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WARNING

All the information contained in this novel has been manufactured, modified, or distorted in some way, and should not be used as evidence in any argument, be it in a respected academic journal or a heated bar fight. Furthermore, the specific names, places, terms, theories, news articles, and historical events appearing in this novel are only loosely based on reality and should not be reused in any form. Please keep this in mind as we are not responsible for any harm that may result from using the contents of this book as factual scientific evidence.





PROLOGUE

It is called Cabinet 13. But there is no particular reason for the number 13. It only means it’s the thirteenth cabinet from the left. This would probably be a better introduction if it had a fancier name. But then again, what would you expect from a cabinet?

There is no need to imagine anything grand. If by some chance you intend on reading this book to the end, it would be best if you rid yourself now of any fanciful or romantic expectations, because if you have such expectations, you will only see that or less.

No, this is an exceedingly ordinary cabinet. The kind that was in vogue in government office buildings during the 80s and 90s. It is an unsightly, dilapidated cabinet, mind you. The kind perfect for stashing away smelly gym clothes, lonely tennis shoes, deflated soccer balls, and expired documents. The sort of cabinet that requires no imagination to think of. Yes, that thing you just thought of now, despite saying to yourself, “No, you can’t mean this.” Yes, that. That is precisely the kind of cabinet we’re talking about.
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WHY, LUDGER SYLBARIS, WHY?

May 8, 1902. Martinique.

It was here, on this island in the West Indies, that the most violent and powerful volcanic eruption of the last century occurred. When the eruption began, lava and fragments of volcanic rock were launched into the air at 200 kilometers per hour from the crater of Mount Pelée, which towered 1463 meters above the sea. Shortly following the explosion – which resulted from the buildup of high-pressured volcanic gases inside the volcano – the earth and rock that had once constituted the ash-covered summit of Mount Pelée began to fall on the southwestern face of the mountain, enveloping the beautiful city of Saint-Pierre, which stood only eight kilometers from the summit.

For the people of Saint-Pierre, the whole event was over in a blink of an eye. They didn’t even have the time to identify the source of the sound. Nor did they have the time to say in warning, “Papa, this is not time to be in the bathroom. Pelée just erupted!” They didn’t have the time to make tear-filled farewells such as the ones a grandma might say to her old and decrepit husband: “I know we had to live together out of necessity in this world, but in the afterlife let’s go our separate ways.” Nor did they have the time to gather their clothes hanging in the yard or jump out of the tub naked and throw on a robe before running for their lives. Sitting on the toilet or lying in the bathtub, unable to fulfill their promises, with perplexed eyes wide open – that’s how the people of Saint-Pierre were buried alive.

There had been several eruptions in the past, and there was always volcanic activity in the crater, but it never bothered the people of Saint-Pierre. In fact, because they held the absurd belief that the volcano was their protector, they looked at the smoke coming from the crater like a beautiful landscape painting. Every time a rumbling came from the faraway mountain, the grandmothers of Saint-Pierre would place their terrified granddaughters on their laps and rub them on the back, just as their grandmothers had done for them.

“My child, do not worry. The volcano will not harm us. In fact, it protects our town from the evil spirits. They say having a volcano next door is good fortune.”

But nothing fortunate came from the 1902 eruption of Mount Pelée. Nearly all of the town’s 28,000 inhabitants died, including the tourists who had come from afar to see Martinique’s beautiful crater lake. Numerous flocks of sheep, and the dogs that chased those flocks of sheep, and lactating cows, and birds who couldn’t fly away fast enough, and wagons carrying milk, and the fountain in the town square that gave free droplets of water, and streets paved with fine rocks, and the church tower that rang its beautiful bells every hour – all of these were buried in ash, desperately hanging on to their last breath.

The thick, heavy lava marched down the mountain blanketing all of their possessions, and, as it dried, it transformed all of the memories, jealousy, joy, anger, and passion of the people of Saint-Pierre into a giant heap of stone.

But amidst this pandemonium, there was one person who miraculously survived: the prisoner Ludger Sylbaris. This sole survivor’s good fortune was thanks to a curious prison located in the middle of Saint-Pierre. Usually prisons that house vile inmates are located on the outskirts of a city or in some dark and damp underground pit. But not in Saint-Pierre; for some odd reason, they decided to erect a tower in the middle of the city, and at the very top of this tower, they put the most despicable prisoner in all of the town. Ironically, it seems that Ludger Sylbaris was saved by being a vile criminal.

The prison tower of Saint-Pierre was very tall. It soared forty-eight meters into the sky, and this dizzying height was enough that there was no need for iron bars on the prison windows, something all other prison windows needed. Indeed, for the last several hundred years, there wasn’t a single prisoner who was able to escape from that tower, despite it not having any bars. Of course, that’s not to say there weren’t escape attempts. In 1864, Andre Droppa the sailor, who was as brave as he was stupid, attempted to escape the prison. Droppa used bed sheets, prison clothes, underwear, belts, socks, and several towels to fashion a rope long and sturdy enough (or so he thought) to reach all the way to the base of the tower. A rope, in other words, that was at least forty-eight meters in length. In order to get materials for his foolish plan, he tore up all of the fabric he could find in his cell. And because he had torn up everything that had even a bit of fabric on it – that is, his pants, drawers, prison clothes, bed sheets, and blankets – he was forced to sit naked on the cold stone floor as he wove the rope. At night, a chilling sea breeze blew through the tower. Butt naked, Droppa endured the cold sea breeze and lonely night, thinking of the rosy future in which he would be sitting next to a beautiful woman as he ate hot beef soup and drank rum. Finally, when not a single thread of cloth was left in the cell and the rope had been finished, Droppa was so excited he was moved to tears.

It goes without saying that Droppa’s rope did not reach the ground. But with no more fabric to increase the length of the rope, Droppa naïvely thought to himself, “How short could it be? If I get to the end of the rope and I still haven’t reached the ground, I’ll just jump the remaining height!” and decided to go through with it anyway. Who knows? Such a plan might have even seemed feasible when he looked down from the top of the tower. But deciding to risk it all was the most foolish decision of the many foolish decisions Andre Droppa had made throughout his life. Sure enough, when Droppa got to the end of his rope, he realized that it wasn’t even half the length of the tower. And because of the layers upon layers of moss that had grown on the stone, there was no way he could climb back up the tower wall. As Droppa hung from his rope and struggled to not let go, he realized something.

“So this is why they don’t have bars on the windows!”

In the morning, it was the old shepherd taking his flock of sheep out to the mountains who discovered the prisoner wrapped up in his rope like a cocoon and hanging on for dear life. Looking at the spectacle, the old shepherd called out to Droppa.

“Andre! What are you doing up there? And why are you butt naked?”

Droppa tried to give the old shepherd a polite answer, but because he had been hanging on to the rope all night, not a single word was able to escape his throat. Instead, the only thing left his mouth before he plummeted to the ground and died was two grunts. Perhaps they were grunts of lament or resentment or regret. Indeed, what could he have said just before dying? I like to think he might have said something like this:

“You old coot! What kind of question is that in a time like this?”

After that incident, bars were installed in the windows of the prison tower of Saint-Pierre. But it wasn’t to prevent prison escapes; rather, it was to prevent the foolish conclusions that prisoners often came to when they were bored and stared at things for too long. In other words, it was to remind prisoners both that any rope they could fashion from their sheets and drawers wasn’t going to be long enough, and that things were much farther than they appeared.

* * *

French prisons treated prisoners like fine wine. Just as wine is aged in dark, damp cellars, criminals are aged in dark, damp cells until they become sweet and tart. But in Saint-Pierre, they treated prisoners like wet laundry or fish to be dried. They hung criminals up in high places where there was good sunlight and plenty of wind so that the dampness of their crimes would evaporate in the warmth of the sun and be blown away by the breeze.

Thanks to this, the people of Saint-Pierre were able to look up at the prison tower and see the town’s most vile and despicable human being every time they took a break from work and straightened their back or laughed so hard from a joke that they had to grab their stomach. Each time they did this, they would take turns saying mean things: “Even if you stabbed that man in the ass with a harpoon it wouldn’t be enough”; “They should castrate him and leave his balls out to dry so that he won’t be able to spread his bad seed”; “Why stop at that? You should cut off his dick while you’re at it and feed it to your dog Wally”; “Don’t say that about my dog. What did he ever to do deserve such a thing?”

To the people of Saint-Pierre, the prison tower was a symbol of evil, an object of scorn and resentment. It was also the source of all their misfortunes, both natural and manmade. If your pig ran away, you looked to the tower; if your daughter got pregnant, you looked to the tower; if you lost a wager, you looked to the tower. The people of Saint-Pierre blamed everything on the prisoner at the top of the tower – everything from the largest of natural disasters to the smallest of inconveniences. Whatever the reason, regardless of whether it was reasonable or not, all of the evil and bad things that happened in the town were hung on that one prisoner. The town’s priest would even say, “Why curse your neighbors, your lovely wife, your beautiful children? If you really want to curse something, just look to the tower!”

The cell at the top of the prison tower was almost never empty. And that was because if there was no prisoner in the tower, the entire town’s moral law would collapse – at least, that’s what the town’s elders thought. Not to mention the fact that people would become exceedingly bored. So, if there was no suitable successor for the current tenant, that inmate would sometimes have to spend a much longer sentence than he or she deserved – and this was despite the fact that they had probably already turned crispy from years of hanging on the windowsill to dry in the sun.

Now let’s return to the story of Ludger Sylbaris, the sole survivor of Saint-Pierre. Ludger Sylbaris was locked away in the prison tower for twenty-four long years. He was put in prison at the age of sixteen, and it wasn’t until he turned forty that he was able to leave its confines. In fact, he was only able to escape with the help of the volcano, and not because he had served out his sentence.

The charges against Ludger Sylbaris were for raping nuns and insulting a priest. They claimed that Ludger Sylbaris had snuck into the convent each night to rape several nuns and that he had insulted a priest in a public place. Despite admitting to the second charge, he denied to the end ever raping any nuns. But before Ludger Sylbaris had time to defend himself, the judge had already sentenced him to eighty years in prison.

In truth, the claims of rape against Ludger Sylbaris were dubious at best. The accusation of blasphemy also did not make much sense. Although insulting and shaking your fist at a priest in a public space was worthy of punishment, it wasn’t the type of thing for which you would lock up a sixteen-year-old for eighty years.

In spite of the charges’ ambiguous and nonsensical nature, Ludger Sylbaris was locked away in the prison tower for a total of twenty-four years. Then on May 8, 1902, Mount Pelée erupted. A mountain’s worth of volcanic ejecta and ash were spewed into the air, and Saint-Pierre was razed to the ground in a matter of seconds. Sticking his head through the iron bars of the tower, Ludger Sylbaris watched as the pyroclastic material from the summit of Mount Pelée engulfed all of Saint-Pierre’s 28,000 inhabitants. From that tower in the center of the carnage, he saw all of the city’s death and tragedy. And just before the tower was swallowed up by the poisonous steam from the lava, Ludger Sylbaris was saved in dramatic fashion.

How it was that the tower was able to survive the countless number of large and small pyroclastic projectiles that were flung across the sky, and how it was that Ludger Sylbaris was not suffocated by the volcanic gas, remains a mystery. For whatever reason, Ludger Sylbaris, who endured everyone’s hatred and ridicule from the top of that lonesome tower, was able to survive with the power granted to him by that very same hatred and ridicule. Because both the laws and customs that had defined his crimes and the people who remembered those crimes were all buried in lava and turned to stone, and because Ludger Sylbaris’ crimes were in turn also buried in lava and turned to stone, Ludger Sylbaris was now a free man.

Many journalists wanted to interview him, but Ludger Sylbaris would say nothing of what had occurred. Instead, quietly escaping through the disordered crevices created by the disaster, he disappeared into the night. From time to time, you could hear rumors about a miraculous survivor, but as with all things that garner the interest of the world, the existence of Ludger Sylbaris was soon forgotten.

Saint-Pierre was frozen in time. But Ludger Sylbaris’ watch kept ticking. He crossed over to Mexico. And there at the edge of a desert where no one lived, he lived in seclusion for thirty long years. By then, no one was even slightly interested in who Ludger Sylbaris was or what he had endured. But then, some ten years after his death, a book was published in his name in the state of Louisiana. The book – which was five hundred pages long, written in miniscule font, and titled The People of Saint-Pierre – recounted in detailed, calm prose from a relatively objective perspective the history of Saint-Pierre, the lives of its people, and the eruption of Mount Pelée. Ludger Sylbaris probably wrote the manuscript one section at a time, day by day over the duration of his thirty years in isolation. But in the pages of this book, there are several questionable sections. You could call them somewhat preposterous, or even illogical. Let’s take a look at one such section:


Father Cleore had a badger tail on his ass. Bishop Desmond also had a badger tail on his ass. Bishop Desmond’s tail was slightly larger and longer than Father Cleore’s. Because I only saw it from a distance, I couldn’t be sure whether they were really badger tails. They could have been flying squirrel tails or fox tails. Actually, so much time has passed that I now wonder if they weren’t wolf tails or hound tails. But regardless of what kind of tails they were, people should never have tails on their asses. I was only sixteen at the time, but I knew enough to know that badger tails only belong on the asses of badgers.

As Father Cleore and Bishop Desmond were standing in front of the holy cross, they rubbed their asses together and stuck their faces in each other’s butts and made grunting sounds as they took large whiffs, and when they got tired of that, they lay down and started fiddling with each other’s tails. It looked just like how monkeys pick at each other’s fur. As Bishop Desmond started petting Father Cleore’s tail, Father Cleore looked pleased and wagged his erect tail several times.

At that moment, the railing I was standing on lurched forward and let out a loud creak. Bishop Desmond looked my way. I was so scared I didn’t look back even once as I started to run out of the church. From behind me I could hear Bishop Desmond shouting at me. But I didn’t stop. I ran and ran until I reached the Zelkova tree on the hill. Shaking with fear, I waited there for my lover Alisa until night came. But when darkness fell, it wasn’t Alisa who came for me, but the police.



This wasn’t the only odd thing that Ludger Sylbaris wrote. He also wrote that the town butcher, Mr Billy, had four testes and two penises, and that because he was unable to suppress his huge sexual appetite, he used one penis for his wife and the other for the pig. There was also mention of the Daley family who, every other generation, gave birth to a child with talons. According to Ludger Sylbaris, to hide this fact from the world, the family cut off the toes when it was a boy and killed the baby when it was a girl, secretly burying the body in the family graveyard. These are just a few examples of the many stories about the eccentricities of the people of Saint-Pierre, each one being depicted in shockingly graphic detail.

Was this Ludger Sylbaris’ revenge? Was it his way of getting back at the people of Saint-Pierre who had ridiculed him and locked him away in a tower for twenty-four years for having done nothing?

Many believe so. They say it was Ludger Sylbaris’ pettiness and deranged desire for vengeance that wrote these stories. But I have a different opinion. After all, is this really how a man who spent thirty years as a recluse at the edge of world would think about the people from his hometown – people who were so tragically obliterated in a volcanic eruption?

“You locked me in a tower and spat at me. Good riddance! Now you’ll get a taste of your own medicine. I’m the only survivor of Saint-Pierre, so I’m going to pin badger tails on all of your asses. With this record of mine, you will all be remembered for eternity as priests who had badger tails stuck to their asses. Hahaha!”

Honestly, wouldn’t that be a little childish even for a man in his position?

I sometimes go into my study and take out The People of Saint-Pierre to read a few pages. Each time I do this I think about those thirty years Ludger Sylbaris spent away from people and what a lonesome life it must have been. A life in which all the people and places he knew had disappeared. A life in which there were never any visitors, nor anyone to ever visit. A life in which you grew corn and potatoes in a vegetable garden, cooked dinner by yourself, and ate alone by candlelight. A miserably quiet life.

Ludger Sylbaris never once left Saint-Pierre before the disaster. Saint-Pierre was where he was born, the home to everything he ever knew. He couldn’t have known how to live in any other place that wasn’t Saint-Pierre and he had never imagined leaving Saint-Pierre. So, every day, from the time he woke to the time he went to sleep, there was no way he couldn’t have thought about Saint-Pierre and the way it disappeared into the smoldering lava. He would have constantly gone over the memories of Saint-Pierre: beautiful Alisa, and the women who stared and hooted at him; the town at night, when he could hear the ringing of bright bells; the rhythmic beating of the wheels on a horse-drawn wagon carrying milk; the sight of the market with its boisterous and lively patrons; and, of course, the last moments as the town was transformed into a pile of ash. “What was it like down there?” he must have wondered. “And why was I the only one spared to be exiled in this foreign land?”

Ludger Sylbaris had to write about Saint-Pierre. Not out of some sense of duty, but because it was the only thing he could do. Each time he wrote about Saint-Pierre, the city that had been turned to stone would come back to life with paved streets and wagons filled with milk. The flower beds would be filled with flowers in full bloom, people would be chatting in the market again, the meek sheep would be bumping up against each other’s butts as they followed the shepherd boy. And, most importantly, beautiful Alisa would be waving her hand in the distance and smiling.

“Ludger! Meet me tonight at the Zelkova tree on the hill.”

Then why, I wonder, after thirty years had the people of Saint-Pierre changed into monsters? What happened as Ludger Sylbaris walked endlessly through the labyrinth of his imagination? Why, Ludger Sylbaris, why?





SYMPTOMERS

According to the 2005 Manhattan Consulting Report, there are more than 1400 people worldwide who consume gasoline as a food and water substitute. Now, we’ve all heard those stories of children from developing countries drinking tiny amounts of gasoline to kill parasites, but this is different. The people to whom this report refers are those who religiously drink two liters or more of refined gasoline every day. What’s more, these people are, in large majority, affluent individuals who live in high-class apartments in large metropolitan cities like London, New York, or Paris: people who work in elite professions, like accounting or law. And not only do these people drink gasoline as if it were a health drink that abates exhaustion and fatigue, they also use it as common ingredient while cooking.

Terry Burns, an accountant in London who has drunk gasoline instead of water for the last ten years, says he consumes more gasoline than even his BMW sedan. “But no matter how hard I try, my mileage is nowhere near what my BMW gets. Are BMWs really that efficient? Or am I just lacking?” When Terry asked me this absurd question, I didn’t have any intention of giving him a polite answer. But if I had to, I guess I could have said not to worry, as with the way things are going in this mess of a world, it was only a matter of time before BMW invented a car that ran on Dunkin’ Donuts and McDonalds.

So, why is it that these people – who are as rich and educated as they come – consume something as bizarre as gasoline? Well, the reason they choose gasoline over food like steak or bread is simple: it’s because gasoline for them is much more of an efficient fuel source for the mind and body than food. In fact, they even believe that, like a fine-tuned engine, life in a city requires gasoline..

“Any problem can be solved with a little bit of gasoline. We’ve all experienced sleep deprivation, fatigue, or emotional instability. But you’ll never make it in modern society if you let things like that get in the way. So, where did these problems come from? We who drink gasoline believe they have been brought about by traditional diets consisting of carbohydrates, proteins, and fats. Humans become unreliable and lazy when they only eat bread and meat. Gasoline is the way forward for humankind. Just look around you. It’s the twenty-first century. The age of speed! We need to be ready to accelerate at a moment’s notice.”

There’s Xin Tiandi who lives in Hong Kong and eats glass. In fact, not only does he eat glass, he eats nothing but glass. Xin Tiandi’s existence has led some scientists to claim that there are special calories in glass – calories humankind has yet to discover. Of course, this is a bit of an embarrassing claim to make as a scientist. It’s well established that glass, as an inorganic material, contains not even a fraction of a percent of a calorie. So, as many have argued angrily, it’s preposterous that any human could survive on glass alone. And I tend to agree with this; humans can’t live on glass. But then there’s Xin Tiandi – a man whose ability to live a healthy life in spite of a glass-only diet is like a middle finger to the whole of science. In fact, not only is he healthy, he’s also 54 years old, a father of five, and, barring something unfortunate, he’ll probably continue to live another twenty, maybe thirty years. Tiandi even does tai chi in the park every morning and has just recently joined a club called the Hong Kong Park Laughing Club where people sit in a circle and laugh like idiots to stay young and relieve stress.

“What’s your favorite type of glass?”

“Crystal.”

“And what about your least favorite?”

“Mirrors, of course.”

“But what ever made you want to eat glass?”

“When I was young, I had a beautiful crystal cup. I was so mesmerized by that cup. It was more beautiful to me than diamond or gold. Sometimes I would even place it on my desk and stare at it for hours at a time. It was so beautiful I could look at it over and over again and never get tired of it. Then one day, I got the urge to taste it. You might say that I wanted to transform its visual beauty into a beauty I could taste. And so I ate it.”

“And how was it?”

“Good.”

In Australia there is a man named Steven McGee who snacks on steel. He bites off bits of steel with his teeth, softens them with his saliva, and then swallows the softened steel as though he were eating candy. But it’s not candy, mind you; it’s steel. In 1988 while on vacation in San Francisco, he was arrested for biting off a piece of the Golden Gate Bridge. The case report written by the officer in charge was quite detailed, and SFGATE even published an article about it titled “Man ate piece of Golden Gate Bridge: ‘Too beautiful to resist.’”

Of course, as manager of Cabinet 13 for the last seven years, I wasn’t the least bit shocked or surprised by this story. I was curious, however, about how human teeth could be stronger than steel, and how human saliva could dissolve it. If more people appeared like Steven McGee, by the year 2100, the act of spitting could be considered first-degree murder.

My colleague Professor Kwon and I went to Australia to meet Steven McGee. We wanted to confirm that he really could eat steel, and if that claim was true, we also wanted to inspect his teeth and get a sample of his saliva. Steven McGee was collecting scrap metal in the junk yard when we arrived. He gave us a warm smile before offering a handshake. He looked like your average Joe. We asked him if he would show us his teeth and he readily obliged. But in contrast to our expectations, Steve’s teeth were hardly something to write home about. He was actually missing seven teeth, and of the ones that remained, three of them looked like they were about to fall out. He also had horrible breath. His teeth looked like they could hardly bite into a piece of apple, let alone a piece of steel.

“It must be difficult chewing on steel with these teeth, no?” I asked him, somewhat disappointed that we had come all this way for nothing.

“Oh, these? Yes, I have lots of cavities. My missus says it’s because I eat too many sweeties. I guess I should cut back. But steel? I have no trouble eating that!”

Shortly after saying this, Steve picked up a piece of scrap metal that was lying on the dirt and stuck it in his mouth. Then after a few seconds, like magic, you could hear a loud crunch as the piece of steel broke apart in his mouth.

In Singapore there is a man who lives off newspapers. By now this one should seem quite normal. Compared to ingesting gasoline, glass, and steel, eating newspapers seems almost cute. He says he eats six newspapers a day. In the morning, he opens the morning newspaper and sips on coffee as he nibbles on the paper. He reads each section before eating it, moving from politics, to culture, and so on. And on Sundays when the paper isn’t delivered, he eats a few weekly tabloids.

“I have no choice on the weekends, but during the week I avoid tabloids at all costs. I can’t stand the taste.”

“Which newspapers taste the best?”

“As long as they’re interesting to read, it doesn’t matter what the quality of the paper is. So, in that respect, American newspapers don’t taste particularly good. They’re all so shameless. The New York Times is the worst.”

“Do you ever eat newspapers without reading them?”

“I don’t need to read them, obviously. But they taste better if I have read them first. It also keeps me from getting bored.”

“What is it exactly that you’re consuming? Is it the news? Or the paper?”

“Both, I guess. It’s like food: you need both taste and smell.”

“Then I guess you could also eat CNN news from the TV?”

“Why would I eat that? You can’t chew it.”

And these aren’t the only people in the world who eat strange things. In Inner Mongolia there is a girl who eats more than a kilogram of dirt every day, despite the best efforts of her parents and teachers. In Finland there is a person who consumes 300 watt-hours of electricity every day to supplement their extremely low intake of protein. And in China there is a person who lives off the roof tiles from a house that has been passed down in their family for hundreds of years. There’s even a person who eats sandwiches made not from bread but sawdust, and a librarian from the Vatican who was tried in court for eating seven hundred rare ancient documents. When asked in court why he ate the books – books that were so important for not just historians and academics but the whole of humankind – the old man simply said, “I was hungry.”

What should we think of phenomena like these? How can people forgo perfectly fine foods like jjajangmyeon, spaghetti, and stir-fried octopus for gasoline, glass, newspapers, and sawdust? Usually, humans (actually, not just humans, but all animals) can recognize immediately what they can and can’t eat. It’s what we call the Garcia Effect. That is, according to the Garcia Effect, while people can eat sawdust or glass once or twice for fun, they’ll soon realize “Ah, humans aren’t meant to eat this… As a human I should eat what humans are supposed to eat…” and instinctively stop eating that thing. That’s what normal humans do. Why, then, do these people eat the things they do? Is it to prove that humans can actually eat a lot more than formerly believed? Is it to challenge the weak imagination of a world that defines what is and isn’t edible? Or perhaps it’s all just an audition for Ripley’s Believe It or Not!

Well, I’m not sure if the problem is as simple as that. When we see things like this on the news, we tend to trivialize the matter and say hackneyed phrases like “It takes all sorts,” or “To each his own.”

But the fact that there are at least 1400 people in the world who drink gasoline instead of water (a number that increases by five percent annually) cannot be ignored. The fact that there are people in the world who survive off glass – that is, the fact that there are organisms that survive eating only inorganic substances – contradicts the very notion of calories. And the fact that there is a person in Finland who has a daily calorie intake that would starve even a bunny and is able to recharge their bioenergy with massive amounts of electricity, flies in the face of all the basic assumptions in biology. But what if we look at this from the perspective of evolution? Might the existence of these types of people suggest that the human gut has evolved to digest and extract the necessary energy for survival from steel, glass, and even electricity?

Evolutionists Niles Eldredge and Stephen Jay Gould have argued that species can evolve suddenly after millions of years of evolutionary dormancy – a theory they called “punctuated equilibrium.” In other words, when there is little environmental pressure, a species will feel no need to evolve and will change very little; conversely, when there is immense environmental pressure, a species will be forced to evolve rapidly. (Of course, when Niles Eldredge said “rapidly” he was thinking about before the industrial revolution, when evolutionary timescales were tens of thousands of years. After the industrial revolution, however, when everything became faster and messier, more extreme and more chaotic, “rapidly” took on a whole new meaning.)

If we follow their hypothesis, altered environments must accelerate evolution. In other words, Homo sapiens should be feeling more evolutionary pressure than ever. And just look at the events of the twentieth century and the speed of the twenty-first century; these changes are the greatest humankind has ever experienced. Sure enough, the symptoms of this accelerated evolution are slowly appearing all over the world. But perhaps this was to be expected. When the world changes, the essence of what it means to be a human and the requirements for continuing to live in this changed environment also change. And I’m not talking about philosophical or ethical essence; I’m talking about biological essence.

People are showing the symptoms of an evolving species. Without a suitable term from academia, we have decided to call these individuals “people with symptoms” or just “symptomers.” Symptomers break slightly from Homo sapiens as defined by biologists and anthropologists. They exist between the humans of today and the humans of the future – that is, they exist on the branch between species. They are both the last humans and the first of a new kind.

Among symptomers there are some individuals who have cactuses or grapevines growing from their fingers, and there are some individuals who have lizard-like body parts. There are even some who can smell, taste, and see with their fingers. And for the last forty years, it has been Professor Kwon who has researched the world’s various symptomers. In fact, if it weren’t for him, Cabinet 13, which we manage together, would never have become filled with so many records of extraordinary people.

But why it is that our cabinet is filled with such impossible documents is a question for which there is no simple answer. The story of Cabinet 13 is a complicated one, and if I make the mistake of simplifying it, you might not believe me. It took Ludger Sylbaris thirty years to write about the people of Saint-Pierre. So, I think it best if I explain Cabinet 13 piece by piece, story by story. Besides, even I still don’t understand all of the cabinet’s contents.

“Is this some sort of modern Naturalis Historia?”

This was the first question I asked after seeing Cabinet 13.

“This is the end of the Bible,” Professor Kwon said. “The last stage for the species known as Homo sapiens. And the start of a new species.”

According to the famous Mitochondrial Eve hypothesis, all modern humans descended from a single African woman who evolved from apes. And from this “Mitochondrial Eve” in Africa, the entirety of humankind set forth, migrating east, toward Western Asia and the Middle East, and then across the Bering Sea toward North America and down to South America. Obviously, these migrations weren’t linear, happening in waves as some decided to stay while others left; but eventually, humans spread throughout the entire world, and for 200,000 years they reproduced and flourished. Over that time, they made the Earth into a landfill, cut down a third of the Amazon rainforest to make beef for hamburgers, and even sent spacecraft to Mars and Jupiter.

But now after 200,000 years, at least according to Professor Kwon, the curtain is finally falling on the final act of Homo sapiens. Just as the age of dinosaurs ended, humans are now becoming a footnote in the history of life on Earth. Why you ask? We can’t be sure, but some say it’s because humans can no longer endure the “internal cultural orders” they created. And isn’t that a little ironic? It’s not some external threat from space, nor is it some internal threat from Earth. No, it’s the order we humans made ourselves – an order in which we can no longer survive.

I’ve imagined all the ways humankind might meet its extinction: an asteroid impact, extreme climate change, a lunatic with nuclear launch codes, the appearance of a deadly airborne virus, or the emergence of artificial intelligence and a robotic civilization. But I never imagined humans would be become fossils because of the order they themselves created. What does that even mean? Is it that the capitalist system, which humans invented two hundred years ago, is now growing into an uncontrollable beast that will devour human society? I’m not sure if anyone knows.

“A new species is emerging. This isn’t the evolution of a species; it is the birth of a new one.”

“You mean the age of humans is coming to an end?”

“Unfortunately.”

“That’s so depressing.”

“Well, Deok-geun, nothing lasts forever.”

“Then I guess ten thousand years from now they will have to go to museums of natural history to see us humans.”

“Ten thousand? You think it will take that long, with the way things are accelerating?”

“Then how long?”

“A millennium? Maybe half. And our remains will be on display in their museums only if we also assume they’ll even be interested in us. They might, but only as a cautionary tale they tell their children. ‘Don’t live like Homo sapiens,’ they’ll say. ‘They were a truly pitiful species.’”

This is a story about a new species, one that has been hitherto considered an abomination, a disease, a form of madness. It is a story about people who have suffered from the side effects of that evolution. A story about people who have been ensnared in a powerful and nameless magical spell, unable to receive insurance benefits, proper treatment, or counseling. A story about people who have been physically and mentally devastated, and who have willingly or unwillingly lived a lonely and melancholic life away from the rest of the world. A story about people who – because they exist in an intolerant scientific world that brands anything that exists beyond its microscope as mysticism and heresy – must shut themselves in a cramped room to live a hard life, never having anyone to call for help. This is a story about symptomers.

As one last example, there is a man who produces potent amounts of methane gas in his stomach. He can produce a flame as big as that from a flamethrower by holding a lighter to his mouth and burping. In fact, once when he was a little boy, he accidentally singed everyone’s hair by blowing out the candles on his birthday cake. He grew up as a shy, introverted child and spent many years hiding in his room with his embarrassing secret. But after much contemplation and searching, he finally left his room and found a doctor. But the only prescription the doctor gave him was, “You’ll be fine as long as you don’t do anything stupid, like holding a lighter to your mouth when you burp. Oh, and never burp around a large heat source.”

That’s how helpful our beloved science is. But just imagine how sad and angry this man must have felt after being so insulted. He’s not afraid because he doesn’t understand why flames come from his mouth. No, he’s afraid because he doesn’t understand why he’s different.

Indeed, symptomers have no way of understanding why such things happen to them. Neither can they receive treatment at medical institutions or counseling at counseling centers. This is because their “disease” doesn’t show up in textbooks. They have been left on the peripheries of the world, alone and dejected. How should we understand these poor people? Should we display them like freaks and cackle or gasp at them in shock before abandoning them in some remote place in the city? Or should we group their conditions together with psychological disorders like neurosis, obsessive compulsive disorder, and schizophrenia and lock them away in the dark corners of psychiatric hospitals?

If I can say just one thing before you jump to rash conclusions, I want to clarify that I am not suggesting these unique individuals be featured on shows like Ripley’s Believe It or Not! or How in the World. Neither do I want to tell a magical fairytale about flying carpets and toads that turn into princes with true love’s kiss. In fact, I’m so averse to such fanciful things that people often call me a “square.” Why then am I writing a story like this, you ask? It’s to show you that these magical phenomena really do exist in our lives. Whether we accept it or not, whether we comprehend it or not, those illusions and phenomena that we deny the existence of are occurring every day all around us. You can find them every second in every house of this city – even within our own bodies. And they have a direct impact on our lives.

Now that we have that settled, I think this would be as good a time as ever to introduce you to the wounded symptomers of this city.





GINKGO TREE

We once knew a man who had a ginkgo tree growing from his pinky. He was an average forty-year-old man who ran a stationery supplies store in front of a small elementary school in the country. And from July of 1998 to October of 2001 he came to us once a month to receive counseling and tests. Aside from his premature balding, which made him look far older than he actually was, and legs that made him look unbalanced and top-heavy because they were too skinny for his portly body, there was nothing extraordinary about his appearance. But that changed one day when, while clipping his nails, he discovered a tree growing from the tip of his finger.

“At first I thought it was just a splinter. Can you imagine my surprise when I realized it was a tree?”

Indeed, because the tree sprouting from his finger was so small and thin, at first glance it looked like a corn or wart. But if you looked closely, you could see three delicate branches and some adorable little roots growing beneath his fingernail. After looking at the tree under a magnifying glass for some time, Professor Kwon declared, “There’s no doubt about it. It’s a ginkgo tree.” Having been diagnosed by a PhD in biology, you could say that the man was officially a ginkgo tree man. Personally, I thought it a bit ridiculous to call that thing – which looked more like a splinter – a ginkgo tree. To me
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