son get… involved.’

‘That is true. But unfortunately, it has happened, and now Mrs Yoon would like to expedite the proceedings.’

A week. It’s ludicrous. And yet, I’m torn. Maybe it would be better to rip the plaster off quickly? Everything has been leading up to this moment for so long – for, in fact, hundreds of years.

For the reunion of the three Venuses – Elizabeth, Eleanor and Emily.

For their combined destruction.

Anyone interested in the backstory of the Venuses has heard rumours that they are connected to my family. They will have heard the gossip that we are related to – and in possession of – Eleanor; that Emily was destroyed long ago. And then there is Elizabeth. There have been whispers for many years that we have tried, and failed, to acquire Elizabeth. Well, wait until everyone hears that I’ve finally done it.

I’d sensed an opportunity when the Yoons came along. Elizabeth had been held by an elderly Austrian businessman for some time. When he’d passed away, she was sold very quickly by his family. As soon as I had found out who the highest bidder was, I’d started to make inquiries. I’d heard whispers that the acquisition of Elizabeth had caused some marital tension in the Yoon household. That’s when I learnt that the Yoons had a son. A son, I was betting, the mother might very well want to protect. Not only this, but Mr Yoon was significantly older than Mrs Yoon. I knew I might not get such an opportunity again.

So I decided I would exploit the family’s weaknesses to their full potential. Unbeknownst to Mr Yoon, I approached Mrs Yoon. I cut her a deal. I let her know that, as soon as it was possible, I would be happy to take Elizabeth off their hands. And, more importantly, that, on taking ownership of her, I would destroy her.

This would, of course, leave her son forever free of the strange, bewitching, breathing creature that had possessed his father.

Mrs Yoon enlisted her solicitor’s help. We drew up the terms of our agreement. And then we bided our time. Mrs Yoon, as it turned out, was a smart woman. Still keeping her husband in the dark about our deal, she managed to casually insert me into their lives. She had a third party introduce me to Mr Yoon, who then brought me on as a consultant, thrilled about my family’s long connection with the Venuses and about the fact that I was in possession of Eleanor. Elizabeth’s previous captor had embarked on a no-expense-spared restoration, and Mr Yoon built the princess a castle to live in, which Mrs Yoon (the dragon?) made sure was a good distance from the family home. During the planning of this repository’s construction, I played up the danger aspect. Special safeguards were built into the design. I reminded the Yoons of the stroke Elizabeth’s previous owner had suffered (a strong family history, apparently), and the heart attack the owner before had died from (supposedly drug related).

And then Mr Yoon’s own health worsened. A coincidence? Who could say? In any case, Mrs Yoon sensed that her chance was coming. I did too. I would have paid Mrs Yoon to take Elizabeth off her hands. But here, now, in Ms Han’s office, I sense another opportunity. Mrs Yoon is desperate. Her husband has been stupid enough to mix her beloved son up in this abhorrence. No one else will destroy Elizabeth, and she’s scared to do it herself. There are too many tales of swirling, shadowy magic surrounding the Venuses.

Mrs Yoon wants Elizabeth destroyed. Needs her destroyed.

As do I.

And I know a coven of good witches who will help me to incinerate her.

I tap my pen on the table and attempt to look like I’m weighing up my options. ‘One week is out of the question…’

Mrs Yoon understands enough to know that I’m stalling. She speaks a few crisp Korean words to Ms Han.

‘Mrs Yoon is happy to pay a generous fee to make this happen,’ Ms Han says. She writes down a figure on a small notepad and pushes it across the table. ‘An incentive, to leave the country this evening. We will arrange everything, of course.’

£150,000.

I hesitate upon seeing the sum. She really is desperate. No money was meant to be changing hands. Transportation was meant to be arranged on Mrs Yoon’s end, but that was all. It seemed an extremely generous deal, considering what Mr Yoon paid for Elizabeth. I didn’t know the exact amount, but I guessed it was somewhere between fifteen and twenty-five million dollars. It seemed ludicrous to give her away, but no one else would destroy her.

No one but me.

I stare at the notepad and wonder, how much time has Geon Yoon spent with Elizabeth? Where is he at this very moment? Does she have a family member watching over him while he scratches at the walls trying to get to her? Has Mrs Yoon sent him out of the country?

I certainly hope she’s changed the code to the repository.

But none of this is my problem.

‘If you accept this offer, you must leave for London tonight. The item must never return. Master Yoon must never be informed of its whereabouts. And it must be destroyed within a week’s time.’

I pick up the pen that is placed neatly before me at the table. I don’t need the money, but I know someone who will benefit from it. I write down a different figure on Ms Han’s notepad and push it back toward her.

£250,000.

‘Two weeks.’

Breathe.

Don’t think about what’s to come.

Do I feel guilty about shaking Mrs Yoon down? Not as much as I’d like. The last time I checked, the Yoons’ net worth was roughly 2.5 billion US dollars. Mrs Yoon is going to be okay. But her son may very well not be, thanks to his father, and she knows this. Two hundred and fifty thousand pounds is an investment for Mrs Yoon, an investment in her son’s well-being and future.

And my future? Well, let’s not go there.

Ms Han looks to her client. Mrs Yoon stares at me for a moment, then turns and speaks to Ms Han again. This time, her words rush out in a river of bile. She keeps going and going, becoming more and more animated. Some spittle flies from her mouth and lands upon the beautifully polished tabletop. I’ve opened my mouth, ready to accept a lesser amount – anything to leave this place – when a commotion outside the boardroom sees our attention shift.

Outside the boardroom, something is going on.

Ms Han stands, her brow furrowed.

The glass closest to us is clear, facing a corridor. Farther along, nearer the reception area, it is smoked. On the other side of that translucent span, there is a flurry of movement. Dark suits. Voices calling out.

A screech.

And then a figure appears. Wild-eyed. Dishevelled. Desperate.

Geon Yoon.

He spies his mother. And then me.

His eyes brighten as they take me in.

Smoothly, Ms Han moves to the door, and locks it – just as Geon lunges for the handle.

He yells something. Moves to the glass. And begins to bang on it.

He says something in Korean I can’t understand.

I see that things are much worse than I have been led to believe.

I look to Mrs Yoon and see that her expression has changed. Where moments ago there was only hate for me, now there is only fear for her son.

Mrs Yoon stands. Smoothly buttons her jacket. Collects her handbag. And, ignoring me, her expression cold as steel, she gives a final instruction to Ms Han as she walks to the door, unlocks it and exits.

Only her hands give her away – her hands are shaking.

By the time she reaches Geon, two security guards have arrived. Master Yoon is escorted from the building, his mother following close behind, grim faced.

Ms Han and I look at each other. I don’t have to ask what Mrs Yoon’s instruction was. In that moment, she would have agreed to anything.

We spend only a few minutes tidying up the details. I will be taken from here to my hotel to pack up my things, then to the storage facility where Elizabeth is being held. From there, we will leave for our 9 pm flight. It is already 11 am. The timing will be tight. I note that my preferred art-removal company has been booked and is ready to go. As has a seat on my preferred airline.

I rise from my seat and shake Ms Han’s hand for the last time. As I push my chair in, I find that I have to ask, ‘What did Mrs Yoon say? Before her son arrived. She was saying something.’

Ms Han hesitates.

‘No, really, I’d rather know.’

Ms Han looks away. ‘It was very rude. She says you… sicken her, that you are a monster.’

If only Mrs Yoon knew the truth of all of this. Of Elizabeth. Of me. Our situation has the form of an iceberg, and Mrs Yoon has viewed only the very tip. If she could see the horrors that lurk below the waterline, she would not have entered into a contract with me. Or perhaps she would have anyway. What choice did she have? None of us have much choice in any of this. Not Mrs Yoon, not Geon Yoon, not me. I’ve often wondered myself if I’m a monster. Maybe I am. But this isn’t about me. It’s about Geon Yoon. Mrs Yoon is simply afraid for her son. Afraid that his father’s fate will befall him. Entranced. Enamoured. Bewitched. How many hours did Mr Yoon spend with Elizabeth? Did he neglect his family to be with her? Neglect his health? Did his obsession with her lead him to an early grave?

No. I don’t blame Mrs Yoon for her anger. If I were in her position, I’d be angry at me too.

Ms Han accompanies me all the way to the car waiting downstairs. ‘Thank you for agreeing to expedite the proceedings,’ she says as the door is opened for me. ‘I do think it will be for the best.’

It would be the best for Geon Yoon, I think. But for me? I’m not so sure. ‘It’s always been a pleasure to work with you, Ms Han.’

‘Thank you. The feeling is reciprocated.’ Ms Han hesitates. ‘So, she is to be destroyed. I wish I had seen her in real life. This Elizabeth. I only ever saw the photo that was on file.’

I sit back in the car, and my gaze rises to meet hers. ‘Best be careful what you wish for, Ms Han. Especially where Elizabeth is concerned.’

The driver and escort take me to my hotel. There, I quickly pack up my things and settle the bill. Then it’s back into the car. We drive farther now, to the edges of what looks like an industrial area. I flick through the paperwork as we travel. Everything is exactly as I would have arranged it myself. Mrs Yoon wants to make my – and Elizabeth’s – exit as quick and as seamless as possible.

Get out. Go, the paperwork screams at me. Leave us.

My phone vibrates, and I see that the money has already hit my bank account, care of Ms Han.

When we pull up at the small, purpose-built brick building, I vaguely recognise it from the pictures I’ve been shown previously. It stands on its own, squat and nondescript. Anything could be inside. A large removals van is parked outside, waiting for us. Four men alight when our car pulls up.

I open the car door before the escort can reach it. ‘Everyone must wait here,’ I tell him as I get out.

He nods.

I make my way up to the thick wooden door and punch the first eight-digit code in the paperwork into the electronic lock. The door clicks open. I slide in and close it behind me, shutting the world outside.

The air inside is wonderfully cool and devoid of humidity amid the heat of the Seoul summer. The foyer has been decorated with warm, honey-toned woods, and a small, lit alcove holds a pretty ceramic bowl. There’s something about the space that makes me wrinkle my nose, something sterile and lifeless. I think about the hundreds of times Mr Yoon must have entered this space, eagerly awaiting his visit with Elizabeth. And then, one day, he decided to bring his son along for the ride. I shake my head in disbelief. How could he? Did he not realise he was setting his son up for a life of misery? Of withering away, staring at… an object? How could he even consider passing on the baton? Or the poisoned chalice, more like. Leaving his son behind to drink from that bejewelled but deathly cup. Poor Geon Yoon. I see him in my mind’s eye, violently banging against the boardroom glass. In his sweatshirt, his hair dishevelled, expression frenzied. He deserved better. He didn’t want to be like the others. Like his father. I truly believe that. I’d felt it when I met him.

I walk over to the next door. But here I hesitate before I punch in the next eight-digit code. I haven’t seen Elizabeth for… some time. This is beginning to feel all too real.

I tell myself to push on. I have a plane to catch, and the past is a dangerous place for me. Whenever I drift back into it, I can find myself lost for days – weeks sometimes – in a sea of melancholy, of remembrance.

I take a deep breath and punch in the numbers before I can think any harder about what I’m doing.

Click.

The door opens.

The room is larger than I expected. Darker too. I can just about make out the perimeter. Something about this makes me nervous. The room feels like an endless ocean. Anything could be out there, lurking in its depths. I turn to see an alcove dimly lit just inside the doorway to my right.

The earphones.

Installed at my suggestion, they weren’t necessary, I knew. But with so many rumours surrounding Elizabeth, about how dangerous she was, I needed to look like I was offering Mr Yoon some form of protection from the creature in its cage.

Give the punters what they want.

I pick up the earphones and put them on, thinking of Mr Yoon as I do so, of all the times he had slipped on that headset and closed the world out.

As several phrases repeat calmly in Korean, I listen, trying to remember the exact phrasing I had requested be played every five minutes. Something like:



This is not real.

This is but a dream.

Feel your feet on the floor.

Stretch your arms. 

Move your fingers.

Only you exist in this space.



Every cell in my body tells me to flee, even though I know I’m perfectly safe.

I put the earphones back in the alcove.

And then, slowly but surely, I let my eyes wander over to the star of the show, spotlighted to great effect in the middle of the room.

To Elizabeth.

Elizabeth.

I take a step over.

Then another.

Her beauty, as always, is a small thrill, a breathtaking jolt.

Just to be allowed to exist in her presence is something.

Elizabeth reclines on her forest green velvet chaise longue. One arm tucked behind her head, lustrous waves of thick red-gold hair fan out upon a fat silken cushion. Her eyes closed, her expression is one of rapture, making me wonder what it is she dreams of. An expanse of radiant skin is displayed along her neck, highlighted by a set of dazzling pearls – real, of course. Her décolletage is thrust upward and pushes against the golden tucks and ruffles of her dress, the smallest of dainty seed pearls painstakingly sewn on, the bodice dotted with miniature ribbon roses.

Her breast rises and falls, rises and falls.

See? she says. I am real. I am only sleeping. Believe in me. Want me. I can be yours forever. And you will be mine.

She is an enchantress. A clockwork enchantress.

I stand and watch her for some time, willing my heart to calm itself.

‘You look good, Elizabeth,’ I finally say, my tone far too breezy. ‘Not a day over two hundred and seventy-six.’

Elizabeth is actually 277 years old.

After her grand restoration, I must admit that she looks more beautiful than ever. It seems almost wasteful that she has been kept in this room, hidden away, to be viewed only by Mr Yoon, who sat here and dreamed of… I probably don’t want to know what.

I try to imagine how Mr Yoon initially explained to his wife his acquisition of Elizabeth. Had he played it all down? MR YOON: Honey, I’m buying a medical model. MRS YOON: Sounds fascinating, darling. Go for it! How had he described this object he desperately coveted? Had he told her Elizabeth was nothing more than a wax figure, originally intended to teach medical students the anatomy of the lungs? This much is true; if you undress Elizabeth’s waxen torso, you can take her apart in layers in order to gain a basic understanding of thoracic anatomy. But why the milky breast? The luscious hair? The pearls? Well, it was believed that these ‘delights’ were the only way of capturing and sustaining the attention of the male medical students. Then again, maybe Mr Yoon didn’t need to say anything. Maybe he just did whatever the hell he wanted.

He certainly had the last time I’d seen him. It had been at that event where I’d met Geon Yoon. After his wife and son had melted off to some place where I wasn’t, Mr Yoon had lingered. His English was limited, and my Korean was non-existent. When we’d met before, there had been an interpreter. It turned out that we didn’t need one this time. Before I could say anything at all, his hand darted out and ran through my hair.

‘Beautiful,’ he’d said.

I’d recoiled in horror, pulling back sharply, to leave several long strands of hair trailing from his hand. My stomach lurched. I knew of the repulsive men who had kept Elizabeth before him – I had researched them in depth – but I’d never met one of her keepers in the flesh before.

And I swore I never would again after that night.

I’d left the event immediately, cutting my hair short the following day. And I’d sworn Elizabeth would be mine through Mrs Yoon.

And that I would finish this.

Once and for all.

I take a deep breath. ‘Come on, Elizabeth,’ I say. ‘We’re going home.’

		
	

ELEANOR

London, September 1769

I WANT TO GO home.

I no longer have a home.

The thought of running away had been so thrilling. A new life in bustling London, a husband by my side. Together, we would carve out a better existence for ourselves, bigger and brighter than the lives we had been living out in the dowdy little villages we hailed from. The son of a baker, my sweetheart swore he didn’t want his father’s existence – lifting backbreaking sacks of flour, baking half the night and then tending shop by day. And me? All my future held was years of unpaid labour, teaching the few dim-witted students my stepmother had been able to keep on as boarders since my father’s sudden demise. An educated man, he had attended university before his family fell on hard times due to his father’s gambling debts. He had become a tutor, married and had eventually taken students into his own home. He had taught me to read. To write. To think.

But now, as I pause under a lamp and look about myself uncertainly in the Vauxhall Pleasure Gardens, I wonder if my father forgot to teach me some other, equally important, lessons, the sort that do not come from books.

Yes, the thought of running away had been thrilling. The act of it, less so.

I had begun to doubt my choices even before I had left the warmth of my own bed. I hadn’t dared rest that evening, lest I sleep the whole night through. When everyone in the house had finally fallen asleep, I had grabbed the few things I’d prepared and I’d run.

Only to trip and fall, twisting an ankle and muddying my best dress, not ten steps from the front door.

I’d hesitated. Should I return and change?

But no. There was no time.

I had to meet Nicholas.

And he’d been there, waiting for me, at the church lych-gate, just as he’d said he would be.

Nicholas.

He’d taken my hand, and we’d run together, our entwined hearts fairly bursting from our chests, breathless as we were from exertion and the thrill of escape.

Nicholas had arranged for us a ride with a friend who had borrowed a wagon in order to deliver some goods to London. That part of our journey I’d enjoyed. I had barely noticed how uncomfortable I was for the sheer joy of lying down in the cart, pressed up against Nicholas. I had even managed to doze off. When I awoke, dawn was breaking. I had sat up then, and looked on, wide-eyed, as the city closed in around us until we reached our destination – Covent Garden.

I’d imagined a glorious place full of riotous colour and life.

Instead, the place was grey and grimy.

Everywhere I looked was a putrid sight, the streets a wretched cesspool of filth and despair. Emaciated and disease-ridden cats and dogs haunted the shadows, and the members of the public who braved the early hours had faces twisted into surly masks of grim desolation as they went about their business.

And, oh, the stench of it! My nose was assaulted by smells that I struggled to pick out, each one making me gag as I realised its source: rotting vegetables and fruit, horse droppings, wood smoke, coal smoke, even the puddles underfoot, which had formed not by rain from the heavens, but from sewage that reeked.

The noise too! The yelling from men drunk from the night before, and from Londoners crying out their wares for sale on this new day. The bawling of babies, the clatter of hooves, the whinnying of horses, the laughter of a toothless old woman.

I’d longed for home – the home I hated.

But there would be no turning back. My stepmother would have discovered my disappearance by now, read the note that I had left.

It was too late to return.

So I’d kept going. I’d let Nicholas lead me to our lodging.

I’d imagined it as a small but presentable room.

It was small. Presentable, however, it was not.

Even in the dim morning light that was filtering through the broken shutters, I could see the room was filthy.

Nicholas saw it too, but he did not seem to mind as much. And he soon found a way to distract me from the grime.

For some time our attention was diverted by other things – more… pressing needs.

When I’d awoken, Nicholas was gone. There was a moment’s panic before I saw the small pie he’d left for me. He must have gone out and come back to leave it, knowing I’d be hungry. I supposed he’d gone in search of his friend – the one who had promised him work on his arrival in London.

He was away for what seemed like forever. In the cold light of day, the foulness of the room became even more apparent. The dirt halfway up every wall. The soiled linen. The scrabbling that could only mean vermin under the floor.

As I picked at my pie, I longed for home, familiarity. But the home I once knew was no longer, my father gone from this world. It was not possible for me to return. Going back would mean more than a lashing from my stepmother’s tongue. It would mean the embarrassment of her barring the door to me. My short absence would be her excuse to be rid of me forever, as she’d always wanted. I imagined the gleeful look that would have fallen upon her face as she read that note of mine, how she would have rushed to tell her daughters the good news of my disgrace. Our neighbours. The whole village. She would have put on quite the show. Oh, how she would have sobbed. Her husband – gone! And now this!

The pie eaten, I had paced the room and stewed. When Nicholas had finally returned, hours later, he was worse for wear and in almost as foul a temper as I. The friend who had promised him work now had none. This, apparently, was my fault. I’d dithered regarding leaving. And now the work was gone.

With Nicholas in a rage, I’d had to forget my demands – for better lodgings, for answers to my questions about when we were to be married. We’d gone to bed hungry that night. But we hadn’t managed to stay angry for long. And our other activities soon made me forget the rumbling in my stomach. Night after night, day after day, we proceeded like this.

Now, two weeks on, in the middle of Vauxhall Pleasure Gardens’ Grand South Walk, I turn about on the gravel path, my eyes searching for him.

Nicholas.

Where is he? Will he come tonight? I need him to come tonight. To rescue me.

I scan the men and women promenading up and down the wide pathway, the freshly lighted lamps illuminating their excited expressions. There are all sorts here – ladies and gentlemen, shopkeepers and merchants, pickpockets and ne’er-do-wells. We have all paid our shilling to enter and rub shoulders in the famous pleasure gardens.

I turn to my left and start toward the Triumphal Arches. Maybe I’ll see Nicholas there? I had marvelled at those arches as we’d walked under them on our first visit together – wondrous constructions that tower overhead and lead the viewer’s eye toward a huge painted canvas of a Chinese pagoda, a deceptively real mirage of a faraway land.

Nicholas had been by my side then, my willing guide. He had been to the pleasure gardens twice before, on visiting the city, so he considered himself to be quite the expert. As we entered through the proprietor’s house, he had explained the gardens to me via a small printed map.

‘Here are the main walks.’ He had pointed. ‘Here are the supper-boxes, for refreshment.’ A tap with his finger. ‘The pavilion houses the orchestra. And then there are the arches, the statues and the cascade, which is a sight such as you have never seen before, a waterfall that is not a waterfall but glittering tin sheets that give the illusion of one. Can you believe such a thing exists?’

Slow down, I had wanted to say. Explain all these wonders to me in detail.

But he was already tugging my hand, pulling me inside – my husband-to-be.

And then… oh, then.

We had taken a few steps and he had spread his arms wide, stepping aside to present a whole new world. My mouth opened in wonder as I took in the vast grounds, the spacious, tree-lined avenues, a place so unlike anything else I had seen in the city – so unlike the putrid, jail-like confines of Covent Garden – that I could barely believe my eyes.

I was about to turn to Nicholas and attempt to speak when I was grabbed by the waist, spun around. A man’s laughter filled the air. I was released, and I stumbled, giddy. A man in a patterned silk suit did a little jig in front of me before running away with a group of gentlemen.

‘Enjoy, lovers!’ he called out as he went.

‘Who was that?’ I asked Nicholas, thinking it must be someone known to him.
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