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—Seeking to fill an inner absence, the first-person narrator desires the water snake, an object (a) that can never be reached. Each attempt ends in failure, and the narrator is eventually drawn into a Thanatos where the boundary between self and other dissolves—

	 


I went out for the first time in a very long while. The weather is warm today. The head nurse walked alongside me, emphasizing the warmth. Her long, pale legs wobbled heavily with each step as she followed me all the way to the bus stop. Swaying her giant torso, she kept pace with me, and when the bus came to a stop, she pushed me up into it with her thick hands and said, It won’t be cold today.

	 

	Dokseonggak, Gone

	The unpaved road leading to the entrance of Baegnyeonsa, where dust once billowed up, had already been paved with asphalt, allowing cars to pass freely. There was a building I did not recognize. Standing a few hundred meters from the entrance, it looked at first glance like a hospital. But its exterior was complicated, with many stairways leading up to the entrance. Passing beside it, I came upon a spring. Several cars were parked around it, but no people were in sight.

	The only place I could go on my own was Baegnyeonsa. Almost nothing had changed. Even if something had, I would not be able to remember it in detail. Although Baegnyeonsa was the only place I could reach on foot, it was not a place of any particular significance to me. It was simply somewhere I used to visit often on walks.

	I chose the side path that curves around the pillar on the right of the entrance and leads into the temple grounds. I bought a cup of coffee from the vending machine at the corner and sat down on the shabby wooden bench beside it. Below my feet I could see a small bamboo grove coated in dust. Trees that no one tended. When a light breeze came through, the bamboo leaves stirred little by little. It was spring, but sitting still like that, I began to feel cold.

	Letting my body rest in the breeze and the slight movement of the leaves, I heard voices. A middle-aged couple in shabby clothes stood down below on the road at the mountain gate with two children, talking loudly. I could not make out what they were saying. The voices suddenly stopped. Before long, one child, arms flapping like wings, ran ahead, and the other began chasing after him. It looked as though something had been snatched and taken. Following them, the man—the children’s father, no doubt—suddenly seemed to grow frantic and began running after them. The children were fighting. The man’s long legs moved quickly. It seemed the children would be caught soon. The children and the man were running, gasping for breath, but I kept getting colder.

	As the man strode forward, his two legs were growing longer, little by little. With each step, the length of those legs increased. Lengthening and lengthening, they now stretched up toward the sky as well. Infinitely elongated, they were no longer attached to a body, nor were they needed for walking. They were a gigantic excavator meant to catch the children. Run. Run, I’m telling you. If you get caught, you’ll freeze to death. Without realizing it, I jumped up from my seat. The paper cup of coffee I had set beside the bench rolled across the ground. Go. Go far away. The chase continued. Run quickly. Go very far. Hide, and come out when your father falls asleep. I stood there until the children disappeared completely from view. The children vanished beyond the thicket, and the man’s legs chasing after them were no longer visible. I shuddered all over, as if the man’s legs had brushed against my body. The trembling went on for some time. I was cold.

	There were still a couple of hours left before sunset. I rose from the old bench. Following the crude, narrow side path, I entered the grounds of Baegnyeonsa and began to look around slowly. Three young people were sitting together on the lawn beside the Myeongbujeon, perched slightly higher up, talking loudly among themselves. Two men and a woman. Hearing the woman’s nasal replies, I hurried past them. A few people were also gathered around the well between the Myeongbujeon and the Dokseonggak. I heard the sound of a bucket dropping into the water several times. Nothing had changed. Nothing had shifted places, and there were no more visitors than before. After wandering slowly through the familiar grounds of Baegnyeonsa, I thought it was time to go back. I wanted to return to the hospital room where it was not cold.

	But before I could take even two steps, I came to an abrupt halt. A sudden, violent wind had begun to blow. It was certainly not a spring breeze. Gripping my collar tightly, I could not move a single step against the fierce wind filled with cold. Trapped there, unable to move, I saw something spread wide before my eyes. It was the place where the well had been. Like a long scroll painting unrolling all at once, it revealed itself rapidly. Standing briefly within a whirlwind of dust like a typhoon, I was finally able to open my eyes. In the calm that followed, standing upright, I saw a reservoir. The well was gone, and in its place remained a broad reservoir thick with reeds. I felt so dizzy I thought I might collapse. It was unmistakably a reservoir. I could not even dare to guess its depth, yet I knew it well. As clearly as the eyes of a wild animal shining in the dark. A chill rose from the reservoir. I was cold.

	 


The Wooden Fish, Alive

	The Dokseonggak and the Chilseonggak had vanished without a trace. The surroundings had turned into a desolate field. At the sluice gate of the reservoir—complete with everything a reservoir should have—there rose a massive dial marking it as a gate. The surface of the reservoir, which had appeared so suddenly, now rippled gently in the weakening wind. It was clear that the rippling came from the bottom of the reservoir itself. Each time it rippled, reflected sunlight stabbed at my eyes, but I remained frozen in place. I was cold. As if deep underwater.

	My jaw began to tremble, but I did not move. Move. I seemed to hear the head nurse’s voice. I drew in the skin of my body as tightly as I could. That way, it was a little less cold. Each time the reservoir rippled, it flicked off tiny droplets of water. The droplets appeared blurred. A cold that made my heart feel as though it were shrinking closed in on my whole body.

	From the center of the reservoir, which looked as though it might overflow onto the ground at any moment, something with a streamlined body surfaced. Startled, I looked around the grounds, but the snake—the water snake that had cut across the surface—was nowhere to be seen. It plunged quickly back into the reservoir and vanished. Do water snakes flick water away. No. Their long, soft skin is always free in water. Free and at ease, there would be no reason for them to flick droplets at me. And yet I was cold. As if submerged deep underwater.

	In the cold that seemed to freeze me all the way to the core, I began rubbing my hands together. If my whole body were to freeze, where would it start. They say the fingers or the toes first. First my hands; then my feet, one after another. No matter how much I rubbed my hands, the cold that made my entire body tremble did not subside. This time, my feet. That was when I heard a faint drumbeat from directly behind me. With the sound of the drum, the grounds came alive. The bucket, the wooden fish, the people—everything came alive. For a moment, I forgot the cold.

	A huge drum covered in animal hide painted with the five colors of dancheong stood a little off to one side in front of the Daeungjeon. Someone seemed to have touched it. A child. The faintly echoing drumbeat soon stopped. Recalling the vanished sound, I approached it, my body curled in on itself. The child stared straight into my face and then stepped backward. A few visitors stood here and there, upright and scattered, but none of them paid any attention to the child’s hands. The sound must not have been loud. Or perhaps I was the only one who had heard it.

	If it was such a small sound, no one would have been startled, and no one would have been harmed or injured. The child’s movements drew no attention and seemed to scatter into the air like fine dust. The child ran quickly to the glass display window of the shop selling Buddhist ritual objects and pressed his nose against it. The tip of his nose must be freezing already.

	The child stood with his nose against the glass, and once again I waited for the water snake. Waiting for the snake was tedious. This time, when I met it, I would never let it go. Come out. Come out and show yourself. Your long, soft body. Teach me how to fly as well, how to glide. While waiting for it, I became a snake. A snake drifting freely through water, flying with dignity through the air beyond it. Every morning when I woke in bed, I woke with the long body of a water snake coiled tightly around my own. On mornings when I woke to the sound of rain, my body had become a refuge for countless water snakes. Water snakes coiling all around my torso. My hands, worn by an inexplicable weariness, began to stroke them slowly. Only after the snakes that had surrendered to my touch slipped away from my body one by one did I rise. My body, left empty and hollow after the snakes had fallen away, walked slowly through the rain. Rainwater ran over my entire body, and my body began to grow cold.

	The strange scattering of raindrops
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