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The Eater
by Michael J. DeLuca

The Eater knows things the rest of our tribe can never know. 

On the village common, in the humidity and blazing sun, all the people of my tribe not occupied with sheltering or feeding us assemble to hear and repeat the day's teaching--a new litany of words. Those present will teach those who are not, and our world will grow. 
The Speaker is the oldest person I have ever seen. She is wrinkly and her scalp is bare--though I think she may scrape it to make herself seem older still. The things she knows--the words--she makes herself. Not like the Eater, who walks among us bouncing and gangly like a marsh bird with a broken leg, grey but full of life, showing us those things he may show whose place the Speaker's words will take. 
The shoots of the arm-leg bush abate fever. The forest dog may be friendly alone, but must be avoided when encountered in packs; its flesh is often tough. The snout fish is ugly, but its belly and head taste delicious when cooked with ground fist-nut over coals. 
How much of what we know do we owe to the Eater? Everything, some would say--though my brother Meki, who is wise despite his youth, would answer that only the Speaker's words permit us to use what knowledge the Eater brings. Meki's voice rings out the words confident and clear above the others--he is so wise. I flush with pride to be his sister, and must struggle to keep up. I confess I find the litany harder and harder to attend to.
The shamblers migrate across our forest in the dry season. They move north to south in bands ranging in number from two to as many as live in our village. Their diet consists primarily of meat. They are stronger and faster than we, their appetites greater. They carry cats' teeth, horns and heavy lopers' bones. It is useless to speak to them. 
It's useless trying to name them, trying--through words--to gain understanding of what they are or what they do: kill. The shamblers exist outside of words. That's not impossible, though some would say so. We did it once. 
We only know this through the Eater. 
I've seen the Eater crawling back to his hut from the darkness, contorting and shuddering. We owe him for that. I've heard the madness that boils on the Eater's tongue when he drinks of the froth from the bone-rattle tree. He is the only one who dares to taste it. I've seen him walk across the village as though he's forgotten in which direction lies the earth and which the sky. He goes into the woods alone. After a time, his body has always returned. But he--the Eater I know or think I know, the laughing Eater with his clever tricks and dances--he stays away for even longer, unable to speak or unwilling, somewhere we can never go or see. 
Never, that is, unless one of us follows him. 

When he runs out of animal skins, dead insects, flowers and food to pass among the crowd as the Speaker names each one, the Eater retreats from the village common at his customary lope, tipped back on his heels like a sapling tossed by storm. I leave off the litany and scramble out between sweat-slippery elbows and knees to the edge of the crowd, keeping one eye on the Eater, another on my brother Meki to be sure he doesn't turn.
At times I am pained for Meki, to know he is so young. I wish he could have been my father or my father's father rather than my brother, so that he could have lived a part of that generation when everything was new: when things first were given names. Our parents are dead, and our grandparents. It would mean I'd never have known my brother, never been his sister. But living now, when he can at best devise new ways to understand a world already made, it seems my brother's great gift for words goes to waste.

"I want to know what you know," I tell the Eater.
His lips release breath acrid with a scent I can't place, but his face is open, his eyes laughing. "I know what death tastes like--bitter. Birth, too--like salt. If I perform my task with forethought and precaution, the lives of all those in the village are enriched, prolonged, by what I learn. But my life will at best be changeable and brief."
"Your life will be richer," I say, my face warm, "--be it with agony or pleasure--than anyone else's, elder, adult, or child. When we die, we may think back and know we have seen and smelled and felt the things of this world--but only the Eater will have tasted them."
He is walking away, his strides long and loping, between the skin walls and the green bough roofs of our village. 
I chase after him, struggling to keep up. "An Eater's life won't always be brief. You teach our people what is safe. Each Eater will know more than the last."
I think he smiles--in that way the adults do when Meki and I speak of the future, a smile that I have learned means, "You are eager, but not yet wise enough to grasp the lesson I could teach." He pinches a heavy leaf-fold of the rain reservoir suspended between one hut and the next, releasing a spout of water that drenches us both as he drinks his fill--enough, I imagine, to drown even the crowd of poisons residing in his belly. As it gushes over me, I close my eyes. 
When I open them, he has gone. Into the woods, if I had to guess--here by the grave-mounds where lie those few remains of the shamblers' victims he has managed to recover. But it's too bright, out where we have cleared the trees, to tell much of what happens in the shadows. 
I could plunge in after him--I could. Risk is part of the Eater's existence. But he doesn't always walk like he walks in our village, jelly-kneed and springing. Wherever he went, I can be sure he makes no sound and leaves no sign. I would be lost as soon as I began.

I go to see the Speaker, weaving with the women after the litany is done. I help; I know how to weave well enough. In and out, sometimes twice in, twice out, sometimes looping back. Some women say the litany while they work, under their breath or together. Meki believes the Speaker teaches it that way to help us remember, to keep the rhythm. 
I don't need the litany to keep a rhythm. 
"He will take no apprentice," she says. "And me telling him won't make it happen. I've asked him before--I know the threat he poses to our village." 
Not he himself, she means, but his absence. The lack of him, or of one like him. 
"He considers it his sacrifice to make, one he'll permit no other to suffer. I can't blame him. I know better than most the life he must endure."
He confides in her. The rest of us only hear her translation.

Meki and I sleep with the children, in hammocks tied like drying seed-pods to the beams of a long, narrow hut. We whisper late across the gap until the others are asleep; in the fullest darkness, we fool ourselves we are the only two left aware in the world. We invent fanciful things to discover in the empty space between us, and Meki gives them names. Tonight, a vast mushroom grows in a towering half-disk from the forest floor to higher than the trees. Animals and bees and people wriggle up between its soft gills to get at the sweet, refreshing resin they secrete. But inside, the gills curve and connect like a closed flower's petals; beings meet and discover their bodies dissolving, becoming one with the great mushroom and with each other. Meki names this thing Soma. 
For me, the game grows stale. 
"We're not creating anything," I say. "How can we be? This thing exists only in words already made, pieces of other things--not even that. Pieces of words for other things we wish we could combine but can't. We waste our time."
I can see the face he makes, though it's dark. I know it that well. "It's practice."
"Practice that no more prepares us for the real thing than eating roast meat prepares us for killing."
The fibers of his hammock creak. "There is no real thing, sister. Not without words. Not wishes, not dreams, not you and me."
"It's easy to say so. But if what you say is true, then what were we, before the Speaker gave us names? Not nothing. The Speaker had a mother, and she had a mother, just as we did. What were they?"
He doesn't answer. He breathes, steady. He's asleep--or pretending--dreaming up names for the new things he'll make when it comes his turn to name them. The Eater, I fear, has no place in his vision.
We once played other games, less delicate, just as competitive. In the dark, the only ones awake, we sat on our knees in our hammocks, struggling to knock each other down. We both know the dirt-taste of the floor, though my brother--younger, smaller--tasted of it more than I. Now we're older, eager, greedy, both struggling to stretch our game across a wider field, and the roles have reversed.
I lie with my thoughts, alone awake in the world.

Noise comes from outside--not the chitter of insects, the flutter of membranous leaves in wind above the woods, but grunts, breaths, the heavy-breathing sound of fire. The Eater's return? I creep out through the flap.
The shamblers run among the skin walls of our village. They look like us, like people. In all the litany has said of them, it never told me that. 
They smell of dried blood, soiled earth and animal musk. They move fast, with barely a sound. They set fire to the food stores, slash open the leaf reservoirs. They tear through skin walls with the cats' teeth in their hands, emerge bloodied, dragging limp forms, and run on, gone as swiftly as they came. Their victims never make a sound. Why don't they scream, cry out, wake the village? 
Why don't I? 
The shamblers exist outside of words. Does that make them immune?
At the edge of the village common, one of them squats to piss. She turns a numb glare along the alley at the end of which I cling to the shadow of our sleeping-hut. In her hands, not a cat's tooth nor a club of loper's bone, but a child--scrawny, lips fastened to her dangling breast. 
It is useless to speak to them.
She runs on, south across the common toward the outskirts, toward the Eater's empty hut. I should follow, protect what is his. If she breaks inside to loot or burn, I'll have an excuse to enter, to see the pallet where I've heard him thrash in the throes of the bone-rattle fever, to find what produces those forbidding scents, to rescue some rare and secret food from the rooting clutches of the shamblers.
Instead I stand in the doorway of our sleeping-hut, arms wrapped around myself, listening to the undisturbed breath of the smallest children in their sleep.

Nine of our people are missing. The shamblers left no bodies, neither ours nor their own. We work to repair what we can, salvaging the good food from the burned, stamping out the fires, sewing up the holes. Everywhere on people's lips I hear the litany: the comfort of the familiar. 
The curled-fingers knot mends a break; it is made from two half-knots, the second reversed. The leaves of the ground-fan, chewed and pressed, make a poultice for wounds. The red fruit of the nine-flower vine-aged under sun, when chewed by the handful, raises spirits; by the bowlful, it induces forgetfulness, the illusion of warmth, and sleep.
I catch myself whispering along.

During the sun's height, we rest on the common under the shade of a leaf-roofed pavilion. The Speaker sits among us, looking old. She wears wrappings of bark on her forearm and hand; instead of weaving, she holds the distaff for another as though she were a child. Her eyes are like the shambler woman's, numb. Did she try to fight them? Was she wounded in the raid? 
When the time comes for the litany, it isn't the Speaker who rises, but Meki.
Meki would have us treat the shamblers like the earthquakes, the floods and the storms: beyond our control, a danger, a hardship to endure, but no true threat; a thing to weather and move on. He claims he has a plan. 
Meki is wise despite his youth--in some ways, he is wiser than I. Maybe our people need to hear this.
But the shamblers aren't like the forest dogs, who act out of habit, driven only by desire or fear. They're what we were--what we are--without words. I would rise up and shout this. I want to shout it. But the others wouldn't understand. It would frighten them more than they're already frightened. It's not what the Eater would do.
Then he's there--walking among us, nimbly dodging and hopping through the crowd--the Eater, still his own strange, laughing self. His stick body bounces on the balls of his corned feet, the necklace of roots flicks like fingers from his throat, and a weird smile warps his face, exactly as though no new tragedy has befallen his people while he was away. 
He makes his way past Meki to where the Speaker sits. In her lap, he places the raggedly severed head of a shambler.
Not even Meki can deny it now: they look like we do, and the litany never revealed it. His face is pale. I've tried to tell him the weakness of words. But maybe until now he never believed me.
Even the Eater couldn't protect us. But where words failed--where I was paralyzed, Meki disbelieving, the Speaker aged and weak--the Eater alone could act. 
What if the shamblers had killed him?
This time, when he leaves us again, I don't let him out of my sight.

He ambushes me in the woods, only a step from the edge of the shadows. His hand is still bloody from holding the head; the other is viscous and slick. "A girl can't be Eater. Not after she begins to bleed. In the woods, it isn't safe. After tasting the most dangerous plants, I am vulnerable, weak--but at least my scent doesn't attract things that would eat me."
"I know the taste of my blood," I tell him. "Do you?"
The Eater ducks away. I think it's to keep me from seeing his face. 
 Scrambling after him, awkward and noisy, somehow I manage to keep him in sight: silently leaping stones and fallen logs, slipping through vines, wriggling past roots and thorns man-monkey-snake. No wonder he walks the way he does.
He could lose me if he wanted. I remember what the Speaker said: he does what he does out of sacrifice. He does it to protect us. We're far from the village now. Could I find my way back? I don't know. My pace flags. I work hard in the village, I am strong--but we don't run anymore, we don't travel. Not like the shamblers. Not like him. 
I slow--yet the Eater is still there, and the gap between us closes. He doesn't speak, but his eyes question.
I wipe sweat from the wells of my eyes. "I know there are secrets you don't share. When you die, those secrets will be lost."
"And what if there were no way to share such secrets, no way to learn them save by experience?"
"If you won't teach me, I'll learn as you did."
He bends for me a bough bearing a thick, green flower that has caught the rain. "Drink." 
What's inside is only water, yet from the lips of that unknown flower, its flavor is changed, vegetal and sharp. My heartbeat calms. The ache flows from my muscles, down through my body and into the ground. I've never seen such a flower, never heard of its like, in the litany. Why hasn't he shared this? Think how such a drink could aid us. Another sip and I could-- 
"Follow if you must. Don't interfere." The slap of leaves swinging back at his release, and he's gone.

I follow him because I must: I'm lost; I need to know. 
We move south, keeping up a pace that is the fastest my body can manage, but no faster. We pause, first he, then I, to study the print of a human-like foot--the pad and toes, no heel. We eat the pulpy, sweet flesh of a fruit with skin dimpled like a baby's. We submerge ourselves in a fast-running stream. We sip delicately the replenishing nectar of another of the cuplike flowers. Will I know these things when I see them again? I wish I could ask him the names. But he's the Eater. They don't have names.
We cross a ravine atop a fallen tree; at the far side, he shows me the blood on his shin. "I scrape my palm on a rough branch as I climb. I can't get back the blood and skin I've lost; it's no longer mine but belongs among the moss. But I can gain new flesh, if only I can reach the tree's far branch and taste its fruit.
"Of the five doorways through which we never pass but come to know the world, taste is the one we can best control. In our village, at the Speaker's word and by virtue of my sacrifice, we are permitted to neglect that privilege. Devouring and expelling without thought, we forget that process by which what we eat--in replenishing our spirits, our flesh, holding us back from disintegration--becomes indistinguishable from our own selves. 
"Don't make that mistake in the forest, or you won't live to be my apprentice."
 In my belly, the flush of success mingles with the shiver of the flower's nectar. He is teaching me. The Eater.

Near dusk, we arrive at the camp of the shamblers. At the hill crest where I first begin to scent their musk, their grease-stained fires, he stops me, stained hand hovering before my lips. 
He unthreads one of the string of thumb-sized, yellow roots he carries tied around his neck. "Don't eat it. Carry it with you awhile, breathe its scent. When you feel you are prepared, cut it open and taste a few drops of the milk." 
Prepared for what? I want to ask. His hand prevents me, redolent of pitch and blood.
"Words," the Eater whispers, "allow us to share what we could not, letting many think and act as one. But a category of experience exists for which no words have been invented, and if they were, would not suffice. The Speaker understands this; it is her weakness. Your brother does not. Of the two, his danger is the greater."
I string the root round my neck on a thin vine like his own.
"Hide."
He leaves at an angle to the slope, moving fast, with long strides; I know because I see the saplings shudder in his wake. But when their movement ceases, he leaves no other sign: no sound, no glimpse. Seeing nothing, I begin to doubt: did he circle back? Did he stop to watch me from below, to be certain I don't follow? Did he go on, so quiet in his springing walk-fall-tumble that I wouldn't know him from a bird?
I climb a tree, one thick and steady so my movements won't reveal me. I sit in a crook, squinting through leaves into the camp. I wait. The root smells like a root--of strong earth and chalk. There is wind in the trees, and the color-thief bird cries the same warning over and over like it's the only word it knows.
I don't know how long I sit there. The sun moves as if caught among branches, then is gone.

The shamblers are eating. A meal of flesh seared over fire--they cook, just like we cook. Birds don't cook their food. Neither do monkeys, forest dogs, tooth cats. People.
And the Eater walks right into their camp, right up to their fire, as though he's one of them. He moves like they do. In his face, by the bits of it I can see in red light and leaf shadow, there is something like I saw in that woman's face--the shambler woman with the child. I recognize it in the Eater's face as I did not in the Speaker's. This is how the Eater looks when his body returns to our village without him inside. Is this where he goes?
They took our people in the night like they've done before. I don't see any of our people now. Except the Eater.
They let him eat with them. He shares their food, their meat. Do they know him? I don't understand. Expressions, postures, movements, half-obscured by the screen of leaves. Meki might tell me, were he here, that seeking comprehension of these things is the same as deciphering words. He'd say I fabricate a gulf of understanding that doesn't exist, a gulf no different from Soma, that great illusionary life- and barrier-destroying fungus of our mutual dream. He'd say there's no escaping words, no matter how deep I go into the woods, no matter who I follow.
The Eater, who consorts with shamblers, who keeps for himself the replenishing secret of the pitcher-flower, who has tasted the yellow root's milk and the froth from the bone-rattle tree, would say some things exist for which words have not been invented and could never suffice.
With arms and fingers soiled with juices, ash and grease, they eat, stripping roasted flesh from slick-white bone, tossing what's left back into the fires. I watch, unable to interpret what I see, resisting the sick knot at my bowels telling me without words that I shouldn't be here. I watch, until the winds shift in the night, the branches bend back like the flanks of Soma, and for the first time I see clearly the shapes of those bones: the five-fingered hands and heeled feet that surmount them. And I suddenly know where all our lost people have gone. 
The shamblers--and the Eater--have devoured them.
I slide-scrape my way down, out of the tree, scraping arms and thighs against rough bark, leaving skin behind. I run. With no thought for where I go except away, nor for the clumsy, crashing noise my flight creates, numb to the lash of leaves and vines, the sting of superficial wounds, numb, for a time, to the cavernous rushing of breath through my lungs, to the silence of the dark woods around me, I run. 

Gasping, I run until the dry leaves slip from beneath my bloodied feet. They are behind me--they must have seen me, must have heard my flight. I must get to the village, to warn them what has happened to the Eater, what he has become: a wordless thing, a shambler. 
But I have to catch my breath. And in all the wind-shimmering, moon-bright woods through which I've passed, there has been no sign of the replenishing flower. Where am I? How far have I come? Without him to lead me, I'll never find my way. 
I lie there panting, until the leaves itch and impress their shapes into my skin. How long has he been one of them? How long since he first came from the woods with that blankness in his eye, that stiffness in his step? And I envied him, wanted to be him. 
If I knew what he knew.... 
The yellow root strangles me, its vine clenched about my throat, its weight like a stone on my chest. I snatch it off, snapping the vine, and crush it in my weak hand, not looking, but unable to avoid its dark, mineral scent. A hard knot of matter, knobbed and warm with my own heat, as much like something expelled from human flesh as to a thing pulled from the body of the earth. Why did the Eater carry it? Why did he give it to me, before he went into the shamblers' camp to...?
I close my eyes to rippling leaves, and in the hot and red-veined darkness, I think back to the times he came home empty from the woods, before the first shambler ever appeared. 
I spring to my feet, teetering, blood rushing to my head. 
The Speaker knows of the bone-rattle tree. She named it in the litany: the way its wounds froth when the driller-bird has pierced its skin; the way that froth, on human lips, reproduces the same pain and delirium. But it wasn't the bone-rattle fever that numbed the Eater to words. I have tended him, wiped his cold sweat: even in the deepest throes of fever, he is still himself.
It must have been this yellow root. 
I must get home. If I can warn the Speaker and Meki, perhaps, for all the flaws in their vocation, their wisdom can find an answer. For myself, I'm lost, and only the knot in my belly and the terror at my back hold me upright against exhaustion. 
I hate this. I have worried my people and my family, with my absence, caused them fear. Now I'll return and reveal that the one they depended on, their only true connection to the world they left behind, has abandoned and betrayed them. Were I Meki, were I the one who followed the safe and obedient path, followed it with such ambition and devotion, I would feel betrayed. 

There, as the light breaks: the green flower, in a little vale between a tall barrier root and a moss-shrouded mound. I bend it to my lips, already tasting it in memory. But no nectar is cached within. A print in the moist ground, pad and toes, no heel. We passed this way--I have already drunk once from this fount. 

My feet drag over the roots and leaves. The woods grow hot. A full day has passed since I followed the Eater away. I have escaped the petrifier-snakes that spiral the trunks of the bone-rattle trees. The wandering pack of forest dogs--I heard them from atop a bluff, but they never crossed my path. Did they mistake my scent for a shambler's? 
Nothing looks familiar. I wouldn't have known that flower from another--but who besides the Eater could have drained it? 
I slip crossing a log; the fall knocks my head--only a glancing blow, but I come alert again with a bloody rip above my shoulder blade that makes it hurt to run.
I haven't heard anyone behind me. I should have known they wouldn't follow--the shamblers move south, as the litany says. I wonder what they look for and whether they find it. 
The shamblers move south, but the Eater has always returned. 
I lie awhile in the cool of an overhang, pressing a poultice of ground-fan-leaf between my back and the stone. I eat berries and shoots when I find them--when I can remember their names, and never enough of them to satisfy me. I've never hunted meat. I wish she'd taught me that instead of weaving. 

Nightfall of the second day, he finds me. The Eater, dead-eyed but walking, no less nimble than before he became this thing, finds me drinking at a brook. He drinks, and the water clouds red-brown downstream of where he sets his feet. He blocks my way across. He moves close. He smells of his deeds, and he carries a bloody bag. 
He reaches out for me. I shrink back, realize he is reaching past me. Something wedged in a tree-crook: a round stone, one side stained purple with the juice of this tree's tough-fleshed fruit. My people used this.
He springs back the way I've come, nimbler than I could have believed, along a trail I realize I've walked with Meki.

The Eater leads me home. 
The woods have shrunk back from our village in the time we've been gone. The sun beats brighter on sharp stumps and heaps of branches wilting. And the trunks--the trunks wait at the edge of our village, upright, lodged shoulder-to-shoulder in the earth. 
They're building a thing Meki has named a Wall. 
This was his plan. The Eater showed him the weakness of words; now he means to seal us off from all to which words cannot apply.

I find the Speaker sequestered in her hut alone, shivering, frail. The wound on her forearm has festered. "Meki is Speaker," she says. 
She takes the yellow root with shaking hand, but gives it back. "Keep it awhile." She knew all along what the Eater was, where he went, what he did. I can't tell her anything new. 

When the village gathers for the litany that night, the Eater is himself again--whatever that means. Prancing madly through the crowd, he shows us the gory, stinking, horrible things he carried from the shamblers' camp in the bloody bag. 
Meki does not name them. We all go to bed, silent.

My brother sleeps in his own hut now. I'm still in the long hut with the children. Swinging in the hammock, the little sounds of their breaths all around me, I cradle the yellow root and think of Soma.
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Biba Jibun
by Eugie Foster

Every night as I sleep on my futon, I dream that I'm a rabbit, running on a river of moonlight. My fur is white, my legs strong and swift, and I'm going to see Mama. 
Papa said that Mama left because she was one of the obake, the spirit folk. She tricked him into marrying her when he was a rich man and could buy her French perfume and trinkets from Cartier's. But then Papa's company got bought by a Western interest which wasn't of a mind to buy Papa along with it. When next the full moon beckoned, Mama turned into a silver rabbit scented with Envy by Gucci, a platinum Bulgari watch around her throat, and flew out into the night. 
Actually, I don't believe in rabbit spirits. Papa only said such things when he had too much sake, which was often. One night, he wandered away and never came back. They found him in a public bath house, drowned in a puddle of grimy water. Everyone says he got drunk and passed out, but I think he was looking for Mama, following the moon's reflection in the water. 
After that, the government sent me to Tokyo to live with my uncle and his family. 
"Your uncle is away on business, Rinako." Auntie Hina told me by way of greeting at the station, her voice pitched higher even than a daytime talk show hostess's. "When he comes home, you're not to bother him. He's an important and busy man."
I bowed low, giving myself time to school my expression to suitable meekness. "I'll do my best not to trouble anyone," I said. 
She pursed her lips. "Your best or not, your father's death was a great inconvenience. And quite an embarrassment, too, especially after your mother's behavior. Don't expect me to be lenient if you take after your parents. I cannot abide whores and layabouts." 
Her tone was so sugary, dripping with onna kotoba--the polite inflections and honorifics of women's speech--that it took several heartbeats for me to grasp her words. Then I gaped in speechless outrage. Did she have some mental sickness which caused her to spew foulness like a diseased dog? I glanced to Haruto for explanation, or a speck of humor or sympathy. I'd have had better luck appealing to a block of wood. He was immersed in private music, a pair of ear buds trailing from his head. 
From that, I understood that I could expect no warmth or welcome in my new home.
In the next days, Auntie rushed me around the city, registering me for school and buying my uniform and textbooks. She complained all the while (in dulcet tones) of how troublesome I and these chores were. 
My impression of Tokyo came in flashbulb bursts of storm and bluster. The skyscrapers with illuminated advertisements blazoned on their sides brought to mind the peaks of swelling tsunami. The harried people and speeding traffic whipped to and fro like windblown debris. 
Uncle came home late on Saturday, an event I anticipated with equal parts anxiety and dread. To my surprise, he was as affectionate and kindly as Auntie and Haruto were not. As soon as he saw me, he embraced me. 
"Daughter of my brother, be welcome!" he said. "May past sorrows flow downstream, and may you find here a sanctuary of harmony, respect, and tranquility."
The tightness in my chest loosened. "I am grateful to Uncle for taking me in and pray that he will not find my presence too much of a nuisance." I wanted to say more, but Auntie interrupted.
"Husband must be very tired after working so hard. Shall I help him to bed?"
"Surely sleep can wait for me to properly greet my niece," he protested. But he let her lead him off. 
With Uncle home, the storm and gale of Tokyo transformed to clear skies and sunshine. He conducted a tea ceremony in my honor, and we played Go like Papa and I used to. But my heart sank lower than my knees when I learned that Uncle had to leave for another business trip. I helped Auntie make fried sticky rice for him to snack on and watched him depart, already missing his gentle smile. 

Monday morning, I awakened from being a rabbit to the polyphony of Haruto's Malice Mizer ringtone. The beginning of school, new friends and studies to immerse in. As I pulled on my new uniform--blue tartan skirt and white blouse--I resolved to embrace optimism, even when Haruto pretended he didn't know me and insisted I walk behind him all the way to the rail station.
But my jaunty smile flagged as soon as we arrived. The school was in all ways a miniature of Tokyo's chaotic tempest. The other girls, despite the dress code's admonitions, wore makeup that made their eyes look huge and round, black lashes outlined in damson or smoky grey. Expensive jewelry glittered from their wrists and ears, and their hair was colored and highlighted in shades from palest sand to richest coffee. 
Homeroom sensei looked me up and down, his mouth puckered as though tasting something bitter. "You're from Gifu Prefecture? Che! Why does the headmaster always send me the slow ones? Well, don't just sit there, tell the class who you are."  
The girls giggled behind their hands during my halting introduction, their mocking whispers of dasai and baka loud in my ears. The boys yawned or pretended to nap; one even snored--for real or not, I had no idea. When I finished, I put my head down, cheeks flushed and eyes burning. 
I couldn't bring myself to approach the girls who had so derided me. So I ate my lunch in lonely isolation and tried to concentrate solely on sensei's lecture during my afternoon classes. Unfortunately, he had a dry, monotonous teaching style and, furthermore, was covering material I had already studied in my old school.
 After school, Haruto and his friends clustered together, smoking Peace brand cigarettes as they ogled women in designer clothes. He sneered and waved me away. "Get lost. I don't want some baka farm girl hanging around."
It's not like I wanted to hang around a bunch of conceited smokestacks, I told myself as I trekked alone to the rail station. 
When the train arrived, it was jammed with commuters: students, salarymen, and office ladies. I squeezed into the last car, and more bodies pushed in behind me. My stomach churned, assaulted by cloying perfume, stale cigarette smoke, and sour sweat. 
I was so intent upon not being sick that at first I didn't notice that somewhere between Shibuya and Harajuko stations, a man's hand had settled on my leg. Surrounded by blank-faced commuters, wedged so tightly I couldn't move, I had no idea who it belonged to. As the train jostled along, the hand slipped higher, burning a sweat-slick trail from knee to thigh. At the next juddering stop, my agitated insides heaved, and I shoved free from the car. I fled into the closest ladies’ toilet to throw up. Stomach as empty and deflated as my spirits, I splashed water on my face, trying not to cry.  
The door opened, and a girl in a school uniform identical to mine stepped to the sink beside me. She pulled a glittering gold bag embossed with distinctive Louis Vuitton monograms out of her schoolbag. After dumping an array of makeup on the counter, she proceeded to sketch in her eyebrows with a dark pencil. 
"I saw what happened, you know." Her voice was low and rich. "You're supposed to yell 'chikan' when they grope you. Everyone says train perverts make them want to puke, but you're the first I've seen who really has. You must be new to Tokyo." 
"Y-you saw--?"
"You shouldn't let them fluster you. They like it. It excites them."
I lowered my eyes. "I'm sorry."
"Do you always apologize when you're mistreated?" She rubbed streaks of silvery-white from a Chanel compact over her eyelids. "Then again, I guess some people enjoy being kicked."
My cheeks blazed. "What is it about everyone in Tokyo?" I demanded. "You think because you're rich you can criticize and judge me? Flashing around designer products isn't a sign of inner quality; it only means you're materialistic and stupid enough to buy them!"
My outburst gave me a moment's satisfaction; she froze, a tube of Dior lipstick halfway to her mouth. Until she laughed. Not the delicate, girlish giggles women are supposed to have, but a full-bellied laugh that filled the small bathroom, bouncing like pebbles against the walls.
Furious and humiliated, I made to leave, but her hand darted out, grabbing my wrist. 
"Don't go. I take it back. You've got balls. I like gyaru with balls."
I considered marching out anyway, but her masculine way of talking, forthright and bold, intrigued me. I let her pull me back. "Gyaru?" 
"You know." She painted her lips with shimmery purple. "Girls, gals, gyaru. There's himegyaru, the princesses; yamanba gyaru who dream of Hawaii and surfing; and kogal gyaru, like me. Biba jibun, viva the self, I say. So. My friends call me Yumi."
"Uh, I'm Rinako."
Yumi wrinkled her nose. "Rinako? How boring. It's bad enough you're so colorless and mousy looking, like you wandered off a farm. I'll call you 'Rini'."
"I did, I guess--wander off a farm, that is. Until last week, I lived in Gifu Prefecture."
"No wonder that train pervert honed in on you." Yumi stopped studying her own reflection long enough to scowl at me. "Quit looking like I stepped on your tail. Of course someone from Gifu wouldn't have any rail sense. Here, I know how to cheer you up." She dug in her gold bag and pulled out makeup palettes and brushes. Overriding my protests, she covered my face and eyes in colored creams and powders. Bemused, I even let her shorten my skirt with jumbo safety pins. 
"Shimatta!" she exclaimed. "Wouldn't you know it? Your front's uneven, and I'm out of pins. Wait--" Tugging a half-sewn teddy bear from her bag, she extracted an embroidery needle from its magenta face. With a swift stab, she pinned the offending pleat into place. "Biba jibun!" Yumi swiveled me to the mirror. "What do you think?"
With my eyes outlined in white and black and my lips painted a pale, shiny pink, I looked like a prostitute. Or a panda. If pandas importuned men on the street. 
A drumroll clatter from Yumi's bottomless gold bag saved me from answering. 
"Hang on, it's the telekura." She rummaged out a tiny pink mobile and flicked it open. 
"Moshi-mosh...oh, Daddy!" Her voice pitched up an octave. "I'm so glad you called. I was doing homework with my girlfriends, so boring...." With her free hand, Yumi swept makeup, brushes, and bear into her schoolbag. "...I'd love to have dinner with you. Can I bring Rini? She's my best friend."
I was?
"...you'll like her. But you have to promise to be extra nice. She's new to Tokyo, a real cherigaru."
My eyes widened. Had Yumi just told her father I was a cherry girl, a virgin?
"Hai, we'll meet you at the station. Abayo!" She snapped her phone shut. "We've got a date. He's taking us to Tullio, seven thousand yen a plate. Hope you're hungry."
My eyes widened. "Are you sure your father won't mind me tagging along?"
"My father?" Yumi smirked. "Like he could afford Tullio. That was some pitiful salaryman, probably fat and balding. Don’t you know what a telekura is, a telephone club? He's taking us on a date."
"You're a prostitute?" I blurted.
Instead of being offended, Yumi only rolled her eyes. "Che, Rini, at least try to lift yourself out of the backwoods muck. Not prostitution, enjo kosai, a compensated date. I support his ego; he supports my lifestyle."
"A seven-thousand-yen dinner for just your company?"
"Seven thousand yen?" She snorted. "I wouldn't spit on a salaryman for 7,000. He'll fork over at least fifty thousand for 'just' my company." 
"And nothing more?"
"Of course he'll want more, but unless he's super cute, he's not getting it."
"He won't insist?"
"If he tries to, he'll regret it. Salaryman hunting is almost as much fun as shopping."  
I blinked, startled by her savage tone. A trick of the light bleached Yumi's toffee-streaked hair to magnesium smoke, her eyes flat and luminous as a cat's. I blinked again, and the demon in a schoolgirl's uniform became only Yumi. 
"Don't fuss, Rini. A lot of gyaru do it. It's fun. Maybe he'll take us shopping so we can buy you some decent shoes." 
I studied my penny loafers as I trailed her to the platform. It's true I'd always wanted a pair of high heels like Yumi's Prada slingbacks. 
When the train arrived, I hesitated, the memory of the chikan still fresh. Yumi slid an arm around my waist, and propelled us into the current of boarding commuters. 
"Lesson one in Tokyo train sense," she whispered into my ear. 
"Wha--?" 
"Oh, Rini," she declared, her voice high and carrying. "I heard the funniest thing from Momoko the other day. You know, the cute girl in band club?"
Was it my imagination that pressed salarymen closer, their eager heat and hot-sweat smell crowding nearer to eavesdrop? 
"Some filthy chikan grabbed her breast on the Saikyō Line," Yumi continued, "but she had the presence of mind to scream and identify the pervert." 
Was it also my imagination that there now seemed a hairbreadth of space around us?
"What happened?" I asked.
"The other passengers trounced him before the next stop, and on top of that, he gave her twenty thousand yen so she wouldn't report him to the police." Yumi giggled. "And you know what?"
"What?" The hairbreadth widened to a gap. 
"She took his yen and turned him in anyway!"
I laughed with her. For the rest of the trip, I had no concerns about chikan; all the salarymen in our vicinity kept their hands in clear view, their eyes forward. At our station, Yumi only murmured, "Excuse us," and they all but fought to clear us an aisle. 
"End lesson one," she said as we exited the platform.
"What do you do when you're alone?"
"I pretend to call a girlfriend on my phone and tell her about Momoko's adventures." Her eyes sparkled. "Of course, the reception is so awful, I have to shout." 
"But I don’t have a mobile."
"Shimatta! Really? I suppose you could ride the women only cars. Except they're always overcrowded. Personally, I think the chikan use them as an excuse. 'Any gyaru not riding a women-only car must want to be felt up,' they say." She scowled. "It's the chikan who need their own cars. They can grope each other to death." Suddenly, she tweaked my sleeve. "Look, Daddy's already waiting for us." 
A blue BMW roadster idled by the curb. Yumi hastened to the passenger door and flung it open. "Daddy, what a sexy car you have!"
Inside, a chubby man in a salaryman's suit-tie uniform waved. "Come in, come in!" 
Yumi shooed me into the back while she clambering into the passenger seat. "I'm Yumi and this is Rini."
"My name is Yamada Tarō--"
Yumi pouted. "Now, Daddy, you don't want us to be all stuffy and call you Tarō-san, do you?"
"Yes, of course not." 
No one seemed troubled by his contradictory answer, and we lurched into Tokyo traffic. 
"You know, Daddy, Rini and I were having a tickle fight before you called," Yumi said. 
"Uh?"
"But no matter where we tweaked each other, we couldn't make the other squirm." She leaned her head on Daddy's shoulder. "I bet you're good at tickling. I bet you could make us both squirm."
A horn sounded, and Daddy jerked us back into the proper lane. Unconcerned by her hazardous effect on the salaryman's driving, Yumi bounced in her seat. 
"Goody, there's Tullio! I'm so starved, I could eat a whole sausage in one swallow."
I smothered a giggle at the salaryman's audible gulp. 
When Yumi said she was starved, she meant she'd become a ravenous emptiness to rival the most voracious of hungry ghosts. Tullio served Italian food, which I'd never had before, and Yumi ordered extravagantly: antipasto as well as soup and additional dishes with her entrée. How could she possibly eat it all? But devour it she did, demonstrating that while she might have the mountainous stomach of a restless ghost, she certainly didn't have the needle's eye mouth to match it. For myself, I only ordered a simple spaghetti dish in vegetable broth, uncertain of my stomach's forbearance. 
As we ate, Yumi chattered between bites, a dialogue ranging from teasing to indecent. Daddy's face turned beet red before the end of the antipasto. During dessert, he didn't seem to know what to do with his hands and strangled his napkin into a twisted rope. 
After finishing her strawberry custard, Yumi seized my elbow, towing me along as she stood. "Arigato, Daddy, that was great. Abayo!" 
The salaryman lurched up. "Can't you stay a little longer?"
Yumi paused to consider, a slender finger to her lips. "We need to do some shopping, but I suppose you could tag along."
"Fine, fine."
"Shimatta, I forgot." She screwed her face up like a sea urchin. "I spent the last of my pocket money yesterday. I guess Rini and I will go home and do homework."
"That's no problem." Beaming, Daddy took out his wallet and piled bills into Yumi's outstretched hands. I didn't know which was more impressive, Yumi's shameless ploy or how easy Daddy was to manipulate. 
He drove us to a trendy store in Shibuya where Yumi picked out a pair of Fendi platform sandals for me and a silver charm bracelet from Tiffany's to hang on her slender wrist. Daddy paid the extravagant prices for these gifts without protest, and Yumi let him breathe her hair and hold her hand. However, when he asked, "Would you consider going to a love hotel with me, Yumi-chan? You, too, Rini-chan?" Yumi shot him down without even the pretense of an apology. 
"We can't," she said. "Homework, you know. Exam hell is coming up."
Daddy looked like a scolded puppy as Yumi and I skipped off, arm-in-arm, to the rail station. 
Out of earshot, I let my amazement spill out. "I lost count of how many yen he spent on us! And you do this all the time?"
"Told you it was fun, didn't I?" Yumi pulled three ten-thousand-yen bills from her pocketbook and handed them to me. 
"I can't take that," I said.
"It's only fair. He was more generous because he wanted to impress you."
"Me?"
"Didn't you see how he gazed at you with his calf-eyes?" She winked. "Besides, now you can buy a mobile and tell all your friends about Momoko's adventures." 
My fingers closed over the money.  
When the train arrived in a welter of wind and noise, I crowded into the women only car, marked by a pink sign and defended by a somber security guard. I waved at Yumi as we pulled away. 
During the ride, I used a tissue to scrub the makeup off. Auntie would surely have things to say about my late arrival. No point in making it worse by coming home made-up like a panda streetwalker. However, Auntie was on the phone and didn't even look up at my entrance, much less bother to interrogate me as to my whereabouts. Lucky me. I crept to my room and unfolded my futon. 

That night, as I leaped along the moon path of my dreams, I wasn't alone. A toffee-streaked rabbit with a Tiffany bracelet around one paw kept pace.
"Inari, the god of foxes, invited me to join the ranks of his celestial servants," she said. 
"What an honor," I replied.
"An honor? Hah! I told him, 'Get lost, old pervert.' Why should I want to be a fox? Kitsune are so wanpa, so conventional. But no one sees a rabbit and thinks 'Dangerous! Watch out!' Nobody expects a rabbit to have teeth."
 "That's because rabbits are dainty and well mannered." 
"Are we?" The toffee rabbit bared white incisors, sharp as any predator's fangs. "Where do good manners get us? Skinned, salted, and laughed at, that's what. Lesson two--"
Haruto's alarm sounded, and I woke before the toffee rabbit could complete her lesson. Perhaps I was goaded by temper, but instead of the clunky penny loafers, I slipped on my new designer shoes. 
Auntie didn't bother seeing us off so she failed to notice my footwear. But Haruto did.
"You'll break an ankle in fancy shoes like those," he said as I caught up to him. "Who'd you steal them from?"
"The headmaster," I snapped. "He likes dressing up as a woman, you know."
"Baka farm girls shouldn't put on airs."
"Dasai cheribois shouldn't ogle girls' legs. You'll lose your teeny chinko to a fox." Should I have said "rabbit" instead of "fox”?" 
Haruto's face turned ruddier than red bean paste. The light changed, and I shoved past, done with walking behind him. 
At school, I hoped to see Yumi in the halls before the morning's lessons, but I couldn't find her. The other students were as unfriendly as before. Saeko, at the desk behind me, sank her painted nails into my arm as I passed a worksheet back. 
"Baka slowpoke. Can't you move any faster?" she hissed.
Still seething, I didn't turn around to collect Saeko's assignment when sensei announced time. I watched through a curtain of hair as she reached for my arm, manicured claws extended. Swiveling, I stabbed the point of my pencil into the top of her hand. 
She shrieked. Blood trickled from the slight puncture.  
Sensei hurried over. "What happened here?"
"So sorry," I said. "I thought I saw a roach creeping on Saeko's desk. But it was only her hand."
His eyes narrowed. "Saeko, go to the nurse. As for you, Rinako, maybe they do it differently in Gifu backwoods, but students here do not behave so disgracefully." 
"Shimatta," I said. "Wouldn't you know it? In Gifu, they taught us to be courteous and considerate to others. How slow I am. Even with Sensei's expert demonstration of how unacceptable that is, I still got it wrong."
I thought he would hit me. Instead, he jerked me to my feet. "Take yourself to the headmaster's office immediately!"
Smiling sweetly, I gathered my books and skipped out. 
To my delight, a welcome voice hailed me before I'd gone more than five steps.
"Ohayo, Rini!" Yumi lounged in the hall, scrutinizing her reflection in a Versace compact. "Where are you off to?"
"Sensei sent me to the headmaster."
She snapped the case shut. "That dasai old pervert. Have you seen how he stares at girls in their gym uniforms?  Believe me, you don't want to get cornered in his office. Let's go shopping instead."
Still heady with defiance, I grinned. "Biba jibun."
We spent the day splurging in Shibuya. I tried on (and purchased) makeup from a dozen cosmetics counters, bought a pastel blue mobile, and let Yumi coax me to a salon where they colored my hair tawny brown. Afterward, Yumi announced she was famished and took me to a little sushi eatery overlooking the scramble crossing.
"Pretty sweet shopping, huh?" Yumi polished off another maki piece. Her prodigious appetite had already tucked away enough for a family banquet, and she seemed intent on devouring every last grain of rice. 
"I can't believe how much I spent," I groaned. "Thirty thousand yen in a single afternoon."
"So? It's not like you can't get more. I'll show you how to register your new mobile with the telekura. With your innocent face, you'll never lack for callers or yen."  
I toyed with a slice of pickled ginger. "Aren't you afraid you'll run into someone less accommodating than last night's Daddy?" 
"You worry too much." She stuffed a whole nigiri roll into her mouth. "All men are pathetic and perverse, and salarymen most of all. Hey, you going to eat that sashimi?"
I slid the spiced squid over. "Maybe you don't worry enough." 
She munched on a tentacle. "I'm a realist. Salarymen are little boys who never grow up. They're bullied at home by dried up fishes like your auntie and at work by their bosses. They can bluster danson johi, 'honor men and disparage women,' or wax on about love and desire, but all they really want is to feel important. Some flattery and attention, and they're happy. Scold them, and they fold like paper tigers."
"You've never met a nice man, someone respectful and kind--"
Yumi shoved her chopsticks straight up in her rice bowl. I gaped, speechless. Only the dead receive food with standing chopsticks. I couldn't have been more shocked if she'd squatted and used the table as a toilet. 
"I loved someone, once. He was a nice guy. Rich, too."
I swallowed. "What happened?"
"He treated me like a princess. It was perfect, except he didn't like how I talked sometimes, or some of the things I wore or did. Little concessions. No problem, right? Until I woke up one day in wanpa clothes, spouting onna kotoba platitudes, and fretting about how to bow just right so I wouldn't disgrace him. Dasai! I was so disgusted I couldn't stand myself. So we fought. I told him I couldn't be anyone other than myself. He called me willful and shameless. I agreed. Then he hit me. 
"And that was that. He didn't love me, only a fantasy he thought was me. But I didn't love him, either. He was no more the man I loved than I was the princess he wanted. So I left." 
"Yumi--"
She waved her hand. "Don't fuss. I'm glad. It taught me to value myself."
The drumroll of her mobile startled us both. She recovered first, digging it out. 
"Moshi-mosh...oh, Daddy!"
I started shoveling my purchases into my schoolbag. Over the rustling, I didn't hear her "abayo," only the clack of her mobile shutting. 
She tossed a crumpled bill onto the table. "Got a date, Rini. See you." Faster than the memory of a summer breeze, she was gone. It seems she didn't want me along.
Dejected, I shuffled across to the Shibuya station and hopped a rail home. I spent the evening apologizing to Auntie with Haruto smirking in the background. School had called, of course. Most of her admonishments rolled off, until she spoke of Uncle's disappointment. Then every word she spoke found their mark, filling me with barbed guilt and burning shame.

That night, my rabbit paws stumbled along the moon path, tripped by rocks that lunged out shouting "baka" and "dasai" as I darted by. Ravening demons chased me, the snap of their teeth loud as gunshots. 
Floating serenely on a boulder, the toffee rabbit preened overhead. 
"Help me," I cried. "They're going to kill me!"
"You worry too much. Just stop running." The toffee rabbit checked her reflection in a moon-shaped compact. "Can I have your sashimi?"
When Haruto's alarm jarred me awake, I was grateful. 

At school, word of my incident with Saeko and altercation with Sensei had spread. Everyone treated me like a lunatic, watching me with wary eyes from a safe distance. It spared me from malicious pinches and kept their whispers out of earshot, mine at least, but I felt more lonesome than ever. And trying to find Yumi was like looking for a teardrop in the sea. 
After school, I wandered around Shibuya, roaming the shops Yumi and I had visited, hoping to find her. But I didn't. Footsore and glum, I bought a movie ticket with my last yen and sat in the darkness, trying to escape into the story of a samurai haunted by the yurei of a murdered prostitute. But the samurai's arrogance annoyed me, and I ended up rooting for the yurei. Disappointingly, he persuaded a monk to exorcise her. The end. With no money and no companionship, my only option was home. 
I was elated to find Uncle sipping tea in front of the television. 
"Konbanwa, Uncle." I bowed. "I didn't realize you were due back today."
"My company decided to recall me early to Tokyo. Surprise, hey?" 
"If I'd known, I would've come straight back after school." I looked around. "Where are Auntie and Haruto?"
"Your auntie wanted to cook something special and went to the market, and Haruto is still at juku, cramming for university entrance exams. Come sit." He patted the cushion beside him. "I'm glad to have this opportunity to talk."
I knelt beside him. 
"Auntie tells me you got into some trouble at school."
I ducked my head. 
"Sometimes it's hard finding your way in a new place." He patted my knee, leaving the weight of his palm in my lap. 
"I'm sorry, Uncle."
"Never mind. A pretty girl like you will make friends. So charming in your school uniform." He tugged the hem. "You've altered your skirt, have you? To make it more fashionable?" His hand crept beneath it. 
"Uncle--?" 
No longer comforting, his grip tightened. "Girls your age are so coy, going out of your way to display some bare skin but pretending to be outraged when a man shows his appreciation." His voice was calmly matter-of-fact, as much at odds with his behavior as Auntie's voice with her words.
"Uncle, stop!"
"Expensive new shoes, makeup, a visit to the salon. You're the same sort as your mother. Your father was scandalized, but I don't mind. Of course, I have yen enough to pay."
His hand cupped my groin, and the clash of hot shame and sickening revulsion made me dizzy. Disoriented, I was a rabbit again, pursued by demons. I blinked, and the moment passed. Although a nightmare still chased me with panting breath and hungry eyes. 
But I was done with running. 
Watching Uncle through a fan of eyelashes, I imitated Yumi's brashness. "Fifty thousand yen. It's my first time, you know."
"Fine, anything you want."
"But is it safe here? What if Auntie walks in?"
"If she does, she'll keep quiet." He pushed my skirt higher, leaning closer. I waited until the heat rising from Uncle made the hair on my arms prickle. My teeth weren't as sharp or long as the toffee rabbit's, but they were sharp and long enough. I sank them into Uncle's face.  
He roared and jerked away. My mouth filled with the acrid-sour taste of blood, and I spat, the bite of meat splattering the floor. 
"Nobody expects a rabbit to have teeth," I murmured.
Uncle cupped his face, blood pouring between his fingers. "Demon whore!" He raised his fist. 
I laughed. "Demon? Why, yes, Uncle. Did Papa never tell you? My mother was an obake."
His face darkened, but he made no further move to strike me. 
I got to my feet, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand. "But I'm no whore. Don't worry, I won't trouble you further with my bare skin and coy looks." 
Although my mind buzzed in a turmoil of betrayal, rage, and despair, my feet knew what they were doing. They took me from my uncle's house to the rail station. It was the only route they knew.
A train rumbled up, and I shoved my way into the first car. I didn't know where I was going. I had no plan. 
When the chikan stroked my leg, I almost welcomed the distraction. This time I could see who it was, a salaryman hiding behind his briefcase, eyes fixed on the newspaper in his lap as his hand wandered. Pressed between his arm, swayed by the train's rocking, my skirt stung me--the prick of an embroidery needle plucked from a teddy bear. I slid it free. (Shimatta, now the front's uneven!) 
"Chikan," I whispered and stabbed the salaryman's hand.
Unlike the pencil at school, the needle had one purpose: to pierce. The salaryman yelled, his briefcase tumbling to the floor. The spine of steel had gone all the way through his hand, and he couldn't grip the end to pull it out.
The car came alive, faces turning, voices raised. 
I pointed. "Chikan!"
The train shuddered to a stop, and the doors slid apart. The salaryman scrambled out. I followed, slipping through the mass of commuters as though I drifted upon a floating boulder. 
He glanced over his shoulder and saw me. 
"Chikan," I murmured. He shouldn't have heard me, but he did, just as I heard him groan, the wordless terror of a hunted animal. His features transformed into a theater mask, mouth distended and eyes wide. 
In the periphery of my attention, the grumble of a new train approached, twin headlights illuminating madness in his eyes. The salaryman sprang off the platform. Brakes screamed; people shouted. He spun to me, face triumphant, a moment before the southbound line smashed into him. 
I didn't wait to see the wreckage of what had once been a man. Should I have been horrified? Sickened at what had happened? I wasn't. Departing platform and station, I felt nothing.  
Outside, the full moon washed the city to a pallid sameness. The scent of Gucci's Envy hung in the air, and I turned to find Yumi. Her hair, magnesium smoke with toffee streaks, flung out behind her, stirred by a nonexistent wind. Instead of a schoolgirl's uniform, she wore a white kimono embroidered with gold leaf Louis Vuitton monograms. 
"Ohayo," she said.
"Konbanwa, Mother." I bowed, a formal greeting for a formal occasion. 
"So you figured it out." Her face elongated and sprouted fur. Long ears rose from toffee-streaked hair. 
"Papa knew you were an obake. I told myself I didn't believe in spirits and demons, but some part of me knew he was telling the truth." I shrugged. "So what happens now?"
My mother regarded me with the round, liquid eyes of a rabbit. "Whatever you like. It's your choice. It has always been your choice."
What would I like? 
Overhead, the moon was swollen and bright, closer than ever I'd seen it. Around us, the street was a river of silver, no longer anyplace in Tokyo. And I, I was a white-furred rabbit. I bounded into the sky, glorying in the strength and swiftness of my legs. Mama leaped beside me, grinning, fierce rabbit teeth bared to the world.
Biba jibun.
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The Button Bin
by Mike Allen

“The Button Bin” was originally published by Helix: Speculative Fiction Quarterly in 2007

You know he’s the one who made your beloved niece disappear.
He’s come out of his shop now, fussing with gloves that look expensive, a match to his long glossy overcoat. Glare from the streetlight glints on his bare scalp. Above that light, impotent clouds wall away the moon, render the sky a blank carbon sheet.
His odd little assistant left moments ago, her hose-sheathed ankles still overflowing her shoes as she waddled across the lot to her van. His car squats directly under the light, smart--except for these few minutes there’s no one to see him but you. Yet why would he worry? In a throwback town like this, with every house from a 1950s-era postcard, crime remains distant, alien, a single murder strange as an apocalypse.
You stand from behind the trash cans with your arm held out as if you’re warding off a demon, pointing the black pistol you took from your father’s gun safe.
You’re lucky. Mr. Lenahan sees you but doesn’t understand. In his moment of incomprehension you close the distance, press the nose of the Glock against the soft underside of his chin. He’s a big man, Lenahan, you’re looking up into his surprised round face.
Back in the store, you say.
He starts to speak, he wants to tell you he’ll give you the money, there’s no need to get rough, but something stops him.
It’s not the first time he’s looked you in the eye. Once last week, he helped you choose a bolt of fabric for a baby blanket, covered with baseballs and bats and mitts, you told him you wanted your fiancée to make it, he responded to your tale with rote coos and congratulations. And today, an hour before closing, you asked him to help you find a replacement button for one you ripped off your shirt just for the ruse.
Don’t see too many men come in here more than once, he said, with a smile full of hints and questions.
And he’s recognized you again. His eyes move as if scanning an inner catalog. He whispers, Your eyes are the same. Denise.
If you could silence your own heart to listen more closely, you would. Sweat drools down his wide forehead.
I can tell you where she is, he says.
You say, I know you can.

This is what she means to you:
Wide green eyes that mirror your own, peering shyly at you from the doorway of the den in your parents’ basement: you stretched out full length on the sofa, paging through T.S. Eliot’s silly book on cats. You catch her watching, a scrawny girl in overalls and a pink T-shirt, dark hair clipped back with a pink plastic bow, all this pink inflicted on her by your basket-case half-sister. She tells you that--My mom makes me--when you hold up your right hand, smallest finger extended, and say with infinite amusement, Hi, Pinky!
You see she’s about to retreat, so you wave the book. Ever read this before?
Dumbstruck, she shakes her head. She is ten, you are fourteen.
Wanna hear from it?
She nods.
So it starts. You become her warrior-poet, showing her nuggets to be found in your parents’ dusty academic volumes of Eliot and Poe, Yeats and Auden, Plath and Byron. Warrior, because you’re a killer of deer, ducks, squirrel, which repulses and fascinates her all at once. She comes along with you and your dad on one such trip that fall, you figure it’s going to be a boring stakeout in the woods, and you brought Wallace Stevens in your back pocket, because you want to creep her out with “The Emperor of Ice Cream” (you love the way she watches when you read, the way she shudders when you sneak something scary in on her) but it’s a bad day for boredom, a three-point buck wanders into view and she gets to see your father kill it, watches silent and thoughtful as you help clean the carcass. You wonder what she thinks of the blood on your hands.
She has her own life apart from yours, school, a few school friends, softball. You see her in her softball uniform a lot, and go with your parents to several games, though they don’t hold your attention you cheer loud for her whenever the chance arises, make sure she hears you. What you look forward to, face it, is her time with you, admiring your clever words--it’s not hard to seem constantly clever to someone four years younger--with those eyes so much like your own but prettier. It’s intoxicating. Exhilarating. Your drug of choice.
But her mother’s blood pumps through her heart. Your father’s wild first child, eighteen years older than you by a woman long vanished, whose very existence your own mom tolerates with pained, saintly silence. Your crazy half-sister, who accepted her fiancé’s marriage proposal as he sat behind the protective glass at the jail intake, the day after the cops brought him in for beating her. They never did marry--she found her senses for a brief time three years later, when he forced his fist into her mouth and made her lips split. And when she found those senses, went into the shelter, your father and mother agreed with stoic grace to help watch Denise. And because it didn’t take long for your sister to find trouble again, Denise spends a lot of time in your house, sleeping in the extra bedroom upstairs, polite little ghost with a burning curiosity stowed quietly inside, eating supper in the cluttered dining room while her mother shacks up with this bad man or that.
You shouldered your burden of guilt: she’s thirteen, you’re seventeen, charged with watching her while mom and dad spend Sunday out with those church friends, the ones your mom likes and your dad always bitches about. But you have a couple of your own friends over, sneaky middle-class hellions like yourself, sitting at the back patio table beneath the tacky umbrella, the three of you already high when Denise walks up. She asks what you’re doing, but she has an idea already.
Being the good son is all about what your parents don’t know.
She knows what you’ll do, because you’re the coolest uncle ever. She stares with thoughtful silence at the mystic smoke swirling inside the blue glass bong. You show her how to breathe it in. You and your chums giggle at her coughing fit.
You keep thinking about that moment, those giggles, her hurt frown, mortified she failed to impress you. You think about it two years later, when she runs away and your mom finds the needle hidden in the tape deck of your niece’s CD player. The way she’s scratching herself all over when the cops bring her back. The two of you together in the back seat during the ride to rehab, you as angry as mom and dad. You snap at her: I can’t believe you.
That same hurt look in her eyes, so like yours. Then her gaze flicks your way again. Read me something, she says.
I don’t have a book.
Can’t you remember something?
Bring me back, her eyes say. And you try. You recite what you remember: Fearful symmetry. The center cannot hold. Rage against the dying of the light.
She does come back, but never for long. And the last boy she takes up with, Billy Willett, that sorry sack of shit, he takes her somewhere that neither can come back from.
What they found of him wasn’t much. But he could still talk.
The county deputies think he was in a crash, his damned motorcycle struck in a hit-and-run during a late night kiss-your-own-ass curve on a mountain road. They found the wrecked hog, they found him down the slope, still alive despite all odds, most of him that was below the waist missing. Dragged off by animals, they think. His eyes gone too, pecked out by crows perhaps, while he lay unconscious on the old hillside. How he lived they don’t understand, he must heal up like Jesus.
Denise was with him, now missing. Can’t charge the boy with manslaughter with no body, and knowing her, so like her mom, she could be anywhere.
She was nineteen. You were twenty-three.
Willett gives you Lenahan’s name. He never gave it to the police. Just to you.

We can talk down here, Lenahan says. Just let me get the lights.
I see you fine in the dark. Keep the lights off.
How about this one? Just a desk lamp. No one outside will see it.
Go ahead, then.
The lamp’s slender fluorescent tubes do little to penetrate the gloom in the basement warehouse, a space much bigger than you expected from outside.
Lenahan’s shop used to be a schoolhouse, still has the look of a relic from a lost time; the street it fronts has surrendered to modern clutter, telephone poles and squawky burger drive-thrus. Even the schoolhouse’s Rockwellesque bell tower still points benignly at the sky, though the bell’s long gone.
The former school houses a fabric and craft store, one with a subtle reputation for eclectic and exotic selections that stretches for hundreds of miles outside the tiny dollop of a town where it nestles. Every room brims with bolts of fabric, regimented in racks or piled in bins, from burlap plain to prismatic textures and labyrinthine patterns that dizzy the eye. In at least two former classrooms long glass cases stand sentry, crowded with glittering baubles, costume jewelry. In the cavernous basement, tall steel shelves hold rows of thick fabric meant for towels, sheets, blankets, even tents. So many rugs hang from overhead racks, den-spanning designs of tigers, elephants, dragons, griffins, Egyptian gods and even wilder beasts, that they would make for maze-like layers of concealment if your quarry tried to run and you pursued--but he doesn’t try to get away, even though he must know this place by heart even in the dark.
In fact, he acts as if he’s invited you in. He sits down at the desk where the lamp shines, it’s more of a drawing table, tilted up, scattered with catalogs and pattern books, the kind that show a smiling woman strutting in an outfit she’s supposedly sewn herself. He settles a hand down next to a small red cushion bristling with needles and pins. With his other hand, he gestures at a folding chair at the corner of the table, going through motions he’s long accustomed to, have a seat here, let’s look this over. Beside the desk and your chair is a long coffin-like box. You study it, wonder what’s in it, why he wants you to sit next to it.
A long wooden chest of some dark wood, with what appear to be elaborate Polynesian designs carved on its side--you see a horde of faces peering out through a thicket of strange trees, their gaze aimed to the right, where a large figure is stepping out from a yanni-esque opening in a wall of reeds. The lid of the chest is open, perhaps even removed. Inside, small objects glitter like treasure in a pirate movie.
You peer more closely. The chest is filled to the brim with buttons, of just about every kind you think could exist, every conceivable size and color: sky blue, gold, oak brown, blood red, sea green, India ink, rose pink, oil swirls, crystal prisms, basalt opaque; some like grains, some larger than silver dollars, disks, cubes, knobs, triangles and stars, even crosses, moons, little grinning skulls, twining oriental dragons, snarling demon heads. The entire conglomeration shimmers as if the weak glow from the lamp transmutes to moonlight across their many surfaces.
Lenahan says, It’s amazing what you can find in there. Still amazes me.
You realize your attention wandered, you aim your focus and your Glock back where they belong.
Where is she?
He leans forward, his shadowed bulk alarming, his face a gibbous moon. I just gave you a hint.
You blink. His eyes have changed. You could swear when you looked at them before they were dark, not that eerie bright green.
You emphasize the command with a wave of your pistol. Don’t move. Don’t do anything other than tell me where she is.
Then what?
You inhale slowly. You tell yourself it’s not your plan to kill him, you just have to know.
You say, Depends on what you tell me.
He sits still, but his fingers on the desk twitch spider-like, drum softly in some random Morse code. He leans back a little, face going from gibbous to full, and you see his eyes are different, unquestionably burning bright green, like seeing your own eyes in a mirror.
He’s playing games, not taking you serious.
The little cushion full of pins trembles as his fingers drum. You shoot it.
The Glock hiccups in your hand, the sound like a sledgehammer smashing concrete. The cushion is simply gone, a long second before Lenahan jerks his hand away. The moment punctuates with the clatter of the spent shell casing on the floor.
Lenahan holds up his hand, stares, his sensuous lips parted. There’s a needle jutting from the tip of his ring finger. His expression makes you squirm inside.
He puts finger to mouth, grips the needle in his teeth, pulls. It protrudes from his incisors like a toothpick. Then he tosses it away.
He doesn’t seem frightened, but your heart is pounding crazy against its cell of ribs.
Under the lamp, a bead of blood wells from his fingertip. I don’t want to make trouble for you, he says.
A flick, the blood is gone. Why does the skin of his broad hand seem smoother, paler, the hairs between the knuckles somehow absent, reverse-werewolf?
Stop moving, you say.
He obeys, watches, waits.
You still haven’t answered, you say.
Answered what?
You scream an obscenity, put the gun almost to his chin.
His eyes flick to the button bin.
Just as with his eyes and hands, the buttons in the bin have changed. It’s hard to quantify what’s different, but you hit upon it: they look more real, more like the things they represent. The sea blue disks look like circles of ocean, the skulls gleam like real bone, the laughing demons seem to wink, the moons and suns shine with their own light, the faces on the fake coins frown or grin or simply breathe.
He knows your name. Shaun, he says. You reach in there, you’ll find her. You’ll know what happened.
You aim the Glock in his face and say, You do it.

Don’t you remember what Billy Willett told you? So intent you were on the who and where of Mr. Lenahan, perhaps you only lent half an ear’s credence to the other things he said.
You found Billy’s apartment, inside a house sided with flaking paint and rotting wood in a neighborhood once proud and rich, now long abandoned to poverty, slouching among the drug lairs with cars coming and going at all hours, a rundown convenience store at the corner with crack pipes for sale by the register.
Half of the front porch has collapsed, you don’t know how whoever lives in the front apartments can get to their doors, but it’s not your problem because Willett lives in the basement apartment accessed from the back. A sullen pit bull watches you from a chain link kennel as you walk past; the dog’s black back is splotched with mange or scars. It has no shelter from the sun.
You walk down the short concrete steps to the door. The house has sunk into the earth over many years; the bottom step and the threshold no longer meet. You bang the door, hear a woman’s voice croak inside.
A moment later she pulls the door open and squints at you, a short stick figure with tattoos flanking her withered cleavage, crowned with a shriveled apple face, dirty mop-grey hair cropped close to her head. Above her a chain stretches to its taut limit, restricting entrance.
You try to sound pleasant. I’d like to talk to Billy.
Get oughtta here, she croaks. You go.
The Glock presses cold against your skin, hidden in the waistband of your jeans beneath your baggy T-shirt. For a moment you think of simply forcing your way in. Surely, given the house’s decay, the chain would pull out of the wall with just a burst of pressure. You see yourself stepping over the old woman as she flounders on the floor.
I really need to see him, you say.
Let us alone, she says, and shuts the door. You turn to go. You look at the other houses, great rambling derelicts like this one, some sporting mock towers and turrets that were no doubt gloriously gaudy in their heyday. You wonder whether those windows will be lit after dark, if anyone might be watching. There’s a half-formed plan in your head, what you might do if you come back then.
But behind you, the jingling sound of the chain undone. A click, a creak, the old woman’s croak: He want to talk to you.
Once you’re inside, she watches you with eyes narrowed, wrinkles radiating out from the disapproving line of her mouth. The room you’ve stepped into is cleaner than you expected, a cramped dun sofa facing a vast widescreen TV with the sound off and the picture hopelessly blurred. She points down the hall, where a door stands ajar--this door incongruously painted with a crude scene of two kids playing on a swing set beneath a smiley-face sun.
As you head for the bedroom, she croaks behind you, Don’t you hurt my son.
You want to say, No promises, but you don’t.
The room is decorated in the same childish way as the door, but you don’t take it all in. You’re looking at Willett, what’s left of him, half-tucked beneath sheets in a bed that would have been too small if he still had legs. His arms, though, are still stout through the biceps, taut and wiry. His shoulders bunch and ripple as he hears you come in, props himself up. The sheet slides down and for a queasy moment you think it will slide off, bare him completely, and you don’t know what you’ll see then, what horrid mass of scar tissue he must truncate in.
But you’re spared, the sheet pauses at his navel, exposing tattoos that crawl up his abdomen and chest, oriental dragons coiled around naked bimbos. You think of Denise, staring at that vulgar art as she straddled Willett’s hips and sank down, and it makes you sick.
Willett’s thin, angular face, with the stubble-shrouded cleft in his chin, remains handsome, or would have without the fleshy puckers where his eyes once were. But it’s as if those scars can see, because he turns to you.
You’re finally here, he says. His voice sounds choked with grit.
Do you know where Denise is?
He laughs. It’s a bark tinged with hysteria. Yes. Yes. Lenahan has her. He put us both deep under but he only kept what he wanted from me. Denise, he kept all of her. He planned to all along.
Who’s Lenahan?
Maybe, maybe--and now he’s struggling to speak, as though someone just told him an incredible joke and he’s still gasping for breath--maybe if you ask nice he’ll bring her back. He wanted me to tell you if you asked. He told me to.
Who is he?
And Willett tells you.
He tells you Lenahan lives four counties away, runs the craft store in the school house, took it over from the Confederate daughter used to own it, made it into something spectacular. The place is well known but you’ve never heard of it, had no reason to know about it.
But the man has a reputation in a far different circle, one where Willett scuffed at the edge. In that circle, Lenahan has a different name, and only a few know who he really is. But most of the meth makers and meth pushers call him Mr. Buttons.
Willett giggles. Funny, isn’t it. Like some little pink bunny.
His puckered scar eyes crinkle with mirth.
He’s the one with the money, who keeps his people in good supply. He doesn’t use, doesn’t sell, just expects returns on what he puts down. And you don’t dare snitch on him if you get caught. The narcs don’t have a thing on him, won’t find a thing on him, and as soon as no one’s watching, you’re gone and no one will find you again.
Billy Willet tells you how eager Denise was to try crystal meth when they first got together. How he encouraged her by saying it wouldn’t wreck her mind and body like the heroin did. He leers as he says it, like he wants you to shoot him, hopes you will. But you don’t. You just tell him to keep talking.
And he details how he and Denise went to one of Mr. Buttons’ top men, the one with the barrels of chemicals in the storage shed behind his barn, and what Denise did to pay because they had no money.
And how the next time they went, word was Mr. Buttons wanted to meet them both, and this time their fixes would be free of charge.
Willett tells you where Mr. Buttons’ place was and who he turned out to be. He tells you he doesn’t know how Lenahan took his eyes and legs. He says he didn’t see what happened to Denise but he knows she can never come back unless Lenahan sets her free.
Maybe good ol’ Uncle Shaun can just ask real sweet, he says. Maybe you ask him just the right way, he’ll let you see her.

It took weeks of brooding, planning, stalking to reach the place you now sit.
He leans toward the button bin, the muzzle of your gun almost kissing the meaty curve of his ear.
His arm disappears to the elbow and he shudders like he’s plunged it in ice. You don’t hear the noise you expect, the clattering hiss of beads displaced. Instead a quiet wind-chime jostle, a patter of hourglass sand, a release of air like a lover’s soft exhalation.
Lenahan pauses. I’m not going to try anything, he says. Could you please pull that out of my ear?
Move slow, you say, but you back off a little.
His arm comes out slowly as if he’s having to extract it from tar and in fact the buttons seem to stick to it. There’s a squelching noise as his hand comes free.
Whatever you’re doing, stop it.
Just be calm, son.
He holds his hand up in front of his face, looks at his knuckles, looks at you between his fingers. Some of the buttons have adhered to his skin. There’s a cat’s-eye centered in the palm of his hand, gold suns in the crooks of his knuckles, blood drops around his wrist, black diamonds tracking in rows down his forearm, alternating with bone circlets. You realize the buttons have arranged themselves in deliberate patterns--it’s as if they lined up along invisible seams in his skin. Your heart is a madman pounding at the walls.
You aim at one of his bright green eyes, just like yours, like Denise’s.
You’ll never know the answer if you shoot me.
His palm still toward you, he takes his other hand, grips a demon-face button centered in his wrist, just below the ball of the thumb. Then he pushes it through his skin and out again, undoes the button as if loosening a collar. A vertical seam in his wrist suddenly gapes, like a new eye opening.
What you should see through that opening is blood and meat and tendons, but instead there’s something in there that wavers like heat shimmer, flutters like a moth, shines without color, and a scent wafts out of sadness and silence. It confounds your gaze, makes your stomach lurch.
Stop it! you say, but he’s unbuttoning his wrist, the skin parting like a cuff, something pale and gleaming and alive revealed underneath. The entire room has become strange, still dark but the darkness somehow agitated, animate.
He says, Do you see her yet?
His face contorts, his neck bulges and suddenly you think of Apeneck Sweeney, Eliot’s mindless brute, zebra stripes swelling along his jaw. Beside you the buttons in the bin crawl over each other, glittering mites that seethe at the lip of their container like spectators crowding a coliseum wall.
Lenahan’s arm gapes to the elbow. He flexes the meat of his contorted forearm. This is not…easy, he grunts, and something bulges through the gap in the curtain of his flesh. It’s a face pushed out as if birthed, Denise’s face, her pink lips parted as if in hesitation before asking a question. Squeezed out from between his unbuttoned skin, her face bows, an empty mask, eyeholes dark. Eyeless because the eyes regarding you from Lenahan’s sweat-sheened visage are not just like her eyes, they are her eyes.
Her mouth is moving, a fish drawing in water. He raises his arm, brings her lips to yours.

Your lips close with hers. She is almost fourteen. You are eighteen.
You and she are in your room downstairs. Even though your parents are traveling across the country, you have the door pulled shut, the curtains drawn. The radio chatters and croons, you don’t know what’s playing, you’re not paying attention. She’s lying on the rug, her overalls undone, pulled down to her hips, her T-shirt pushed up past her bra, looking up at you. You’re a head taller, about fifty pounds heavier, poised over her like you’re doing a push up. Staring into her eyes, like staring at yourself in an adoring mirror. You tell yourself that’s what you see, adoration, that she could never be frightened of you, terrified of making you angry, terrified of what you’re going to do.
On your bedroom wall hangs a poster of lions in the veldt. The lions are flickering, watching. The bed in your room is not a bed at all, it shimmers in a turmoil of beads and discs and suns and skulls. She stiffens as you push up her bra.
Lenahan again. He straightens his arm, withdrawing the face inside himself like a snail into a shell.
As you sit stunned he takes your gun away, sets it gingerly on the drawing table. He takes your hand, eyes full of sympathy, different eyes now, maybe his own, maybe Willett’s, maybe someone else’s. He whispers something soothing as he guides your hand toward the chest. You have no fight in you. Both of you know why you really came, not because you loved her so but because you feared, you feared the revelation of a secret you kept even from yourself. But there’s nothing to fear now, Lenahan knows, has known, has wanted to meet you all along.
Gold rhomboids practically leap from the bin onto your fingers, but Lenahan isn’t content to wait, he forces you to your knees, shoves your right arm in to the shoulder. You feel something like static, like a jet of water, like a mosquito swarm, then you feel nothing, your arm is numb. He pulls you back, and your arm, like his, sports an array of buttons. A seam runs up the inside, a row of green irises with black pupil insets. He runs a finger along them, they pop like snaps, lift apart like the eyes that line a scallop shell.
When I tried her on, he says, I saw what you did.
He’s pushing his arm inside yours.
The memory. How she stayed petrified, silent, as your fingers pushed inside her.
His fingers, inside yours, wearing your hand like a glove as you relive the memory.
Your knees have jellified. There’s hot pain behind your eyes, sticky tears on your cheeks. To your utter shame, there’s a stirring in your groin, your cock flutters as you relive what you did to her, and are yourself violated.
Lenahan chuckles, his belly pressed against your back, his right arm inside yours, his fingers inside yours.
He used his free hand with the confidence of long practice, unfastening your tainted arm from your shoulder. He will keep what he wants of you for himself, as he did with Willett, keep the parts of you that remember Denise. The rest, he will dispose of how he pleases.
You can’t allow that. You can’t let Lenahan parcel you.
You go slack. He repositions himself awkwardly, reaching for the buttons on the underside of your arm to finish his theft, as you lunge for the gun on the drawing table.
He grunts and tries to pull you down, but you’ve twisted to your feet. You feel the sickening stretch where he’s loosened your arm and stuffed his inside, but the buttons don’t pull free. He’s on his feet now too, pulling at you as you pull away, the two of you orbiting each other in grotesque conjoined dance.
He grabs your collar with his left hand, jerks you toward him, tries to get behind you again. You let him pull you closer, but he doesn’t see you have the gun till you’ve jabbed it under his chin. He tries to grab your wrist but you’re sweat-slick and quicker, pull the trigger one two three, sharp hammer strikes, flares that burn bright spots in your vision.
But the struggle doesn’t stop. Now he has your wrist, tries to pull your fingers open.
Adrenaline clears your head, you see the holes punctured in him, frayed edges like shooting through sackcloth, no blood, something like light but not fluttering out through them, causing your balance to sway, your stomach to heave.
His eyes, green again. He’s using her to look at you, using her eyes that brim with hurt and ache with questions never asked as he tries again to pry the gun from you.
You squeeze again. One of your niece’s eyes goes dark. When he cries out, it’s with her voice.
Rage and fear and years of pent-up shame fuel your own scream. You shove at him, push at him, but neither of you can escape the other. He stumbles, the backs of his knees hit the lip of the bin and his free arm flails. Then you throw your weight against him. He topples, you push and he sits in the carved chest. The living buttons swarm up his thighs and belly. You drop the gun into the seething shiny mass of baubles and grip him by shoving your fingers into the holes under his chin. You feel fibers tear and then your hand is inside the sack of his head.
Images gush into your brain, hundreds upon hundreds, flash memories of men, women, boys, girls captured at the moment Lenahan introduced them to his terrible buttons, shoving in their hands, their feet, their heads, to open them like boots, gloves, hats, coats and expose the twisted, vulnerable things of spirit inside. But what rises topmost is an image of Denise, and you do to him what he did to her, push him down full body until his head and shoulders are submerged, bury him in his own sick magic.
You’re still entangled with him, your face just inches from the sparkling swarm. Numbness spreads along your jaw as the buttons attach.
You jerk back, then scream as Lenahan’s head and shoulders re-emerge.
Every follicle of hair is now a loose thread jutting out from a buttonhole. Huge black stars have replaced his eyes, his mouth sealed shut with a ragged line of skulls, his nostrils plugged with ornate blue knobs. Tiny transparent disks line the ridges of his nose and brows and cheekbones, hooks fasten the folds of his neck. His head could be opened a thousand different ways.
His struggles cease. He smells, not of flesh but vinyl and lacquer. Slowly, painstakingly, you start to extract your hand from him and his hand from you. There’s a weird pressure inside your arm that lessens and disappears as you finally pull free.
Now you see his skin is patchwork, a grid delineated by the buttons, every piece a different shade. Who could tell what skin first was his?
Hundreds of alien memories have faded from your mind before you can pinpoint a point of origin.
He pushed her in, your niece, all the way under, withdrew a button-studded mannequin and undid her from head to foot, pulled her on and possessed her in total in a way you could never do, though something dark and shriveled in you tried. And when he learned about you, what you did, how you destroyed her, he wanted that for himself too, set things in motion to lay claim on the moment of her undoing.
A noise in the darkness. You look up.
There, between rugs hanging like tapestries in a hall of nightmares. Lenahan’s short, strange assistant has returned. She stares at you with wide-set amphibian eyes beneath a too-broad forehead, above a too-small mouth, as rough and patchworked as the creature you’ve just murdered.
Her eyes deep and wet as cavern pools meet yours for a long time. She simply nods.
And now you know how you will see your beloved niece again.
You start at Lenahan’s forehead and work your way down, head to foot, prepare to try him on, see how the seams of a monster fit. You’re sure they’ll fit well, snug and comfortable as a tailored suit.
It’s the only skin you deserve to wear.
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Thirteen Principles of Faith
by Rose Lemberg
 
(1)Exalted be the Living G-d and praised, He exists - unbounded by time is His existence.

time has collapsed into a pearl
six million lifetimes pressed into my heart –
and ground to ashes there, where time
does not exist
in which to grieve for G-d

(2)He is One - and there is no unity like His Oneness. Inscrutable and infinite is His Oneness.

This world was a mistake. When the divine 
made space for us, he poured Himself
into ten vessels. When the vessels broke, 

the shards of light made stained-glass in the windows of our bodies

Exhausted by G-d-given blindness, we have sailed
across the ocean, searching for replacement glass -
and finding cars, and banks, and better schools

(3) He has no semblance of a body nor is He corporeal; nor has His holiness any comparison. 
 
G-d sent the Daughter of the Voice
from heavens down to sinful earth
to speak His secrets to the children of the wise
those clothed in righteousness - 

but bent over their books





they turned away from where she hid behind the candles
inside night’s tenderness, before the rooster makes 
our world anew with unabashed red.

In predawn darkness, Daughter of the Voice has waited
until her soul has shed its feathered face
and shed its daughterness, 
and flown away.
 
(4) He preceded every being that was created - the First, and nothing preceded His precedence. 
 
Tell me my fate in seven syllables, oh sun,
for light was first named out of G-d,
as out of G-d arose all names of great things: salt and air,
and grass, and levitating fish, and even I. 

You say my greatest sin is pride – but G-d
forced it upon me when I named the animals – you see illuminated 
(bent over birds and snails) my form inside the manuscripts
foxed by the sun, dog-eared by sunlight - 









yet unsatisfied








with syllables of clay, I named myself anew
and cloaked G-d in sounds of gold and river
and lastly, silence. Decked out in my pride
like rainbow trout in singing skin - and overcome with greed
I swore to name the Nameless First
and touched the edge of the Abyss.

It cried to me with my own voice
I fell.
I am still falling

(5) Behold! He is Master of the universe to every creature, He demonstrates His greatness and His sovereignty. 

When from His sleeve the serpent stuck its tongue 
onto the garden of eternal blossom
it did not smell the smell of death
that comforted inside His sleeve.

And so the serpent bit the arm 
of moody G-d, and sucked the blood for planting
under the newborn sun: 
the apple tree.

 
(6) He granted His flow of prophecy to His treasured splendrous people.

That music lived once;
not again
unless my little grandfather returns in his fedora
with the old violin that laughing cries
inside its polished maple body

He was a lamed-vovnik - one of thirty six
righteous men that walk unnoticed
among us
sometimes eating pork
 
(7) In Yisrael none like Moses arose again - a prophet who perceived His vision clearly. 

When Moses climbed Mt. Sinai, G-d
gave him a violin of stone
and a translucent bow of moonlight, and a book of psalms to charm the rain 
to steal the children home from battlefields, to fiddle
the mountain’s greatness into hearts of men.

Descending, he made strings out of his soul and played
not knowing what awaited him
below

(8) G-d gave His people a Torah of truth, by means of His prophet, the most trusted of His household. 
 
My father lifted me upon his narrow shoulders
and carried me, wrapped in his prayer shawl,
into an empty synagogue. 
Beneath its rafters,
the sparrows prayed in Hebrew. Bird Rabbi
scratched Torah for me - in the dirt, upon the faces 
of painted patriarchs,
upon my father’s peeling hands,
upon my heart.
 
(9) G-d will never amend nor exchange His law for any other one, for all eternity. 

The apple doesn't fall up. Isaac Newton
Not being Jewish, knew as much, and thus
he didnt argue. G-d, however, hoped 
for argument : that in relation
to His own eye 
the apple plummets up -
a weightless thought that hurls itself to Eden
to plant its seed
and bloom
and fall again

A debate worthy of a talmudist,
It had to wait a while

(10) He scrutinizes and knows our hiddenmost secrets; He perceives a matter's outcome at its inception. 

My ribcage is a birdcage for a bird
That beats within,
that burns within,
the flame concedes its lordship to the tide,
the waters overflow to quench my light.

I am the voiceless Daughter of the Voice
that chokes upon its truth and lives again
inside this aging Ark, this roaring sea. 

When dove by dove, my silences depart
to settle on Mt. Ararat,
upon the shores unreachable by men,
they steal themselves from me.

(11) He recompenses man with kindness according to his deed; He places evil on the wicked according to his wickedness. 

On Yom Kippur, some twenty years ago,
the cantor died inside our synagogue
and G-d, confused without his guiding melody, sat drooling ink
over the book of life,
the book of dying. 

Old cantor, looking back from gates of Paradise, took pity
and seized a youth, and sang with a hoarse voice 
out of the young man’s mouth, guiding G-d.

They say he’s doomed, and tormented between 
the earth and heaven now for his sin;

I know a different ending: on a winter night,
while waiting out a storm inside the synagogue, a lamed-vovnik

piped on his clarinet,
and cleansed the cantor’s ghost from its demonic stench

and lifted it
upon the wings of melody

(12) By the End of Days He will send our Messiah, to redeem those longing for His final salvation. 
 
When David first met the king he played a harp,
melting the bitterness out of Saul’s heart,
chasing away demons, sitting at Saul’s feet,
asking for nothing, 
carrying only G-d.

When David first met the king he threw a stone,
killing an enemy, ogling the throne,
spilling fresh blood and wielding a sword,
asking for nothing
but to worship G-d.

Both stories are true. When David returns, 
will he choose one? 
Or will he still be torn?

(13) G-d will revive the dead in His abundant kindness - Blessed forever is His praised Name.

He shall give back, in his abundant kindness
my childhood with its matsoh ball soup
made out of love and overflowing snow that mellows
all words to violins

grandmother danced
with me

In His abundant kindness 
my memory brings back that music. Mazl

du shaynst amol far yedem - 
- luck, you shine
for everyone you shine,
but not for me.
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An Introductory Guide to the Nebula Awards
by Michael A. Burstein

This year, Apex Publications is celebrating the Nebula nominations of two short stories: “The Green Book” by Amal El-Mohtar, which appeared in Apex Magazine issue 18; and “Ghosts of New York” by Jennifer Pelland, which appeared in the anthology Dark Faith. In honor of these two nominations, Apex Magazine asked me to write this introduction to the Nebula Awards, so the magazine’s readers could get a better idea of what the honor means.
The Nebula Awards were established by the Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers of America (SFWA) in 1965 as a way of honoring outstanding work in the field. As opposed to other awards, such as the Hugo Awards, which are voted upon by the fans, the Nebulas are voted upon by the members of SFWA. That makes the Nebulas the closest the field has to an award voted upon by the field’s professionals.
The awards have gone through many changes since they were first established in 1965. I was involved with some of those changes when I served as secretary of SFWA for two years. I personally think the history of the awards is fascinating, but I suspect that most people are mainly interested in how the awards work now. So, first, let’s look at what the awards are like today, and then I’ll delve a little bit into the history of the awards.
The Nebula Awards are given in four categories: Novel, Novella, Novelette, and Short Story. By the definitions given in the Nebula Awards Rules, a short story is less than 7,500 words, a novelette is between 7,500 and 17,500 words, a novella is between 17,500 and 40,000 words, and anything over 40,000 words is considered a novel. These definitions match the ones for the Hugo Awards, so anything eligible in a particular Nebula category is presumably eligible in the same Hugo category.
The Nebula Awards are given to a work that was published in the previous year, which is also the named year of the award. So in 2011, the 2010 Nebula Awards are given to works published in calendar year 2010. This differs slightly from the Hugos; the Hugo Awards that will be given in 2011 for works published in 2010 are called the 2011 Hugo Awards. Got it?
In addition to the Nebula Awards, which are given for prose fiction, there are two other awards voted on the same ballot. The Ray Bradbury Award for Outstanding Dramatic Presentation is given to a film, television episode, or other dramatic work that was released within the appropriate calendar year. The Andre Norton Award for Young Adult Science Fiction and Fantasy is given to a novel without a word limit, and can even be awarded to a graphic novel. 
All active and associate members of SFWA can nominate works for a Nebula Award. Active members of SFWA can also vote on the final ballot. At the moment, associate members cannot; however, SFWA is in the process of revising its bylaws, and the rumor is that once that is done, associate members will also be able to vote on the final ballot.
So how does a work get nominated for a Nebula? The period from November 15 to February 15 is designated as an official nomination period. During this time, members of SFWA can nominate up to five works in every category. Members cannot nominate their own work, a vital point that is sometimes missed and can lead to a wasted nomination. At the end of the period, the six works that receive the most nominations in each category are considered the nominees and listed on the final ballot. (It is possible for seven or more works to be nominated in the event of a tie in the final slot.)Finally, the Norton Award also has a jury that is entitled to add up to three works to the final ballot. 
The final ballot is not a preferential ballot. Each member can only vote for one work in each category. The work that receives the most votes is the winner. In theory, this means that the winning work might only receive a plurality of votes, and not a majority, but as the Nebula statistics are never released we have no way of knowing how close any of the ballots are.
The winner of the Nebula Award receives a transparent Lucite block with an embedded glitter spiral galaxy inside, along with various gemstones that look like planets. Each trophy is a beautiful work of art.
The Nebula Awards did not always follow the rules above; in fact, this is only the second year that the Nebula Awards have followed these rules. For those of you interested in the history of the award, read on.
It used to be that instead of members nominating works during a nomination period, members got to recommend works over the course of a whole year. Members could recommend as many works as they wanted, and any works that received more than a certain number of recommendations (ten for most of the time I’ve been in SFWA) were placed on a preliminary ballot. Members could vote for up to five works on the preliminary ballot, and the works that received the most votes were placed onto the final ballot as the nominees. Also, each category had a jury that could add one work to the final ballot. I served as a member and as the chair of the Script Jury for a few years, and I was the chair for the final Script Jury that added two works to the 2008 ballot.
In addition, for a few years there was a “rolling eligibility” system. Members were concerned that works published later in the year had less of a chance to get nominated, so a work was eligible for a year from its month of publication. While a good idea, it did have some weird consequences when it came to works published early in the year. In theory, a story published in (let’s say) February 1998 could get its final recommendation in January 1999, and end up as a nominee for the 1999 Nebula Awards, given at the ceremony in April 2000. By the time a collection of the winning stories would be published in 2001, the story would be three years old. And the ballot for the 1999 awards ended up being a mix of stories published in 1998 and 1999.
Hence the creation of the new nomination period. The new system is intended to give all works enough time to get onto the ballot while ensuring that only works published in the actual year of the award are eligible to win.
SFWA has also had a controversial history when it has come to honoring dramatic presentations such as movies or television shows. Some members have felt that SFWA should only give awards to prose works; others have felt that if writers can join SFWA based on film and television credits then the awards should reflect those types of works as well. Both sides have been very vocal in their preferences, leading to acrimonious debate. 
In its early years, SFWA gave a Nebula for Dramatic Presentation or Dramatic Writing. The organization stopped after only three years, but then presented a special award to Star Wars in 1977. Years later, SFWA established the Ray Bradbury Award for a dramatic presentation to be given by the president of SFWA by fiat. In theory, that award was supplanted by the Nebula for Best Script that was given from 1999 to 2008, but presidents of SFWA chose to award the Bradbury to recipients in 2001 and 2008. As of the rules change in 2009, the Bradbury recipient is no longer chosen by the president but is voted upon by the members, as discussed before.
So, in the end, what do we have? Assuming all continues as it was established in 2009, every year SFWA will give awards for prose work, young adult fiction, and dramatic presentations. Only the standard prose categories will be called Nebula Awards, thus ensuring that Nebula Award only refers to a short story, novelette, novella, or novel. Meanwhile, the Norton will allow SFWA to identify worthy young adult works, and the Bradbury will allow SFWA to give a professional award to TV and movies.
Meanwhile SFWA will also continue to grant other honors and awards, including the Author Emeritus, the Service to SFWA Award, the Solstice Award, and the Damon Knight Memorial Grand Master Award. But that’s an article for another time.
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Ghosts of New York
by Jennifer Pelland
 
“Ghosts of New York” originally appeared in the anthology Dark Faith (Apex Publications)

Poets and sages like to say that there is clarity in certain death. That a calm resignation settles over the nearly deceased, and they embrace the inevitability of the end of life with dignity and grace.
But there was no clarity for her, no calmness, no life flashing before her eyes in a montage of joys and regrets. There was just pure animal terror, screams torn from her throat as she plummeted toward the ground in the longest ten seconds of her life.
And then there was an explosion of pain.
She remembered flailing at the air, as if she could somehow sink her nails into it and cling there until help arrived. She remembered the crash and pop of the people who were landing mere seconds before her. She remembered a fleeting moment of shame when her dress blew up over her head, exposing her underwear to the crowds gathered below. She remembered the burst of shit and piss as she crashed through the awning just a split second before she hit—
The only people who find clarity in certain death are those who somehow cheat it, those who can reflect back upon the experience and use it to goad them into living a better life.
For the ghosts, there is only terror.
After her first fall, she stood by the roadkill smear that was her body, not recognizing what she was seeing at first, until two more bodies rained down from above, splattering on pavement with a crash of glass and a sickening splat.
Then she knew.
Then the North Tower collapsed.
All around her, people screamed and ran while she stood helplessly by the wreckage of her body. Debris flew through her, burying her corpse, leaving the ghost of her untouched.
And then she fell again.
If anything, it was worse than the first time. Now, it was an echo of a fall, a non-existent body falling from a non-existent building, with all the terror of the original fall—the same flailing, the same flash of embarrassment, the same piss—
The same body-shattering moment of pain at the end.
Days passed, the dust cleared, the debris and bodies were carried away, but still she fell, over and over, sinking through the sky for the same interminably long ten seconds, the pain of impact fresh and raw each and every time.
Between falls, she wondered if she were in hell. She wondered what terrible thing she’d done in life to merit this kind of eternal punishment. But she couldn’t remember.
She couldn’t remember anything.
No, that wasn’t strictly true. In the chest-heaving intervals between falls, she could remember, if she tried, the blistering heat and choking smoke. She remembered mobbing a broken window with a half-dozen other people, gulping in precious lungfuls of clean air. She remembered a floor too hot to stand on, the eerie creak of metal. She remembered a man and a woman dropping past her window, hand in hand. She remembered looking over her shoulder at the impenetrable wall of smoke. She remembered a scream stuck in her throat, a heart that felt like it would burst through her chest, a desperate wish to breathe just once more before she died.
She remembered a split-second decision, legs suddenly unfrozen, propelling her out into the blue September sky.
But before that?
Nothing.
She couldn’t even remember what she looked like. She would think back to standing over her body after the initial fall and try to conjure up hair color, skin color, but all she could remember was the pool of red in a sea of glittering glass.
She could see the other ghosts, though. The hundreds of others who still rained from the sky, all still trapped in the same deathly cycle as she was.
She didn’t talk to them. They didn’t talk to her. They each lived in their own little bubble of pain. They could each only fall, catch their breath, and fall again.
The living couldn’t see them. She wondered if they could feel them. They certainly didn’t come near them. All around Ground Zero she saw the same dance—the living weaving around the invisible dead, speeding up their steps to get out of the way of a falling jumper, brushing a hand across their pants legs as matterless gore splattered up from the impact. She wondered if she and her fellow ghosts were why the site had stayed empty for so long. Each year, as people gathered on the site for their memorial, she would hear them talk about bureaucracy, red tape, financial woes, lawsuits, respect for the families of the dead. She didn’t believe a word of it. No force on earth could keep Manhattan from putting a building on a prime piece of real estate.
But eventually, build they did.
Between falls, she watched, rapt, as the steel beams climbed into the sky.
Sometimes, she wished she could take in the details of the construction work on the upper floors as she fell. But every time, the animal fear took over right from the start. Every time, it was the same. She was nothing but a frozen moment, repeatedly playing out exactly the same way.
She quickly learned to keep away from the construction workers so they could do their jobs without having to step around her. The other ghosts did the same. They were uniformly polite in their silent suffering.
As the new tower grew, a memorial was constructed where the old ones once stood. She would land next to the waterfalls that poured into the old buildings’ footprints, pick herself up, and stare at the water as it flowed down into a churning mist. She tried to find her name among the lists of the dead, but none of the names looked familiar to her. Out of the corners of her eyes, she could see the other ghosts looking for themselves as well. She suspected that none of them had any better luck than she did. She wandered through the museum, looking at the photographs, and finding no images of people jumping from the buildings that day. It was as if they were some shameful taboo. It was as if they had never existed.
The memorial wasn’t any comfort to her. It didn’t bring her any closer to knowing who she was, or really, who she had been before she died. She was still a ghost. She still fell.
Maybe she could find answers elsewhere.
For a while now, she’d been feeling less stuck to the site. As the new building went up and the memorial and museum were completed, she could feel herself coming loose, bit by bit, but it had never occurred to her to try to leave until just now. How many years had it been? She didn’t want to know.
She stepped off the site for the first time in her unlife.
All around her, she could see the other ghosts coming to the same realization as they, too, left the site and started cautiously exploring the world around them.
New York City was in places familiar, in places bewildering.
Had she only been visiting the Twin Towers that day? Was she not a New York City regular? That, she didn’t know. She read an ad on the side of a bus and wondered why it said the same thing twice before realizing that half of it was in Korean. She knew Korean? Was this a clue to her past? But then she read the headlines on a Chinese newspaper and a taxi ad in Spanish, and realized that it meant nothing. Everything about her meant nothing.
And then she was falling again.
She took several short jaunts into the neighborhoods around the Towers, always being dragged back to fall from the window that no longer existed to land on the precise bit of pavement that was similarly nonexistent, before deciding to take a more ambitious walk.
That was the day she learned that they weren’t alone.
Standing at the base of the Empire State Building, she stifled a scream as she watched a small plane crash into the upper floors. Not again. Not another one. Weren’t the Twin Towers enough? A body flew from the gaping hole that had been torn through the side of the building, but no one on the street seemed to notice a thing.
Another ghost, with a ghost of an airplane creating a ghost of a hole in the building.
And then came the rain of jumpers, hitting the pavement or phantom cars in a staccato rhythm of death. No one seemed to notice. They were ghost jumpers, just like her, stuck in the same never-ending cycle.
One woman, lying on the crumpled hood of an old-fashioned limousine, looked positively serene.
She ran across the street to take a closer look, but the woman sat up, staring dumbly at her torn stockings, and moaned, “Oh god, make it stop.”
“I can hear you!” she gasped. “Oh my god, I can hear you! Can you hear me? I haven’t talked to anyone in so long. This is wonderful!”
The woman just covered her beautifully made-up face and moaned again, a long, keening sound that seemed to come from a place far deeper than her body could hold. “It never ends. It never ends.”
“What do you mean? How long have you been falling?”
The woman turned wild eyes to her. “Where did you come from?”
“The Twin Towers.”
“I saw them rise and fall. A new one’s rising, isn’t it?”
She nodded.
“But you’ll fall from the old ones forever. No one’s going to forget you.”
“Forget me? What do you—”
But the words were ripped from her mouth as she found herself back at the North Tower, leaping through the window, and clawing at the air for ten long seconds before hitting bottom again.
She could talk to the dead, just not the Towers’ dead.
But she didn’t like what she’d heard, and wasn’t sure she wanted to hear more.
She walked to the memorial park and stared at the waterfall cascading into the ground where her Tower had once stood. The living wove around her as she stood there, unmoving, not caring for once that she was bothering anyone. She was a sentinel of pain. She saw it on the faces of the people doing their little dances to avoid walking through her. It wasn’t just this memorial that disturbed them, it was those who were left behind.
Why wouldn’t it end?
How did that woman even know?
From the look of her clothes, she’d been jumping for at least half a century.
She looked down and felt the echo of her fall in the movement of the water.
In a way, it was the perfect memorial.
Why was she still here? Wasn’t she supposed to move on? Did she even believe in an afterlife? She couldn’t remember. There was so much she couldn’t remember.
Maybe she hadn’t believed. Maybe that was the problem.
But what was the point in some god punishing her if she didn’t remember why she was being punished?
She found an old church nearby, walked through the iron gate, through the front door, and stood facing the altar, waiting to see if she felt anything. But she didn’t feel any different here than she did at the Towers, or on her walks. It was just as cold as it was everywhere else, even when she stood in the postcard-perfect beams of sunlight streaming down through the massive windows.
Maybe she needed to pray to actually feel something. But she couldn’t find the words. Has she known them in life, or was this yet another wished-for revelation about her past that really meant nothing?
An old man sat on a badly-scuffed bench off to the side of the room, his head bowed in silent prayer, and she sat down as close to him as she dared. If there was a god out there listening to this man’s prayer, maybe he’d see her and realize that he’d forgotten to take her when she’d died.
She waited.
And then she was yanked away to fall again.
So that was her answer.
She didn’t feel much like walking anymore. The few longer trips she tried showed her a city full of people jumping from or being pushed out of buildings, all still going through the motions for countless years after their deaths. She couldn’t deal with them. It was bad enough to be stuck in this endless loop herself, but seeing it played out across the city was just too much.
But some days, she would step off of the site and cross the street, if only to get away just a little bit. She needed to prove to herself that she could still leave if she wanted to. That her eternity wouldn’t be completely made up of monotonous terror. She’d sit on the curb, stretching her legs into the street, watching as cabs swerved to avoid hitting her ghostly feet.
When the new tower’s skeleton was nearly complete, she had a visitor.
He was young, a teenaged boy, dressed in short pants and a cap, like something out of an old black and white movie. He was soaking wet, both hands clasping the tattered life jacket that was draped around his neck. “You!” he screamed.
She tucked her feet up and stared at him, puzzled. “Where did you come from?”
“The East River. We were almost gone, until you happened.”
At that, she was on her feet. “Almost gone? You mean we can go away?”
“People were forgetting about us. We were finally fading. And then you!” He jabbed a finger at her. “You! You made them start talking about us again! We weren’t the biggest mass death in the city anymore!”
“So if people forget us—”
“I hate you!”
She heard a splash as he was pulled away, a gurgle.
But she didn’t care about that. She knew the answer now. People had to forget them. Then they’d move on.
She stared across the street at the memorial park, and felt her hopes plummet.
That was never going to happen. They were going to be remembered forever.
She crumpled to the ground and beat it with her fists, howling like an animal at the unfairness of it all.
And then she fell again.
And again. And again. And again.
But now, every time she landed, she screamed.
She screamed at the pavement, she screamed at the memorial fountain, she screamed at the visitors, she screamed at the people working on the new tower. She would step off the site, stand in the middle of the sidewalk, and scream at the people walking by. She would stand in the middle of the street and scream at taxis who would swerve and honk at the other drivers as if it were their fault.
She hated them for remembering her. She hated the whole world for making her a repeating memorial of terror. 
The boy kept coming back, standing at the periphery, spewing hate at whichever ghost was the closest. And the ghosts would scream back, their voices a chorus of anguish and betrayal.
The site was filled with their screams.
How could anyone not hear them?
That boy—he’d been screaming for...how long? A century?
They’d brought him back. Their deaths had brought him back.
But it wasn’t her fault.
She’d had to jump.
It wasn’t her fault.
She’d been suffocating. She’d needed air.
She needed air.
She needed it now.
She staggered off of the site, gasping for breath. This time, a woman was waiting for her. She looked young, but with old eyes. Her dress was long and simple, her hair messily pinned up, and there was soot on her pale face. “Stop it.”
“Stop what?”
“Stop screaming.”
“I have every damned right to scream.”
“You’re too loud.”
“I don’t care! If you had any idea—”
“Of course I have an idea!” the woman shouted back. “We’re all jumpers. All of us who are left behind, we’re jumpers. Surely you’ve noticed that by now, or are you stupid?”
“That boy was wet. He didn’t jump, he drowned.”
“You mean that boy from the Slocum? He jumped into the river. History only makes ghosts out of those who try to fly.”
Before either of them could say anything else, woman was snatched away, screaming.
And then she was back in the air, falling, landing.
She screamed her frustration into the air, pounding on the pavement with her fists, and looked up to see the woman from the fire looming over her. “I said stop it!”
“Don’t tell me what to do!”
“We can hear you all the way over at the Triangle building. Everyone can hear you.”
She pushed herself up off of the pavement and snarled, “Good. If they won’t forget us, then they should hear us.” She tried to storm off, but the woman stepped in front of her.
“They can’t hear you,” she said, gesturing at the living. “But we can.” 
“Why should I care?”
“Because we’re all we have left. We barely even have ourselves. Can you remember what you look like? What your name was? If you had children? What you did for a living? If you were rich or poor? We’re just pieces of people, not actual people.”
“I know that. Don’t you think I know that?”
“So have a little respect for the rest of us and stop screaming. There’s too many of you. You’re too loud. We just….” The woman looked like she was about to cry. “For the love of God, we just want a little peace.”
She spat out a laugh. “Oh, please. We don’t get to have peace. Whatever the hell we have, it’s the opposite of peace. You’ve been around long enough. You should get that.”
“We’re here until we’re forgotten,” the woman said. “And you and I will never be forgotten. If a pack of girls jumping out of a burning factory could learn to stop screaming, then so can you. Have a little courtesy for your fellow ghosts.”
“I’m going to spend eternity reliving my death. Screaming is the only logical—”
And then she felt the wind tearing by her as she fell, again.
When she hit the ground, she lay there, staring up at the sky, not able to summon the energy to pick herself up.
Why shouldn’t she scream? She was a walking beacon of pain, the icy feeling that trailed down someone’s spine as they visited her death site. She had every right to scream. She should scream without stopping until the end of time.
But instead, she cried.
She curled onto her side and sobbed until she felt empty, which didn’t take long at all.
It must have been because there was so little of her left.
She repeated that thought, and rolled over onto her back, letting the sun wash through her insubstantial form as she mulled it over.
There really wasn’t very much of her, was there? Like the woman from the fire said, she was just a piece of a person, just the horrific slice of a woman’s life as she died. The rest of the woman was who knew where—maybe heaven, maybe hell, maybe reborn into a new body, maybe nothing but worm food.
Wherever the rest of her was, she was missing this part. This death part. The part that lingered here in the shadow of the non-existent Towers.
How wonderful it must be not to be saddled with those last seconds of her life.
She sat up, staring down at the ground that all those years ago had been stained red with her blood. How strange to think that the rest of her could be out there, somewhere, not burdened with this memory.
Maybe her unlife wasn’t a curse. Maybe it was history’s gift to the woman she once was.
If so, that was a greater gift than anyone could ever know.
She looked over at the shouting boy and the soot-covered woman who was now lecturing another of her fellow Tower jumpers, and wondered if they’d ever had this thought.
Maybe this was the right way to stop the screaming.
She picked herself up, walked over to the memorial, and selected a female name at random from the list. Maybe that was the woman she’d once been. She had a nice name. She hoped she’d been a nice person. She hoped she was having a lovely afterlife.
She looked around the memorial, found a visitor scanning the list of names, and decided that she’d be that woman’s sister today.
“It’s all right,” she told the woman. “Your sister doesn’t remember what happened to her. She’s at peace.”
She reached out to stroke the young woman’s hair, and for once, the living didn’t flinch away from her.
Out of the corners of her eyes, she saw a couple of her fellow jumpers stop screaming and stare at her with expressions of astonishment.
She smiled back at them.
She hadn’t smiled since she’d died.
It felt good.
And then she fell again.
But it was all right. At least, it was once she landed.
Because there was no clarity in death, no dignity. And history didn’t fulfill any grand purpose when it plucked jumpers from the sky.
But perhaps there was a purpose to her suffering.
And that was enough.
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