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—A seedpod bursts open... We were one body, like a single seedpod... Those bodies scattered into thousands, tens of thousands of bodies, and vanished—

	 


An Unplaceable Song

	A large black spot hangs in the sky as she glances up. She did not know that, after staring at the spot for a moment, her body had begun moving toward it little by little. Her hands on the wheel had not trembled, the car body had not shaken, and the road was not slippery. And yet she was slowly drawing closer to the black spot. The burning, fierce sunlight, bent into an oval, wrapped itself around the spot. There was no explaining it. Clutching the wheel with difficulty, she rubbed her eyes hard. But the spot hanging in the air did not vanish, and no one saw her car, a moment later, ram the bridge railing in an instant and be sucked into that black spot. All the moving-truck driver following close behind her saw was the car body tilting toward the railing and, at the final moment, sunlight scattering in every direction. The car flipped in the air and exploded; countless fragments and dust fell below, and it took about an hour after the police cars and ambulances arrived at the accident scene to collect the car debris strewn across the asphalt and the scattered remains of her body.

	 

	She was a taxi driver. The black spot first appeared before her eyes last Monday, in her thirtieth year behind the wheel. Hanging in the air, giving off a black light, it was an object she had never seen before. When she first noticed it on an open road with little traffic, she doubted her own eyes. She blinked rapidly and slowed the taxi, and then the light it gave off bent and lurched wildly from left to right, from right to left. Startled, she slammed on the brakes, but luckily there was no car behind her, and no accident occurred. After barely managing to pull the taxi over by the roadside, she looked up at the sky once more, but no trace of it was anywhere. She stared for a while at the sky, full of nothing but glaring sunlight, then let out a sigh and took the wheel again.

	 

	But the next day, and the day after that, she saw the black spot again. This time she widened her eyes and increased her speed. With tears streaming down her face, she sped through the light the black spot gave off and saw a huge maw that seemed to be its entrance. The spot, opening its cavernous maw as if it would swallow her at any moment, appeared before her every single day. Because of it, she could not sleep all week. Just as she was about to fall asleep, the toothless, empty maw would appear and fill her sight, as if about to come down over her. She asked her fellow taxi drivers, but they barely listened to her explanation before merely tilting their heads. She told the owner of the taxi company that even when she sped up to pass it quickly, the maw always lunged at her and she could no longer accelerate, but his reaction was the same as that of her fellow drivers. That day, while carrying the day’s cash bag to the accounting window, she nearly fell. Because she had seen that black maw, like a pitch-black cave, hanging in the air again. With a scream, she ran to the accounting window, quickly handed the money bag to the woman behind the window, and left the place as if fleeing.

	 

	Breaking out in a cold sweat, she returned home, filled the bathtub with cold water until it nearly overflowed, and climbed in to bathe for a long time. She poured an entire bottle of liquid soap into the tub, buried even her face in the water, and held her breath. When she was almost suffocating, she lifted her head and picked up the can of beer she had left outside the tub. She emptied the can in two or three swallows, steadied her breathing for a moment, then went back under the water and closed her eyes. Feeling the alcohol spread through her whole body, she caught fistfuls of soap bubbles and burst them. Several times she grasped at the foam, but each time it vanished without a trace inside her fist. Looking blankly down at her empty hand, where only the slippery sensation remained, she came out of the bathroom and sat on the sofa, dripping water. Behind the sofa, a hood prop rod she had once brought home from the company stuck out long and thin. Tomorrow I’ll hand in my resignation... The next morning, she walked to work.

	 

	Under the walls of the houses along the side street leading to the taxi company entrance, two or three brown seedpods hanging from nameless weeds burst open and scattered into the air. Just then, from somewhere, she heard singing. On that side street, where only one-story houses stood like matchboxes, almost no one could be seen. On the road where now and then one or two taxis passed, she came to a stop.

	 

	The song whose source she could not place was discordant in both melody and pitch. It was a song that said, “A seedpod bursts open... We were one body, like a single seedpod... Those bodies scattered into thousands, tens of thousands of bodies, scattering, scattering, and vanished.” From the lyrics she could make out clearly, she could not tell what kind of song it was. The singing continued, but its meaning, no matter how sharply she strained her ears, could not be understood. Was it telling her to be born again as a seedpod, or that she could never return to a seedpod...? The final phrase, faintly heard, slowly disappeared as well. Listening to the strange and uncanny song coming from somewhere in the residential neighborhood, quiet as if there was not a single living thing there, not even an ant, she hurried toward the company. Sweat began to rise.

	 

	She went straight up to the owner’s office, submitted her resignation, stopped by the personnel department to return her medical insurance card and company taxi operating permit, and left the company. She began walking slowly toward home. It was hot. On the burning asphalt, hot enough to catch fire at once if there were only a spark, cars were tied in place, unable to move. At the entrance to the road that led home, after she had left the chronically congested area, she heard the same song again.

	 

	“A seedpod bursts open,” and if it bursts, what is inside has no choice but to come out... “We were one body, like a single seedpod,” whether one calls a single seedpod two bodies or three bodies, in any case... “Those bodies scattered into thousands, tens of thousands of bodies, scattering, scattering, and vanished.” Were the seeds that came out of a seedpod—whether they scattered into the air, were driven into the ground, or fell into water—supposed to scatter off on their own and make new bodies? Fine, make them. Nothing bad about making them. If they wanted to make them, let them. She wanted to scream.

	 

	She looked around. The singing seemed to be coming from the base of a wall with a single window set high in it. In this heat, even the window was shut, and she pressed her ear close against that wall. It was definitely the same song. When she stepped one pace away from the wall, the singing grew faint. The wall was clearly absorbing the song. Just in case, she moved a few steps and pressed her ear to the wall of the house next door with the bluish-green gate. The singing came from there too. Gooseflesh rose over her. From here too, from there too. She began to run. The singing went on. Listening to the song whose source she could not clearly locate, she ran wildly toward home.

	 

	I have to stop driving. It must be because of driving. Thinking that everything had begun there, she just managed to run toward home on two trembling legs. Then, before she knew it, she had missed the road that led to her house and was running toward the entrance to a deserted hillside. Panting, through the sunlight. In the end, she collapsed in the open lot before a pile of stones at the foot of the hill. Under the hot sunlight that made nausea rise in her, she dragged herself almost on all fours into the shade of the hill, where sparse scrub trees were tangled in all directions, and cooled herself. How much time had passed? Her throat became unbearably dry. She lurched to her feet and rushed into the twenty-four-hour convenience store at the very spot where she had first taken the wrong turn. Taking a bottle of water from the refrigerator, she drank half and spilled half. The eyes of the young clerk standing at the counter grew round like hard candies. But she did not know what those eyes were saying.
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Built around seedpods, scattered fragments,
vanished hair, and a black maw of light, this story
turns ordinary Korean urban spaces into a study of
disappearance and impossible regeneration.





