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Early praise for BAT EATER




A compelling, gory, ghostly romp, and it’s a righteous battle cry aimed into the racist heart of the pandemic hellscape. You won’t be able to stop turning pages while rooting for Cora’ Paul Tremblay, New York Times bestselling author of Horror Movie and The Cabin at the End of the World


‘I smashed through Bat Eater – shocking, visceral and haunted by more than ghosts: trauma, rage, grief, racism, crime scene clean ups and COVID paranoia. Bat Eater will swoop in like a bat out of hell, swallow you whole and leave no crumbs’ Alice Slater, Sunday Times bestselling author of Death of a Bookseller


‘A poignant, searing portrait of the hostility and violence that plagued pandemic-era NYC. This story of hungry ghosts demanding redemption is in a word . . . magnificent’ Veronica G. Henry, bestselling author of The Canopy Keepers


‘Bat Eater possessed me from the first page and haunted me for long after the last. The visceral emotionality of Baker’s writing and the specificity of New York through the Asian American experience makes for a powerful exploration of loneliness, community, and belonging in the face of hatred. Singular in every way, this book dug its claws into me and would not let go’ Ling Ling Huang, author of Natural Beauty


‘Unless you are Asian, you cannot know the terror and anger we felt during covid times – but Bat Eater will get you pretty close. Body horror and female rage fiction combine in a powerful novel that will leave you quaking. There has never been a hungry ghost like the one in Bat Eater’ Alma Katsu, author of The Fervor


‘There’s a lovely touch of humour intricately woven throughout this otherwise brutal, tense, and daring story. I found myself totally enraptured . . . Bat Eater has everything I look for in a compelling horror novel – strangeness, sensitivity, and empathy. This is easily one of the most exciting and unique books I’ve read in years’ Eric LaRocca, author of Things Have Gotten Worse Since We Last Spoke


‘Viscerally haunting. Bat Eater is a profound reminder of the true horrors that lurk in the world, the ones that cannot be dispelled by turning on a light or flipping the page’ Tori Bovalino, author of My Throat an Open Grave and editor of bestselling horror anthology The Gathering Dark


‘WOW. Just wow. Bat Eater is a serial killer mystery and a heartbreaking portrayal of grief and a brutal depiction of a Chinese woman’s experience during COVID and a genuinely terrifying ghost story, all at once. I loved every single page’ Kirsty Logan, author of Things We Say in the Dark





		
		
			To everyone we lost in the pandemic
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			ONE

			April 2020

			East Broadway station bleeds when it rains, water rushing down from cracks in the secret darkness of the ceiling. Someone should probably fix that, but it’s the end of the world, and New York has bigger problems than a soggy train station that no one should be inside of anyway. No one takes the subway at the end of the world. No one except Cora and Delilah Zeng.

			Delilah wanders too close to the edge of the platform and Cora grabs her arm, tugging her away from the abyss of the tracks that unlatches its jaws, waiting. But Delilah settles safely behind the yellow line and the darkness clenches its teeth.

			Outside the wet mouth of the station, New York is empty. The China Virus, as they call it, has cleared the streets. News stations flash through footage of China—bodies in garbage bags, guards and tanks protecting the city lines, sobbing doctors waving their last goodbyes from packed trains, families who just want to fucking live but are trapped in the plague city for the Greater Good.

			On the other side of the world, New York is so empty it echoes. You can scream and the ghost of your voice will carry for blocks and blocks. The sound of footsteps lasts forever, the low hum of streetlights a warm undercurrent that was always there, waiting, but no one could hear it until now. Delilah says it’s unnerving, but Cora likes the quiet, likes how much bigger the city feels, likes that the little lights from people’s apartment windows are the only hint of their existence, no one anything more than a bright little square in the sky.

			What she doesn’t like is that she can’t find any toilet paper at the end of the world.

			Apparently, people do strange things when they’re scared of dying, and one of them is hoarding toilet paper. Cora and Delilah have been out for an hour trying to find some and finally managed to grab a four-pack of one-ply in Chinatown, which is better than nothing but not by much.

			They had to walk in the rain because they couldn’t get an Uber. No one wants Chinese girls in their car, and they’re not the kind of Chinese that can afford their own car in a city where it isn’t necessary. But now that they have the precious paper, they’d rather not walk home in the rain and end up with a sodden mess in their arms.

			“The train isn’t coming,” Cora says. She feels certain of this. She feels certain about a lot of things she can’t explain, the way some people are certain that God exists. Some thoughts just cross her mind and sink their teeth in. Besides, the screen overhead that’s supposed to tell them when the next train arrives has said DELAYS for the last ten minutes.

			“It’s coming,” Delilah says, checking her phone, then tucking it away when droplets from the leaky roof splatter onto the screen. Delilah is also certain about many things, but for different reasons. Delilah chooses the things she wants to believe, while Cora’s thoughts are bear traps snapping closed around her ankles.

			Sometimes Cora thinks Delilah is more of a dream than a sister, a camera flash of pretty lights in every color that you can never look at directly. She wraps herself up in pale pink and wispy silk and flower hair clips; she wears different rings on each finger that all have a special meaning; she is Alice in Wonderland who has stumbled out of a rabbit hole and somehow arrived in New York from a world much more kind and lovely than this one.

			Cora hugs the toilet paper to her chest and peers into the silent train tunnel. She can’t see even a whisper of light from the other side. The darkness closes in like a wall. The train cannot be coming because trains can’t break through walls.

			Or maybe Cora just doesn’t want to go home, because going home with Delilah means remembering that there is a world outside of this leaky station.

			There is their dad in China, just a province away from the epicenter of body bags. And there is the man who emptied his garbage over their heads from his window and called them Chinks on the walk here. And there is the big question of What Comes Next? Because another side effect of the end of the world is getting laid off.

			Cora used to work the front desk at the Met, which wasn’t exactly what an art history degree was designed for and certainly didn’t justify the debt. But it was relevant enough to her studies that for a few months it stopped shame from creeping in like black mold and coating her lungs in her sleep. But no one needs museums at the end of the world, so no one needs Cora.

			Delilah answered emails and scheduled photo shoots for a local fashion magazine that went belly-up as soon as someone whispered the word pandemic, and suddenly there were two art history majors, twenty-four and twenty-six, with work experience in dead industries and New York City rent to pay. Now the money is gone and there are no careers to show for it and the worst part is that they had a chance, they had a Nai Nai who paid for half their tuition because she thought America was for dreams. They didn’t have to wait tables or strip or sell Adderall to pay for college but they somehow messed it up anyway, and Cora thinks that’s worse than having no chance at all. She thinks a lot of other things about herself too, but she lets those thoughts go quickly, snaps her hands away from them like they’re a hot pan that will burn her skin.

			Cora thinks this is all Delilah’s fault but won’t say it out loud because that’s another one of her thoughts that no one wants to hear. It’s a little bit her own fault as well, for not having her own dreams. If there was anything Cora actually wanted besides existing comfortably, she would have known what to study in college, wouldn’t have had to chase after Delilah.

			But not everyone has dreams. Some people just are, the way that trees and rocks and rivers are just there without a reason, the rest of the world moving around them.

			Cora thinks that the water dripping down the wall looks oddly dark, more so than the usual sludge of the city, and maybe it has a reddish tinge, like the city has slit its own wrists and is dying in this empty station. But she knows better than to say this out loud, because everything looks dirty to her, and Cora Zeng thinking something is dirty doesn’t mean the average human agrees—at least, that’s what everyone tells her.

			“Maybe I’ll work at a housekeeping company,” Cora says, half to herself and half to the echoing tunnel, but Delilah answers anyway.

			“You know that’s a bad idea,” she says.

			
			Cora shrugs. Objectively, she understands that if you scrub yourself raw with steel wool one singular time, no one likes it when you clean anything for the rest of your life. But things still need to be cleaned even if Delilah doesn’t like it, and Cora thinks there are worse things than leaning a little bit into the crazy parts of you. Isn’t that what artists do, after all? Isn’t that the kind of person Delilah likes? The tortured artist types who smoke indoors and paint with their own blood and feces.

			“Mama cleaned toilets for rich white people because she had no choice,” Delilah says. “You have a college degree and that’s what you want to do?”

			Cora doesn’t answer at first because Mama means Delilah’s mom, so Cora doesn’t see why her thoughts on Cora’s life should matter. Cora doesn’t have a Mama. She has a Mom, a white lady from Wisconsin who probably hired someone else’s mama to clean her toilet.

			Cora quite likes cleaning toilets, but this is another thing she knows she shouldn’t say out loud. Instead, she says, “What I want is to make rent this month.”

			Legally, Cora’s fairly certain they can’t be evicted during the pandemic, but she doesn’t want to piss off their landlord, the man who sniffs their mail and saves security camera footage of Delilah entering the building. He price-gouges them for a crappy fourth-floor walkup in the East Village with a radiator that vomits a gallon of brown water onto their floor in the winter and a marching band of pipes banging in the walls, but somehow Cora doubts they’ll find anything better without jobs.

			Delilah smiles with half her mouth, her gaze distant like Cora is telling her a fairy tale. “I’ve been burning lemongrass for money energy,” Delilah says. “We’ll be fine.” This is another thing Delilah just knows.

			Cora hates the smell of lemongrass. The scent coats her throat, wakes her up at night feeling like she’s drowning in oil. But she doesn’t know if the oils are a Chinese thing or just a Delilah thing, and she hates accidentally acting like a white girl around Delilah. Whenever she does, Delilah gives her this look, like she’s remembered who Cora really is, and changes the subject.

			“The train is late,” Cora says instead of acknowledging the lemongrass. “I don’t think it’s coming.”

			“It’s coming, Cee,” Delilah says.

			“I read that they reduced service since no one’s taking the train these days,” Cora says. “What if it doesn’t stop here anymore?”

			“It’s coming,” Delilah says. “It’s not like we have a choice except waiting here anyway.”

			Cora’s mind flashes with the image of both their skeletons standing at the station, waiting for a train that never comes, while the world crumbles around them. They could walk—they only live in the East Village—but Delilah is made of sugar and her makeup melts off in the rain and her umbrella is too small and she said no, so that’s the end of it. Delilah is not Cora’s boss, she’s not physically intimidating, and she has no blackmail to hold over her, but Cora knows the only choice is to do what Delilah says. When you’re drowning and someone grabs your hand, you don’t ask them where they’re taking you.

			A quiet breeze sighs through the tunnel, a dying exhale. It blows back Delilah’s bangs and Cora notices that Delilah has penciled in her eyebrows perfectly, even though it’s raining and they only went out to the store to buy toilet paper. Something about the sharp arch of her left eyebrow in particular triggers a thought that Cora doesn’t want to think, but it bites down all the same.

			Sometimes, Cora thinks she hates her sister.

			
			It’s strange how hate and love can so quietly exist at the same time. They are moon phases, one silently growing until one day all that’s left is darkness. It’s not something that Delilah says or does, really. Cora is used to her small annoyances.

			It’s that Delilah is a daydream and standing next to her makes Cora feel real.

			Cora has pores full of sweat and oil, socks with stains on the bottom, a stomach that sloshes audibly after she eats. Delilah is a pretty arrangement of refracted light who doesn’t have to worry about those things. Cora wanted to be like her for a very long time, because who doesn’t want to transcend their disgusting body and become Delilah Zeng, incorporeal, eternal? But Cora’s not so sure anymore.

			Cora peers into the tunnel. We are going to be stuck here forever, Cora thinks, knows.

			But then the sound begins, a rising symphony to Cora’s ears. The ground begins to rumble, puddles shivering.

			“Finally,” Delilah says, pocketing her phone. “See? I told you.”

			Cora nods because Delilah did tell her and sometimes Delilah is right. The things Cora thinks she knows are too often just bad dreams bleeding into her waking hours.

			Far away, the headlights become visible in the darkness. A tiny mouth of white light.

			“Cee,” Delilah says.

			Her tone is too delicate, and it makes coldness curl around Cora’s heart. Delilah tosses words out easily, dandelion parachutes carried about by the wind. But these words have weight.

			Delilah toys with her bracelet—a jade bangle from their Auntie Zeng, the character for hope on the gold band. Cora has a matching one, shoved in a drawer somewhere, except the plate says love, at least that’s what Cora thinks. She’s not very good at reading Chinese.

			“I’m thinking of going to see Dad,” Delilah says.

			The mouth of light at the end of the tunnel has expanded into a door of brilliant white, and Cora waits because this cannot be all. Dad lives in Changsha, has lived there ever since America became too much for him, except it’s always been too much for Cora too and she has nowhere to run away to, her father hasn’t given her the words she needs. Delilah has visited him twice in the last five years, so this news isn’t enough to make Delilah’s voice sound so tight, so nervous.

			“I think I might stay there awhile,” Delilah says, looking away. “Now that I’m out of work, it seems like a good time to get things settled before the pandemic blows over.”

			Cora stares at the side of Delilah’s head because her sister won’t meet her gaze. Cora isn’t stupid, she knows what this is a “good time” for. Delilah started talking about being a model in China last year. Cora doesn’t know if the odds are better in China and she doubts Delilah knows either. All she knows is that Delilah tried for all of three months to make a career of modeling in New York until that dream fizzled out, smoke spiraling from it, and Delilah stopped trying because everything is disposable to her, right down to her dreams.

			Cora always thought this particular dream would be too expensive, too logistically complicated for Delilah to actually follow through on. Worst-case scenario, they’d plan a three-week vacation to China that would turn into a week and a half when Delilah lost interest and started fighting with Dad again. The idea of flying during a pandemic feels like a death sentence, but Cora has already resigned herself to hunting down some N95 respirators just so Delilah could give her modeling dream an honest try.

			Because even if Delilah tends to extinguish her own dreams too fast, Cora believes in them for all of their brief, brilliant lives. If Cora ever found a dream of her own, she would nurture it in soft soil, measure out each drop of water, each sunbeam, give it a chance to become. So Cora will not squash her sister’s dreams, not for anything.

			“I’ll just put my half of the rent on my credit card until I find work,” Delilah says, “so you won’t need a new roommate.”

			Then Cora understands, all at once, like a knife slipped between her ribs, that Delilah isn’t inviting Cora to come with her.

			Of course she isn’t. Delilah has a mama who speaks Mandarin to her, so Delilah’s Chinese is good enough to live in China. But Cora’s isn’t. Delilah would have to do everything for her, go everywhere with her because she knows Cora would cry just trying to check out at the supermarket. Delilah could do it for her, but she doesn’t want to.

			Cora suddenly feels like a child who has wandered too far into a cave. The echoes become ghosts and the darkness wraps in tight ribbons around your throat and you call for a mom who will never come.

			Cora’s hands shake, fingers pressing holes into the plastic wrap of the toilet paper, her whole body vibrating with the sheer unfairness of it all. You can’t string someone along their whole life and then just leave them alone one day holding your toilet paper in a soggy train station.

			“Or you could stay with your aunt?” Delilah says. “Then you wouldn’t have to worry about rent. It would be better for both of us, I think.”

			Auntie Lois, she means. Mom’s sister, whose house smells like a magazine, who makes Cora kneel in a confessional booth until she can name all her sins. Delilah has decided that this is Cora’s life, and Delilah is the one who makes decisions.

			
			Delilah keeps talking, but Cora can’t hear her. The world rumbles as the train draws closer. The white light is too bright now, too sharp behind Delilah, and it illuminates her silhouette, carves her into the wet darkness. Delilah has a beautiful silhouette, the kind that men would have painted hundreds of years ago. Cora thinks about the Girl with a Pearl Earring, and the Mona Lisa, and all the beautiful women immortalized in oil paint, and wonders if they said cruel things too, if their words had mattered at all or just the roundness of their eyes and softness of their cheeks, if beautiful people are allowed to break your heart and get away with it.

			The man appears in a flash of a black hoodie and blue surgical mask.

			He says two words, and even though the train is rushing closer, a roaring wave about to knock them off their feet, those two words are perfectly clear, sharp as if carved into Cora’s skin.

			Bat eater.

			Cora has heard those words a lot the past two months. The end of the world began at a wet market in Wuhan, they say, with a sick bat. Cora has never once eaten a bat, but it has somehow become common knowledge that Chinese people eat bats just to start plagues.

			Cora only glances at the man’s face for a moment before her gaze snaps to his pale hand clamped around Delilah’s skinny arm like a white spider, crunching the polyester of her pink raincoat. Lots of men grab Delilah because she is the kind of girl that men want to devour. Cora thinks the man will try to kiss Delilah, or force her up the stairs and into a cab, or a thousand things better than what actually happens next.

			Because he doesn’t pull her close. He pushes her away.

			Delilah stumbles over the yellow line, ankle twisting, and when she crashes down there’s no ground to meet her, just the yawning chasm of the train tracks.

			The first car hits her face.

			All at once, Cora’s skin is scorched with something viscous and salty. Brakes scream and blue sparks fly and the wind blasts her hair back, the liquid rushing across her throat, under her shirt. Her first thought is that the train has splashed her in some sort of track sludge, and for half a second that is the worst thought in the entire world. The toilet paper falls from Cora’s arms and splashes into a puddle when it hits the ground and There goes the whole point of the trip, she thinks.

			Delilah does not stand up. The train is a rushing blur of silver, a solid wall of hot air and screeching metal and Delilah is on the ground, her skirt pooling out around her. Get up, Delilah, Cora thinks, because train station floors are rainforests of bacteria tracked in from so many millions of shoes, because the puddle beneath her can’t be just rainwater—it looks oddly dark, almost black, spreading fast like a hole opening up in the floor. Cora steps closer and it almost, almost looks like Delilah is leaning over the ledge, peering over the lip of the platform.

			But Delilah ends just above her shoulders.

			Her throat is a jagged line, torn flaps of skin and sharp bone and the pulsing O of her open trachea. Blood runs unstopped from her throat, swirling together with the rainwater of the rotting train station, and soon the whole platform is bleeding, weeping red water into the crack between the platform and the train, feeding the darkness.

			Cora is screaming, a raw sound that begins somewhere deep inside her rib cage and tears its way up her throat and becomes a hurricane, a knife-sharp cry, the last sound that many women ever make.

			But there’s no one to hear it because New York is a dead body, because no one rides the subway at the end of the world. No one but Cora Zeng.

		

	
		
			
			TWO

			August 2020

			There are skull fragments jammed in the grout of Yuxi He’s bathroom. Cora pinches them between her gloved fingers, wiggles until the tiles release them, leaving tiny holes behind. Brains pool in the bathtub around her feet, but Cora is swaddled deep in the cocoon of her hazmat suit, and somehow she feels safer here than at home wearing only her own skin.

			She drops the skull fragment in a biohazard bag and scans the wall, which is now full of thin marks where the pieces lodged themselves. Memories of the final gunshot. There is still all the hair, and the brains, and the skin flaps, but those things wash away easily.

			Cora prefers bathroom cleanups. Fresh blood almost always scrubs out of tiles with enough bleach, but carpets are hardly ever salvageable. They have to cut out the bloody sections and leave gaping holes behind, so even though the families won’t see the blood and guts anymore, they’ll know exactly where it was. They can imagine it, and imagining is sometimes worse than seeing.

			“There’s some in the vents,” says the voice of Harvey Chen from behind Cora. In his hazmat suit, he’s just a lumpy yellow silhouette that could be anyone in the world. But his voice is undeniably Harvey, perpetually whining, a few decibels too loud to be polite—it’s fine in the hazmat suit, but even when he takes it off, he always yells like he’s forgotten he’s no longer wrapped in plastic.

			Harvey’s uncle owns a dry-cleaning shop in Chinatown that expanded into crime scene cleanup, since hardly anyone needs their dry cleaning done during a pandemic, but a surprising number of people need brains scrubbed off their walls and even cheapskate families don’t like doing that kind of thing themselves. Cora came for a job cleaning clothes and left with a job cleaning entrails.

			Harvey fumbles with a screwdriver through his thick gloves and starts unscrewing the vent panel.

			“We don’t know how deep into the vents this shit went,” he says.

			“Probably not that far,” Cora says. After all, it was a bullet to the head, not a grenade. She doesn’t bother raising her voice, even though the hazmat suit will swallow her words, but for all of his loudness, Harvey has impeccable hearing.

			“If we miss a piece, it’ll get sucked into another apartment,” Harvey says. “Hairy skull pieces raining down on unsuspecting families. Actually, that would be kind of hilarious. Maybe we shouldn’t clean the vents.”

			Cora isn’t sure which part of that is supposed to be hilarious. Harvey understands blood and gore in the way of people who play a lot of video games. Finds it exciting the way you only can when it’s not yours. Cora knows it’s not his fault—he’s just a horror movie junkie trying to make rent, and there’s no harm in finding what joy you can in a dirty and depressing job that someone has to do. Being around him makes it easier to pretend that this is all just special effects on a movie set, because he’s so utterly unfazed by it all.

			Cora once thought crime scene cleaners would be intimately familiar with death, but the truth is, they never actually see the bodies. The police take them out first and leave the mess behind. In her four months working as a crime scene cleaner, Cora has never once seen a corpse. She has only seen one corpse in her whole life.

			“There are filters in the HVAC,” Cora says. “Skull pieces won’t fit through.”

			“And this whole building will smell like rotting flesh,” Harvey says.

			“You should move in. You’d feel right at home,” Yifei says, pushing the wet vac into the room.

			“All three of us smell like a hot garbage truck on a good day,” Harvey says. “Don’t throw stones in a glass house, Liu.”

			Yifei has already lost interest in Harvey and has started rifling through Yuxi He’s medicine cabinet. It’s easy to snatch things from crime scenes because people assume they were ruined from the blood and guts and the cleanup crew did them a favor by throwing them out. Yifei has collected sleeping pills and throw cushions and ceramic cats, and those are only the things Cora noticed. She decided early on not to question Yifei about it because it’s the only strange thing about her, the only thing that hints at why she’d be working a job like this and not in an office with a water cooler and cubicle. Like a hairline crack in a porcelain teacup. Cora is afraid that if she picks at it too much, Yifei will start looking at her instead, asking questions.

			And Cora won’t have answers because Cora isn’t a person, not really.

			
			She’s been thinking a lot about obituaries lately, how her own would be short and impersonal.

			Coraline “Cora” Zeng, 24, of Manhattan, passed away on INSERT DATE AND PLACE OF DEATH. Preceded in death by her sister, Delilah Zeng.

			That’s all she can come up with, because if Cora died today, she would die being nothing more than Delilah’s sister, the only fact that matters.

			She’s tried to metamorphosize herself into someone else—a box beneath her bed is stuffed with yarn from when she tried to be the kind of person who crochets, her bookshelf is mostly cookbooks from when she attempted to be the kind of person who likes cooking, and of course there was that night she watched intricate nail art videos until dawn. But everything sloughs off Cora like dead skin because she is not the kind of person who creates things, who makes a mark on the world. She is an echo, quieter and quieter until she’s nothing at all.

			“She’s got trophies with wings,” Yifei says.

			“Who?”

			“He Yuxi,” Yifei says, in her perfect accent that puts Cora and Harvey to shame because Yifei isn’t an ABC; she was actually born in China. She won’t tell them what part, though. Every time Cora asks, she says a different place—sometimes it’s Shanghai, other times Guangzhou, and sometimes it’s just a place so small you wouldn’t recognize the name.

			“It’s the caduceus,” Cora says. When Harvey and Yifei don’t answer, she continues. “The symbol for medicine. She was a doctor.” Cora knows this because there was a pager on the bathroom counter beeping wildly. But it got covered in blood, and blood equals biohazard, so into the trash it went.

			“She off herself?” Yifei says.

			Cora shrugs because that’s not the kind of information the police tell the cleanup crew. But Cora saw the broken lock on the front door, so she very much doubts it was suicide.

			Then, of course, there’s the other reason. The one Cora doesn’t want to let float around in her mind too long, lest it latch on. The one that Harvey and Yifei don’t mention, so Cora won’t either.

			Yuxi He is the fifth Asian woman they’ve scraped off the walls this week, and it’s only Wednesday.

			It wasn’t always this way. When Cora first joined the dry-cleaner-turned-corpse-cleaner, there was an even spread of motorcycle accidents on the highway and grandmas rotting for weeks in their attics and the occasional drug deal gone wrong in a warehouse. But lately it’s nothing but Asian women in their apartments, so much blood that it looks like someone repainted the walls red. Cora hopes it just means Harvey’s uncle has focused on customers in Chinatown who pay him under the table, that it’s a shift in business and not in crime.

			“I’ll ask Paul,” Harvey says, stripping off his gloves and digging around for his phone, which he definitely isn’t supposed to have in a room full of biohazards, but he’s already typing in his passcode. Harvey has an EMT friend who fills him in on all the gory details and sometimes even sends him photos. On more than one occasion, Harvey has slipped printouts of body parts into Cora’s and Yifei’s bags when they’re not looking, impossibly convinced that they’ll appreciate it as much as he would and are just too shy to admit it. Cora always tries to tear them up before she can see anything.

			Harvey pockets his phone, turns on the shower, and angles the showerhead so blood drips down the walls and pools in the bathtub. He takes out a sponge and steps into the tub, but sighs at what he sees.

			“The water’s not draining,” Harvey says. “There’s too much fucking hair in the drain.”

			
			“Well, pull it out,” Yifei says.

			Harvey crosses his arms. “Gross.”

			“You’re standing in a bath of brain slop and you think hair is gross?” Yifei says.

			“Who the hell doesn’t think that’s gross?” Harvey says. “Girls always leave hair balls as big as hamsters in the shower.”

			“Don’t say that like you’ve ever lived with a girl,” Yifei says.

			A strange ringing begins in Cora’s ears. She wants Harvey and Yifei to stop arguing, so she squats down and sinks her glove into the murky swirl of blood water, pinching the hair ball. It’s denser than she expected, squishy through the numbness of her gloves. She tugs, but it stays lodged.

			“Cora is braver than you,” Yifei says.

			“Have I ever denied that?” Harvey says.

			Cora pulls again, and the hair ball slides out a little but then catches again. A gush of fresh blood clouds the water, rushing from the drain. Cora readjusts her grip. The hair ball is much bigger than she thought, thick enough to wrap her hand around, like a cooked eggplant.

			“Jesus, how much hair did that lady have?” Harvey says.

			Cora tightens her hold and feels something crunch, even through her thick gloves. The realization that this is not a hair ball makes her freeze.

			“Cora—” Yifei says.

			But Cora needs to know now because the unknowing is worse than knowing, and she gives another firm tug and the hair ball dislodges. She pulls it above the surface of the water and it expands all at once, a black mass growing, unfolding in jagged edges, slack jaw, tiny teeth.

			A bat.

			Cora’s hand goes limp and the bat drops, splashes bloody water onto the three of them. It sinks beneath the water for a moment, then bobs back to the surface, tiny mouth filled with scarlet.

			“She has drain bats,” Harvey says.

			Yifei smacks the back of his head, leaving a bloody handprint on his hazmat suit. “Bats don’t live in drains, dumbass,” she says.

			Harvey rubs the back of his head. “So, what, she put her own pet bat in the drain?” he says.

			“Biohazard bag,” Cora says, because the water is draining now and the bat is spinning, its beady black eyes staring at the ceiling, its wings carving lines into the water, and Cora feels the sudden urge to dispose of it the way people need to vomit—it has to happen now.

			Yifei opens the bag and Cora pinches a wing, slinging the body into the bag where it splashes among the skull fragments. Bat eater, bat eater, the man says. Cora has never once felt sick at all the gore she’s cleaned up—no corpse, no problem—but all at once nausea closes her throat and her stomach clenches and the sheer terror of puking inside a hazmat suit and not being able to escape from her own bile makes her want to die. She rushes out of the bathroom and rips off the face cover, tears off her goggles and face shield. The air tastes like blood, but it’s cold, drying out the nauseous saliva pooling under her tongue.

			“Yo,” Harvey says, coming out behind her and offering Cora a bag of skull pieces. “Puke in here, not on the carpet. What’s one more biohazard in the bag?”

			“I’m not gonna puke,” Cora says, hoping that saying it out loud will make it true.

			She swallows and focuses on her surroundings, trying to scrape her mind of anything involving bats. She relaxes her fists, tries to focus on the lights and colors of the apartment that once belonged to Yuxi He.

			
			It’s smaller than what you’d expect for a doctor’s place, though Cora has heard resident doctors don’t make that much—one bedroom and a kitchen bursting with appliances. There’s a tiny nook in the window with a cushion that’s thinner on one side, like someone sat there often, a stack of books forming a makeshift end table beside it. There’s a mug shaped like a bear with a cookie pocket on the front, a half-eaten oatmeal cookie still sitting inside, tea gone cold. A jar of buttons on the windowsill. A sun-faded dream catcher tied around the window lock.

			Cora has never seen Yuxi He, but somehow she feels that she has seen something infinitely more important than her corpse. This look into her last moments feels violently intimate. No one was ever supposed to see this. It doesn’t matter that all Cora sees is normal and harmless—Yuxi He did not expect three unemployed millennials in hazmat suits in her apartment tonight, or her bathtub filled with her own brains.

			“Want some ginger tea?” Yifei says, flicking on Yuxi He’s electric kettle.

			Cora shakes her head, cannot imagine consuming anything in this apartment. There is blood everywhere, even if Harvey and Yifei can’t see it.

			The reporters are waiting for them when they come outside.

			The really desperate ones always stick around for the cleanup crew after the cops refuse to talk. But Harvey’s uncle has one rule, which he said in Shanghainese so Cora had no idea what it actually was, but Yifei translated it as Don’t say shit to anyone about jobs. Apparently the dry cleaner stayed afloat because Harvey’s uncle was good about cleaning out bloodstains without asking questions, and people have come to respect that kind of discretion.

			
			That doesn’t stop the reporters from trying, though. It’s always young ones, new in their careers, trying to prove they’re worth their slim paychecks. They’ve offered Cora ten-course meals at Michelin-star restaurants, waved gift certificates at her, slipped cash into her hands. They’re only slightly less persistent than the men who catcall Cora on the street at night, except instead of sex they want photographs of crime scenes.

			Cora knows they always zero in on her because Harvey is six foot one and Yifei looks like she’ll punch anyone who slows her down. They think Cora is the easiest one to crack. They like the way she hunches her shoulders and avoids eye contact and presses close to Harvey’s back when she sees them; they smile because they know weakness when they see it and Cora can lie with her words but never with her eyes.

			Cora wants nothing more than to rip her mask off and breathe, but with the crush of people on the sidewalk, she can’t. The crime scene just had to be in the compacted heart of Chinatown, which Cora can hardly walk through on a good day, when she’s not hauling a hazmat suit and a bag of cleaning chemicals. Old Asian ladies pulling carts manage to push through, but otherwise the reporters have cut off the sidewalk completely, forcing people into the oily puddles in the street.

			The three of them still smell like sweat and inside-out human, so they force their way through the reporters with the power of stench alone. People shove microphones in Cora’s face, amplifying her breathing. Someone else tries to cram a business card into her back pocket and their touch makes her jump, makes her feel like they’ve jammed a finger into the wetness of her mouth.

			She grabs a fistful of the back of Harvey’s shirt and presses closer to him as all of the reporters’ questions blur together. Cora wants to tell them she doesn’t have the details they want, but that would probably qualify as saying shit to someone about the job, so she ducks her head and holds tight to Harvey.

			Just as they clear the crowd, a hand reaches out for Yifei’s arm.

			Thin, white fingers.

			The hand closes around her and Cora stops short, hazmat bag slipping from her hands.

			A roaring rises in her ears. There can’t be a train here—they’re aboveground, three blocks from the nearest train station, Cora knows because she had to walk here—but there’s a high-pitched scream somewhere like brakes on metal, blasting through all her other thoughts, ripping away the colors of late morning, leaving her alone in the darkness of a train station.

			More than four months have passed, but Cora remembers, with perfect clarity, the hand on Delilah’s arm: a whisper of blue veins beneath the surface, tiny blond hairs, knuckles scorched pink from dryness, no wedding band, nails cut straight across.

			In her dreams, the hand is a white spider. Its legs are translucent, its body the color of bones. It latches its fangs into Delilah and her arm falls from her body like a cut of meat. Delilah collapses into parts, a puzzle coming undone, and Cora wonders at what point a person stops being one singular person and becomes a collection of parts. An arm is not a person, so if Delilah is an arm underneath a train and a leg on a subway platform and a head lost in the crevices of the tracks, which part is the real Delilah?

			Cora sees spiders in her apartment sometimes. There’s a maintenance man who occasionally kills them for her, but more often than not she lies awake, curled under five blankets—her makeshift hazmat suit—and pretends she can’t hear their little legs tap tap tapping on the walls.

			Cora saw the man’s eyes as well, but the memory is blurred by the rush of the train car and everything that came after. She saw his eyes between his hat and his surgical mask, but she can’t remember them, and no one ever caught him. He could be the doorman at her apartment building, or a taxi driver, or her dentist, or even the fucking mayor, and she would never know.

			“Fuck off,” Yifei says in Chinese, yanking her arm away from the reporter.

			“I’m sorry,” the man says, also in Chinese, but the words are sticky, foreign. He’s a white man with hair like a golden retriever. “Please, can we talk for just a few minutes?”

			“I said fuck off,” Yifei says in English.

			Cora scrambles to gather her hazmat bag, afraid the man will try to grab her next, and pushes past Yifei and Harvey until they’re outside the crowd, the truck in sight. Neither of them comment when she hurls her bag in the back and scrambles into her seat, arms crossed, grabbing onto her own forearms so no one else can.

			Harvey slides into the driver’s seat and rolls down the windows because all of them truly smell awful. Yifei sits in the back beside Cora and Harvey yells, “What am I, a taxi driver?” But Yifei pulls a flask out from the seat cushions and uncaps it, offering it to Cora.

			It smells like brake fluid and will probably feel like it going down her throat and Cora doesn’t think it will help, is a little bit afraid that it will and she’ll have to start carrying her own flask around. Maybe Cora is destined to be the kind of person who drinks all the time, who blurs her problems with booze. Maybe she can go dancing at clubs and bring average-looking guys home and wake up on Saturday afternoons with a hangover headache and last night’s makeup stinging her eyes like a normal twenty-four-year-old. That life sounds better than this one. Maybe Cora wouldn’t be anyone remarkable, but at least she’d be someone.

			
			But every life she can imagine building for herself just feels like throwing a tarp over a crime scene. It’s just another way to carve out the chunk of her brain that still holds Delilah inside. Cora is only alive right now because the story of Delilah Zeng is behind aquarium glass in her mind. If there’s going to be an After for Cora Zeng, she can never look back.

			What was left of Delilah was buried. Her things are gone from Cora’s apartment. The police closed the case because there were no leads. It’s been months. It’s over.

			Yifei nudges the flask closer. She’s trying to be nice, Cora knows that, but she doesn’t want this olive branch. She wishes she was a mollusk, something with a hard shell, dark on the inside.

			But if she has no friends, then one day she might end up like Yuxi He, brains splattered over her apartment walls, and no one will ever find her. If there is anything that Cora Zeng wants less than dying, it’s dying and rotting until her body seeps into the carpet and drips through the ceiling of the apartment below. Bodies melt in the summer like cheese in a microwave, and a heat wave is coming next week. Cora will be damned if she makes a mess when she dies.

			She takes the flask, knocks back a mouthful that tastes like fire, and wishes it would keep burning.

		

	
		
			
			Three

			The shower is an act of unmaking, both the most wonderful and terrible hour of Cora’s day. Cora isn’t sure how the smell always bleeds through the hazmat suit, but without fail, she comes home smelling of decomposition.

			Her clothes go straight in the wash with two capfuls of bleach, shoes and all. Cora stands naked in the kitchen and washes her hands twice with mechanic soap—the kind meant to strip your hands of car grease—then goes straight to the shower and turns the hot water all the way up until steam fills the bathroom and she can hardly breathe. First is the rinse and scrub to dislodge any chunks, like Cora is a piece of fruit. Then the salt scrub, because that’s how you purge crawfish, how you make them vomit out all the garbage inside of them. Then comes the orange dish soap—regular bodywash always leaves a slick layer on the skin, doesn’t cut through the greasy film that Cora knows is still there.

			When it’s done, Cora is wide-awake and raw and dizzy from the heat but it’s the only time in the world she truly feels Fine—that moment when she steps out of the shower and hasn’t touched anything at all.

			It has always been this way. Even before the end of the world.

			Cora has always moved through the world like a child in a fine art museum, afraid to touch. There are safe ways to touch her surroundings—her elbow jamming down a doorknob, the sole of her shoe on a toilet lever, her house key poking an elevator button. But Cora hates touching New York with her bare hands, because it is a city that sweats in the summer and oozes pizza grease from its pores and vomits sodden trash bags onto sidewalks. Once she turned eighteen, she only stayed here because Delilah said that’s how you become an important person. But Cora doesn’t feel important, she feels like she’s trapped in the rotting corpse of a foreclosed house, and she never wanted to be important anyway. She just wanted to be Delilah.

			A secret part of Cora likes the end of the world because it makes her strangeness feel quieter. The CDC says to wash your hands, so Cora is just being a Good American by washing her hands twice. If she empties her purse into a UV light box to sterilize everything inside, if she has three air purifiers for her tiny apartment, if she wears gloves on the subway—all of it is reasonable now.

			There isn’t one specific reason for the fear. Delilah said it was because Cora got pneumonia in third grade and had to go to the hospital and something about repressed trauma, but the thought of pneumonia does not scare Cora. Even COVID-19 does not particularly scare Cora. It is the dirtiness itself, not what comes after it.

			And at the end of the world, Cora thinks, there are worse things than being too clean.

			She rakes her fingers through her hair as she blow-dries it, unwilling to sit down until all of her is dry because germs stick to wet skin better than dry skin. When she’s dry and in her clean pajamas, she finally goes to her kitchen, pulls out a frozen oatmeal bar, and flicks on the convection oven, listening to its rhythmic clicking as it heats up and glows orange.

			Cora never intended to live alone, not in New York. But she learned very quickly that most roommates do not take kindly to the constant smell of Clorox and all-night whirring of air purifiers. She lived with Delilah for so long that she’d forgotten what everyone else thought was normal. Auntie Zeng took it upon herself to ask her broker friend to find Cora an apartment, and he’d quickly shown her this Chinatown studio with no outward appearance of mold or pests, and Cora figured it was the best she could hope for. With monthly checks from her dad and Auntie Lois, plus a huge discount on rent (courtesy of COVID), Cora can afford to stay on her own for now. She lives just a breath too close to the subway and hears the trains running in her dreams, and when she opens her windows to her rusty fire escape the air always smells like weed, but that’s the kind of discomfort Cora can live with. She’s used to something always burrowing in her ear, prickling at her skin.

			Her studio is small and white because bleach cannot strip a color that doesn’t exist. It has two windows but only one that opens, one pot of English ivy because it supposedly cleans the air, one box of Delilah’s possessions shoved into a corner, and a bookshelf full of books that Cora plans to read one day—books that will make her smarter or better-adjusted or more worldly. In truth, all Cora wants is an apartment with no flat surfaces, nowhere for dust to settle. But that would be an apartment with no floor, just a perpetual abyss, a dark and endless hole.

			She opens the fridge and slides open the fruit drawer but hesitates, the stark fridge light buzzing, the bright circle of light on the gray kitchen tiles.

			An apple is missing.

			Yesterday there were two apples, five clementines, one avocado. Cora was going to eat one apple with cinnamon tonight and one with peanut butter tomorrow; she remembers making this plan in the shower with all the certainty of a lawyer drafting their closing statement. She makes these plans so her fruit never goes bad, because once it starts to bruise, Cora refuses to eat it and into the trash it goes, wasted.

			Cora squints because maybe her eyes are too tired, maybe she can no longer process colors correctly and apples look like oranges. She slides the drawer shut, closes the fridge, takes a deep breath. Then she opens the door again, opens the drawer. Still, there is only one apple.

			This time, Cora slams the drawer shut. She closes the fridge and presses her back to it, sinking to the floor, as if something terrible is going to burst from inside and only Cora can hold it back.

			Cora has been misremembering things lately.

			She thought she bought a loaf of bread last Tuesday, but on Wednesday morning her bread box was empty. The week before, she gave a purpose to each and every one of her dozen eggs, but by nightfall, she was one short and her plans were ruined.

			Delilah always said Cora was the good kind of crazy, the kind that didn’t hurt anyone, that did good things but just too much of them. But now Cora has forgotten something, has gaps in her memory, empty holes in the grout of her brain where something used to be, and that doesn’t feel like the good kind of crazy anymore.

			She wonders, not for the first time, if she ripped out too much of her brain when she pulled Delilah out of it. Extricating Delilah Zeng from your mind is probably a lot more difficult than it seems, like pulling out a tumor that’s grown into all of your brain’s crevices—getting rid of it means ripping out healthy tissue too.

			Cora’s head thumps back against the fridge, rattling bottles inside.

			It’s so unfair.

			Cora is doing all the right things. She has a new job. She speaks to her coworkers. She tries new hobbies. She is doing all the things normal people do.

			Yet she still feels like a puppeteer dragging her wooden body through the motions, and maybe she always will. Maybe she can’t exist without being her sister’s parasite.

			She checks the fridge one more time, the single apple rolling in its drawer as she throws the door open.

			Something inside of Cora must be unraveling, and the thought makes her palms sweat, and even though she hates sweating she clings to the thought like a life raft because…

			Because the alternative is that someone has been in her apartment.

			She doesn’t know which possibility is worse.

			Cora suspects that her Auntie Zeng is a pyromaniac.

			I have never set something on fire without a good reason is Auntie Zeng’s response when Cora says this out loud, which isn’t exactly a denial. Auntie Zeng is her dad’s baby sister, the one who came to America as a sixteen-year-old and liked it enough to stay, unlike Cora’s thirty-year-old father, who only stayed long enough to marry one and a half times and have two kids before deciding China was less of a shithole than America. Auntie Zeng married a mysterious man who died under even more mysterious circumstances, leaving her to live off a widow’s pension at age forty-five.

			
			They kneel in the living room of Auntie Zeng’s apartment in Chinatown, an empty metal trash can full of joss paper in flames. Cora is fairly certain that joss paper is not meant to be burned inside. Not because she knows more about Chinese culture than Auntie Zeng, but because this is definitely a fire hazard. The room fills with smoke, but Auntie Zeng breathes it in like a drug. She quit smoking last year, and Cora wonders if this is her way of cheating.

			“You still have skin?” Auntie Zeng says whenever Cora shows up at her door.

			Cora rolls up her sleeves to show her that, yes, she still has skin and it’s dry and too pale but it definitely exists and has not been sandpapered away, but Auntie Zeng never really looks. She knows just by looking at Cora’s eyes.

			Cora lived with Auntie Zeng on and off ever since middle school, when her mom started her cult initiation process. Those years were a mess of moving back and forth between the Midwest, Auntie Zeng’s old place in Flushing, and Delilah and her mama’s apartment in Chinatown. Their dad was long gone back to China, so Cora was pinballed around whenever her mom had a change of heart, or Delilah’s mama decided she cost too much to feed, or Auntie Zeng’s court case for her dead husband tied up all her money and she had to move into a studio. Cora would have preferred sleeping on Auntie Zeng’s floor to living with Delilah’s mama, who Cora knows speaks Mandarin but always spoke Fujianese so Cora wouldn’t understand.
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