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To my mom and dad.




PART I

Back when tigers used to smoke tobacco, there was a fisherman who lived at the edge of the sea. It was widely known that the shore was a boundary like those between nations, and underneath the waves there was a kingdom of water spirits. Therefore, to dive to that kingdom was to risk the separation of the self from the self.

But one day, the fisherman met a water spirit, who beckoned him through the water.

—Korean version of a coastal folktale




SOYOUNG

“Do you think it’s emotionally equivalent to murder?”

Yujin chokes on his latte. You take a smooth sip of your Americano. In retrospect, that was a morbid thing to say. It doesn’t fit the setting. You’re sitting in the basement of the Shinsegae Department Store, waiting for your instance in the cafe near the rotating displays that guard the entrance. The salespeople are loudly promoting dried persimmons in fancy gift boxes (Half off! Today only!). Commuters in nice clothing hurry past, using the food hall as a shortcut to the subway. Tourists examine the stalls and malinger.

The Shinsegae Department Store basement used to be your favorite place in all of Seoul. Your mom always took you through when you visited her at work, and you’d pick out something delicious (twigim, mandu, jun) to augment dinner at home. But these days, the physical reality of the basement always disappoints you. Everything is smaller, shabbier, too loud and not as wondrous. The jun don’t taste the same. They got rid of the ice cream stall you liked. You wonder if your instance will feel the same way, or if the years between visits will preserve some sort of magic when she returns. You kind of hope it will feel perfect for her, because you’d like to experience that perfection again. If and when she agrees to reintegrate. Or else for you, the memory will stay bittersweet and choked forever, because Harabeoji is dead and you’re never going to eat dinner with him again.

You feel regular about that. By regular, you mean very bad. Bad enough that you’re blithely asking Yujin about whether reintegration would be murder. That’s an awful thing to say to Yujin specifically, because Yujin talks about his other self like his instance will save him. But you can’t help yourself.

You want to stop talking about death but it keeps seeping out through the seams. You’re angry about that. Things shouldn’t matter to you so much; Harabeoji’s death shouldn’t be affecting you so greatly. It was a foregone conclusion, and it’s not like your mom or your fiancé or any of your friends or anyone young has died. This wasn’t a surprise death. So you’re in your twenties and your grandfather dies. So you knew it was coming. So you still feel like shit about the whole thing, and worse than shit, you feel guilty, because there’s the relief mingled in with the sadness—the relief of foregone conclusions. He’s dead and gone and you aren’t waiting for the drop anymore. What a terrible grandchild you are! Except, no. You’re allowed to feel however you want. Maybe you shouldn’t even feel bad. You visited him every other week in the house you grew up in, choked with slowly advancing vines. And you’re pretty sure he loved you the best, even if he called Minsoo his favorite, because Minsoo was the firstborn son. That love: another foregone conclusion.

“Murder?” Yujin says, and then in English, “Murder? Like, killing people?”

“Yeah, murder. Emotional murder.”

You’ve been thinking a lot about reintegration and how it relates to death. Ever since you called your instance. But you’re now feeling really awful for bringing this up to Yujin. You know instancing is a sore spot for him. And maybe you’re also a coward, needing moral support for a meeting with your other self. You knew that without a friend’s presence, you probably would’ve let the sick feeling in your stomach win, and you would have let your instance be someone else’s problem. Not yours.

Except, no. You wouldn’t have called your instance if you were a coward, even if you did call her at a terrible time—1 pm in Korea, which was 1 am in New York.

She had picked up with a scratchy, sleep-sodden voice.

“Hello?” she said, in English.

“Is this Soyoung Kang?” your own voice said, in Korean.

“Yes.” You were surprised that she had an American accent.

“Harabeoji’s dead,” you had said, and there was a thump as she dropped her phone. You told her the bare facts. You didn’t know what else to tell her. You had almost wanted to laugh, during the conversation—her incredulity, contrasted against your own emotionless voice. How absurd. Harabeoji is dead, and he wants you here, even though you’ve never come back to visit. Even though you don’t call him, anymore. Harabeoji’s dead and he knew that I always wanted to know what you know, and I think telling you to return was his idea of a gift.

Your instance had been silent for a long moment. Then she had said she would come for the funeral.

You scratch the black cuff on your wrist. The raised letters MERGEBREAK are cool and rubberized against your fingers. Yujin had bought it for you with his instance’s employee discount. The matching cuff for your instance is in your purse.

“Sorry,” you say to Yujin. “I don’t mean that. I guess I’m just nervous about meeting her? I don’t know. You should go, she texted me she was on the subway. I bet she’ll be here any minute.”

“You sure you don’t want me to stick around?” Yujin says, leaning forward.

With his hair in his eyes, Yujin looks like your memory of him from high school, when you were just childhood friends who had fallen out of touch, when he was just another one of the boys in the uniform shirt and slacks and you were one of the girls with the regulation haircuts. You had only become close again after Yujin had instanced, after he had called you from the airport because you were the one person his age who had an instance. And now you vet his girlfriends and he shows you about how to download movies illegally and you have both forgiven each other for what you did when you were seventeen.

It hadn’t been anything so bad—Yujin had asked you out and you had said no.

“I’m sure.”

“Because I can stay, for moral support. I can make intimidating faces in the background. Or I can be super friendly so she-you likes you more. Whatever you need.”

You shake your head. When you had instanced, you had gone home and then gone to school and you had marveled at the way that nothing in anyone’s life had changed, how they didn’t know that anything was wrong. This is how you feel now.

“It’s family stuff,” you say, handing Yujin your empty cup so he can toss it on his way out. “And I don’t want to scare her.”

You know that’s a foregone conclusion. Of course you’re going to scare her. She’s you. And you’re scared. You’re sick to your stomach with want. You need her to love you so bad it hurts. Because then you get to be her. Then she gets to be you.
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An instance is a duplicate self cleaved mitosis-like from the original—though the duplicate and the original are both referred to as “instances” in modern American vocabulary. To become an instance is to “instantiate”; in the present tense, “instancing.”

The oldest reference to instances is a line in Hammurabi’s Code translated as the foreign brother-self will receive no inheritance.

Different cultures refer to instances with a Technicolor diversity: the sibling-self, the changeling, the one-who-does-not-return. The first requirement for instancing is a settled culture, and traditionally instances appear specifically in seafaring societies. In many civilizations the ocean formed an organic division between the familiar and the foreign.

The second requirement is intent. Sailors throughout history are recorded as having sailed from their home ports without instancing for decades, until one morning they board their ship and look back to see their instance standing at the docks. Something must have shifted in their heart, some secret admittance that their leave-taking is permanent, that their families have become foreign to them.

There is a folktale that is repeated in Japan, Korea, and coastal China, of a fisherman who is coaxed into following a water spirit into an undersea court, where he drinks and dances with the beautiful merfolk. But the night grows long, so the fisherman asks the water spirit to take him back to his home. The spirit warns him that time flows differently underwater, but the fisherman repeats that he wants to go home.

The spirit nods and sadly takes the fisherman back to the shore. When the fisherman’s feet touch dry land, he ages thirty years instantly. When he walks into his house, he finds himself already inside, asleep with his wife.

A border is an artificial thing with practical consequences: the severing of the self from the self.




ROSE

You’re trying to find your instance in the basement of the Shinsegae Department Store. You hadn’t managed to sleep during the flight, which had been all roller-coaster turbulence and recycled air. But now, fresh out of the airport and cleared through customs, you’re wired from sleep deprivation and strangely delighted by all the people running around and the coordinated chaos of the food hall, so foreign to you now. They don’t make food halls like this in New York. The closest you go to regularly might be Eataly. And all your memories of Shinsegae are two feet lower, from the perspective of a child. You want to go look around. You want to buy an ice cream. You don’t want to go looking for your instance.

Once you see your instance, all of this will become real again. The good feelings will start to sit wrong in your chest and you’ll have to act like you’ve flown in for a funeral, because your grandfather is dead.

You do feel sad about it. Abstractly. It’s the hollow grief of losing something you already assumed had dissipated into the past. Your instance had dredged up a whole dead history with her phone call in the middle of the night, waking you from a deep sleep.

“Hello?” you had said, accented with slumber.

“Is this Soyoung Kang?” your own voice said, accented with Korean.

“Yes.” The only people who still call you Soyoung are family. Everyone else calls you Rose.

“Harabeoji’s dead,” your instance said. You had dropped the phone in shock.

You hadn’t heard from Harabeoji in a decade. For a while there were phone calls on your birthday. He would say happy birthday, and you would say thank you. He would ask how’s school, and you would say it’s okay. Then you would ask how is other Soyoung? because you remembered the photograph of the little girl on the other side of the immigration checkpoint, wearing your clothes and your face and your memories.

Your instance.

Your-her grandfather would say she’s fine! She and her mother are doing fine. Her mother. Your other mother. The instance of your own mother standing next to you and pretending not to listen to your conversation.

Okay, you would say. Harabeoji never told you anything interesting about the other Soyoung. You eventually stopped asking, because you had homework, field hockey practice, college applications.

This is what you remembered, when your instance told you that Harabeoji was dead. His silence about her. As if her existence was anathema to yours.

You picked your phone back up again and listened to your instance. She spoke to you in complete banmal, no formal suffixes for her other self. Grandfather’s dead. He wanted to see you before he died, but he died before we could ask you. Yes, we saw it coming.

You don’t have to come to the funeral, but he said he wanted you here.

Your instance said nothing about what she wanted, or why she was the one calling instead of an aunt or a cousin or your mother’s instance. She said nothing about how she felt about Harabeoji’s death, but you could guess her emotions based on the first ten years of being the same person. Maybe her sadness was like a foreign shore, which was how your sadness felt. You couldn’t imagine how she felt about talking to you.

“Okay,” you told your instance in the dark warmth of your bedroom. “I’ll be there when I can.”

You arranged plane tickets. You arranged time off from work. You arranged for your best friend to cat-sit. And now you’re in Seoul, in a basement ripped from your memories, and you wish you were a tourist instead.

But, well. The phone calls. You owe your grandfather . . . something. Maybe not what you’re giving him now. You should have owed him your presence when you were alive. But he had your instance, and your mother’s instance. He had your aunts and your uncles and cousins and the ghost of your grandmother, and you and your mom had been the only two people in the family to ever conclusively instance.

You have always comforted yourself about the distance from your Korean family by considering yourself something of a vestigial limb.
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The distance between you and your instance is manufactured, not inherent. You know this. Your instance knows this. You both share in the creation of the space between the two of you, between yourself and your mother, between yourself and her-your Korean aunts and uncles, between her and her mother, between your mother and her mother. The only thing not your fault is the relationship between your mother and your-her grandfather.

Your instance and her mother get Korea, your-her  aunts and uncles, your-her grandfather. They get the physical presence. They get Chuseok. They get your-her grandmother’s grave. They get stationery stores and Emart and clean public transit, they get the ahjumma selling ginkgo nuts and roasted chestnuts at the foot of the hiking trails.

You and your mother get America.

You could call this a fair trade. You could call this the inherent outcome of your mother’s feud with your grandfather, a wound not your own, which you never completely probed. You could have researched your instance—you know her name, her birthday, her school history until you left the country. You could have easily contacted her through your aunts. But you didn’t.

It’s not like you have anything against instances in the abstract. Your best friend from high school instanced nearly five years ago after transferring to the German branch of her company. She hadn’t expected to instantiate, but Clarissa’s heart apparently thought her future lay across the Atlantic.

You love both Clarissas. The last time the two of you spoke, German Clarissa told you she was planning on returning to America.

“It’s been fun,” she said to you. “But I’m ready to return. I think I want to reintegrate. Don’t tell Clarissa, yet.”

“She doesn’t know?” you said, cradling the phone between your shoulder and ear as you rinsed dishes in your sink.

“No,” German Clarissa said. “I haven’t told her, it’s not like we’re psychic.”

“You could extend your visa.”

“I have to declare that I want citizenship with the embassy, then. And I’ve been thinking about it a lot. But. I don’t know.”

You had hmm-ed encouragingly. This hadn’t been anything you had expected from Clarissa. You had assumed that she would naturalize because she had instanced. You had assumed she would seek citizenship overseas just from the blunt fact of her cleaving. But you supposed that she might have changed her mind, that the intervening years had made her feel differently. You guessed people could change.

“That’s kind of a big thing. Reintegration. We don’t know anyone who’s reintegrated, right?”

“It’s not a big thing in the States, yeah. People usually just . . . leave. And it’s going to be a pain in the ass, dealing with the embassy. That’s why I want to talk to her first.”

“Sure. Hey, it’ll be nice to see you again.”

“What are you talking about?” Clarissa said. “You see me all the time. You guys get brunch like, every Sunday.”

[image: ]

An instancing captures a static moment. A feeling in a specific time and place. The heart at the moment of stepping over a border. The mind when it knows it is leaving. A life is made of many static moments. What’s felt when walking up to the tarmac is a different thing from what is felt sitting in a park two weeks later. What’s felt when crossing a river with your belongings held above your head is a different thing from what is felt in the detention facility. What’s felt when your mother tells you that you’re leaving and puts you in your best coat is different from what you feel when you are twenty years older, sitting on the plane, returning. The only constant is that what people want will change, and the administrative state is there to log the outcomes.

Normally, American instances travel outbound on their original’s passport and are required to log themselves at the nearest American embassy. America considers an instance as a whole and complete person, as mandated in the nation’s founding documents. But if a person’s instance wants to stay in the new country, that’s a different question. The human heart wants what it wants. But a government is made of many human hearts.

[image: ]

You catch sight of your instance sitting alone at a table, typing on her phone. For a moment, it’s like looking at a stranger, just the slick black hair and pale hands of any East Asian woman. Then she looks up and you know the shape of her naked surprise, the curve of her lip and the arch of her eyebrows. Here is your sister-self, your shadow-could-have-been, the woman you are in another country. Here she is, looking you over with your eyes in her face, though the lines in her face are not the lines in your face, yet you could have been her: Twenty years wind back to when one of you stepped onto the plane and the other stayed.

She smiles at you. She stands up and waves. You hurry over. You don’t shake hands. You don’t bow. She has a black band on her right wrist, like a broad watch strap with no watch.

“Did you get here okay?” your instance asks in Korean.

“Pretty well,” you respond in kind. “Thanks for picking me up.”

“Of course. We’re family.”

“Are we?” you ask, and she laughs, and you laugh. It feels something like release.

“Let me get you a coffee or something,” you say. “What do you want?”

“You don’t have to.”

“No, I’m putting you through enough trouble,” you say. Your instance’s face twitches a bit at that, the same way you smile when something is funny but not happy. You can read her thoughts in that instant: It’ll make her feel better to buy me a coffee, I want a coffee and she wants to buy me a coffee, let’s skip the posturing, I know that she knows that I know.

“Black Americano, if you don’t mind,” she says. You nod to hide your surprise. You’re a caramel macchiato–type girl. You’ve always taken your coffee sweetened, with cream.
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Here is the second half of the sailor’s folktale:

The sailor returns home and finds his instance asleep in bed with his wife. He looks down at their bodies. The slow rise and fall of his instance’s chest. The way his instance’s arm curls sweetly around his wife’s waist. He forgets the endless beautiful night he spent in the underwater court and remembers only that thirty years of his life have been erased.

A great and terrible anger rises in him. How dare his other self be content. How dare his other self have three decades with his wife.

He picks up his instance’s knife from where it hangs on the wall. He kneels above his other self.

He plunges the knife into his other self’s breast.

His instance wakes in a great gasp. He claws at the air. He screams. His wife, waking, beats at the sailor’s chest. Husband! she shouts. The sailor’s instance grasps at his jacket, at his sleeves. The sailor holds the knife down.

His instance tears the wet fabric. He manages to grab the sailor’s bare wrist.

And suddenly there is a single man lying there, bleeding from his breast wound, his own hand holding the knife in place. The sailor and his instance having merged, falling into a single self like a collapsing waveform.

In some versions of the story, the sailor survives his self-inflicted wounds. In others, he doesn’t.

The message remains the same in either version of the story: Intention does not matter in homecoming. There is no requirement of desire to return for reintegration. What matters is the physical action, the touch of skin against skin.







SOYOUNG

You watch your instance leave all her luggage behind and go to the counter. You don’t really want another coffee, but you do want the opportunity to observe. You drink in the sight of her. You had wanted to reach over and touch her hand, to examine the calluses and see whether there were similarities. Did she have the bump on her right middle finger? Did she pick at her cuticles? The thought of it gives you a shiver of illicit delight. There is an enormous taboo around instances touching without intent. If you had grabbed her hand right there and then, you would have merged back into a singular person. You haven’t given her the MERGEBREAK paired to your own, yet.

You should have. But you hadn’t known what to say to your instance. It’s been two decades. You didn’t know what to ask.

“So, I’m surprised you never even tried to stalk me on social media,” you could have said. “I looked you up all the time, or at least I used to, until I started to feel a little bit creepy. Now I just look you up once a year. There’s a girl named Rose Kang who goes to Oberlin, did you know that? And a doctor in San Francisco.”

“So, how much of our childhood do you remember? I don’t remember a ton of it, but sometimes I walk past our old elementary school in the spring and I remember being a kid and walking past the yellow flowers with Umma, and it’s like I’m there again.”

“So, how much Korean do you speak? Do you think in English? Do you think in pictures, or words? For me, it’s all image and emotion.”

“So, what’s the States like?”

None of that would be endearing. Everything you wanted to know about her was too personal. You wanted to crack open her chest and dissect her heart. You wanted to ride her neurons. You wanted to fit inside her skin. Sometimes the size of your want scares you.

You could just ask: “Do you want to reintegrate?”

Except, no. That’s too much. That’s too fast. You know you have an ungirlish tendency to speak without thinking (see: asking Yujin about murder, asking your fiancé out first instead of waiting to be asked, and asking people how old they are, constantly). You’ve tried to learn restraint. Better instead to say nothing.

You watch your instance order. She’s just close enough that you can hear her speak. Slightly accented, her voice a little lower than yours. How did that happen? You’re similar, but not the same. The barista doesn’t give her a second glance, doesn’t gesture to the English language menu or anything. For a moment, it’s like she lives here.

You want to look through her stuff. She brought a backpack and a small silver suitcase. No purse. Very practical. You want to carefully peel back the zipper and peer inside the black mouth of the backpack, you want to carefully slip your hand inside and feel the contours of the items inside. The smooth glassine of a pair of sunglasses. The rough leather of a bound journal. Crinkled gum wrappers with chewed gum inside.

Instead, you open your own bag and take the MERGEBREAK band out and place it on the table. The MERGEBREAK, placed in the middle of the table, neatly serves as both invitation and question, a reassurance that you both are aligned on not reintegrating. And then you can save the rest of the conversation until a more appropriate time. Better not to spring it on her sleep-deprived and plane-drunk. This is her first time back in Korea. You can’t imagine returning to Korea. You’ve never really had to return anywhere. You feel a sudden stab of sympathy for her. You rest your chin on your hand and think about alternate universes while watching her shift from foot to foot, rolling her shoulders the same way you do when you’re nervous.

Your phone buzzes. You scroll through your messages. Tae (the only person you have vibrations on for), asking how the meeting was going, asking if your day was going well. Minsoo asking if you were still doing dinner, and how did Rose look? Your mother, asking if Rose had gotten fat in America. The girls, talking about the trip you were going to take to Tokyo next summer, with copious use of stickers. Yujin, asking how coffee was going, followed by three memes and a couple of emojis.

You respond to Tae: It’s good we’re getting coffee!! Still on for dinner with M, if Rose wants to.

You respond to Minsoo: Still on for dinner as long as Rose agrees.

You respond to Yujin: IDK how you talk to YJ all the time this is so weird!!

You ignore the girls and your mother.

Then you snap a photo of Rose—it’s a bad photo, blurry, her hand in motion as she reaches for the coffee, her head nothing more than a black smudge—and send it to everyone.
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When your instance returns with your coffees, she picks up the black MERGEBREAK like it’s a life jacket and she’s adrift in the Pacific Ocean. This makes you feel very bad. Almost angry.

“My life isn’t so awful,” you want to say. “My life is very good, actually. I’m usually very happy. This week is a terrible outlier. But you don’t seem like you’re usually very happy. Which is interesting, because you don’t even seem like you regret leaving, or feel bad about Harabeoji dying.”

And then you would continue and say: “Sorry, this is a really awful first introduction. Maybe we should set some ground rules about this. But Harabeoji told me that we should reintegrate. Right before he died. How do you feel about that? Do you want to? I want to know what he was thinking.”

But saying that wouldn’t be a very good way to make her like you. So you just watch her strap the cuff on, the perfect complement to your own, with the glossy MERGEBREAK over her wrist.

[image: ]

You didn’t mean it about the emotional murder. You try not to be morbid. But there was this game that you used to play with Minsoo, when you were kids and just learned about the Aztecs, which was called human sacrifice. You would pile up the couch cushions into an altar and one of you would lie down and try not to giggle and the other would say lots of stuff about the human sacrifice and say, “Stop laughing!” and then you’d use Minsoo’s toy lightsaber to poke the sacrifice in the chest. And then the sacrifice would have to make lots of terrible noises. Obviously, your mothers would try and stop you from playing this every single time, so it became your favorite game for three months when you were seven.

When you tried to play it with Yujin, he agreed at first, because he wanted to use the lightsaber, but when you made him be the sacrifice he started wailing. It was, in retrospect, very funny. But at the time it was very serious and very annoying. You had yelled at him. You hadn’t understood how he didn’t get it: The getting-to-play-with-the-lightsaber was the exchange for the being dead part. To get to play with the lightsaber, with its beautiful fwoosh-fwoosh sound effects and pretty battery-powered glow, you had to lie around being bored and not laughing or whatever.

Reintegration conceptually feels the same as playing sacrifice. So that’s why you’re thinking about murder. It’s an old memory from before you instanced. Your instance must also remember it, unless your childhood games have been subsumed under the rest of your lives, like a layer of sediment that has been buried under new loam.







ROSE

Your instance takes you to the parking garage where her small silver car is parked. She opens the trunk for you, but doesn’t help with your suitcase. You struggle to lift it.

“Sorry,” she says. “I know we’re both wearing the MERGEBREAK. But—”

“Yeah, I get it,” you tell her, and grunt as you push the suitcase in. The taboo between instances and physical contact runs deep. It leaves an icky feeling in your chest to think about touching her. A 5 percent failure rate. The suitcase isn’t that heavy. You manage alone; you’re used to that.

You get in the car and she turns on the engine.

“Where are we going?” you ask, pretending not to glance around the car. It reminds you of your mother’s old car, not so much in appearance but in the smell of it.

Your instance drums her fingers on the steering wheel.

“The plan is for you to stay with me tonight, unless you want to stay with Keunimo, but I think she’s busy with arranging everything, and Minsoo’s got a futon but also like, the wife, the kid. And you missed the funeral home bits. But Harabeoji’s being buried the day after tomorrow. So, we’re just going home tonight, unless there’s anything you want to do. Do you want to get dinner? I was going to take you to dinner. You can meet my fiancé. And Minsoo and his wife and kid will be there—our cousin, I mean. If you remember him.”

You don’t know if there’s anything you want to do. You want to tell her you know who Minsoo is, and that you’re sorry you missed the funeral home parts but this was the earliest flight you could get that didn’t cost four thousand dollars. You want to tell her it freaks you out, how matter-of-fact she is. Shouldn’t she be the sad one? Why is she talking about dinner? You don’t know anyone who’s died.

You want to go to the kalguksu place near Harabeoji’s house where they would bring out huge pots of simmering clam broth and noodles. You want to go to a 7-Eleven and get a banana milk. You want to go back inside the Shinsegae basement and buy yourself ice cream, fried mandu, the little glazed sweet potato things, and eat all of them at the food court in a feat of decadence your mother never would have allowed.

You wish you were home in your apartment in downtown Brooklyn, heating up a single serving of rice and leftovers, your cat purring by your side. You wish your grandfather wasn’t dead and that you were not here in this country.

“I’m hungry,” you say. “Let’s get dinner.”
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Your grandfather isn’t from Seoul. Your grandfather is from a town outside Pyongyang, which is the capital city of North Korea. You don’t know the name of his hometown. You just know that he left, when he was young. Not that young. Maybe your age. You’re more from Seoul than he is, though he lived there for longer than you’ve been alive.

You don’t tell people that you’re from Seoul, though you lived there for a third of your life. But the parts of your life that you feel matter, the parts of your life you feel that people can relate to, are the parts where you grew up in a suburb on the East Coast of the United States, the parts where you went to public school and played after-school sports and took the SATs and briefly joined a sorority. The parts of your life where you bought K-drama boy band merch from third-party resellers and went to karaoke in K-Town and only sang the American songs. You aren’t your childhood.
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Your instance drives you to a local Korean barbecue place (or, just a barbecue place, you suppose), where you meet up with your cousin who you haven’t talked to in two decades, his kid (your niece, your instance’s niece), and your instance’s fiancé. You don’t ask about the rest of your family. You’ll see most of them at the funeral, you guess. You wonder if you should call the version of your mom in Korea and meet up beforehand. Or if you should call your mom back home, but you hadn’t told her you were here. She’s more estranged from your family than you were.

“Are we drinking?” Minsoo asks. He’s sitting next to you, and had given you a big hug when he walked into the restaurant. He used to be your favorite cousin. He’s not the kid you remember. He’s an adult, with an adult’s face. You don’t know why this surprises you.

“Please, yes,” you say, and Minsoo orders a few green bottles of soju for the table.

“Really?” your instance’s fiancé—Taehyung, but call me Tae, haha, yeah, like the band member—says, with amusement in his voice. You’ve been trying not to think about how he’s handsome. How he has nice hands.

“It’s what Harabeoji would have wanted,” Minsoo says. “Just a few toasts. We gotta honor his memory.”

“You’re just saying that, you drunk,” your instance says with a smile on her face that mirrors your own.

Minsoo gasps in mock offense.

“What’s a drunk?” the niece says, and everyone laughs. “It’s not funny!”

“Just grown-up teasing,” your instance says, giving the kid a kiss on the cheek that the kid squirms away from halfheartedly. You can’t stop staring at the way the kid fits in your instance’s lap like she belongs there. You wonder if she wants kids. You never wanted kids.

“Why’d Harabeoji want me to come, do you know?” you say, tamping down the discomfort bubbling in your chest. “We haven’t talked in years.”

“He talked about you a lot,” Minsoo says. “Before he died. You and your mom.”

“Family was important to him,” Tae says. “I learned that when I asked him about marrying Soyoung. He was a big ‘duty and loyalty’ sort of guy.”

“War generation,” Minsoo says sagely. “I think not knowing about what happened in the north kind of haunted him.”

“I think he always hoped you’d come back,” your instance says. Your eyes snap up. You want her to explain, but she’s looking away now, busy moving the kid to her own seat.

“What’s living in the States like?” Tae asks.

“Well, everyone speaks English,” you say, and everyone laughs. Then the food begins to arrive, and it’s a scramble to clear the table so that the plates of banchan, meat, lettuce, rice in metal bowls, and kimchi can all fit around the grill. Conversation turns to cooking meat, pouring drinks.

“To the old man,” Minsoo says, and you all clink shot glasses. This, at least, is easy. Like slotting into a life you had forgotten living.
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What’s living in the States like?

America is Costco and Starbucks and freeways; America is H-Mart and boba and FOBs and bananas and first gen, second gen, third gen. America means KSA and APSA in college, and it means clicking the box that says “Asian/Pacific-Islander” on the job applications and the census, America means being asked so, where are you from? and nobody meaning New Jersey.

America means not knowing which of your friends are instances.

In 1776, the Constitution granted full rights to white, male, landowning instances—unheard of in Europe at the time—and not much to anyone else. Common knowledge states that instancing exploded globally from the Age of Discovery and onward, though, in truth, instancing records had historically been badly kept. But it’s certain that colonization duplicated people across the globe. Immigration through Ellis and Angel Islands created vast swaths of instanced communities across the coasts. This is the legacy of the west: A mitosis-like duplication of the self across lands already populated.

Instancing is written into America’s blood, into the story it tells itself: Here is where instances immigrate. Give us your tired, your poor, your hungry, give us your copies and let them be fruitful and multiply, let them homestead, let them become titans of industry, let them and their non-instanced children build cities and towns and railroads. Let them build chemical empires. Let them master their own fates.

The party line is: America assumes instances will stay forever.

Here is a free state for those who want to leave, America says, ignoring the fact that the land was already peopled, that the borders were brought to them unwillingly. Ignoring those brought by force in chains. Ignoring the deportations at the border and the raids in sanctuary cities. Ignoring the fact that intention to leave actually just means acceptance of situations beyond your control.

Living in the States means that you’re blank-American. Korean-American. Mexican-American. African-American. Indian-American. Native American. America assumes instances leave their original country permanently and defines them by the self left behind.

And there is, perennially, the citizenship issue. The illegal immigrant issue. The border issue. The H-1B issue. The green card lottery issue. All facets of the same sort of problem. We want you here, but we want you on our terms.
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Halfway through dinner, Minsoo and you take a smoke break outside. He had offered. You don’t smoke much anymore, but the atmosphere inside was getting to you. The way your instance and her fiancé held hands through most of dinner, the way she looked up at him through her eyelashes—you had grown out of that sort of behavior in college, although it could have just been that you didn’t have anyone to do stupid couple things with.

You exhale clouds of smoke. Cold air, warm nicotine. It’s nice. It was strange to watch Minsoo and your instance together. Good strange.

“So, what’s she like? Soyoung, I mean,” you ask Minsoo. You remember him being honest, as much as a kid is ever honest. “She seemed pretty high-strung during dinner.”

Minsoo waves a hand in the air, trailing smoke. “Eh. She’s having a rough time of it.”

“Are she and her fiancé always like this?”

He laughs. “What, are you not like this with—are you seeing anyone?”

“No,” you say. “And I don’t act like—not even that, just, she’s so cagey.”

“You’re not seeing her at her best,” he says. “You know how it is, Harabeoji’s last words to her were about wanting her to reintegrate. That was pretty shitty of the old man.”

You stop, cigarette halfway to your lips. “What?”

Minsoo stops. “She didn’t tell you?”

“No, all she told me was that Harabeoji wanted me to come to the funeral. Jesus Christ, did he really ask her that? Dying wish, ask her to reintegrate?”

You are abruptly reevaluating how much you knew about your-her grandfather. You know Harabeoji was born before the Korean War. You know your family is from the north. You know your grandmother died when you were very young. You know Harabeoji liked to watch baseball and that he kept sweet jelly cup snacks in his cupboard for you, even when your mom told him to stop buying them.

“Yep,” Minsoo says, looking uncomfortable. “Look, you should talk to her about it, not me. I probably shouldn’t have told you about it if she didn’t tell you.”

“No, you should have told me sooner! That’s so fucked up. Who asks that sort of thing?”

“Well, Harabeoji did.”

You know your grandfather was bitterly opposed to your mother moving to America. You know he and your mother had a blowup fight two nights before you moved, screaming at each other while one of your older cousins hustled you and Minsoo out of the living room. You know your grandfather drove you and your mother to the airport anyway, but didn’t speak except to tell you to be good for your mom, Soyoung-ah.

You know your mom always handed you the phone, rather than talk to your grandfather.

Minsoo taps ash, stubs the cigarette against the ashtray. He offers you another cigarette and you shake your head. You’re trying not to pick up old bad habits. One cigarette is stress. Two is a relapse. You had picked up smoking when you wanted to seem cool in college, and it had lasted all of two semesters before your mother had found out.

Minsoo doesn’t take another cigarette for himself, either. He sways from side to side, as if he’s contemplating walking back inside. You glance back. Through the clear glass windows of the restaurant, it’s easy to spot Soyoung and her fiancé. Her head is tilted toward his. They look like they’re laughing about something.

“How long are you staying?” Minsoo asks.

“Just a few days,” you say, looking back out at the street. It’s a warm night, and there’re lots of pedestrians. Couples and groups of students, businessmen, moms and children. Minsoo taps his hand against his pocket like he wants another cigarette. He looks down at the floor.

“One second,” he says. He hands you the box of cigarettes and heads around the building. You crane your neck to watch him, bemused. He disappears into the gravel parking lot. You give in, taking out a second cigarette, and you realize you don’t have a lighter. You just stand there with a single unlit cigarette, thinking about that one John Green book that everyone was obsessed with when you were in college, and then Minsoo is striding back, holding a big manila envelope.

He thrusts it forward.

“Take it,” he says. “Harabeoji left you some stuff. And he gave it to me to give to you. He said it’s in the will, and for after—just, for after, but if you’re not going to be around for when the lawyers sort all of that out, I guess I should give it to you now. I didn’t want to mail it, you know?”

You unthinkingly stuff the cigarette box and unlit cigarette in your pocket and take the envelope. It’s heavy. Half of you wants to open it right here and now. The other half of you wants to hand it back and demand that Minsoo give this to Soyoung. Let her deal with this. It’s her family.

“Did he leave Soyoung anything?” you say. “What’s the stuff?”

Minsoo shrugs.

“I don’t know. I thought it’d be rude to look. Maybe it’s just a letter for your mom or something. You know, for posterity.”

“He told Soyoung to reintegrate,” you say grimly.

“Well, yes,” Minsoo says. “But, you know. Who knows what he was thinking. He was really old, Rose, and—”

Then Minsoo’s kid, whose name you’ve already forgotten, runs out the door and into his legs, and you laugh, more out of shock than amusement, and Minsoo doesn’t finish his sentence.
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The Korean Armistice Agreement was signed in 1953, creating the demilitarized zone that splits the peninsula into North and South. The Republic of Korea has the fourteenth largest nominal GDP in the world, globally consumed entertainment exports, and a remarkably high percentage of plastic surgery among its populace. The Democratic People’s Republic of Korea has nuclear weapons, a fascist dictatorship built around a cult of personality, and a thriving black market for international media. The two countries never formally ended the war. Both countries post blank-faced soldiers with mirrored sunglasses on their side of the DMZ.

Crossing a border creates an instance. Creating a border manifests the capability for instances.

For a short time during the Korean War, it was possible to cross the DMZ with the right papers. The DMZ wasn’t quite a border yet, not coalesced in the hearts and minds of the people as a “border.” So much had happened to Korea in the past decades. Japanese occupation, name changes, comfort women, the phasing out of the Korean language. The theft of thousands of cultural artifacts. Global war, local war, foreign powers playing toy soldiers with foreigners, ideologies grappling in Korea before moving to Vietnam.

Soyoung’s grandfather crossed a border-becoming-a-border. He didn’t look back at who he might be leaving behind.







SOYOUNG

You’re busy keeping Jangmi from getting ssamjang on her shirt so you don’t realize your instance has gone outside with your cousin until they’re already gone and Jangmi’s hands have been wiped with a wet towel. It’s just you, Tae, the elementary schooler, and half a grill of assorted meats now. Jangmi squirms away from you, and you let her get back to mixing all the sauces together in a little dish. Kids are crazy. You look across the restaurant, across the tables to the shadow of Minsoo and Rose against the frosted glass. It’s impossible to tell anything from their silhouettes.

“She’s not what you expected,” Tae says. You look away from your cousin and your instance.

“No.” You wrinkle your nose. “I don’t know what I was expecting. But she’s—I don’t know! I guess I expected her to be less Korean? But other than the accent she’s . . . Maybe she’s funnier? Do you think she’s funnier?”

“I can’t legally answer that,” Tae says.

“She tells jokes. I wish I was good at telling jokes.”

If Rose agrees to be you, then maybe you’ll be good at telling jokes. Reintegration is a plot point in at least seven of the webnovels that you keep up with. The main character’s instance has some incredible power, or some plot-relevant weird skill (deep-sea fishing, in the last one you read), and so the main character has to somehow find his instance, convince him to return, and then reintegrate. Then there’s usually a huge flashback sequence, a training montage, and then they’re one person for a while before they separate again, because the instance had some sort of meaningful reason to want to leave afterward, now having both sets of memories, and a whole lot of character development. It’s one of your favorite tropes.

“Tell me a joke right now,” Tae says.

You stuff some rice in your mouth to keep from answering. Tae just keeps watching you with a patient, amused smile. You chew even slower. He grins. You have to keep yourself from smiling with a mouth full of half-chewed rice.

You swallow.

“No.”

“I’ll tell you a joke!” Jangmi says.

“Jangmi-ya, go get your daddy,” you say, pushing her gently off your lap. She goes readily.

You and Tae watch her run across the restaurant, out the door, adding her own little shadow to the two standing there.

“So,” Tae says.

You pour him a shot, because he’s taking the subway, and you don’t pour yourself one, because you’re going to be driving.

“I think I like her,” you say.

Tae takes the shot.

“I know you’re not okay, but are you okay?” he asks.

You haven’t told Tae about your grandfather’s last request. This is another thing you feel bad about. A good fiancée would have told him about major life decisions like: My grandfather told me as his dying wish that he wanted me to reintegrate, which makes me wonder whether he told my mom the same thing, but I haven’t asked my mom, because asking my mom would be a cruel thing to do right now, and I don’t have time to have a breakdown in front of my mother and we’ve already cried all over each other. Right now, I’m trying to figure out whether my American instance would want to know what I know. Would want to feel what I feel. So I need to feel like a person who is worth inhabiting.

You would like to pour yourself a shot. You don’t. You pour Tae another instead. He frowns at you. You shrug.

Normally you’re a good fiancée. Normally, you tell Tae all the things he needs to know and he tells you the things you need to know, sleepily under the covers late at night, over coffee and toast, in the soft odd hours when you’re both supposed to be doing other things but are choosing to spend time together instead. You’ve talked about your future together. You’re getting married next year. You both want kids. You’re grateful for him. Based on what your girlfriends have said, sometimes it feels like you’ve found the one good man in all of Korea. He knows how you feel about Rose. He doesn’t know what you’re hoping for.

Outside the restaurant, you can see Jangmi’s small shadow, next to your instance’s shadow, identical to your own.

“I’m okay,” you say. “I’ll be okay.”
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What can you offer your instance? You have the following: a fiancé whom you’ve been with since college. You have a rented apartment that is anemically furnished. You have your mother, who is equivalent to her mother, except for all the ways they are different. You have friends and KakaoTalk group chats and a favorite cafe you like to read in. You have a stable career working as a business analyst at a chaebol group. You have a family. You have two decades of memories with your cousins and your grandfather and your aunts and uncles and you dream in Korean and speak in Korean but you don’t know how much that matters to her, anymore.

You can offer her information. Emotional richness. Grief.

Maybe you don’t say the last bit.

[image: ]

When Rose walks back inside, she’s holding a large yellow envelope.

“What’s that?” you ask.

Rose looks at Minsoo. He shrugs. You frown at him. He shrugs again.

“I don’t know. I haven’t looked inside yet,” Rose says.







ROSE

You want to open the envelope in the car, but the light’s fading. You let the papers rest in your lap as you look out the windows. Seoul at night is lit in cooler tones than New York. More fluorescents, more LED billboards, and brightly lit 7-Elevens next to corner stores with their closed metal shutters. Soyoung veers you off the side roads and onto a larger throughway.

You don’t know where exactly she’s taking you. You know in the abstract: her apartment. Where she lives alone, without her fiancé, because it would probably be a whole thing if she lived with him before marriage. But you don’t know where it is, what neighborhood. You wouldn’t recognize any of them anyway. You’re very tired. You’ve eaten too much grilled meat and you’ve slept too little. Without the dazzle of the restaurant, your eyelids are drifting closed. It’s not a bad feeling. When you’re this tired, all your emotions feel very far away. So what if you’re in Korea for the first time in twenty years? So what if you had to meet your relatives? So what if you were given a mysterious package you don’t want to deal with? So what if you had expected an uncomplicated visit, that you would do your filial duty and get out without any emotions? It’s hard to be nervous now. You let gravity win, and close your eyes. Just one moment.

You wake up in a parking garage, with something prodding against your shoulder. You jolt awake, jerking the seat belt forward.

“Sorry!”

Soyoung’s fingers on your shoulder. She’s shaken you awake. Two layers of fabric separate your skin from hers, along with the MERGEBREAK.

“Sorry,” she says again. “You weren’t waking up.”

“It’s fine,” you say, in English, because you dream in English and it’s the first language your brain jumps to. Even though it’s not fine. She touched you. A 5 percent failure rate. No skin against skin, but what if there had been a hole in your jacket, perfectly layered against a hole in your T-shirt, and what if the skin of her palm had touched the skin of your shoulder, and then you wouldn’t be you anymore, and she wouldn’t be her?

But nothing happened. So it’s fine.

“I made sure I wasn’t touching you,” Soyoung says, like she can read your mind. She’s keeping her hands carefully far away from you now.

“I appreciate that,” you say. This time in Korean.

You take refuge in action, unbuckling your seat belt. This is when you realize the envelope is missing, no longer sitting in your lap. You swivel your head around wildly. It’s a big document. It should be immediately visible. Did Soyoung steal it?

“Did you take my envelope?” you demand.

She looks at you flatly.

“It fell on the floor,” she says, gesturing at your feet.

You look down. The envelope is wedged there.

“Sorry,” you say, using the word for “sorry” that denotes higher formality. You’re ashamed of yourself. You’ve been very suspicious of Soyoung for no reason. It was one thing to think of Soyoung in the abstract, and another to be faced with the physical reality of her. She hasn’t breathed a word of your grandfather’s request. She might not even know. She hasn’t tried anything, with you. She’s been a good host. Better than you would have been. You’re the asshole.

Soyoung unbuckles her own seat belt in lieu of saying anything. She opens the car door. She pauses before she gets out.

“If you want, I can drive you to Umma’s place. Or to Minsoo’s apartment. Or one of the aunts. You don’t have to stay with me if it’s too weird.”

“No,” you say. “No, it’s fine. I really appreciate it. I’m just tired.”

“Okay.”

You don’t think she believes you. But there’s no way to tell. You both get out of the car. She pops the trunk and gets your suitcase out. The odd thing is how normal it feels with her, when you don’t think about it too hard. You work in synchronization, like the movements you’re doing are choreographed. Yes, this is the order of operations you would take. Yes, this is the route you’d wind across the basement garage to the elevator, which has a mirrored door on which you can see your reflected faces.

Soyoung in her neat work clothing, more formal than you ever wear to work. She doesn’t look like a T-shirt girl. She’s wearing a full face of makeup, and her lipstick isn’t even smudged, although you saw the way she shoved lettuce-wrapped beef into her mouth.

Meanwhile, you look like you spent sixteen hours on a plane, and are carrying a large manila envelope like it’s a shield. This is the face of the American dream.

“I’m sorry I accused you of stealing my envelope,” you announce.

“It’s okay,” she says. It’s clearly not okay.

“Minsoo gave it to me, and told me that Harabeoji left me some stuff inside, and that this was all listed in the will. But Minsoo didn’t tell me what it was. Do you want to look at it together?”

“Sure,” she says.

The elevator comes. You ascend.
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Instances having to work together is a staple of modern media, although the trope only became codified outside of folktale and myth after the advent of the rail system in the western world. In the older stories, the return is a magical thing. The son returns to his mother’s house and finds himself chopping wood, and he is cast out as an interloper. The runaway bride returns to her father’s kingdom and begs her instance to reintegrate with her. The fisherman rises from the sea and finds his other self contentedly asleep.

But in modern stories, the instance doesn’t reintegrate immediately, nor are they immediately cast out. The story luxuriates in the encounter. The tension is in whether there will be a reintegration. It’s a plot point, a way to refresh a character that is growing stale. A way to reset relationships. In soaps and telenovelas, instancing and reintegration are used like a death, a coma, a long-lost twin. This is not how it feels to have an instance. An instance is you in all respects but one. An instance is you, until you make enough choices that you are no longer them. An instance is what would have happened, if you had gone, or if you had stayed. It does not feel like having a twin. And in reality, instances don’t tend toward conflict—they know too much about each other, and it’s too easy for them to anticipate each other’s actions. What they want is often too similar to be separated.
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You arrive at Soyoung’s apartment and some part of you is surprised that it looks nothing like yours. It’s white where your walls are blue, the lights occasionally give off a weird fluorescent flickering, and all the cabinets are too shiny. Soyoung has set up an air bed in the corner. It’s not bad. It’s just not where you live.

You go to the couch and open the envelope without any ceremony before shaking the contents onto the coffee table. Papers slide out. Folded letters, heavy cardstock, notebooks. A very official-looking piece of cream-colored paper, sealed with a red stamp. Soyoung sits across from you, leaning over the document. She unfolds it.

“It’s a deed to the house,” she says.

You pause from where you’re picking up one of the cards.

“Shut up,” you say.

She passes it to you wordlessly. It’s all in Korean. You think it’s talking about property, and it lists an address. Your grandfather’s house. The house you grew up in.

“It’s his house,” Soyoung says, like you wouldn’t remember his house. “He gave you his house.”

“But I don’t want his house,” you say. You’re not sure how to feel about this. Your grandfather is a man mostly faded from your memory. You remember him in the way he sat in his armchair and crossed his arms, you remember him in the house like they are one and the same. Your childhood memories are in that house. You grew up there. You don’t think about that house a lot, not every week, not every month. Only when you see forsythia. You don’t need to own property in Korea. You really don’t need to own an antiquated house that hasn’t been updated since you were a kid.

“I don’t live here!”

You toss the deed on the table. You can’t read Korean legalese. You can speak Korean conversationally. You couldn’t read a dense novel, or have a business discussion. You can talk about family things. Friend things. Restaurants and where the bathroom is and where you’re going, you can talk about your feelings, a little, but you wouldn’t know how to write any of it down properly. This says something about a transfer. Legal ownership. You don’t know how this works or what the document is supposed to have—you really wouldn’t know in English, either. She picks it up.

“What does it say?” you ask your instance. Her knuckles are white.

If this were a movie, this would be the moment she told you about your grandfather’s last request. To reintegrate. She’d tell you like it was a relief to have the secret out, and she’d say that she thought it was a fucked-up request from a fucked-up old man, and you’d say, “Yeah! This whole thing is super weird,” and you’d tell her that you still don’t know why you agreed to come.

And you would tell her that you had been hoping for some sort of closure, maybe. And she would nod, because she understands closure. And seeing you would be closure for her, final proof of what-could-have-been, and then she’d translate the deed and the will and understand what’s going on, and you could bond over that, and you would say that you’re sorry for never getting in contact, it’s just that you thought that she wouldn’t want to talk to you, because if you were the one left behind you would have been mad about the whole situation, and you had never really wanted to think about how there was a whole other life being lived by someone who is you.

But this isn’t what happens. Soyoung stands up. She walks away.

“Soyoung,” you call. It’s odd to be calling another person Soyoung. To you, you’re Soyoung. Soyoung for your mother and your late grandfather and the one white ex-boyfriend who insisted on using your real name and for no one else.

Soyoung turns. She tilts her head.

“Are you okay?”

She smiles.

“Honestly? I’m really pissed off, and I don’t want to say something I’ll regret. So I’m going to go to bed. Good night.”

You’re too tired to chase her. Fine. Let it lie. There’s all of tomorrow, and you’re angry too. Not at her, but maybe at yourself.
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