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—How strange. When the crossing gate beside the railroad tracks goes up and down, I hear exactly three bell sounds, like the three heads of Cerberus, guarding the gate of Hades, shaking all at once. Whatever I may imagine, this sound is a sound from reality. What a relief—


Myoryeong suddenly began to give serious thought to the twenty-five years of her life. Four years had passed since she left Jabiwon, a children’s home run by a Buddhist organization, and Myoryeong, spreading her life wide open in all directions, became literally seized by the question of what it was. Whether Myoryeong’s contemplation was deep or shallow was impossible to know, but without thinking too long about it, most lives were neither this nor that, half-baked things. Yet if one went deep into each person’s life, it seemed more plausible that it was made of layer after layer, a thousand valleys deep.

	 

	Myoryeong Is Tormented by Hallucinations

	Today as well, after finishing her part-time shift at the convenience store, Myoryeong came straight home and briefly entered a silence that might have been meditation on the years gone by, or might have been nothing more than zoning out. But it did not last even five minutes. Around the five-minute mark of the roughly twenty-minute YouTube video—a one-person broadcast she had turned on as she entered her studio apartment—she had been swallowed by a sentence from the YouTuber.

	“We are all schizophrenic.”

	As soon as she heard that, she paused the video, closed her eyes, and concentrated on the sentence. A little earlier, the psychiatrist YouTuber in his forties had been explaining acrophobia, social phobia, panic disorder, and so on, when he suddenly mentioned schizophrenia, which he had not brought up once before. It was not a YouTube channel she especially enjoyed, but because he said he was a psychiatrist, Myoryeong was the sort to watch whenever a new video went up. Of course, subscribing, commenting, and turning on notifications did not exist in Myoryeong’s dictionary. She knew very well that if she subscribed and left even one comment, Google would collect it and use Myoryeong as a target at any time, psychologically and materially. Whether or not she subscribed to YouTube, even if she merely entered and saved a certain word in Google Calendar, someone—well, of course it would be the algorithm—would see it and feed related information back to Myoryeong, which was extremely tiring. Not five minutes later, she opened her eyes and touched the screen to resume the YouTube video. The doctor said,

	“What’s so special about schizophrenia?”

	He said just that and paused. Viewers who could not endure the brief pause left, the number of live viewers suddenly dropped, and at the same time the comments exploded in an instant. In the narrow comment window on the right side of the screen, heart or applause emojis shot upward. There were short comments she could read even though they disappeared quickly.

	“Does just anyone get a disease like that?” “Doctor, do you have schizophrenia too?” “If it’s nothing special, does that mean it’s normal?” “Get on with it!”

	The doctor opened his mouth again.

	“People who see what others cannot see, people who hear sounds others cannot hear, people who smell odors others cannot smell, and so on⋯.”

	His explanation continued. According to him, Myoryeong, too, was schizophrenic. Myoryeong saw things other people could not see; although it had been nothing she had wanted, at dawn the day after she moved into her studio apartment, she had seen what others could not see. For a moment, Myoryeong thought it might be her hidden mind. Dozens of kilometers away from Jabiwon, in the dim dawn by a stream on the outskirts of the city, a place she had never once been before, she walked along the streamside path near her studio. A rock that could have been seen anywhere was fixed in the middle of the flowing stream, its broad upper part exposed. It was a fairly large rock that had not been removed during the stream maintenance work. There, a large plastic bag, a big plastic bag crumpled any which way, had its mouth open. It was a translucent plastic bag of the size and thickness people use for making kimchi. Inside the bag, a snake was sitting, slowly moving left and right as it coiled its long body round and round. It was alive. Had a water snake happened to crawl into the plastic bag? It was a stream where mallards floated in male-female pairs, herons wandered through the water on two legs, and, at times, turtles enjoyed naps on the rocks. Myoryeong stared at the snake for a long while. Early morning walkers were rare. A middle-aged woman passed beside Myoryeong.

	“Excuse me, do you see the snake over there on the rock?”

	The woman looked for a moment at the rock Myoryeong was pointing to.

	“There’s nothing there⋯.”

	“There’s a snake moving inside the plastic bag.”

	“There’s nothing there⋯.”

	The middle-aged woman only repeated the same words. Myoryeong was dumbfounded. The snake’s movement was passing so clearly through Myoryeong’s cornea and sending that information to her cerebrum, and yet the woman could not see it; it was deeply unsettling—no, shocking. Myoryeong seeing something others could not see. It was the first time. Why could that middle-aged woman not see the snake? Was the lens of her eye unable to adjust its thickness, or was she blind to what everyone else could see? No, that was not it. The woman, who had been walking normally and had stopped for a moment at Myoryeong’s one sentence, was now going straight on her way again without the slightest wobble in her ankles.

	The middle-aged woman who had exchanged a word or two with Myoryeong was only a walker she had happened to meet that day. Even if that walker spread Myoryeong’s snake story to someone else, it would spread as nonsense no one could prove.

	Just as Myoryeong had failed to secure evidence by taking a picture with her phone camera, the snake story that walker might spread about Myoryeong had no evidence either. Myoryeong thought it was a blessing in misfortune, but afterward her anxiety grew without her even realizing it.

	The day after she moved, Myoryeong had absentmindedly left behind in her studio the phone she usually carried like a second self. If she had taken a picture of that snake not with Myoryeong’s eyes but with the phone camera, and saved it in her gallery, she could have proven that memory to anyone, anywhere, anytime. Then she would have been able to explain clearly whether she had seen something false or an actual living creature. Then she would not have fallen into some unknowable Avici Hell and floundered there for so long. Myoryeong regretted, and regretted again for the rest of her life, that she had walked that day without her phone. Why did Myoryeong see what other people could not see?

	Since the day she saw the snake, Myoryeong had been trying to live while observing her own mental state as calmly as she could. Why had she alone seen the snake? Myoryeong was concentrating on the question of why, searching for the answer. Was it the form of a snake, trapped in the rock long ago and hardened into a fossil, that had appeared to Myoryeong’s eyes? No, that was a ridiculous guess, with no context before or after, no logic. If Myoryeong had seen what others could not see, then, conversely, could others see what Myoryeong could not? If so, what could that be? Myoryeong was searching for a puzzle piece she did not know when or where she had lost. Whether that piece was one or two was unclear. She could not know how many pieces there were, but she was certain they were very small. After that happened, fear came over her suddenly, but she told no one. It would be more accurate to say she had no one to talk to. Her own effort to solve it continued, but there was still no answer. Myoryeong was trapped by it, with no way out. For years, her chest had felt tight. Whenever that day came back to her.

	She slept in a studio apartment large enough for one person to live in, and woke in that studio. In the studio she had barely managed to get with support funds for youth leaving institutional care and a long-term, low-interest LH youth loan, she woke and commuted to her part-time job at the convenience store. On weekends, she walked along the streamside path around the studio, then met Monday again, living through a day, a week, a month, while asking and answering herself about the snake that would not be forgotten and rose up now and then—what, after all, that snake was.

	She did not want to believe that the eye of a camera, made by humans, could capture something more objective and factual than the human eye, but if she had taken a picture and saved it, she would have been able to prove the existence of the object photographed. A camera would have no reason to see an illusion. If a camera saw an illusion, that would be a human being. Perhaps the reason a human is more human than a camera is that a human can see illusions. But at present, she was certain of nothing. There had been skeptical stories about cameras that photograph the souls of the dead and so on, passed down again and again as gossip; if there were a camera that could photograph souls, she wanted to buy one. That snake—could it have been reflected light? But the time was before sunrise. The snake had been clear and distinct, its body coiled in an oval, keeping that shape as it moved. If not a snake, then another creature of that size; a non-snake creature moving like a snake? No, not that either. The mouth of the plastic bag, shapelessly crumpled, wide enough for both of a person’s arms to fit inside—could a mallard or a heron have gone into that plastic bag and lain down? She had never heard of mallards or herons lying down to sleep.

	Myoryeong was tormented. The snake that had suddenly appeared in her life, that moment remained an unresolved, cold case. The unresolved provoked an intolerable thirst and caused endless division. Beginning with that, Myoryeong finally heard sounds other people could not hear as well. It was certainly not music, but the sound of someone repeatedly giving orders to Myoryeong. At such times, Myoryeong’s entire body became an ear
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