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      When I thought back to my own relationship with academia and the way that I’ve seen others collect degrees like badges of honour and success, I couldn’t help but wonder just how much the degrees themselves contributed to my career. The impact didn’t come from the pieces of framed papers but the teachers and instructors and professors themselves.

      After my undergraduate studies, I wanted to pursue teaching because of how much my own teachers impacted me. Then I thought about how much I would potentially impact my students and change the direction of their lives, and that thought scared me. I gave up that path. I didn’t feel like a fitting enough guide through the tunnel for students when I, myself, kept dropping my own flashlight and fumbling aimlessly. But I realize how many educators might be in that same position, and I admire them for having the courage I never did.

      On books concerning education, the ones that impacted me most are a non-fiction book titled The Smartest Kids in the World: And How They Got That Way, a memoir titled Educated, two novels titled Out of My Mind and Never Let Me Go, and, of course, the pedagogy books from my teaching stream courses at the University of Toronto. But in addition to those, I had my own life experiences and heard stories whispered by others: the dreaded gaokao in China; the time when my kindergarten teacher threatened to lock me in a closet for not sleeping during naptime; the moments I was made fun of because of my name, my accent, and my family at school and cyber bullied outside of it; the time in first grade when a boy spat at my grandmother’s feet; the moment I heard that someone had threw themselves off the railing several floors above in one of the university libraries; the time my friend, who was an hour early to her exam, only to rush out in tears and the horrors of her religious private school and their treatment of their female students; the time our professor decided to experiment with a fifteen-person group essay and caused half the class psychological turmoil; the rumors that were really realities about institutions favouring the younger, the better looking, the pale, the privileged, the connected, the outgoing, and the outspoken.

      What had been ingrained in me growing up was the importance of grades and awards and wealth, when truly, street-smarts and practical life skills I learned too late, and am still learning, are far more important than any academic text could have ever taught me. But what school did a good job of was teaching me how to be disciplined and teaching me how to learn on my own, even if these things are what I’ve struggled with and still struggle with, and much of the time. Back when I was still in school, the system did not favour the slow thinkers, the musers, those who were not regurgitators, those who could not afford to study without working parttime or commuting.

      Sometimes, simply being hardworking is not enough, and academic glory can be swiped from under calloused hands while sweat and tears obscure our vision. Sometimes, simply connecting and speaking to others—rather than having our heads buried within pages and pages and pages, thinking only words will save us—will allow for broader vision.

      But one important thing I’ve learned so far in my journey is that what truly taught me more than anything else is stories.

      I see echoes of all the dark memories and experiences—snippets, fractures, insistent whispers of the past that refuse to silence—within the stories we have chosen for Wilted Pages, and as much as they may bring unease, I hope these stories also bring you, the reader, a kind of comfort.

      
        
        —From a lifelong learner,

        Ai Jiang
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          Christi Nogle

        

      

    

    
      When Ai Jiang and I sought a publisher for this project, we said we wanted to compile an anthology inspired by works such as The Secret History by Donna Tartt, Never Let Me Go by Kazuo Ishiguro, Mexican Gothic by Silvia Moreno-Garcia, Catherine House by Elisabeth Thomas, and The Bone Weaver’s Orchard by Sarah Read. Alan Lastufka of Shortwave Publishing was kind enough to take on the project, and George Cotronis provided the gorgeous cover.

      Writers from around the world, many of them deeply involved in academia, answered this call, and we and our wonderful first readers were able to consider over five hundred fascinating stories. Finally, we were able to decide on the few we had room for here, all of which exceeded our expectations. These contributors often include the “gloomy buildings, secret societies, futuristic boarding schools, gothic yet modern aesthetics, and occult learning” we sought in the call, but they go beyond that, introducing ideas and taking us to places and times we couldn’t have predicted. Reading the submissions was a wonderful education in itself.

      Aside from our interest in the works named above, my co-editor and I discussed our experiences with academia. I mentioned teaching at a university for twenty years, and I think I mentioned having degrees in visual arts, writing, and literature. What I didn’t mention were my complicated feelings about teaching, learning, and educational institutions. I didn’t mention the details of my early years moving around and attending many stifling (and sometimes horrific) religious schools, being kept out of school for periods of time, being bullied and isolated once I entered public school, acting out, dropping out, and years later taking the GED exam to be able to enroll in college, or struggling to find my voice once there. My first attempt at this foreword was a rumination on all those difficulties with academia, but I realized this foreword did not have space to do justice to that topic—not to mention that it’s a bit of a downer.

      So I’ll put the focus back on the works here, with the understanding that academia is, to me, and I think to these contributors, a fraught and complicated thing. The sites represented here—schools, universities, libraries, research facilities, and the field—offer microcosms of our social world. Here we yearn, fail, and succeed, in academics as well as in our relationships with peers and authority figures. We grapple with various subtle and overt forms of inequality and oppression; issues of academic freedom, surveillance, and censorship; ethical conundrums; clashes of will and of ego; feelings ranging from inadequacy and humiliation to unadulterated joy; and so much more.

      We have ordered the stories in small groups. You might envision a statue in the center of our campus. The statue itself is not important—perhaps it is the skull-headed crow—but the statue’s base is six-sided with the following words:

      

      Haunting—an entity from the past (or the future) intercedes.  Featuring the stories of Jennifer Fliss, Simo Srinivas, and Jo Kaplan

      

      Sacrifice—something is given up for an uncertain return. Featuring the stories of Amber Chen, Cyrus Amelia Fisher, and John Langan

      

      Obsession—an idea, tick-like, attaches and will not let go. Featuring the stories of Steve Rasnic Tem, Michael A. Reed, and Brian Evenson

      

      Knowledge—a truth announces itself, or hides. Featuring the stories of Hussani Abdulrahim, R.B. Lemberg, and Gabino Iglesias

      

      Revenge—a wrong is answered. Featuring the stories of Ana Hurtado, Suzan Palumbo, Ayida Shonibar, and Premee Mohamed

      

      Hope—a possibility becomes real. Featuring the stories of Octavia Cade, Marisca Pichette, and R.J. Joseph

      

      These stories are dark in many different ways. Sometimes they are bitter and vengeful, sometimes full of longing and pain. They look back to problematic pasts and ahead to bewildering futures. Sometimes they revel in the darkness, making it sparkle, making it beautiful.

      We hope you will love them as much as we do.

      
        
        —Christi Nogle
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            Ijo de Ken Sos Tu?

          

          Jennifer Fliss

        

      

    

    
      The dorm room smelled of burnt heater dust and lemon. Arriving first meant Leyla had her choice of beds, so she decided on the one by the window and dropped her things. Though it was gray outside, the windows reached all the way to the ceiling, so they let in a fair amount of light. Despite the chill, Leyla was sweaty from the walk from the station. The tide had been out, so she was able to walk right up to the school, a luxury Leyla wouldn’t appreciate until later.

      Out the window, the sea and sky tumbled in a watercolor of gray. A slow creeping waltz of fog was coming in. She pushed open the window to inhale the saltwater air and instead got a breath full of cigarette smoke.

      She headed to the office to collect her welcome packet. Cars crunched the gravel driveway, doors creaked open and slammed closed. Loud but unclear voices reverberated down the corridors. In the doorway of the office, while Leyla stood waiting for the secretary to notice her, an overly tall man in an olive trench coat pushed by her. She caught an earthy whiff of chewing tobacco. The man didn’t even pause and let himself into a back room.

      “Dean Toldt,” the secretary said to her and handed Leyla a blue folder emblazoned with the Briarmoor crest. “Welcome packet. Schedule, rules, school history, terms of agreement, that sort of thing.”

      “Terms of agreement?”

      “Conduct contract. Read, sign, return.”

      “Okay.” She wasn’t interested in breaking any, or many rules, but she didn’t like signing things. It was hard for her to explain, but family lore about lists, roundups, and accusations weighed on her subconscious.

      “And remember,” the secretary said, tutting her teeth. “No smoking.”

      “I wasn’t,” Leyla countered and went off to the back of the building for a smoke. She leaned against the cool limestone.

      The fog was dense but held at a perimeter out from the school like a protective ring. The sea lapped at the rough dark rocks that stood in for a beach. Looking up, she noticed she was just under her room’s window. An arm reached out, snapping the window shut. Her roommate, Jane, must’ve arrived.

      The hallways bustled with students. In her room, no Jane, but Leyla saw she’d mostly unpacked, and she’d taken the bed by the window. Leyla’s bag now sat on the floor. She reopened the window, and briny air rippled into the room.

      Leyla made her bed with the corduroy coverlet and tasseled pillows filched from her parents’ living room. She put away the Briarmoor-approved clothing meant for wet winter days: V-neck sweaters and wool trousers in colors like ash and heather.

      In the full-length mirror, Leyla assessed her features. She’d read once that human faces weren’t symmetrical. That if they were, it would look strange to our imperfect brains. Suddenly, in a macabre dance, her lips, nose, and eyes jittered around her face and rearranged themselves into a perfectly symmetrical image.

      She brought her hand to her mouth, but her mirror image did not move, hands still at her sides. She gasped and fell onto her roommate’s bed. At that moment, in a huff, Jane blew in.

      “My bed,” she said.

      “Yeah, sorry.” Leyla scrambled up.

      As her roommate patted her blanket, straightening out any proof Leyla had been there at all, Leyla introduced herself. “I’m Leyla.”

      “It’s dinner.” Jane grabbed a jacket and left. Leyla fumbled on her shoes and followed, wondering what she had done wrong. She knew little about her roommate. According to the poster on their door, Jane was the English teacher’s daughter, from Boston, her favorite food was lasagna, and she spent summers at Bible Camp.

      After grace, Leyla picked at meatloaf and limp asparagus. If she were home, she’d be eating roasted chicken, couscous, bourekas, and vegetables that hadn’t been boiled into strings, because it was Friday night and Friday nights were for candle-lighting, family-gathering, and feasting.

      But not anymore, not for Leyla anyway. She hadn’t thought that a one-time experiment with pot would land her exiled at a damp Waspy boarding school. But it did.

      “We don’t get snacks.” The girl across from her had dark curly hair and jade green eyes like Leyla, a combination often commented on: Where are you from, from? Leyla blinked, and the girl’s eyes turned brown, hair red.

      “I know.”

      “I’m Maren.”

      “Leyla.”

      “You in Ford Wing?”

      “Yeah, you?”

      “I’m next door. You stopped by?” Maren tilted her head in confusion.

      “Yeah, no,” Leyla said. “I haven’t met anyone yet.”

      “Yeah, you came by but didn’t say anything. Just like walked in, smiled, and left. I went to follow, but you just went right into your room, closed your door.”

      Leyla blinked. She’d done no such thing. Just then someone walking behind her pulled on her hair.

      “Nice hair, weirdo,” they said.

      A familiar anger pushed against her sternum. She was always the weird one—hence the one-time attempt to be cool and smoke some pot with the girls on the soccer team during a pep rally. They had left her behind in a cloud of smoke, and Nicky said it might cover up her stench. The pot, Leyla claimed later, was to blame for why she punched Nicky.

      “Hey,” Maren said. “Weirdos are the good ones.”

      In English, they sat together. Ms. Lindley held classes in the library, so students clustered on window seats, in wooden study chairs, and in rotating club chairs. The teacher stood rod straight, feet in first position. She was in her sixties and had been at Briarmoor her entire life. She must’ve had Jane late, Leyla thought.

      “What do you think of when you think of the word canon,” she asked in lieu of a welcome.

      “It’s like she’s trying to be Dead Poets Society,” Maren whispered. Leyla had seen the movie that summer. To prepare for boarding school, she’d said and laughed lightheartedly, but clenched her teeth and hoped no one noticed her fear and anger at being sent away.

      “War,” said one student.

      “Battlefields,” Jane said and beamed at her mother.

      “I think she means, like, the literary canon,” Leyla said.

      “Exactly right Lila,” Ms. Lindley said, and Leyla did not correct her. “Who do we think of when we think of the literary canon?”

      Silence enveloped the room, an occasional squeak from a rotating chair. The teacher scanned for eager faces. Outside, seagulls cried, and the sea crashed.

      Eventually she spoke again. “Hemingway, Fitzgerald. Maybe Nabokov. Shakespeare.”

      “Man, man, man, and man,” Maren said.

      “Exactly my point.” She passed out burgundy-covered books. Embossed in golden cursive across the cover: Exspiravit Futurum by Pearl Welcome.

      “That’s gotta be a pseudonym,” Maren said.

      “I found these in the library,” Ms. Lindley said. “The author wrote it when she was just a teenager. Like you.”

      Leyla studied the book. No synopsis, no biographical statement, or photograph. The only information was that it was published in 1942 in Wickham, the nearest city to the school.

      “This will be the first of our noncanonical texts. You have two weeks to read it,” she said as the bell rang.

      “Seems sacrilegious,” Maren said.

      “It’s kind of rad.” Leyla tucked the book into her pack.

      They said it was going to rain; outdoor activities had been canceled ahead of the impending storm, but so far not a drop of rain had fallen. While everyone remained inside, Leyla went to the water’s edge, laid out her towel, and wrapped a scarf around her neck. The sea that surrounded the school was as beautiful as it was intimidating. Nothing like her landlocked hometown. Despite the circumstances, she wanted to like it at Briarmoor. She wanted to be like one of the girls in the brochure, broad white toothed smile, carefree, and educated by the seaside. A gull squawked overhead. She opened Exspiravit Futurum.

      Catherine lived in a small town with a foreboding castle on a hill. Lore said the mayor’s wife lived there and after a particularly gruesome stillbirth, the mayor’s wife went mad. She was ensconced in the castle with people waiting on her with cakes and tea every day. In this way the mayor, Ronald, was able to assuage his guilt. When it rained, the townspeople said that it was the mayor’s wife sobbing over her loss. One day, Catherine went for a walk and wound up at the castle. There was a moat, but it was dry. There were two suits of armor stationed there, but they were empty, mere husks of security.

      “The mayor’s wife never even gets a name,” Leyla said during gym class.

      “Look alive!” A soccer ball walloped Leyla’s stomach. She fell and landed in tire-tracks of mud. She could swear she recognized Jane’s laughter.

      “Asshole!” Maren shouted.

      “Language!” Mr. Onishi called out. Leyla wiped at her pants, only managing to smear the mud further and sullying her hands. The tunnel sound of peers laughing funneled in and out of her ears.

      Mr. Onishi clapped, and the class quieted. Maren passed tissues to Leyla which were ineffective, but thoughtful. As she dabbed the dirt, Dean Toldt approached. Reddish spittle at the corners of his mouth reminded Leyla of blood. He had, she was certain, seen the whole thing. He was, she’d hoped, going to reprimand the person who kicked the ball.

      Instead, he turned to Leyla. “Get cleaned up.” He smiled at Mr. Onishi. “Soccer is my favorite time of year.”

      Leyla stormed off to the sound of kicking balls. She felt drops of rain on her face but wasn’t sure if it was rain or tears.

      She changed and instead of returning to class, wandered the halls. At a glass display case, she studied trophies, felt banners, photos, articles from local newspapers reporting on how wonderful Briarmoor is at all she does. She zeroed in on one photo in particular. On old newsprint gone yellow, a woman with dark curls wore a skirt with a single pleat, a smudge of a necklace, and a basketball in her hand. Unexpected: Frosh Perla Benveniste clinches championship for Briarmoor.

      Leyla recognized the name Benveniste from a family tree she had to do the previous year. Her tree was feeble with broken branches and eventually she turned in a sketch of a pile of sticks. That was the first time Nicky whose nose she punched had called her a “weirdo lizard.”

      She stared into Perla’s face, but it was grainy. “Ijo de ken sos tu?” Leyla said in Ladino. Whose child are you? It was the near-dead language of Sephardic Jews that her avuela had tried to impress upon her, but she too had only known a handful of words, the language having been stolen away.

      A whistle started at the dark end of the corridor and built as it moved toward Leyla. Her hair was pushed back by a sudden wind—a banshee crescendo. Her feet refused to budge. A door slammed. Then silence.

      Leyla turned back to the article that accompanied the photo, but the words had rearranged. Everything but one sentence was blurry: Same as you.

      She tore down the hallway, her breath her only friend until she located a glowing green exit sign. She ignored the “emergency only” notice and pushed through the door, the alarm immediately ringing as she fell into the sunshine.

      Only fifteen minutes before, it had been ashy gray. Now Leyla tilted her head up and felt the warmth on her face.

      Her punishment for setting off the alarm was that she had to stay in her room for outdoor time. Who am I gonna hang with? Maren had whined, and Leyla would have responded in the same way.

      She returned to her room to grab a book when she saw it. A swastika etched sloppily into the wood of the desk, about three inches across. Leyla’s face grew hot. She rubbed at the mark but only succeeded in embedding splinters into the soft place of her palm. Biting down on her lip, she drew blood. She pulled the door open and looked up and down the hallway, but there was no one around. Anger torched her insides. She surveyed the room. No other signs of defilement, nothing out of place. She pushed the window open and screamed. A flurry of gulls took off in the echo of her madness.

      She fell to the floor in tears and snot. And then she noticed Jane’s bedside drawer ajar. She pulled it open and there, nestled beside Jane’s worn Bible, was a rusty chisel. Leyla fingered the edge, the small flakes of wood. She tore at Jane’s bed. Flung sheets to the ground. Snapped her pencils, pulled her clothes from hangers.

      Leyla eventually fell back, her breath heavy. She’d get in trouble. She knew Jane would never admit what she’d done and that they’d believe her, the pious daughter of a teacher. As her breathing settled, Leyla opened the Briarmoor welcome packet. Other than her schedule, she hadn’t looked at it. Twice the secretary told her she had to hand in her Terms of Agreement. Twice, Leyla ignored her.

      With growing dread, she read the dossier of school history. Briarmoor wasn’t as old as she’d thought. The foundation was set in 1928, but the school hadn’t been completed until 1941. A place where students can be themselves. Scholarship. Faith. Community. She snorted and shut the folder. A waft of smoke blew into the room. She took this as her cue, grabbed Exspiravit Futurum and a pack of cigarettes from under her mattress, and headed outside.

      The drawbridge was down.  Though the empty knights’ armor unsettled Catherine, she felt a compulsion to enter the castle. For all the mayor’s wife’s crying, for all her alleged pain, the townspeople never investigated further. Catherine’s footsteps echoed on the stone walkway. There was an eerie emptiness, and the furniture was covered in sheets, dust motes swirled in thin sunbeams. Catherine wandered the castle, taking two full hours, opening doors, calling out in loud whispers. The kitchen looked as if it hadn’t been used in years.

      When she finally reached the turreted bedroom, she collapsed in exhaustion. The room wasn’t as worn as the rest of the castle. The bed’s sheets were crinkled, a glass of water on the table. Catherine fell asleep. When she woke, it was night, and a charm dangled delicately on her decolletage, an upside-down hand pressed in opal. The courage she had during the day had disappeared. She ran to the door to find it locked. She banged and shouted for help. A voice came from the other side of the door: I know you’re frightened, but this is for your own good. Adyo, my love.

      Leyla recognized the Ladino and immediately thought of Perla Benveniste. Pearl Welcome. She ran to the school library.

      “Can I help you?” the librarian asked. She’d been absently flipping through the card catalog and seemed happy for a task.

      “Are there yearbooks here?”

      She led Leyla to a back room. “You can’t check these out though.”

      Leyla ran her fingers along the leathery spines of Briarmoor yearbooks, pulling out 1944, the year Perla would’ve graduated.. There was a page explaining how the girls knit and bundled care packages for the boys at war. But other than that, the old black and white photographs painted a school year that ran its normal course. Among the senior portraits, she searched for Perla Benveniste. Nothing. No mention of Perla in the entire yearbook. She wasn’t in the 1943 yearbook either. Leyla paged through 1942 and found Perla in a sophomore year class photo. Her dark curls stood out in a sea of light-haired coifs, but there was no portrait photo of her. She must have disappeared from Briarmoor sometime that year. For someone who had been a star, someone who made it to the trophy case, why was she missing from these bibles of memory?

      Jane’s things were gone when Leyla returned. Stripped mattress, hangers hanging empty. At dinner, Leyla saw Jane, who, when their eyes met, made the sign of a cross.

      That night, Leyla, writhing in sweat, shouted out in terror. Her eyes flew open, and she couldn’t remember a thing. Her mouth was stale. The clock ticked. She pulled on her slippers, and walked through the cold stone hallway, to the bathroom.

      She stared at herself in the mirror. Should she just let it go? Why make waves? No one physically hurt her, and Jane wasn’t going to say anything. Leyla suspected the school’s take would be: just a joke. She’d heard it before. There would be Janes and Dean Toldts everywhere in life. She would graduate and move on. She would ignore them.

      Then her facial features began to shuffle in the mirror. She blinked.

      “It’ll be better if you leave.”

      Leyla whirled around and saw herself. No, not herself, Perla. The resemblance was strong. She wore the outfit from the news photo, vintage basketball uniform, charm at her neck. An opal hamsa.

      Heart thudding against its cage, Leyla whispered, “Ijo de ken sos tu?”

      “Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel, Leah,” Perla said, face softening as she recited the familiar names of the Jewish foremothers. “Same as you.”

      “What happened?” Leyla asked, thinking of the yearbooks. “What happened to you?”

      “My father was a builder. They were on a tight schedule. Made a deal. He’d finish the building quickly in exchange for his daughter’s tuition. They accepted, but,” Perla said, “they never really accepted, if you know what I mean.”

      Leyla did.

      “But I was good at something. Basketball. I could help them win things. At the time, things in Europe weren’t great, so I felt I had to appreciate what I had. I’ve heard the girls talk over the years. About their grandfathers liberating camps, how brave they were. Heroes!” Leyla knew this refrain also. No mention of ships turned away, visas not granted, or immigration quotas.

      “I got top marks and loved to write stories,” Perla said. “I had one friend. You always need a friend. Do you have one?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Good. Mine was my English teacher, Ms. Barrett. After we won States, she presented me with a few bound copies of one of my stories. She’d done it in town, by a publisher friend.”

      The connection between the author of the book and Perla Benveniste became clear.

      “Ms. Barret had asked what my name meant but said it sounded Italian."

      “But it’s not.”

      “Remember the war was going on. She used a pen name. I didn’t think I cared.”

      “The title, Exspiravit Futurum?”

      “Future ghost.”

      “Future ghost?”

      “As in, it isn’t only me haunting you. It was you. Future you is trying to change it. I think you need to get out.”

      Leyla thought of the mirrored face. The cigarette smoke outside her window. She was the only student she knew of who smoked.

      “Did you die?” Leyla whispered.

      “One night we had a mixer with St. Benedict’s. My roommate, Kathleen Lindley, thought I was stealing her boyfriend. I was just giving him punch because I was basically on scholarship, I worked as a server. Humiliating.”

      Leyla could imagine. “Wait a minute, Ms. Lindley?” Perla nodded.

      Shock chilled Leyla’s spine. “Oh my god. Her daughter is my roommate. Was, anyway.”

      Perla’s curls bobbed vigorously as she nodded. “Kathleen was soused on rum. She said I jumped. Oh, she feels guilty now. That’s why she’s pushing my book, but dead is dead.”

      Perla unclasped her necklace and fastened it around Leyla’s throat. She expected to feel the ghost of a breath, a whisper of fingers brushing her skin, but she felt nothing until the weight of the charm settled on her chest. “Be careful. You can trust them,” Perla said, “until you can’t.”

      The cold was sudden, and Perla disappeared into the night chill of a drafty building made of stone. Like a castle, Leyla thought. She brought her hands to the delicate chain, ran her hands against the smooth charm shaped like an upside-down hand. She didn’t sleep the rest of the night.

      In the morning, outside the cafeteria, she bumped into Dean Toldt and Ms. Lindley.

      “Sorry,” Leyla said. She attempted to move past them as she held the hamsa in her hand, trying to hide it from Ms. Lindley. But the teacher noticed it and her eyes grew and her breath quickened in the hollow of her neck.

      “Leyla, I’ll pray for you,” Dean Toldt said and turned away. Ms. Lindley followed.

      Leyla knew these prayers were just daggers disguised as flowers. She ate her breakfast seething. She had no idea why everyone hated her so. No valid reason, other than plain old bigotry and that seemed too banal, too common for these supposedly promising and modern young women. Except she knew.

      “I need to go,” she told Maren.

      “What? Why?”

      “It’s not safe.”

      “You mean the girls? The bullying?”

      Leyla didn’t know how to explain. Or rather, if she should.

      “You’ve been off lately,” Maren said. “I should’ve asked.”

      “You know the book Ms. Lindley gave us?” Should she tell Maren about how their teacher was a murderer? “So the author—” Leyla didn’t finish the sentence. Maren looked at her with her over-large puppy eyes. Leyla didn’t feel she could let her into the darkness without tarnishing her. She knew not everyone had to experience the darkness—not directly anyway.

      “Someone etched a swastika in my desk?” She said it like a question to ward off any potential defensiveness.

      “What the hell?” Maren said. “Why didn’t you tell me?” Maybe Leyla did need an ally. A living one. “You’ve been dealing with this antisemitic crap, and I didn’t know?”

      “Yeah?” Leyla hedged.

      She debriefed Maren. She told her about Perla, about Ms. Lindley’s relationship with the other former Jewish student, and how their very own teacher had been the one who pushed Perla out a window. About the remarks the dean made and the way he looked at her like she was vermin. Leyla told Maren how she was being stalked by two well-meaning ghosts and that she was more worried about the living than the dead. Maren listened intently and pulled Leyla into a hug.

      They made an escape plan. While Maren distracted the dean’s secretary, Leyla approached the bank of phones outside the office. Dialing her parents, she curled the cord in her fingers and studied scratched notes in the wall: Lindsay was here. Class of ’87 rules.

      If she told them about the swastika, surely they’d retrieve her immediately. Students called home weekly, but she hadn’t because she was still mad at them for sending her away. Now she wanted to fall into her father’s arms, allow her mother to unwind her curls with her callused fingers. They didn’t answer. She tried again and didn’t even get the answering machine.

      She would leave anyway. She packed a bag, threw on a raincoat. She could hear rain slapping the building, could smell the dampness seeping into Briarmoor’s walls.

      Outside, the tide was coming in. The bridge would be fully submerged in minutes. It wasn’t too deep yet. She ran to the gate and shoved it open. Approaching the bridge, her feet sloshed. Each step sucked her in deeper, languid in the sand. She turned back to the school. The fog was closing in. Frothy waves soaked her pants. If she kept going ahead and didn’t make it, she would lose her way back too.

      Then she saw, at the school’s gate, her phantom self. Curls lank, face pale and dripping. Even from this distance, she could see her eyes drooping, her entire face sliding off like melting wax.

      Leyla looked back, and on the water-flooded bridge, Perla was beckoning her to cross, to escape. “I won’t make it,” Leyla shouted. A ferocious onslaught of seawater slapped her knees. Leyla turned back, but her falling-apart ghost self was gone. A wave walloped her again and she staggered back. She wouldn’t make it.

      “I’ll come back,” she yelled at Perla, hoping she was telling the truth.

      She waded back through the water toward the gate, heavy footsteps taking her back to Briarmoor.

      Dean Toldt stood at the main door in cruel welcome, chewing his tobacco so viciously, Leyla felt like he was eating her soul, masticating it into a paste, preparing to spit it out.

      “We can’t have girls leaving,” he said, turning to reveal her former roommate Jane behind him. “Jane will take you back.” Leyla recoiled, but she had no choice.

      In the room, Jane opened the window like she still lived there. Together they stood in front of the gaping floor to ceiling window. It had stopped raining, but the sea and sky were the same gray, like they were one thing.

      “Get out,” Leyla said.

      “You know,” Jane said, “everything happens for a reason.” Leyla smelled cigarette smoke.

      “Oh my God, enough with your stupid platitudes.”

      Below, Leyla’s ghost self was waving overlong arms, grotesque mouth wide exposing a dark throat. A funnel of blackness swirled up from her gullet. Up and out of her mouth, growing, gaining speed like a tornado of crows. The stench of rotting fish. Leyla flew backwards, knocking into Jane.

      “Leyla?” Jane said. “I believe that whenever God closes a door, he opens a window,” Jane said and shoved a Bible into Leyla’s chest.

      Out the window, Leyla fell.

      After the smack on the flagstones and the slight rebound of parts, Leyla looked as if she was only asleep. Her limbs were not turned at strange angles. No blood pooled by her skull.

      Perla petted Leyla’s soft curls and whispered, “Ijo de ken sos tu?”

      “Yours,” Leyla said as she grew into her future ghost self, who would stay to try to stop the thing from happening again and again and again while Perla would always encourage escape. Two ghosts, wanting so badly to survive.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Girls of St. X
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      Your American cousin tells you that the bright teal uniforms of Penang’s St. X School for Girls are the furthest thing from frightening. You disagree: they are the same color as the tiles at the bottom of the dry swimming pool in the old gymnasium, the pool where Millicent Poh smashed her head open and died.

      “But you know, don’t you lah,” your neighbor Bee Lay Teoh says, “it’s not true?”

      You and Bee have taken your American cousin, Natalie Seow-Gunderson, to Gurney Plaza. The air inside the shopping center is clammy; Natalie’s naturally blonde hair sticks to the back of her long neck. Between the strands that chlorine has stained green, you can see the rows of mosquito bites like big ripe pimples.

      The sight makes your own skin itch, even though the mosquitos don’t bite you anymore.

      “It’s total fiction lah.”

      Bee is drinking soy milk with grass jelly from the kiosk where her friend Anoja’s older brother works. Even when Natalie is with you, tall, lovely, exotic Natalie, he only has eyes for Bee. When you speak, he looks away.

      He’s afraid of you, you think, the way most people are afraid of St. X students. You wonder if Bee will become afraid of you, too, when you pass your test and become a St. X graduate.

      “What’s fiction?”

      “The story that the St. X girl died.” Bee slurps up a fat slug of jelly with a smile. “Anoja told me so.”

      “Anoja is a liar,” you say, “and she goes to PCG Secondary. How would she know what goes on at St. X?”

      Natalie waves at you. “Eunie, I want ice cream.” Her mango slush cup is empty. The tip of her taro-colored straw is white and bent from her gnawing canines.

      “It’s not fair,” Bee complains. “I diet and diet and look like a steamed bun, and your cousin eats and eats and looks like—that.”

      “Eunie, come on.” Natalie, a year older than you, jumps up and down like a little girl.

      “She gets it from her daddy, nothing you or I can do lah,” you say. “OK, coming, Nat biao jie.”

      “Anoja was not lying, anyway,” Bee says, jogging your elbow. “About your St. X girl.”

      You scowl. Bee will believe anything. “If she isn’t dead, Teoh Bee Lay, then where is she?”
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        * * *

      

      Bee’s right about one thing, though: it isn’t fair. By suppertime, Natalie has eaten one mango slush, one black sesame soft serve, a plate of kuih, a custard bun, two mangosteens, and two dragon fruits, but she still finds room for your mommy’s fried butterfish and a bowl and a half of rice.

      You aren’t hungry, but for your mommy’s sake you swallow a few grains.

      Your mommy doesn’t notice. She only has eyes for Natalie, for your tall, beautiful, hungry cousin. This morning, she plaited Natalie’s greenish hair, standing on a stool to reach its roots. Tonight, she pulls the bones from her butterfish before placing morsels of its white flesh on your cousin’s plate.

      “Eat, eat,” she says. “Growing girl ah, sporty ah, need your nutrition.”

      “Daddy,” you say. “May I…”

      “Of course excused,” your daddy says. “Last-minute revision eh?”

      “Yes, Daddy.”

      Your aunt—your daddy’s older sister, Natalie’s mommy, and an alumna of St. X—nods approvingly as you leave the table. She didn’t want you to take Natalie to Gurney Plaza, today of all days. She wanted you to study. To prepare.

      You don’t. You open your bedroom window and stare into the heavy blue light of evening. You want it to rain until the St. X gymnasium floods and the dry pool fills again.

      Downstairs, you hear the clinking of plates as your mommy begins the washing up. Your daddy and your aunt are talking. You hear your daddy’s voice: Yes, Big Sis. Yes, Big Sis.

      The mosquitos drift disinterestedly around you. Thinking of Natalie, you kill them anyway.
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        * * *

      

      At bedtime, your cousin slips into your room. She wants to try on your uniform: her school doesn’t have uniforms, and yours is so colorful and pretty. “Please, Eunie, please?”

      “Go ahead lah.”

      You help her pull it over her t-shirt and short-shorts. The bodice sags against her narrow torso. The skirt that so demurely hides your knees every day barely covers her long white thighs.

      “Look, Mom,” your cousin says, “I’m going to St. X, too.”

      Your head snaps up. Your aunt is a shadow in the corridor with glittering black eyes.

      “Take that off,” she barks in English. “At once, do you hear me?”

      Natalie’s pale skin turns red. She strips down, all the way down: all the way to her underwear.

      Your cousin’s breasts and belly are pockmarked with bites. Her underwear is a matching set like in lingerie magazines. You wonder who bought this for her. Surely not your aunt.

      Still frowning, your aunt tells you in Hokkien, “The St. X uniform isn’t something you can share.”

      “No, Dua Kor,” you say. “Sorry ah, Dua Kor.”

      Your aunt used to have a St. X uniform of her own. Your daddy has a picture of her from long ago in his office, a girl with a square jaw and cropped hair and the pewter badge of St. X shining on her blouse. If the photo wasn’t old and black-and-white, you would think it was a picture of you.

      When your aunt visits, once every two years for two months, your daddy puts her up for free and pays for everything. This is because your aunt paid for your daddy to go to university and supported the decision of your daddy to marry your mommy, who was just a poor uneducated girl from the outskirts of Ipoh. Your dua kor stood up to gong gong for me, your daddy explains, so now I do this for her.

      Not to mention ah, he murmurs, she pays for your schooling.

      You don’t like to see your mommy with shadows under her eyes from cooking and cleaning and driving your aunt and her American family everywhere, even to Melaka. You don’t like the way your aunt’s husband, your kor-tiu, looks at your mommy.

      You don’t like the advice your aunt gives you, from one St. X student to another.

      “Eunice ah,” she says, taking you aside while your cousin, red-faced, runs out of your bedroom, “don’t bother with my daughter anymore. A girl like that only exists to eat and float. You and I are special. You and I were made for St. X.”

      But the truth is you stopped caring about St. X the moment Millicent Poh fell and died.
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        * * *

      

      Unlike your friendship with Bee, whom you only know because the two of you have been next-door neighbors since conception, or with Anoja, whom you only know through Bee, or with the cold haughty girls who sit near you in class, your friendship with Millicent Poh did not come about through proximity or convenience. Milly was a tall, athletic St. X student who boarded at school and whom you would never have encountered if you hadn’t answered the advertisement she’d posted on the central bulletin: Calling all St. X babes interested in synchronized swimming.

      Your mommy had told you timidly that you knew best. Your daddy had told you it was fine as long as it didn’t interfere with your aunt’s next visit. In the end, a problem with the swimming pool filters had meant the pool was off-limits; the school had drained it one week into first term, before you had even gotten a chance to put on your swimsuit.

      Disappointed, the other interested babes of St. X moved on. But you and Milly continued to meet in the old gymnasium after class—Milly had the trust of the games mistress, and therefore the key—and dance on the tiles. When you got tired, you would rest above the deep end, dangling your feet over the chalky chasm. The sun would set, and you would try to go home, and Milly, who loved St. X and couldn’t understand why anyone would want to leave, would tell wild tales to keep you there and pretend to lose the key.

      The pool, Milly told you one night, was a relic. Older than the oldest St. X building, which had been built in 1926. It had been the fishing pond of a British colonial police officer gazetted in Penang. Little girls, including the police officer’s pretty daughter, had drowned in the pond, becoming fish themselves.

      You had joked, And before it was Lieutenant Bertram’s fishing pond, it was a haunted watering hole for tigers, and before that it was an evil puddle that ruined the Sultan’s boots.

      You remember that Milly had laughed. Correct lah, she had said. Well, it’s cursed, anyway. Then she had put her arms around you and drawn you away from the door, telling you there was still time to practice your pliés.
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        * * *

      

      Your aunt finishes her lecture and goes to bed. You find your cousin squatting in the bathroom like an overgrown frog, her arms around her shins and her face in her knees. The mosquitos have even bitten the backs of her hands.

      “I wish I was like you,” she croaks, muffled. “I wish I could go to St. X, too.”

      “Schooling not everything lah,” you say awkwardly. “Your daddy said you’re a good swimmer.”

      “Not good enough for Mom.” Natalie sniffs. You can tell she wants to scream—you see the swelling of her ribcage—but she holds it in. “Why didn’t she give me a chance to apply? Why did she raise me in freaking Massachusetts?”

      Your daddy told you the answer. Graduates of St. X expected to leave lah. Kuala Lumpur, Singapore, Melbourne, Perth. London, Oxford, Cambridge, Salem: the farther the better. If they don’t leave they are considered failures. But you don’t go too far eh Eunie, KL or Singapore far enough.

      You could stay here in fact, your daddy had added quietly, after making sure your aunt wasn’t listening. Stay in Penang. Be the first St. X failure. But not a failure in our eyes OK?

      “You don’t even like it, do you?” your cousin says. “We used to have so much fun together, but you’re so serious now, Eunie, you’re always frowning, and you barely eat.”

      Poor Natalie: her face is swollen from crying. You wish you could join in, but your eyes are as dry as the St. X swimming pool.
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        * * *

      

      “Eunice.” Your aunt’s husband makes you jump as you enter your darkened kitchen in search of water for your cousin. He’s leaning against the counter, drinking. He’s tall and gangly like his daughter, good-looking except for his nose, which is long and pointed like a proboscis.

      His name is Samuel, but you and your mommy used to have another secret name for him, inspired by his nose and his habit of invisibly hovering.
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