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But something is wrong.


Grief is a circular staircase.


I have lost you.


—Linda Pastan
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The mansin say that “the hand of the dead is a hand of thorns” (chugun sonun kasisonida); it cannot touch living flesh without inflicting injury.


—Laurel Kendall, Shamans, Housewives, and Other Restless Spirits: Women in Korean Ritual Life


 


 








PROLOGUE


Sister, of the hours before I died, I remember little. Only the watercolor blur of the aspens made livid with wind. Our small town overcome with Queen Anne’s lace and other invasive species so beautiful no one cared to tame. I remember my feet stuttering on the trestle-bridge tracks I’d balanced on countless times before, arms outstretched as if to take flight.


I fell instead.


My breath steamed white before my face. It was only after my head hit the rain-glutted river, after my hands failed to find purchase and I was tugged swiftly under, that I realized I might not survive.


 Water killed me before cold could; my lungs, an overfilled vase. Thank you, lord, for letting what couldn’t be painless at least be quick. Search teams trawled the river, but I’d been carried away too far. It took days for me to be found, blue and swollen, snagged across a distant bank’s rocks. Online, the boy who came across me said he thought my mass of rib-length hair was a tangle of beached seaweed until he saw the rest of my body.


Every so often, a photo of me postmortem crops up across forums to be ogled like the spectacle that all untimely deaths inevitably become. But I was loved. In the Korean way, our family wept at my wake for two nights and three days. You rejected all food and rice wine offered until you weakened and were carried out like a doll.


My funeral was small. Our family took me home in a celadon vase embossed with white-deer filigree. Made a makeshift altar above the fireplace with a photo of me smiling at something beckoning from just beyond the frame.


But this doesn’t mean I never woke up again. Sister, I hear you, feel your hands in the dirt, searching.


I will answer your call—I’ll return.





PART I



Girl
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Despite her best efforts, the rat was dead.


Soojin knew it by the way Milkis didn’t leap toward the cage door the moment she entered the room. Normally, the sound of her pawing the newspaper shavings or scuttling down the ramps was an omnipresent music. But this evening there was only perfect, unwelcome silence.


She found Milkis in one of the hammocks hanging from the top tier of the cage, body curled like an apostrophe. She had not been dead long. Rigor mortis hadn’t set in yet, and her pink nose was still damp to the touch. At least she had died painlessly, unlike last time, when her mammary tumors grew as large as almonds from her underbelly.


Soojin pulled the rat into her palm. Milkis was not a beautiful animal: unusually large for her species, with white fur grown patchy from skin conditions, eyes wet and protruding like pomegranate seeds. But she was cherished, and would be back soon.


After donning latex gloves, Soojin laid the rat on a lined plastic tray and cut the tail off with a dissection scalpel swiped from biology class. It yielded beneath the blade easier than expected. A small, wet snap, not so different from cutting through the spine of a cutlassfish. Then she was transferring the severed length to a ziplock bag. This was what she would use to call Milkis back. The rest of the body must not be returned to the ground.


Though they had not had a chance to get large, the growths were in the rat’s belly again, waiting to turn malignant. Burying a sick body revived the ailments. Best to work with a healthy cut or from scratch, which is to say bone. But the tail was immaculate. It would work well.


Soojin swaddled the body in tissue and placed it into a shoebox for the pet cemetery’s hearth. The blood where it was severed spread crimson ringlets through the white, and she swallowed hard against the familiar sickness rising in her throat. The crude surgery finished, she held her quivering hands together, digging her nails into the wrist of her scalpel hand, waiting for the sharp pain to steady her.


At only seventeen, Soojin Han was no stranger to death. She had seen Milkis expire and rise countless times, but this would be her first time resurrecting anything alone. Her sister, Mirae, though only a year older, had been the bold one who could calmly stomach anything and so had always taken the bloodier tasks upon herself. Close your eyes, Mirae would say, and by the time Soojin opened them again, the grim division would be done. The healthiest body part neatly excised from the rest, ready to be fed to earth and fire, respectively.


Last fall, Mirae drowned in Black Pine River, which wended its way through their small town and beyond it. Soojin still glimpsed her sister everywhere: Mirae at the sink, humming as she rinsed suds off dishes. Mirae in the golden-hour light, brushing her hair by the window, screen popped out, feeding strands to the wind. Mirae, named after the Korean word for future, which she would never possess. The intervening ten months between her death and now had mitigated nothing. Soojin still felt picked at by grief’s carrion birds.


A tap on the wall startled her. Her father stood by the door, eyeing her warily.


“Knock-knock,” he said, aiming for levity and missing. How anyone could make knock-knock sound like a grave missive, Soojin would never know. He cleared his throat but did not cross the threshold, opting instead to lean on the doorframe, arms folded across his chest. His awkward body language irritated her.


It hadn’t always been this way. Just a year ago, Soojin, Mirae, and their father would lounge in front of the TV, laughing at game shows. They would cajole him into midnight drives to the gas station for shitty taquitos and Coke slushies. Their small family unit had felt tight and impenetrable. But after Mirae’s death, everything changed.


“Leaving tonight?” Soojin asked. Her father’s face was gaunt, darkened with uneven patches of stubble like dapples on a horsehide.


“Yeah.” He nodded. “The house is stocked up. If you need anything, call. I’ll be home every weekend.”


Their home was in Jade Acre, a tiny resort town afflicted with too much beauty, nestled between miles of woods and towering bluffs, the sea such an uncanny shade of blue it was like diving into the iris of an eye. The summers were long and sultry and asphyxiated with tourists brandishing money like green artillery.


For a few months, all was generous: the fruit-bearing trees, the nesting birds, the shallow bays where tourists paid heftily to dive by day for three endangered red abalones and illegally snuck in by night for more. But in the off months, the town became dreary and isolated, taxed by rain that beat the landscape into mulch. A waterlogged softness grew into everything, and the townsfolk rarely left.


Father was one of the rare leavers. Every year, once the tourist months ended, along with the modest stream of income from the family’s bed-and-breakfast, Father packed his bags and drove three hours east to the city of Bragg Hills to work for his cousin’s construction company. The long commute too difficult to manage, their father stayed with his cousin during the week and made his way back to Jade Acre on the weekends.


It wasn’t ideal. You either made enough during tourist months or spent the rest of the year scraping. When Soojin’s mother was alive, she had wanted to leave Jade Acre for that reason. Han’s Bed & Breakfast was unsustainable. Every year they put away a little less. But Father had dug in his heels.


How can we sell the house our girls grew up in? Wasn’t this our dream?


When Mother died seven years ago in a car wreck, the possibility of leaving died with her. No one wanted to leave the home where the memories of Mother still lived, and now of Mirae, too. Soojin felt them lingering everywhere in the house. Her loves, curled in the window alcove and inside each doorframe like endless questions.


“Will you be okay, Soo?” her father asked. This would be the first time she’d be left completely alone. After Mother passed, when Soojin was ten and Mirae was eleven, the sisters still had each other. They adapted to being latchkey kids—even grew to enjoy it at times. The freedom to sleep when they wanted, eat what they wished, and feign adulthood as they imagined it. But this time Soojin would have no one.


“Dad, I’m not a kid,” she said. “I’ll be fine. And besides, I won’t be alone.” She showed him what she held.


“It’s that time again already?” he asked, recoiling slightly from the severed tail.


Her father worried his lip, rubbing at his jaw in a way that told Soojin he was debating something in his head. But whatever it was, he quietly dismissed it. Instead he repeated what he’d told his two daughters so many times before.


“Make sure no one sees you.”
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The magic would become a family heirloom, passed down through the blood of their women. But at the beginning, there was wreckage and a famine-struck village.


It was a cursed season of a cursed year. All winter, hailstorms battered the land and would not go. An unnatural freeze shocked the earth well into summer, singed the finally germinating seeds with frost. Then, when the cold abated at last, a spate of earthquakes rippled through their suffering peninsula, destroying whatever crop the weather had failed to cull.


With no harvest, the villagers slaughtered their livestock down to the last emaciated sow, sparing nothing of them, not even the bones.


Or so they thought.


Under the cover of night, lit by the light of an anemic moon, a girl snuck from her home and ran toward the dried-up well on the outskirts of her village. In time, she would become an ancestor, but for now, she was only a girl made animal by hunger, tipping her ear against the well’s mouth until she heard a faint scuffling from within.


When she was certain she was alone, she pulled the rope that dangled into the dark and, instead of a water bucket, withdrew a rusted cage. Inside it was a hen, pecking at the clippings of grass and desiccated insects laid out for it.


Shh, the girl said as she unlatched the cage. She needn’t have warned it. The bird had been hatched frail and docile; it never so much as cooed.


She stroked its meager body, the smooth patches of baldness left from the feathers it had torn away to pass time in its solitude. The girl had hidden the hen from the slaughter and secretly kept it alive in hopes it might lay eggs. Anything to reliably feed and sustain her family. It never did.


The girl told it she was sorry, though she wasn’t. The killing was swift and the devouring was swifter. The girl and her surviving family tore through the bird’s body in ecstatic, guilty secrecy.


The next day, for the first time in months, the girl woke satiated, still sucking on a bone she’d tucked between her cheek and teeth. Fed and hopeful, she went to the fields and buried it in the soil, meaning for its nutritious marrow to feed the fallow. Instead she saw a beak emerge from the earth, stammering for air. The ground remained sterile of crops, but she pulled a live hen from the dirt, where it scratched and pecked at nothing.


She ran screaming into her home for her mother. Too desperate for wonder, they swiftly slaughtered the bird and ate the bird, then sent its breastbone back into the dirt without fanfare. The gift taxed the girl heavily. Her hands trembled with exertion. Blood slid from her nose. She buried the bone while smiling.


Again. And again. Wing bone and spit. Like this her family thrived as the rest of her village hungered, grew gaunt, then sickly, then dead. The villagers whispered of demons in their family. Their secret hen died a hundred deaths.
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Autumn’s onset was coming early this year, the deciduous trees ever so slowly beginning to fringe themselves gold. Soojin hated fall. It was the season when Mirae had left to attend a house party and never returned. Her body was found a few days later in the next town, snagged on some rocks for a kid from a neighboring high school to find. In the photos the boy snapped before calling the authorities, her sister’s features were bloated and anonymous in the way of all drownings left to the water too long; the autumn branches reflected around her head like a thrashed crown.


The turning of seasons would never again be beautiful to her. She tore her eyes from the treetops and planted her gaze firmly on the road.


As Soojin crested the hill, Peaceful Paws Pet Cemetery rose to meet her. In the gloaming, the building’s pale paint shimmered as if to vanish. Behind the intake office sprawled a field where small stones marked the resting place of well-loved pets. Soojin could see the cemetery owner’s son, Mark Moon, down on one knee, tending to the pot of geraniums by the office entrance. Sunset caught in his hair, picking up the streaks of auburn in his otherwise black mane. He hummed off-key as he worked, and despite the racket of gravel beneath her feet, he didn’t hear her coming. Not even when she stopped right behind him, her long shadow stretching across the wall directly in his line of vision. She knelt.


“Hey,” she said. He jerked, and the pruning scissors missed the dead leaf he’d been aiming for and instead took off a cluster of flowers.


“Damn.” Mark dropped the shears and picked up the lopped geraniums.


Aside from the flowers she’d startled him into cutting, the geraniums were blooming excellently, even in this unusually cold September. She wasn’t surprised. She’d known Mark for as long as she could remember, and not once had she ever seen any living thing fail by his hand. She wondered if growing up surrounded by so much death had taught him to appease it, allowing small concessions to hold it longer at bay.


“I didn’t mean to startle you,” she said. “Sorry about your flowers.”


Mark looked up, only now registering her presence. Though he was built tall and lithe, his face had not yet outrun the puppylike countenance of his childhood: his brown eyes were still a little too wide for his face. He had that brand of boyish charm that disarmed peers and vacationing wine-moms alike, especially when he smiled the way he did now.


“Don’t worry about it.” He stood, brushing soil off his hands before offering one to Soojin. He pulled her to her feet, and when he withdrew, he left a damp grit on her palms that she wiped without bothering to be discreet.


“So, what’s up?” Mark asked, though he likely knew. Every couple of years, Soojin and Mirae would visit him with shoeboxes of dead things. Rats, usually—sometimes birds. Small lives that took no longer than twenty minutes to bring completely to ash. She opened the box, and he reached in, moving the tissue paper to see Milkis lying inside. His expression remained remarkably even. Not that Soojin expected him to balk at a corpse.


Mark had helped his parents with their business since he was fourteen, doing everything from manning the phones to ordering bespoke cat caskets. But most often he helped with cremations. Soojin figured it technically wasn’t legal for him to do this work, but the town’s adults winked and let it slide the way they winked and let slide many transgressions: kids working or driving before they legally could, teenagers sneaking water bottles of rum into the town’s one-screen movie theater or smoking at the pebble beach on nights when the weather was generous.


“Sure, I got you.” Mark took the box and opened the door. “My parents aren’t in, so it’s on the house.” If he found it at all strange that she cremated her pet rats rather than just burying them in the garden like most others, he didn’t mention it. “Come in.”


Inside, Soojin was greeted by the familiar smell of lavender and antiseptic. As usual, the fireplace was cheerily burning away in the corner and the front desk was adorned with fresh-cut herbs. At a glance, no one would assume this quaint room with pale yellow wallpaper was a pet funeral home. But the displayed urns embossed with things like All paws go to heaven and Woof! in gilded lettering gave it away.


“This looks like the one you brought a couple years ago,” Mark said, peering at Milkis again. The red crescents of her half-lidded eyes had gone foggy. “And a couple years before that.”


“I like albino rats.” Soojin shrugged.


“Let me guess. You named this one Milkis too?”


She took off her jacket and set it by the door, then sat heavily on one of the plush waiting-room chairs. “Just as I’ll name the next.”


“Is this a genealogy thing? Like, ‘Here lies Milkis the Eighth, she lived a full life of teething blocks and fine cheese’?”


“I’m probably on about Milkis the Tenth by now.”


“Right . . . ,” Mark said. She could see he thought her unreadable. “Well, do you want me to . . . you know . . . bring you the ashes back? It’ll be a tiny amount. Not even a fistful, really. But I can put it in a ring box or something.”


“No thanks. Feel free to use it as fertilizer.”


“Actually, cremains aren’t good for plants. Too much calcium and salt, you know? It makes the soil too—” He noticed her gazing past him with thinly veiled disinterest. He stopped talking, his mouth shutting with an audible click. Soojin had this way of halting people, a human em dash.


He cleared his throat. “I’ll get this done, then,” he said, and turned to leave, then paused. “But you should wait. I’ll bring you the ashes, okay? Do whatever with them.”


Soojin watched his back disappear through the cremation chamber door, and she knew that was that. She took off her scarf. She hadn’t been planning on sticking around, but she supposed she would wait lest Mark Moon come seeking her, brandishing a fistful of rodent ash. He was stubborn in that regard. Mirae and Mark in some ways had been remarkably alike. Soojin wasn’t sure how she’d failed to notice it as a child, back when the three of them had been inseparable friends.


Mirae had always insisted on witnessing Milkis’s cremation. Their low voices muffled by the clang of the furnace, her small hands pressed against the viewing room’s glass.


Why do we have to watch? Soojin would ask. We’ll bring her back tonight anyway.


It still matters, her sister would reply.


After Mirae’s body was found, the funeral director expressed how some families found comfort in viewing their loved one’s cremation. Being present during the final physical journey helped some people heal, he’d said. Father had opted for the witness cremation, weeping as Mirae’s body headed into the retort in its unassuming box. But Soojin had not. She’d stood outside, looking out over the rolling hills cleaved by sunset, dry-heaving into the grass. Birds of dusk sang in the trees, their bodies bright ornaments. She felt wounded by everything beautiful her sister was not alive to see.


What the funeral director didn’t understand was that Soojin didn’t want to heal. If she didn’t wake each morning ransacked by her sister’s absence, it would mean her memory was growing farther away. She would rather hurt than heal.
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Mark had been in the cremation chamber for no more than a few minutes when the front door burst open. A tiny woman stumbled in, cursing colorfully in Korean as she struggled to balance three boxes stacked so high Soojin could see only her hairline. The topmost box began to slide, and Soojin jumped to her feet just in time to catch it before it fell.


“Shoot. Thank you, my baby,” the woman grunted from behind the boxes. “Can you believe all this crap your father ordered? Three dozen tennis balls and who knows how many rawhide bones. He wants to hand out care packages. Care packages! What good is a bunch of pet stuff for a bereaved family? If his stupid ideas give me a herniated disc, so help me god . . .”


They set the boxes down, and with a sigh of relief, the woman straightened up, pressing her fists against the small of her back. Only then did she notice she was not ranting at her son. “Soojin! I’m sorry—I thought you were Mark. What are you doing here, honey?”


How strange it felt to hear that question from her. Seven years ago, there would not have been any question as to why Soojin was at the Moons’ house or even in their funeral home. She had so many memories of playing behind the front desk with Mark and Mirae, making flower arrangements in the urns with dandelions and other weeds torn from the garden.


“I’m . . .” Soojin looked down at the woman who for most of her childhood had been as good as an aunt. Her familiar warm brown eyes and tiny hands. When Soojin’s mother was alive, she and Mrs. Moon had been best friends. Soojin remembered how the women would be raucous with laughter long into the night nearly every weekend. She felt sure Mrs. Moon wouldn’t mind Mark doing her favors, but business was still business, and his mom didn’t have to know.


“I just came to pick something up. I missed class yesterday,” Soojin said, fishing through her bag for some random crushed piece of paper to wave around as proof.


“I see.” Mrs. Moon’s eyes flitted toward the paper, then studied Soojin’s face with an uncomfortable tenderness. Soojin looked down at her hands, the obviously blank sheet of binder paper she held. Feeling stupid, she stuffed it back into her bag and stared hard at her feet.


“How are you doing lately?” Mrs. Moon asked. “Have you been keeping up with school? Eating enough?” She asked this last question while pinching Soojin’s ribs, as if disapproving of her boniness.


“I’ve been fine.”


“And your father?” Mark’s mother pressed. “How is he? Working a lot?” There was a pointed quality to her questions, such earnest concern in the woman’s eyes that it made Soojin nervous. Soojin wasn’t particularly chatty about anything, least of all this. The murky legality of leaving a minor alone for days at a time kept her private about her father’s weeklong work trips. But of course the Moons knew. They understood well that Soojin’s family walked a fraying financial tightrope, and what her dad had to do to keep that rope taut.


Mrs. Moon reached out, took Soojin’s cold hands in her warm ones. The motherliness of the gesture was not comforting. It was painful. “If you need anything, you are always welcome to . . .”


Soojin pulled away.


“Thank you,” she said, gathering her things. “I’m sorry, I have to go.”


Soojin didn’t wait to retrieve the ashes. She left the funeral home, feeling Mrs. Moon’s unbearable sympathy tracking her until the door closed between them.
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By the time Soojin got home, it was dark and beginning to drizzle. She made her way briskly through the woods, a lantern held aloft to light her path. She needed to get the tail buried before the rain turned the ground into mud.


Soojin wouldn’t have to go far. Her home, like most others in Jade Acre, was isolated and surrounded by woods. Aside from the two fully furnished cottages her family rented out in the summer, there was nothing nearby to witness her but fog and the trees.


Soojin knelt when she reached the clearing, putting her hands to the dirt and letting it sieve through her fingers. In happier years, their mother used to bring her and Mirae here to coax life back into being. Perhaps that was why the soil was always so loose: the ground never set because so much was demanded of it.


With a small spade pulled from her pocket, Soojin began to work the earth. It yielded easily. A shallow hole would do, but it had to be wide enough to accommodate new growth. When it was dug, she placed the length of tail into the hole and covered it with unpacked dirt, then sank her hands back into the earth, the tail cupped between her palms. All that was left to do was wait.


At first, nothing happened. Insects trilled in the dark. Overhead, an owl watched her, the flat white dish of its face gleaming briefly between the leaves before something perturbed it into flight. It vanished in a burst of feathers; then silence descended like a cloak upon the clearing. A dense and impenetrable silence that made the evening feel suddenly uncanny, like a barrier had dropped between Soojin and the known world.


The first sensation was a distant electric tingling in her fingertips that quickly traveled the length of her arms like a current. The air around her felt crowded, as if a hundred imaginary eyes were turning toward her in the dark. The hairs on the back of her neck rose. Crackles of gold jolted the edges of her vision, casting the world in jagged sepia light. And then it began in earnest.


The whispers reached her. That was what Mirae had always called them. A hushed amalgamation of voices she didn’t recognize but knew—the same way a mayfly intuits its own brutally short lifespan—were her ancestors. Soojin could hear them: the women before her who had partaken in this same ritual of bone and soil and never letting go. She bowed her forehead toward the dirt and listened through the first wave of nausea. Occasionally, a voice rose from the tangle like a radio signal making itself heard above static; it was just clear enough for Soojin to make out some words before the voice flexed and yielded to another.


Sometimes she heard the round, new language of a child whose tongue had yet to calcify around consonants. Other times an elderly woman, speech garbled around the heavy stone of a stroke. When the crops failed, we— And then Mother said— When I wrung its neck, it didn’t fight me. We ate and we ate—


It all meant nothing to her. But then, through the muted menagerie of memories generations past, she heard a familiar voice.


My daughters, her mother’s voice said in dialect-lilted Korean, halfway toward laughter, focus.


Soojin’s concentration rattled. She wanted to seek out the blood of that memory and follow it like a hound. She still remembered it. Summer, a girlhood ago. The exuberant white flowers of tomato plants sagging with bumblebees. An owl pellet in the fresh-turned soil. She could feel her control slipping. Milkis’s tail rotting in the earth. Focus. Here, my daughters. Look.


Soojin pulled her attention back toward her hands, and like the apparitions they were, the voices receded all at once. She was alone in the woods, and she couldn’t, couldn’t do it. Her labored breathing fogged against the night.


“Damn it,” she breathed. Soojin blinked back tears; the tail lay dormant against her fingers, cool and limp like a worm drowned then discarded by rain. She thought back to all the times she had tried and failed. The snakes she’d pulled from the earth writhing and red because she’d failed to regenerate their scales. The birds that had twitched against her hands but remained dead: synapses firing, firing . . . failing. Hadn’t Mother or Mirae always had to finish what she could not? What made Soojin believe that in her solitude she’d grow suddenly capable just because she must?


But no. Something was happening. It was almost imperceptible at first, but the plant life that brushed against her knees was dying. Her proximity browned and bowed the grass, as if its vitality were being siphoned to the palms of her hands. An iron bloodiness permeated the damp air, its scent so strong she felt sick with it. The dirt against her fingers abruptly became drenched, as if out of nowhere; the earth relinquished impossible blood, becoming silt, becoming mud.


The air had taken on a viscous quality, a thickness that hurt to breathe and pressed like fingers against her lungs. Above her, the trees had stopped swaying in the wind, the leaves inert as if suspended out of time. It was wrong. Everything felt wrong. A distant keening mounted in her ears, her heartbeat arrhythmic and throttling as the magic mounted.


And, oh god, there it was: a compacting between her palms. The viscera came first, slick and pulsing and unincorporated. Spleen, liver, tiny beating heart. They moved in the earth like slugs, finding their proper alignment and arranging themselves just so. Then the soil stitched into scaffolding. Bones: the undulating grooves of a pelvis, a rib cage’s fine accordion, sharp enough to lodge in a throat. Moist, red eyes ballooned to fit the new sockets of a freshly melding skull.


Soojin bit her cheek to force down the urge to withdraw her hands. Don’t you dare, she thought. Don’t. Bile rose in her throat. God, the revulsion—but still it continued.


Flesh formed, filling in the gaps between skeleton and organs. The unhusked meat shuddered, the muscles of its haunches slapping against her fingers rapidly, the way a dog kicks in the throes of dreaming. Thunk, thunk, thunk. Hadn’t she learned about this in class once? Something about neurons firing. Something about even dead things moving sometimes.


She sucked slow breaths between her teeth. Distantly, she could hear laughter as her memory unfurled like a split-screen film. On one half was her present self: alone and seventeen, dry-heaving in the clearing. On the other was that day so many years ago when her mother had brought her and Mirae out to this very spot to show them what girls of their blood were capable of.


Mirae had been better, like she was at most things. Surefooted, less squeamish, she had gotten the hang of it right away. It was Milkis then too, on one of her countless lives returning to them all.


This time, she would return to only Soojin.


A sharp pain stabbed her finger. Teeth. Soojin gasped, withdrawing from the dirt, and in her hands squirmed a rat, pelt dirtied with blood and soil. The animal was vividly alive. Soojin unscrewed a flask of water, gave Milkis a quick rinse. The earlier tears of frustration were gone. Now Soojin was crying for real, sobs interspersed with laughter. She whispered, “Shhh, shhh,” by which she meant, Thank god. Milkis melted quickly into her familiar touch, nibbling an apology into the pad of Soojin’s bleeding finger.


“Welcome back.” Soojin kissed the rat’s head before tucking her into her pocket.


A wave of lightheadedness came over her then, and even as the rain picked up, she couldn’t move. She was spent, and her hands shook—but she’d succeeded, and she felt much less alone for it. I did it, Mom, Soojin thought. The memory of her mother’s voice still rang in her head, urging her to focus. Thanks for your guidance. She tried not to think of how she hadn’t heard Mirae—the simultaneous yearning and relief of that. It was foolish, she knew. But hearing her sister’s voice among those of her long-dead relatives would have made everything real.


Soojin held a wrist over her eyes as Milkis shifted in her pocket, grooming with a feline fervor. The wind had returned with teeth, weaving violence through the trees, forcing the rain sideways. If she delayed longer, she would get sick.


But then to her left—a metallic slam. Her heart leapt as she swiveled toward the sound. It wasn’t just the cymbal of weather slamming against a branch—she’d been seen. There he was: a boy flanked by tall trees. The twin black smudges of his eyes. How long had he been standing there? His face was slack and bloodless. The lid of what he held slammed again. To Soojin, it sounded like a deadbolt driving itself home, the toll of an executioner’s bell, but it was neither. It was Mark Moon. In his hands he clutched a pot of soup.
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Soojin wasn’t sure how long she and Mark stood frozen in that clearing, staring wordlessly at each other. It felt like she’d drifted out of her body and was observing herself from a distal elsewhere. She was aware of the rain, though she could not feel it against her skin. She understood that her knees were pressed in soil that was swiftly becoming mud, but that too was only a dull acknowledgment. She could only truly register Mark and the way the lantern light reflected in his wide eyes.


“Wha—” she breathed, but he beat her to it.


“What is this?” His voice was weak. “Soojin, what did you just do?” His eyes flitted from her hands to the patch of dead grass behind her, then finally to her pocket, where Milkis’s tail whipped like a pendulum.


“That rat.” He pointed. “You . . .”


She sprang to her feet. He didn’t flinch back. Instead he took a step forward to meet her, his eyes urgent with questions.


“You just—”


Soojin was past the point of thinking. She pressed her hand over his mouth and felt a stunned exhale against her skin.


“Please,” she said. It was a miracle her voice didn’t tremble. Mark was here, he’d seen her, and suddenly even the secluded woods around her house felt treacherous. Her eyes darted for other watchful faces in the dark. I messed up. I messed up. In her panic, she could think of nothing else. “Please just be quiet and follow me.”


She strode out of the clearing and toward the lighthouse of her home’s brightly lit windows. It took a while, but she heard Mark follow her. She didn’t let herself glance back. His presence felt overwhelming, the mounting questions between them a physical, battering thing. Soojin was surprised he managed to hold his tongue all the way home. He held it even as she left him in the foyer to lock Milkis in her cage in the bedroom, but as soon as she returned downstairs, his dam broke.


“What was that?” he asked, his eyes bright, straddling an emotion between fear and awe. “I saw you bury that tail, Soojin. But it was severed. I know it was. Your rat. You just—”


She couldn’t handle this barrage right now. She needed time.


“Stay for dinner,” she commanded. The demand caught Mark off guard, derailing him.


“What?”


Soojin looked at his hands. The pot he held was pearled over with rain. The cold was finally beginning to penetrate her shock, and she realized they were both shivering like dogs.


“You brought soup.”


He looked down, blinking as though he’d forgotten he held anything at all. “My mom told me to . . .”


“Bring me enough food for the week. I figured.” She took the stockpot and strode into the kitchen to drop it on the stove. “You should stay. I can’t eat all of this by myself.”


She shed her sweater and draped it over the radiator, urging Mark to do the same, then rolled up her sleeves and got to work in the kitchen. Bewildered and having been left no room for argument, Mark followed her.


There was a relief in turning all her attention to a task. They worked in complete silence, as if by an unspoken agreement to pretend, however briefly, like the world hadn’t opened up beneath them both. As Mark washed rice, Soojin pulled two fillets of mackerel from the fridge, brushed them with cooking wine, and salted them liberally as oil champagned in the pan. When she laid them skin-side down, the alcohol and grease kicked up a flare before dying to a robust sizzle. By the time the dishes were cooked and the table set, the dread had returned full force in Soojin’s belly.


They picked up their spoons in taut silence. Soojin ate fretfully, too anxious to actually enjoy anything, and by the time she gave up and set her chopsticks down, her soup had gone cold. Mark too had barely touched his plate.


“Are you ready now?” he asked gently.


No. “Yes.”


She must not have sounded very convincing, because he nodded but didn’t ask the first question, conceding the tempo of the conversation to her. She chewed her lip before she swallowed and asked quietly: “How much did you see?”


“Everything,” he said, and then, in a hurry, began to ramble. “But I swear I didn’t mean to. I knocked and no one answered and I didn’t want to just leave the food on the porch for the raccoons. My mom would kill me if I didn’t make absolute sure you got it. I didn’t mean . . .” He seemed to glean her exasperation. He coughed. “Basically, I’m sorry.”


Soojin brought the heel of her palm to her brow, striking it softly as if willing herself to wake. This was a nightmare. She knew it was petulant, but she couldn’t stop blaming Mrs. Moon. Without her stupid pity, her stupid soup errand, none of this would have happened.


“Mark, nobody knows about this,” she said slowly. A headache was sprouting behind her eyes, but whether it was stress or an afterschock of the magic, she couldn’t be sure. “Only my immediate family knows.” Soojin worded her sentences elusively, but her plea was obvious: Nobody can know.


“I understand,” Mark said, not waiting for her to elaborate. “I won’t tell anyone, Soo. I swear.”


She pulled her hand away from her brow and looked at him. His expression was adamant. Soo, he’d called her. A nickname he hadn’t used since they were kids. It sent a strange feeling through her stomach, like she’d lurched through time. But there was comfort, too. This was Mark Moon: still the boy she’d sat behind every Sunday in the repurposed barn that church service was held in, holding their noses against the lingering outhouse smell, passing notes back and forth as hymns swelled toward the rafters.


Even though they were no longer friends, even if the trajectories of their small lives traveled congruently but no longer touched, they were still beholden to each other, in a way. She felt sure he would keep her secret safe. She had no choice but to believe.


“Thank you.” She filled the awkward silence following the promise by loudly clearing away the still-full dishes.


“So that rat. It’s the one I cremated this morning, right?” Mark asked, getting to his feet to help.


“Yeah,” Soojin said. “We bring Milkis back every few years. Sometimes more often, if her health fails quickly. She was our mom’s childhood pet. It was our mom who taught us everything.”


“I’m guessing you guys coming to me to cremate things all these years has something to do with . . .” He seemed to sift for words. “All of this,” he finished, gesticulating vaguely in her direction.


“Yeah. If you bury multiple parts of a body in separate plots, it won’t work. Whatever part you aren’t going to use, you need to destroy. Have to get rid of the leftovers somehow.”


Mark winced at her wording. “I guess so. That reminds me—ah, shit.” He reached into his pocket and retrieved the ring box of cremains. It was damp from rain. When he opened it, the ash was clinging to the sides of the box like smears of graphite.


“You’re joking. Please throw it away.”


“In the trash? Seems unethical somehow.”


“Does it?” She considered him as he laid their bowls in the sink. “Come with me.”
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Upstairs, Soojin pushed Mark to one side of Milkis’s cage while she stood on the other. “Look,” she said. Between them, the rat happily teethed on a wood block, her body both older than them and brand-new. Dead, not dead any longer.


Faced with the living evidence of Soojin’s magic, he was once again pale. Slow waves of disbelief rolled over his expression. “It’s just not possible,” Mark thought aloud, rubbing his lips. The light played violently across his face, his features partitioned by cage bars.


“And yet.” Soojin opened the hatch and Milkis scurried up her arm. “See?” she said, her voice affectless. She reached to scratch the rat’s back. “Alive and well. Does this please you, O ethical burner of bodies?”


Mark threw the ring box of ash into her wastebasket, then scooped the rat from Soojin’s shoulder, holding Milkis to his face as if trying to smell for rot where there would only be damp newspaper and animal musk.


“Satisfied?” Soojin asked when he finally put Milkis down on the vanity, where she darted around, chaotically licking lotion bottles and gnawing on things she shouldn’t.


“I guess so,” he said before going uncharacteristically quiet again. The sound of Milkis pawing through Soojin’s pen holder was the only sound in the room.


Soojin sighed. “You’re freaking out, aren’t you?”


That drew an unexpected smile out of him as he deflated into a chair. “I totally am. Is it obvious? I’m sorry, it’s just . . .” His fingers fiddled absently with his hoodie drawstrings. “I can’t believe, all this time, you and Mirae were capable of this and I never knew. When did you find out?”


She studied him. Much had changed. His hair, once stickstraight like his mother’s, had taken on his father’s subtle waves. His formerly plump cheeks had hollowed out, though he’d kept the pearlescent scar above his lip from the time they’d all gotten chicken pox and he couldn’t resist biting off his oven mitts to scratch.


But his eyes had stayed the same. Wide and bright, and guileless.


“We found out by accident. Mom wanted to keep it all secret from us for as long as possible,” Soojin said. “Because kids are irresponsible, you know? She didn’t want us going out and doing anything stupid or showing off.


“When I was seven, Mirae and I found an owl pellet and decided to hold a little funeral in the yard. We buried it next to the tomatoes. Next thing you know, all the plants were dead and a half dozen mice were screaming in the ground, trying to claw their way out.”


She smiled at the memory of it, the way her sister had shrieked when the first snout pushed its way out of the dirt, followed by no less than five more half-formed rodents. Their parents had come running, brandishing shovels as if to club a kidnapper with them. Instead they found just their daughters, clutching each other, screaming their heads off.


“And then we fainted. It was our first time reviving anything, and it was like six animals at once. We slept for a full twenty-four hours. Our parents almost took us to the emergency room. When we woke up, Mom thought it would be safest to teach us what we could do. How to be responsible and do it right.”


Soojin’s mind felt unruly with memories. She and her sister kneeling in the garden with their mother, hands turning the dirt to bury the foot of a bird that had struck their window. The crabgrass had sagged with magic as the chickadee took flight in an eruption of down and soil.


Soojin turned her head toward the window to avoid Mark’s gaze. She thought of these moments often, but it had been years since she’d attached language to them. Who was there to tell? Her father didn’t like to talk about the past. He didn’t like to talk much at all.


There was nothing she wouldn’t give to relive those first brilliant days of knowing. The magic and newness of it all clung to them like static back then. An immaterial heirloom passed down girl to girl. Mother had said that bringing things back helped her feel close to her own late mother. Soojin hadn’t understood then—everyone she’d loved had still been with her—but she did now.


“I can hear them, you know,” she said.


“Hear what?”


“I can hear people while I’m resurrecting things. Women in my family who are gone now.”


“What, like ghosts?” Mark asked. “You can talk to them?”


“No. Not like that. It’s more like . . .” She searched for the words. “Like a collage of memories. I hear girls laughing, talking. I can’t control what I hear. It feels like listening in on someone in a nearby room switching through radio stations.” She tore at a half-moon of skin curling from her cuticle. “Sometimes I can hear my mom. It’s not like listening to a voice recording. It’s almost like she’s right there, invisible but near enough to touch.”


She looked down at her hands, at the spot of blood pearling from where she’d picked at her skin. She wasn’t quite sure why she was sharing all of this, but now that she’d begun, it felt impossible to stop. There was something comforting about knowing these memories could now live in another mind. It felt as if Mother and Mirae were still resurrecting small beasts elsewhere, even if only in the garden of someone else’s imagination.


“Is your whole family . . . able to do this?”


“My dad can’t. It’s just women from my mother’s side of the family. Just me and—” Her voice hung in the air like a fishhook.


“Yeah,” Mark said softly, an affirmation. And there it was: that look of pity she so hated. How useless it must seem, this gift of hers. She was the only one left. A house packed to the brim with miraculous, life-giving girls, and it still could not save them.


An uncomfortable silence settled between them, and as if needing to look at anything but her, Mark began to study her bedroom. Soojin felt momentarily self-conscious. Would it seem childish to him that so little had changed since they were kids? The glowing constellations still stuck to the ceiling, the pasta-sauce jars on the nightstand filled with origami stars. Would he find it grim that almost a year after her sister’s death, neither she nor her father had dismantled the second bed?


All of Mirae’s things still sat exactly as she’d left them the day she disappeared. Her contact case on the vanity with the dried-out lenses inside. The bottle of saline she’d forgotten to cap. A fine-tooth comb, strung densely with black hair. In a way, Mirae’s desk was an altar for an irretrievable past.


“I’ve missed this place,” Mark said, in a way that sounded like, I’ve missed you. He glanced at her and then, as if startled to find that Soojin was looking at him too, turned his gaze hurriedly back to the phosphorescent stars on the ceiling.


Soojin was unused to seeing him in her room again. It was a collision of eras in her life that had been torn in half: the hours before the deaths, the hours after.


“Do you remember that time when Mirae lost a bunch of her baby teeth, so you pulled out one of your own to make her feel better? You were sitting right there, where you are now.”


He didn’t.


“I still have it. Not yours, of course. Mirae’s. She literally thought they’d been picked up by God when they actually just got stuck in the roof gutter—long story. Mom found one after it rained.” Soojin got up and pulled out a ziplock bag with a single milk tooth rattling around the bottom. It was the world’s oddest litmus test, but if he reacted with revulsion, she suspected she’d kick him out.


He didn’t. He took the bag in his hand and studied the tiny tooth through the clouded plastic. “Soo, please don’t tell me you saved this to bring . . . to bring Mirae—”


“Don’t even joke about that,” Soojin cut in, though she would be lying if she said she’d never dreamed of it. Of her mother there’d been nothing left to bury, but of her sister she had this relic. The tooth was intact, gleaming. Healthy enough to sprout new life.


“I wasn’t joking,” he said quietly.


“Our gift isn’t without cost, Mark. My mom made us promise we’d never resurrect anything but small animals, and even those not too often. There were people in my family who did otherwise, and it didn’t go so well for them, apparently,” Soojin said, her tone more flippant than she meant. She wasn’t sure why she felt suddenly aggravated.


“There was this story Mom used to tell us. About a greataunt whose younger brother got hit by shrapnel during the war. He was her only surviving sibling. No matter what the rest of the family told her, she couldn’t let go. She carried his body on her back until it was impossible.” Soojin swallowed. She could hear horseflies buzzing around her ear. She was sure she and Mirae had heard this particular great-aunt once, years ago, screaming hysterically as Milkis stuttered back to life in their hands. It had been awful, an unbroken syllable of animal horror. They had stopped resurrecting for at least a year after that.


“Eventually, my great-aunt cut off her brother’s finger and burned his body. She tried to bring him back.”


Mark no longer fidgeted with the tooth. Rapt, he’d gone utterly still.


“She thought she’d succeeded, for a bit. Her brother returned, perfect. No wounds, chubby cheeks as if he hadn’t been going hungry on and off for months. But she couldn’t get him to speak. It was like he was there but also wasn’t anymore. He’d shovel fistfuls of gravel into his mouth when unsupervised. He vomited mud every night and just sat there, filthy until someone cleaned him.”


“He died. Again,” Mark breathed.


“Yes. And the effort of the magic killed my great-aunt too, only a few months after the resurrection. By the time she died, her body was covered in bruises and her nose was always bleeding. Or so I was told.”


Soojin wasn’t sure how much of this was allegory— Mother’s way of instilling caution in her daughters. “My dad wouldn’t survive another loss, Mark,” she said, her voice so quiet, he leaned forward to hear it. “I know he wouldn’t. And that’s why I can’t.”


But it wasn’t merely the possibility of bodily harm that halted her; it was Mirae’s own words. Shortly after Mother passed, there had been a night when the sisters huddled together in this room. Father still hadn’t emerged from his room, momentarily stunned out of parenthood. No lamps were on, but the harvest moon bleeding through their curtains lit the interior of their home in diaphanous coral light.


We can make this right, Soojin had said in Korean, the language she fell upon during her most vulnerable hours. She said it while crying, while gripping Mirae’s hand. This wasn’t persuasion—she was begging her sister. We can look through the urn. There must be something. We can bring Mom back if we do it together.


Who would that be for, Soo? Mirae asked.


For all of us. For Daddy.


Mirae shook her head. You’re lying, she said. I can’t forgive that sort of lie.


Mirae had left no room for argument. Soojin never brought up resurrection again.


“I hate this,” she said now. A tear threatened her lash line, and she blinked it away hard.


Mark’s hand hovered up, as if to brush her cheek the way he might have a decade ago. But he thought better of it, letting his hand fall instead to the desk with a heavy thump. “I’m really sorry.”


Soojin didn’t know what to say. She took the bag with her sister’s tooth from his slack grip and tucked it back into her drawer.
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The summer that Mirae turned six, she lost five baby teeth in the span of one week. The first fell out in her sleep. She woke up with it next to her on the pillow, sitting beside a small stain of spit-diluted blood. The second and third, loose enough to sway when she whistled, needed a little help. Mother tied a thread around them both, one hand ready at Mirae’s side, and the other holding the thread. She said, One, two, three— then assailed her daughter with tickles. When Mirae threw her head back in laughter, the teeth tethered to the thread fell painlessly away.


The final two fell out at church while she played with Soojin and Mark. The congregation’s only children, they were always let out early from worship to cause chaos in the playground against a backdrop of hymns sung in sonorous, soaring Korean. As Mirae climbed the slide steps, her foot faltered and her face hit the metal ledge, splitting her lip. She spit two bottom teeth out and sobbed, while Soojin sprinted for her mother and Mark dabbed blood from her mouth with the sleeve of his nicely ironed church shirt.


At home that evening, Mirae was inconsolable. Mark’s family was over, and she could hear the bustle of the adults downstairs. Even with windows wide open, the house was smoky with searing pork belly.


Mirae wasn’t hungry, though, wasn’t even sure if she could chew. When she opened her mouth before the mirror, she resembled the coyote in those vintage Sunday cartoons whose teeth fell out like piano keys. She buried her face in her hands.


“Come on, it’s not that bad,” Soojin said, though her small face looked concerned, like she was seeing her future and didn’t like it. Soojin and Mark were both a year younger than Mirae, and Soojin still had all her milk teeth.


Mark sat in front of Mirae. “Let me see,” he said. He was wearing his mother’s purple sequined cardigan while his shirt soaked in vinegar to lift the blood off it. You could fit two Mark Moons in that cardigan; he looked like a tropical lizard with too much skin.


Mirae shook her head.


“You aren’t the only one, you know. Wanna see mine?” He opened his own mouth wide, and sure enough, one of his canines was gone, with a small white stub just beginning to show in the depression of the gum. “I can make it whistle.” He whistled a bit to prove it.


Mirae looked at the goofy little gap between his teeth before opening up reluctantly so Mark and Soojin could peer inside.


Mark laughed immediately. Soojin tried to shush him with an elbow to his side, but it only made him laugh harder.


“You promised you wouldn’t make fun!” Mirae pouted, though he’d promised no such thing. But Soojin was smiling a little now too, taken by the infectiousness of his cackling. Mirae was not amused.


He straightened up slowly, his face still glowing.


“Sorry. It’s really not that bad.”


When Mirae made an unconvinced noise, Mark scratched his chin solemnly, then said, “I’ll tell you what.” He opened his mouth, pushing one of his front baby teeth forward with his tongue. It was already loose, yielding easily outward like a dog door with its hinge pushed to its limits.


“What are you doing?” Soojin asked, and when she realized what he was attempting, she hit him and squealed. “Ew, stop!”


Mark continued pressing forward until the tooth was almost horizontal and the root finally dislodged. The tooth fell into his waiting palm, glistening with spit and just slightly reddened at the root.


He smiled up at them both, triumphant, with two wide gaps in his smile. “See, it’s not so bad. Now we match.”


The next morning, Mother and Father took Mirae outside, her baby teeth rattling in a bowl. They told her to throw the teeth up, as hard as she could, into the air. If they didn’t fall back down, that meant God had caught them and would grant her a wish.


She made her wish and threw them hard, one by one. None fell back to earth. Mirae jumped for joy, wind whistling through the many gaps in her teeth. Her father hoisted her over his shoulder, spun her around and around. He asked what she’d implored God for.


Mirae giggled and reached for the sky and never told him. The teeth, of course, had merely landed on the roof. Ravens would collect some for their ivory luster, and come next rain, the remainder would be washed away. One would fall into the gutter pipe and come clattering back down to earth for Mother to find.


For a long time, Mirae believed her milk teeth had been collected by the heavens, the memory of tossing them shrouded in the enduring magic of a child’s memory. Her mother let her believe it for a few years longer, until she one day pulled a ziplock bag containing a single molar out of a drawer. Mother laughed as she shook it into Mirae’s hand. She asked her mystified preteen daughter what she’d wished for so many years ago.


The particulars were fuzzy, but Mirae replied—
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Soojin was doing the dishes when her phone buzzed. Without looking at it, she knew it was Mark. The only other person in the world who texted her was her dad, and he was home for the weekend. She wiped her hands on her apron and peered at her phone. Sure enough, Mark Moon’s name loomed on her screen.


A week had passed since the resurrection, and things between them had changed. He still gave her space, but sometimes after class he would linger by the door to catch her on the way out and they would walk together, chatting about nothing in particular. A couple of days ago, while dropping off banchan his mother made, Mark pulled two cans of strawberry Milkis from his backpack and they sat on the stairs of her wraparound porch to drink it.


You like this stuff, right? he’d asked as they sipped the fizzy milk soda, watching the sun sink below the tree line. I figured you must if your rat is named after it.


It was a brittle rekindling of a long-dead friendship. She didn’t trust it, but she’d be lying if she said it wasn’t a little pleasant.


What are you up to? his message read.


My dad’s back for the weekend. Please tell your mom I don’t need food, she replied.


It’s not that . . . are you free?


Soojin shut off the sink and leaned against the kitchen island. She supposed she was. Though her father returned only on the weekends, they didn’t hang out much when he was home. Tired from the labor of his workweek, he usually just said some perfunctory words over dinner. She would regale him with stories of all the fabricated friendships she did not have, and he would retire early to his bedroom with a small nightcap.


Somehow they’d become ghosts to one another, caught mostly in peripheral vision as they retreated to their rooms or out the front door.


I guess so, why?


His response was immediate: Wanna hang out?


She looked toward her father’s door. The lights were off, but she could hear the staccato of news anchors. He was likely tipsy and dozing. It was Saturday, just a few minutes after nine. Years ago, Saturday evenings were game nights. The family would gather in the living room to snack, play Monopoly, and have an excuse to good-naturedly shout at each other. Or at least Father and Soojin would shout, though in the end everyone would be laughing.
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