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  In each of these stories from some of greatest writers of horror and dark fiction, water plays the dual role of accomplice and executioner. With accidental drownings, irresistible calls of sirens from the deep, strange whisperings from household plumbing, faces of the dead in droplets of water, rabid fish, leviathan monsters, and more, these thirty-nine tales of death by water will make you think twice about taking that long-awaited cruise, going for a midnight swim, or taking your next shower.
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  THE DEEPEST PART OF THE OCEAN




  by Joanna Parypinski




  WHEN I looked up from my algebra homework, I saw him standing in the dining room—barefoot, dripping a steady plink, plink, plink of rainwater onto the hardwood floor.




  “Grandpa?”




  He acknowledged me with a shaky wave and a raise of his mad Einsteinian eyebrows, stretching the jowls of his sourdough face, which ran wet with tiny tributaries winding through his wrinkled cheeks, while his sodden flannel shirt clung to his bird bones and melted into the antediluvian brown trousers that ended high above his bare ankles, above the gnarled and hairy feet daggered with fungus-yellow toenails that stood in the puddle he had created.




  “I almost had her this time,” he said with a shake of his fist, the gesture of foiled conquest.




  “Had who?”




  He yanked the golf cap from his head and waved it irritably, scattering drops of water like shards of glass, said, “The mermaid,” and took a step away from his little puddle, succeeding only in dragging it into a river that followed him toward me, and “I saw her in a raindrop.” He paused, his eyes flickering with revelation, looked down at his small puddle on the floor. “Hallo, are you in there?”




  I thought if I ignored him he might wander off—after all, it wasn’t my job to babysit Grandpa—and I was very much concerned at the time, as most teenagers are, with the bare minimum expectations of my familial role. Instead he came up to my couch, pushed my legs off one end, and sat down, soaking the cushion beneath him. He smelled like mildew.




  “Hey!” I said, “I’m trying to work, here!”




  “Emily, dearest. Don’t you ever play outside anymore?”




  I snapped my textbook closed, careful to leave my pencil in the right spot, too anxious to lose where I was. “Not when there’s a tsunami outside.”




  “Pah. You never seen a tsunami,” he said. “Where I grew up, we had real tsunamis. Great terrible waves that roared out of the ocean like dragons. Houses knocked down like cards. This? This is just a little rain.”




  I looked out the window, at the flag whipping into a frenzy as rain turned to television static, as a flash of lightning burst like a migraine.




  God, I hated this weather.




  There’s not much you can do about it, though, when you live in San Francisco, and the rain drones on relentlessly as an army, and you can’t hear your own thoughts rattling around over the tempest that batters and bruises your raw nerves—when the sky is a seething black mass of artificial night. God. I’m all strung out again thinking about it, here in the darkness. My anxiety was bad before, worse after Grandpa’s stay with us, after what happened, but I’ll get to that.




  Sad thing is, I’m not even calmed anymore by the whispery exhalations of the tide. Back then I could stand and listen to the waves, the sea, the sound of the midnight oracle portending moonlit movements and crashing elegies against the broad-shouldered beach, but now I know what might break the surface (so I’ve taken a preemptive strike instead, gone below).




  A while later, my mother burst inside in a whirl of rain and wind behind the shield of her umbrella, her typically coiffed hair fallen in spidery disarray over her face. “Poseidon’s fury,” she grumbled, then spotted us. “Dad! You’re getting the sofa all wet. Emily—how could you let him sit there?”




  She forced him to go change his wet clothes, at least, before he caught his death. He ambled dutifully up the stairs, and my mother said, “Come on, Emily. Help me out. Can’t you look after him when I’m not here?”




  “He’s an adult, isn’t he? I can’t tell him what to do.”




  My grandfather had come to stay with us not long after my grandmother died. Heart failure. She’d been a lovely, tiny lady, the daintiest person I ever knew, with pinprick little eyes, but she was surprisingly strong, able to lift heavy flowerpots and muscle her way through stirring thick dough. She was always there, a solid presence, until one day she wasn’t, and we could feel the very physicality of her absence—not just a lack but the inverse of a presence. Mind you, Grandpa didn’t take it well, or at least my mother told me he wasn’t well, and so he came to stay with us.




  “He’s forgetful,” she said, sounding somehow ashamed.




  But he didn’t seem forgetful to me—odd, fanciful, full of whimsy, but not forgetful. He told me stories of his childhood as sharply as if they had happened yesterday, not sixty years ago.




  I couldn’t help but be contrary. What else do you expect of a fourteen-year-old girl? Even when I agreed with my mother, I simply felt compelled to argue. “What happened to respecting my elders?”




  She looked at me sharply, then more softly. “Respect is more complicated than that.”




   





  DO YOU want the truth? I couldn’t stand to see my grandfather like that. Here he was, the man who had raised my mother, who had dozens of stories about life in the tiny Japanese village where he grew up, making mischief with his friends, getting drunk on fishing trips, his brief stint as a naval officer. You could see the sea in his eyes, hear the roar of the coast in his voice. Now he was reduced to a rambling senior wandering around barefoot, purposeless, and in the way of selfishness I worried less about his mental state and more about me, about what would become of me when I was too old to tie my shoes—would I, too, someday become such an obsolete creature, force my grandchildren to look after me like a child myself, void of dignity?




  So I tried to avoid him, tried to avoid the thought of impending mortality—turning antique, toothless. Hah. What did I know of growing old? What did I know of death? What did I know of the deep loneliness that comes when you’ve been ripped away from your partner of more than half a lifetime?




   





  MY FATHER always came home in the middle of the night. He worked odd hours, so I got used to hearing the creak of heavy footsteps ghosting down the midnight halls—the shadow outside my bedroom door—his indistinct presence, there without a face. On weekends, he materialized on the couch as if he had always been there, feet propped on the ottoman, a bowl of chips perched on the slight bulge of his stomach, a bottle dangling from one hand over the edge of the armrest. Our conversations weren’t really conversations back then: he would eye me skeptically, suspiciously, and ask how school was going with the tone of a mildly curious interrogator, and whatever my answer, he would nod slowly and return to the television.




  “It’s because he has no imagination, the poor bastard,” my grandfather told me once. “That’s why he’s always in front of the tube.”




  Was the problem, I wondered, that my grandfather simply had too much imagination? Was it that he could no longer quite disentangle the threads of reality from his own woven works? I couldn’t imagine my father going senile—he was simply too matter-of-fact. And you know what? He never did go senile. He died at sixty-eight, still doing puzzles and answering Jeopardy! questions with lightning precision, when a swift-moving cancer swept through him like the tide, sweeping him away before my eyes.




  For a while I was terrified of my own mind, which was already prone to flying, dancing, skittering lizard-like from one horrible possibility to the next—an anxious mind. “Getting away from me,” that’s what my mother called it: “Your imagination’s getting away from you again, Em.” Maybe that. Maybe it’s overcoming me. In the end, though, I couldn’t keep it contained, and I guess it didn’t really matter.




  A lack of imagination won’t save you, either—in the end.




   





  THE SWEET sleepy silence that falls in the wake of endless rain is like a cool wash of balm easing over shattered nerves, those tender spots like spoiled fruit, and in that wake a gleaming bepuddled world, puddles slick and gray and gathering at the edges where the road dips down to receive the curb. Amid that dreamy lonesome after, after the storm, I couldn’t find my grandpa anywhere, and here I was supposed to be looking after him.




  When I did find him—which wasn’t that hard, mind you, he was just down the street—he was standing in a puddle up to his knees. A puddle that should only have been a few inches deep, a puddle nearly flush with the ground. A whisper of a puddle.




  But there he was, up to his knees in it. Like he was in a hole, and the dull light made him strange, colorless, sunken.




  When he saw me, he pointed—“She’s down there! I saw her!”




  It’s amazing how quickly the mind accommodates impossible things, for in a moment I was no longer contemplating the spatial disparity (where oh where were his legs, were they gone, were they gone?) but instead worrying over what a neighbor might think if they looked out their window right now and saw us standing in the drowned street like fools.




  He looked up again to see me gaping at him like a fish, and when he looked back down he seemed disappointed. “Oh, cock and balls,” he said. “I think we’ve scared her off.”




  Have I mentioned that my grandfather was delightfully crude? Every time he swore, it was with such imaginative gusto, you could hardly blame him for being profane around children. He made curse words sound as wholesome as apple pie.




  He stepped out of the puddle, drawing one pale leg, saggy and dripping, from the inch of water that could not conceivably have contained it, that had swallowed it into some elsewhere, and planting his bare foot on the pavement. His trousers were rolled up to his knees. He didn’t unroll them until we were inside, and when he did they were ribbed with angry horizontal lines.




  “Grandpa,” I said, “Look. I know you’re older than I am, and all, but I really don’t think you should be walking around like that. It’s not cool, you know?”




  What? You expected an eloquent speech? Give me a break; I was fourteen.




  We sat at the dining room table where a lightbulb in the overhead fixture had burned out, leaving us in an uneven half-light that crawled eerily over my grandfather’s face.




  “May I tell you about her?” he said.




  “Who?”




  He hitched up his pants and said with a shrug in his voice, “It would be a lie if I said I’d never loved anyone other than your grandmother.”




  “What?” I was appalled—I didn’t want to hear it, this mocking of his marriage, this reminder that he wasn’t just a stock grandfather with stock stories but a real human being.




  “Before I ever met her, I fell in love with a mermaid.”




  “You…?”




  “It was after the worst storm I’d ever seen. Ripped and raged through that piss-little fishing village, bringing the sea with it. A nasty bitch of a wave caught me and threw me, tossing and tumbling. I nearly drowned. Eventually I found myself a bit worse for wear on a flooded road, and that’s where I found her, stranded. At first I thought it was a corpse, but bodies tend to bob to the surface—she floated just below. When I looked down, damn it all to hell and back again, I saw the most beautiful creature staring back at me. Black hair like silk, face pale like the moon, eyes deep as the ocean, breasts— ”




  “Grandpa!”




  He put up his hands in surrender. “Well, she was beautiful. With a silver tail and everything, though I couldn’t see where it ended. It was long, I’ll tell you that. She said she had come from the deepest part of the ocean. I was smitten. If you haven’t felt those pangs of desire yet, Emily, you will soon I’m sure. Well, we had ourselves something of an adventure, swimming through the debris-ridden road to get her back to the ocean where she belonged. When we got there, damned if I wanted to let her go! I knew we couldn’t be together, but I imagined building a great wonderful fish tank, big enough for her to live in, big as a house!




  “Instead, she told me to follow her. Down.




  “I’ll tell you this: I considered it. But in the end, I couldn’t do it. What an ass was I, Emily! I let her go. But I came back to see her a few times more. We met at the beach, and sometimes I told her stories, and sometimes she sang songs that could tear your heart out—hypnotic songs. Hers is a voice I’ll never forget. It haunts my dreams.




  “Have you ever been in love, Emily?”




  Love? There I was, talking to my grandfather about love, something I never talked about with my parents, with my friends, with anyone, really, and my weird old grandpa who smelled like a pungent cheese, limburger perhaps, who put the paper against his forehead in the morning to pretend he could divine the day’s news telepathically, who tottered around with his arms akimbo and asked me if he was a good dancer when I played my music through the television speakers, was asking me about love, the deepest and most precious, most secret feeling in the world to me then. I would have been less mortified if he’d asked me about my period. Anyway, what did I know of love? I didn’t even realize at the time that there are different sorts of love—not just the romantic kind, the mermaid kind, but the peculiar type of fondness you feel for your wacky grandfather, that you don’t even understand until he’s gone.




  “Okay, Grandpa. How could she survive in the deepest part of the ocean?” I said. “And how does she see? It’s like pitch black down there.”




  “I’ll tell you this—I’ll be damned if she wasn’t imbued with her own inner light,” he said, a smile coming over him from across the ages. “Like you in that way.”




   





  LUCKY FOR me, I was due for another obsession right about then. I was always prone to pendulums of obsession and apathy, between studying a new subject fervently for hours, insatiable, mad-minded, and then spending an entire Saturday on the couch watching my dad flip channels. My previous interests had been magic, astronomy, butterflies, and detective stories, each one giving way to the next. While I didn’t know it at the time, I had finally found an obsession that I would never grow out of.




  “The abyssopelagic zone is aphotic, meaning no light penetrates that deep,” I read to my grandfather from the book I had checked out at the library. The cover was faded and soft with wear, the pages filled with illustrations of the ocean, of alien creatures, horror movie creatures: dragonfish, vampire squid, goblin shark. Fish with teeth. “Imagine if you could swim down with her and see all that.”




  “She comes from a very different world than we do, I’ll tell you that,” said Grandpa, wagging his finger in a way that told me he was about to impart some old-man wisdom. “We must always try to meet people from different worlds. If you don’t, you’ll never learn anything new.”




  My grandfather, too, seemed to come from a different world—one that I could never visit, an irrecoverable world, and he was right, because he taught me about things, like love, even if he taught them sideways.




  “What are you two reading about?” my mother asked as she peered over my shoulder in a way I always hated, like she was spying on me.




  “Where the mermaid lives.”




  I’ll never forget the way she yanked me away from the dining table, up to my bedroom, put her finger in my face, and told me sharply I was not to listen to my grandfather’s stories. “If you indulge him, he’ll only get worse. I know your imagination gets away from you, but you can’t believe his nonsense.”




  “What if it isn’t nonsense?”




  She looked at me scornfully.




  “It is nonsense. He’s an irrational old man who barely knows up from down, and I won’t have you follow him down that rabbit hole. Stop enabling him.” It was only later that I understood the crack in her voice. Here I thought she was just being a cold bitch, but really, when I look back now, I realize her voice was so hard and brittle because she was terrified that more and more of her father was going to slip away into the ether, that she would lose him before he was physically gone. I know because that’s how I felt, years later, when my mother was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s. Gradually she forgot my name, lost track of where she lived, looked around familiar places with childish bewilderment. It was a slow, cold, remorseless metaphysical death. But of course I didn’t comprehend that when I was a kid. All I felt was the fire of teenage spite at adults who behave callously because they can, because they’re adults, not because they’re human beings with their own complex inner lives that I couldn’t yet fathom.




   





  THE FOLLOWING Monday was gray and oppressively humid; a fine mist of almost-rain hung suspended in the air, and Grandpa had gone out without me.




  I thought he might include me now that he had told me the truth, for I believed at that point that it must be the truth after all, no matter what my mother tried to convince me, and, thinking we might go out mermaid hunting together, I actually geared up—put on my rainboots, teased through my jackets to find one that was waterproof. But Grandpa went out on his own, leaving as surreptitiously as the wind, so what did I do?




  I followed him.




  I followed him into the sodden, heavy afternoon, keeping enough distance between us that he wouldn’t turn around and see me.




  You know why I didn’t go up to him, why I followed in secret? Because he didn’t invite me along. The pain of betrayal unfolded in me like a ripe flower, and I followed, feeling small and inadequate.




  He paused to peer in every puddle, in every puddle finding nothing, and we continued in this way for, oh, maybe an hour, weaving through marshy grass and narrow winding switchback streets that sloped into rainwater seas, before he stopped at a dirty creek on the edge of a wooded hill. At one end, the gaping black mouth of a sewer outfall disgorged a slow stream of brown water into the abysmal brook.




  Rolling up his pants and removing his shoes, Grandpa waded into the shallow water, which came up just over his spider-veined calves, and made his way to the dark orifice, gateway to an underground realm of sewage, decay, and magic.




  He called echoingly into the dank throat of the tunnel. By now I was cold and tired. The light gray of afternoon was sinking into a darker, duskier gray of secret twilight. It was time to bring Grandpa back, I thought—or, my anger having long since chilled to a wet, muddy, dull and uncaring resentment, maybe I should just leave him here, leave him to rot in the sewers.




  Then she arrived.




  At first she was just a dark shape swimming out of the tunnel, swimming from darkness into the muted tones of overcast evening: a woman rising slowly out of the water, long black hair like seaweed struggling down her shoulders, naked from the waist up—water glistening on her pale, almost silvery breasts. They embraced. Grandpa’s back hitched and shuddered with tears of grief, joy, relief, and when her bony arms twined around him, caressed his back, I saw long pointed fingers like crab claws, the skin turning silvery-black as the talons tapered to their points.




  They were too distracted to notice me creeping closer, close enough to see her face—pearlescent, with cheekbones sharp enough to cut flesh.




  “I knew it! I knew it, I knew it was you. But—why did you have to abandon me?” Grandpa croaked. “I looked everywhere for you.”




  “I was waiting,” she said in a dreamy voice like sunshine sparkling on seashells, like dark music. “Waiting for the right time.”




  “Thank God you’re here,” my grandfather murmured. “You’re real. I thought I was going—crazy.”




  She began humming rather than reply, and the sound took on ethereal tones, warbled as if coming through water. I might have closed my eyes and fallen asleep to the tune but that she stopped suddenly, leaving us with harsh silence. What made her stop?




  She had seen me.




  From over my grandfather’s shoulder, her eyes snapped to me: two round silver fish-eyes, cold with blank inhumanity. Slowly her black lips peeled back in a wide curved expression that looked like a grin but wasn’t—no, it was an inverted grin, upside-down and terrible—to reveal rows of jagged needle-like teeth that reminded me of the stupid hungry mouth of an anglerfish.




  Still holding on to him, she began to sink into the water, bringing Grandpa with her, and what was even worse, somehow, was that he didn’t fight; he let her drag him down; perhaps he wanted to go with her into the dark forgetful depths where he could pretend not to remember the love he still felt for my grandmother, the pain he still felt over her absence. Together, they disappeared into the murky water.




  After tearing off my rainboots and throwing my jacket behind me, I waded in after them. The creek should have been maybe three feet at its deepest, but when I looked down I saw them far below me, maybe ten feet down, vanishing into an impossibly vast greenish abyss, the mermaid’s arms still wrapped tightly around my grandfather.




  I dove.




  The dirty water burned my eyes as I fought my way down. If words could travel through water, I would have shouted for my grandfather to break him out of the spell she had over him, which was not love, I could see that now, it was love’s wicked cousin, the bastard child of jealousy and lust.




  My chest ached, desperate for breath, suffocating, and still they were too far below me, and still the burn in my eyes, this time from tears, and still the belief I could catch up to them if only—if only I could swim faster—but we were deep, too deep, and I would have to retreat to the surface soon, which was high above now, nearly lost in the darkening water.




  The last glance I had of my grandfather—finally he looked up and saw me swimming above them, a moment that seemed to clear his head, and he tried to swim up to me but the mermaid gripped him more tightly, still grinning that cavernous sharp-toothed not-grin, and for the first time I noticed her tail, long silvery and slimy, tapering slowly but never quite reaching a point, a tail that vanished into the abyss far below them, impossibly long, and in the moment after my grandfather and I locked eyes for the last time and I saw the apology within them, and the fear, a great dark shape rose up from the end of the mermaid’s tail, a behemoth of darkness that unhinged its monstrous jaws to envelop the two creatures sucked quickly, now, toward it, sucked away into the mindless ravening abyss.




   





  WHEN I broke the surface, gasping and shuddering, I stood in the creek for long moments sucking rotten air, deliriously convincing myself I would dive back again as soon as I caught my breath. But when I did, I discovered that the creek was only a few feet deep; even in the middle, it came up only as far as my waist. There was nothing down there. He was gone.




  In the years that followed, I always kept an eye out for him, just in case—in fish tanks, in puddles, in ponds. Still, I knew I wouldn’t find him. I knew where she had taken him: to the deepest part of the ocean.




  So that was where I went.




  As you can guess, that particular fascination, obsession, call it what you will—it never left me. Lately I’ve been studying abyssal zone ecosystems in a submarine stationed 20,000 feet below the surface of the Pacific, where there is no light and nothing remotely familiar, only the freakish bioluminescent creatures that glide through the somnolent deep.




  A few hours ago I saw something outside the window of the sub…something familiar. Something that’s got me all strung out again.




  It was my grandfather. Pale, his nearly translucent skin glowing with ghostlight, made visible in the black emptiness—floating dreamily past, gazing in at me with round silver eyes, his pale fleshy legs replaced by a long, long tail.




  I shouldn’t have done it, I know, but I put on a diving suit and went out against protocol, swam out into the black silent abyss, the weight of thousands of tons of water crushing down on me. He drifted out of sight, and I followed deeper, surrounded by the pale snowfall of the deep sea, the excretions of the world above falling forever.




  When I looked back, I couldn’t see the sub anymore.




  He had lured me out into the vast darkness of the ocean with only the small light on my helmet to guide me through the nothing, with only the light of his luminous skin to draw me forward like an untethered astronaut floating through space. But I had to see him again, to know that he was real, to know that I wasn’t going—well, crazy.




  Even after half a lifetime of studying, I realize, in the end, that I still don’t know anything. What do I really know of the mysteries in the endless deep? What do I know of death? All I have is you, whoever you are, the person in my head, my imagination, and who knows where that will lead me this time—what dark impossible corridors of madness might lie at the bottom of the sea where the hungry giants live?
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  YOU WILL COME TO NO HARM IN WATER




  by Lucy Taylor




  “LILLIAN, WE’RE going to miss the plane.”




  Martin Wallace tapped his Rolex while his wife perused a display case in Bobby Twin Elks Loan and Pawn just west of Albuquerque. “That one, please,” she said to the elderly Navajo behind the counter, “let me see it.”




  The old man rummaged in the case and handed her a white medallion with a hole drilled near the top to accommodate a leather cord. Lillian asked what it was made from.




  “Bone. Whale maybe.”




  She turned it over several times, her face rapt with the kind of child-like delight Martin had once found charming.




  He paced the aisle. “Lillian, we have to leave.”




  “Just a moment.”




  He was starting to wonder if she were actually trying to make them miss their flight and what other evasive tactics she might use to spoil their trip. His trip, really. An idea of a second honeymoon to renew the spark in their rocky five-year marriage and forestall any ideas of divorce she might secretly be harboring. He’d found the number for a high-priced divorce lawyer and some incriminating texts from same. The discovery had shocked and angered him; he’d thought Lillian too needy to instigate divorce. And though he said nothing, this changed things, made him rethink his long-range plans for their marriage.




  Now, as she dillydallied, he clenched his fists in frustration. How she vexed him, this handsome woman with vivid azure eyes, a foxy face and, in his astute opinion, an insufficient chin. Her habitual expression of uncertainty put him in mind of some small prey animal peeking fearfully out of its den with an eye to predators. One of those women requiring a male escort through life, who felt the need of a man to protect and cherish her. That he’d been chosen for this role he found a source of never-ending irony.




  Now she flashed a winning smile he made no effort to return and showed him the medallion.




  “It was meant for me to find here, don’t you think?”




  “Undoubtedly,” he said. “You should buy it.”




  And although he found the object singularly unattractive, he understood why his wife, who had a superstitious bent, would want to own it. On one side, inked into the bone in the manner of scrimshaw, was written in ant-sized script a promise Lillian would probably like to tattoo on her heart, “You Will Come to No Harm in Water,” and on the reverse, a primitive rendition of a fish skeleton against a background of an ever-narrowing spiral. Above the curved lines representing ribs, a single bulbous eye stared out with malevolent intent. Unlike the skeleton it belonged to, the eye seemed alive and menacing.




  He gave the item back to Lillian, then wiped his hand discreetly on his jeans.




  She put the medallion around her neck and trotted over to admire herself in a mirror. An unease crept over Martin that he tried to dispel with the sound of his own voice. He asked the Navajo how he came to acquire the piece.




  “Pawn,” the old man said, regarding Martin as one might a poorly made reproduction of an ancient Anasazi pot. “Spanish girl come in, said her grandpa was a fisherman in the Gulf and wore this all the time. When he died, she found it in his tackle box. Told me she’d come back for it one day, but that was years ago. I knew she never would.”




  “Gramps didn’t drown, I hope?” said Martin as Lillian shot him a look. He slid his arm through hers, guiding her toward the door and into the bright, scalding day. Over her shoulder she called back to the shopkeep, “You don’t know what this means to me! I’m terrified of water and where we’re headed is in the middle of the ocean.”




   





  WELL, NOT exactly the middle, but close enough, he thought, when they were belted in, the Southwest jet taxiing on the runway while Lillian death-gripped the armrests. He pried one hand loose, squeezed it reassuringly and put her fingers to his lips. Her skin smelled of lavender hand lotion, yet somehow, beneath the fragrance, a subtle foulness clung, the faint stench of rotting sea life.




  When he forced himself to kiss her fingers, he felt his stomach clench. “It’s going to be a wonderful trip,” he said, more to himself than her. “A new beginning for us both. You’ll see.”




  Her eyes were tightly shut and she didn’t respond. He felt an unexpected flicker of desire as the old, eroticized resentments rose in him along with his cock.




  He’d been in love with her once, he was sure of it. When they’d met at a New Age church in Santa Fe—her seeking the kind of solace some find in sex or spirituality or a lurid combination of the two, his ambitions simpler, to find an easy mark—he’d recognized her name and experienced an almost orgasmic shivering. The heir to an ice cream empire, her family name was plastered on tubs of Marsha-Mellow and Chunky Cherub around the world, her father a sickly octogenarian unlikely to last out the year. And she, a made-to-order prize beset with wealth and phobias.




  But now the bloom was off the Chocolate Cherry, frail zombie-Daddy still clinging to shreds of life, their marriage more a series of staged skits between bouts of heavy drinking on Lillian’s part and cruel, covert punishments on his. Nothing so vulgar as physical violence, of course. He preferred a more nuanced approach, tormenting her with silence, making her fret and guess about how she had displeased him. With the threat of divorce looming, however, he’d decided to reverse course and become again the loving spouse, to deluge her with hot sex and mindfuckery, to unbalance her completely. To that end, he’d found a jewel of a tropical island, one of those semi-private ones frequented by the über-rich where Lillian was most at home. Add to that a barge-sized bed, strong drink spilled into goblets the size of cannonballs, and bouts of mad, inebriated sex. How better to reignite marital passion and regain her trust.




  But her fear of the water was a minor problem.




  She’d confessed this fear soon after they were married, when he’d suggested a South Pacific cruise. Wishing to explore her weaknesses for later use, he’d peppered her with questions. “Did you watch someone drown or almost drown yourself? Parents pitch you into the deep end of the pool?”




  Her answer had grated on his patience because, like Lillian herself, it was both nonsensical and vague. She’d told him that, as a young child, her parents took her to the tony resort of Sea Island, Georgia.




  “We went out in a glass-bottomed boat,” she’d said. “At first I loved it. Seeing all that underwater life, the bonefish and the barracudas, the bright blue mahi mahi with their big, domed foreheads. It all seemed magical until it changed, and I saw something different. I realized the ocean I thought I knew was only a disguise, a camouflage for something unimaginable and awful, an endless nothingness, a void. I only saw it for a second—that’s all it would allow—but for that instant, it was like looking through a telescope at a secret universe that despises us and means us only harm. I realized this is why the oceans were created. To conceal what’s really underneath. An ocean of the dead.”




  “The nightmares of an over-stimulated child,” he’d said with false assurance, for in truth he found her tale disturbing on so many levels, not least of which that she was clearly mentally unwell. “I know boats. My father had a Chris-Craft Commander he docked in Bimini.” (In truth his father was a petty thief whose entire knowledge of the ocean came from Sea Hunt reruns.) “One day I’m going to take you on a boating trip. It’ll be wonderful, you’ll see!”




  Her face had taken on a ghastly sheen, as though he’d outlined his plan to sodomize the bogeyman with a sharp stick up the anus. It was that same look on an older face that he saw now, the scrunched brow and cadaverously pallid skin, the twitchy corner of her mouth, as she dozed next to him on the plane.




  Inevitably, his gaze was drawn to the amulet around her neck. The rawness of the tiny pictograph, the gleam of the bone, even the promise of protection, all held a kind of primitive allure. Knowing how much it meant to her, for a moment he almost coveted it himself.




   





  IN EMERALD Key, they spent the first week at the island’s posh resort—luxurious cottages and doting staff who knew when to be invisible, a helicopter ferrying guests to and from the airports in Nassau and Freeport. He made a point of spoiling her, praising her wit, her charm, her not inconsiderable talent for debauchery. Decadence was cultivated as an art, fine wine and Kama Sutra sex and rutting in the full moonlight, a cocaine-laced tryst with a unicorn from Melbourne whose cell number he obtained discreetly and tucked away for future use. The spell he’d cast when they first met was rewoven with strands of tenderness and cruelty and passion, and she gorged on it, grew bovine and louche feasting on the poison of his tainted adoration.




  By week’s end, she was sufficiently compliant to let him rent a thirty-five-foot Viking motor yacht complete with lavish master cabin and well-appointed bar, lacking nothing except the convenience of a swim platform. But after all, he told her, neither of them was going in the water.




  At first they only explored the coastline near the shore, but later he motored far out into the sea and anchored in deep water. Here, with Shakespearean aplomb, he professed remorse for his sometimes less than chivalrous behavior, a bravura performance that drew tears and promises of lifelong fidelity from them both. In fact, so real was the performance and delivered with emotion so apparently heartfelt, that later, when they tangled in a sweaty heap upon the deck, he experienced a moment of what might have been real love, as intimate and potentially lethal as the onset of an aneurysm. But love, he reminded himself, though sometimes as intense as lust, was also just as fleeting, and he regained his good sense in short order.




  Now, while she showered, he leaned on the rail, dazzled by the sunlight on gleaming green swells. A wind was coming up, the water becoming choppy. Below he noticed something odd, a few pebbled, undulating patches, jellyfish perhaps or some detritus dumped into the sea by those indifferent to ecology. They clotted near the stern, slapping the hull with a sound like liver flipped into a pan. He found a mini-bottle in the pocket of his trunks, uncapped it, drained the contents, and flung the empty. Havoc ensued. What he’d thought to be a few distinct animals turned out to be an enormous school of tiny fish that, when the projectile struck, exploded into a chaos of seething, agitated life.




  Repulsed, he turned away as Lillian came up from the galley, freshly dressed in cut-offs and a wisp of a red tee, the amulet starkly white against her sun-burnt cleavage. As she tottered across the deck, drink in hand, he noted that the severe lines in her face had softened noticeably—Bacardi, he thought, better than Botox.




  She gazed toward the horizon, a blurred seam where sea and sky merged into a single chalky band. In the west, a band of clouds impersonated snow-clad peaks.




  “Sip?” she said, lifting the paper cup toward his mouth.




  “No thanks.”




  “Aren’t you drinking today?”




  He feigned dismay. “You make it sound like a moral failing. Don’t worry I’ll catch up. It’s our last night. I intend to drink my share tonight and more.”




  She let her free hand rove down his chest. “Actually, it may be better if the captain’s sober, so he can navigate.”




  “Right now all I want to navigate is you.”




  She threw her head back, her smooth bare throat like something from a nature show, gazelle giving itself to a lion. A stimulating image—as if on cue, he hardened.




  “My love,” he said and swept her up into his arms—she, laughing with delight at this show of male prowess, her gaze enamored, lips parted in expectation of a kiss—and in a move intended to be seamless, an action choreographed to perfection in the dungeons of his mind, he pivoted and tried to heave her violently out over the rail—her face a parody of passion, now gone rubbery with horror—as he opened up his arms. Instead of falling, she clamped her arms around his chest, so that, far from the graceful uncoupling he’d foreseen, they seesawed as a single off-kilter beast whose lower half pedaled air, piteously screeching, while its upper half engaged in a frenetic jig of thrusts and grunts intended to jettison the part unwanted.




  Her strength was unexpected, terrifying. He raised a fist to batter her away, but doing so required him to take his free arm off the rail and lean far forward. He felt the fulcrum shift. His bare feet lift off the deck, a high-wire act gone hideously wrong. She lost her grip and dropped, but took with her the tipping point, so that he flipped and plunged headfirst. The water, already churning from her entry, gulped him down.




  When he surfaced, she had made it to the anchor line, where she held on for dear life, screaming, “What did you do? What the fuck have you done?” until something even greater than his betrayal took precedence. She looked around frantically. “Where’s the ladder?”




  He jerked his head in cold disdain. “Up there. You happy now? If you hadn’t pulled me over with your stupid stunt, I’d be up on deck and I could lower it down to you. This is all your fault.”




  “What are you talking about? You did it! You threw me off the boat on purpose! You tried to kill me!”




  “Prove it,” he said, “it’s my word against yours.” Then, out of habit, he added, “Anyway we both know it’s only your imagination,” and almost laughed, so ill-timed was the oft-used line, so absurd and awful their predicament. Without a swim platform or a ladder within reach, there was no way back onto the boat.




  When he explained their only hope was for him to swim to shore, she wept and begged him not to go. “Don’t leave me here! You can’t! Who knows what’s in this water? What if there’re sharks?”




  “Give them a swift kick in the snout and try not to lose a leg.”




  “Oh God!”




  The boat lifted on a swell. The anchor line grew taut, forcing her to reposition her hands, which he could tell were already slipping. She looked above her helplessly. “What if the rope breaks? What if it can’t hold me?”




  “It holds a fucking five-ton boat. I expect it can hold you.”




  She risked taking one hand off the rope to finger the medallion and, with that small gesture, he realized there was one thing left to do. He swam toward her. She cringed as though he were a monster, as though he meant to drown her here and now.




  “I want this.” He grabbed the leather cord around her neck. “I’m the one who has to swim for miles. I need this this more than you do.” He expected her to fight him, felt disappointed when she bent her head so he could more easily remove it. “You’ve already taken everything,” she said, “my pride, my self-respect. You might as well have that, too.”




  He slid the cord over his head, and the medallion dropped onto his chest, the skeleton and ghastly eye now nestled in his chest hair.




  Lillian wiped brine and tears from her eyes. “You threw me off the boat, Martin. Why?”




  For once he had the luxury of total honesty. “Because you’re rich. Because I could.”




   





  MANY MILES into what seemed an endless swim, he wondered if this was why the swarms of sleek, incessant fish pursued him—because it was their nature, because they could. Or perhaps the current was merely sweeping them in the same direction and, like him, they obeyed the sea’s imperative. There were hundreds, thousands of the tiny things, glistening anchovies and spike-nosed ballyhoos. When, he dived below, they massed above his head in an inky, undulating carpet. Within their ranks, he occasionally glimpsed massive creatures, too, monsters cumbersome and massive whose shadows darkened the sea floor.




  Yet nothing that he saw or thought he did was as terrifying as the changes to his breathing. The inhalations seemed sporadic and ill-timed. He barely needed to surface, but stayed below for far too long. When he came up, it was more to try to orient himself to land than to satisfy the urge to breathe.




  As afternoon turned into dusk, he swam with grim determination, battling rising swells and hordes of hovering fish, until his feet brushed bottom and the water heaved him up onto a broad stretch of sand and coral. Before him stretched just what he’d hoped for—a beach deserted save for flocks of restless gulls and hillsides thick with vegetation. He’d come ashore on the lee side of Emerald Key, a few miles south of the resort. He flopped onto his back, content, as a pleasurable lassitude invaded him.




  He decided to shelter among the trees that night and make his way at leisure to the resort tomorrow, where he’d report the tragic accident and help organize a rescue party for his wife that surely would arrive too late. He would be understandably vague about the location of the boat and was already rehearsing in his head the circumstances of their calamity. Love-making that led to some contorted pose he’d be too much the gentleman to describe in any detail, a tragic lunge or ill-timed thrust and both ending up in the drink.




  She was probably already dead.




  Although he wanted desperately to sleep right where he lay, the tide was coming in, the waves already lapping at his legs. He forced himself to his feet and staggered toward a group of palms, but only made it a few yards before collapsing to his knees. He realized the long swim amid the teeming fish had quite undone him. His breath was ragged, limbs quivering and cramping. Worse, several of the tiny fish, trapped in the lining of his trunks, were making frenzied efforts to escape and choosing exits not intended for that purpose. Maddening as it was, he couldn’t find the energy to remove them.




  He lay half-conscious in the fading light, until the sound of a vehicle approaching jolted him alert. A jeep roared up the beach, passed him by at a rapid clip, then slammed to a halt, reversed. He recognized the resort’s gold diamond logo on the doors. The driver, a dark-skinned woman with sleek coils of braided hair, jumped out and ran to him. Behind her came an Asian speaking into a walkie-talkie.




  The woman knelt and gazed into his eyes, her face maternal, oozing empathy. “Sir? Mr. Wallace? Are you Martin Wallace?”




  Her voice was an exotic lullaby, reminding him how desperately he longed to sleep. He would have done so, too, except that suddenly, without warning, she slapped him hard.




  “Stay with me, Mr. Wallace. We’ve called an ambulance.”




  He tried to think what he must do, but he felt muddled, drugged, as though in the pristine ocean air wafted strange hallucinogens.




  The man and woman got on either side of him and helped him to his feet.




  “You’re a hero, Mr. Wallace,” said the man and moved as if to clap him on the back, then felt him trembling and thought better of it.




  He tried to ask how they knew to look for him, but his best attempt produced only coughing and the wet rasp of a clogged gutter.




  They leaned him up against the Jeep, then Lullaby, with the vicious right, was crooning in his ear, “We’ve great news, Mr. Wallace.” Her smile gut-punched him; it was too ebullient, a nightmare mouth full of teeth and tongue.




  Her partner chimed in. “Your wife’s alive! She made it,” and caught Martin when his knees buckled.




  He tried to speak, produced a gurgling wheeze. “What happened? How?”




  “Your wife said after you two jumped in to take a dip— ” here Safari Hat looked away, embarrassed—“Hey, you forgot the ladder wasn’t down, you’d be surprised, it happens. But no swim platform on the boat, that’s a lawsuit waiting to happen, take my word. You swam for help, that took some guts, but you know what she did? Climbed the anchor line with her hands and feet. Said she fell back into the water a dozen times, her hands are cut to hell, but she got onboard and radioed for help.” He paused to draw a deep breath that Martin would have killed for. “Your wife has grit, Mr. Wallace. She told the guys who rescued her you were what kept her going, the reason she didn’t give up. She said you took something important from her, but now she has it back.”




  He fought to breathe. A whistle warbled in his throat like the prelude to a death rattle.




  “Sir, you’d best lie down.”




  “Help. Me.” He wanted her to help him remove the amulet, but the leather cord had shrunken during his immersion and refused to stretch or break.




  You will come to no harm in water (but you will suffocate in the air.)




  The woman took his arm. “Sir, I know this is a shock. If you’ll just sit— ”




  He shook her off. Only a few yards away, waves glossy as obsidian unfurled along the shore. He took off in a stumbling shamble toward the water. As he threw himself face-first, the sea rushed out to meet him, sucked him in with its long carnivorous tongue and mercifully dragged him under.




  Where his starving lungs felt saturated, not with air or water, but the absence of requiring either, so his descent felt less like a languid dive than a violent spiral through the innards of an angry god.




  Nor was he alone in his debasement, for swarms of fish accompanied his fall, darting so close he could feel the whisper of their gills and knife-like scales, the kisses of their red and puckered mouths. They fought over the tattered chum that swirled behind him, competing with each other for the soft organic morsels, racing to devour the juiciest nuggets: a crimson pinch of stubbled throat, a nipple or a lip (he couldn’t tell), eyelashes drooping from a toothy overbite like a surreal mustache.




  And even then he felt that parts of his anatomy still belonged to him, and these he hoped to salvage from the slaughter, for where he was going wouldn’t he need something of himself? It was the smallest fish and their savage cohorts, the jellies, that foiled his feeble efforts. The tiny ones sucked out marrow, bile, and eyeballs and scoured the creased and furrowed niches where the body held itself aloof, those private crannies meant to be exempt from excavation, while the jellies were more devious and savage, they impersonated beating hearts and pulsed imperiously inside his gaping chest. Still others, hellish creatures not of any world he knew, gave off a ghastly inner luminescence, the better to display the contents of their bellies—cunning, decorative items like teeth and tiny gall stones, a waxy smidgeon from a ruptured ear. In one, he spied an entire cerebellum, barely masticated, that might well have been mistaken for crenellated brain coral if not for the blooms of dark, arterial blood that still spewed forth.




  When a disk of vertebrae drifted past embedded in a patch of flesh and chest hair and carved to imitate some kind of grotesque charm, he recognized it as something that was once his own and tried to reach into the mass of fish to claim it, this remnant from a familiar part of Hell. Toyed with by the memory of what it meant to have hands, he grabbed for it and missed and missed again, seizing only emptiness. His descent slowed but didn’t stop, his consciousness a tiny moon orbiting an unseen monster, eternal in this hidden ocean, never to be harmed.
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  WALKING ON WATER




  by Dona Fox




  GROWING UP on a farm, you learn that animals die. It hardens you up and prepares you for people dying. Readies you for all the death you’re eventually going to face. It’s not hard to watch a chicken, running around the yard, fluffing its feathers, scratching the dirt like an idiot one minute, getting its cold-eyed head chopped off across a bit of stump the next. You’d laugh along with me to see its body running in a circle as if looking for its missing head, loose neck flopping, blood splashing.




  It’s a bit harder when the butcher truck comes to kill the pigs. Right there by the barn. You try not to remember their soft brown eyes. Eyes just like mine, as if a human was trapped in a pig’s body. No amount of pillows over your head can block their frantic squeals—they know what’s coming.




  Harder to bear still, a quick glimpse in the dark often revealed Daddy, whiskey drunk for courage, staggering to the lake with a wriggling gunnysack and a hammer. Frantic, Annie would hunt for her pups for days. I never let myself know the litters so I could take it all in stride.




  Old Blue had been my daddy’s dog, a collie. I learned to walk hanging on to his hair. Daddy said Old Blue deserved to go on his own terms. Blue chose his spot, in the shade under the holly trees beside the house, and watched us from there until he died. We buried him there.




  Late the night we buried Blue, I heard Daddy stumbling down the stairs. He shut the door, as he did when he was drunk for courage, too hard for stealth, but there was no new batch of puppies to drown in the lake, no new batch of kittens to twist their little necks. I slipped out of bed and crept down the stairs barefoot meaning to follow him. Stepping carefully in the dark under the holly trees, I lost him.




  I figured I’d go check the barn.




  When I came out from under the trees that surrounded our house, moonlight lit the farm. Now I could see where I was stepping and I could see a line drawn in the dirt, a line that swayed from side to side as if a snake had passed there. I followed the curving path of the line and it led me to the barn.




  Daddy hung from the pulley at the gable end. He was still swaying so he couldn’t have been there long.




  I ran inside the barn and climbed up into the haymow. I reached out, pulled him in, and loosened the rope around his neck.




  “Fuck off. Go to Hell.” It was the Daddy voice. The one I obeyed in fear, without question. The Daddy who killed.




  He clawed his way to the edge of the open haymow door and slid back over the edge. I watched his body fall and jerk as the rope tightened around his neck again.




  That was late Friday. He was still there when Jeffy and I went to school on Monday.




  Mama was already gone by then so I told my favorite teacher, Miss Palmer.




   




  THE AXE was under my mattress, ready for morning. I smelled fresh-brewed coffee as I crept down the stairwell. My uncle was pouring amber liquid into his thermos. His own blend of half-’n’-half as he had the job of raising us until Mama could be found.




  I know she didn’t go far.




  Now, out of eight, counting my daddy, there’s just my Uncle Bert, Jeffy, and me. Our three older brothers signed up for the service together laughing and joking. At least we’re in different branches, makes us safer, better odds they told Mama, like betting on different numbers. Uncle Bert says they haven’t written, he means sent money, for months.




  I think Mama gets the letters instead.




  Uncle Bert’s no farmer. All the animals had long been auctioned off, even Annie, though I’d considered her my dog. Uncle Bert said no sixteen-year-old girl wants a dog nowadays anyway. Shows what he knows.




  “Will you be late tonight, Uncle Bert?”




  He jumped, “What the hell, where’d you come from? Don’t sneak up on me like that.”




  “Are you going to be late getting home?”




  “Why?” He narrowed his eyes and I noticed how puffy his face had become. “Kids at school talking about the phenomena? The lights. Are you scared?”




  “No. I’m not scared. They’re nothing new. I’m thinking about dinner. Should we eat whatever we can find, or what?”




  “Yeah, yeah, I’ll probably have to work. You kids go ahead, eat what you want.” He looked around the kitchen, “There’s food, right?”




  “Yeah, Uncle Bert, there’s still bread.”




  “I’ll bring something. Yeah, I’ll swing by the store on my way home. And, here, just in case, I don’t know.” He pulled a few dollars from his pocket and tossed them on the table. “Just so you have some money, you know.”




  I didn’t know. We don’t live anywhere near a store.




  “Yeah, good. Thanks, Uncle Bert.”




  He grabbed me and squeezed me too hard, too long. He petted my head so fierce it felt as if he were trying to pull me into his heart. We probably could have gone and lived in better circumstances with my favorite teacher, Miss Palmer. She’d helped me out in the past, and she told me, anytime, she would always be there for me, but times like this I felt he needed us. And this was our home, the last place I’d seen Mama.




  I was afraid he was going to start crying again. He pushed me away, nodded, and slipped the thermos under one arm. He patted his pocket for his keys and stumbled out the door. He’d already had one cup of coffee.




  The truck engine ground and stopped. Ground and stopped. Oh, please, please, start. It caught. The sound of the gears being tortured followed.




  The noise of the engine faded as I tiptoed up the stairs. But Jeffy was already awake. He trailed me and the axe to the ridge where three of the five trees stood; the three planted when our older brothers were born were much larger than the two holly trees by the door that were planted for Jeffy and me.




  “What are you doing, Amy?” Jeffy was still in his T-shirt and gray-white boxers with the mud stains from yesterday.




  I used my math, planned and calculated, “You need to stand right there,” I marked a spot in the dirt with my toe. “Don’t move and I mean, don’t move or I’ll kill you. Really. Understand?”




  He nodded hard.




  The first tree was John’s. My oldest brother. The first time the axe struck the wood I felt as if it sunk into my own heart. But I wouldn’t stop. I wouldn’t think about what the trees symbolized. I pushed up my sleeves.




  I went at the trees like a machine, calculating, planning, positioning my little brother in safe spots, watching the trees crash so the sun could shine unimpeded over the ridge onto the house where I believe my mama has gone to live. It’s a beautiful house with an ornate fountain; only the lake and the green field with gray stone markers lay between us.




  Some say it was a mistake to place a graveyard so close to the lake. I’ve watched it all my life and I’m sure they’re right. The lake has become a roiling boiling cauldron of the dead. How could the gases not build; the lights not be seen for miles. How could it not call out, to demons, perhaps, or simply the dead from other planes, alien spaces, to dance among us as Daddy danced on the end of his rope?




  Perhaps it was nothing alien at all, but a quite natural visitation of swamp gas from the rotting bodies in their graves that then spread out like fog over the lake, picking up any bit of light. It was just that lately the lights had become more prevalent, more solid, and began to disturb me more deeply as my emotions rose to the surface with my years. I couldn’t keep an eye on the globules for the trees. The trees that weren’t really my brothers.




  Now the town folks have seen the lights and I want to keep a better watch. I feel a duty, living here, so close. Perhaps my daddy had felt it, too; maybe that’s why he fed the lake so well.




  My second brother was Phillip, the first born of the twins. The thought of Mama and Daddy when they were young, together, buying the two trees for the twins puts a sad lump in my throat. I don’t know how old the trees were when they bought them, but this scot pine had been in the ground for nineteen years. A guilty chill passed over my skin.




  For the first time, I felt eyes on me; I looked around, expecting to see someone standing behind me. Of course, there was no one there. I looked to the barn, to the open mouth of the haymow. The pulley at the gable end hung empty. I hardly ever saw Daddy swaying there and then it was mostly at night. I laughed.




  “What, Amy? What’s funny?” Jeffy didn’t look up from his game in the dirt.




  “Nothing, I thought I heard Daddy’s old truck. That maybe Daddy was here again somehow. Daddy.” There, I said Daddy three times, as I did when I was a kid and I was scared. I’m not scared now, they’re just trees, and they’re dead. I’m just cutting down dead trees.




  Phillip’s tree was very tall. A man’s hand could cover the stump, once I cut the pine down, so the job wasn’t going to take me long. I struck my axe into the tree. The pitch wept. I had to pause; pitch doesn’t run in dead trees.




  I heard a sound on the other side of the ridge, down in the tall grass around the lake. Not Jeffy, he was right here, irritatingly close. He was making spaceship sounds, swooping his hands around my legs.




  I tried to tell myself there was nothing down there, that it must be John’s tree, still settling. But I should have checked over the ridge before I felled the first tree. I hadn’t thought to check.




  I peered over the edge of the ridge, listening now, too. Relieved that I saw nothing squirming to get free from under the tree. There was no movement in the grass. Except…off to the left, down the path Daddy’s boots had beaten on his way to the drownings, a twisted figure was crawling up the bank. I blinked.




  It was gone. I think.




  I was overheated, sweat running into my eyes. I was feverish now to finish this task. I wielded the axe again and the tree swayed precariously for a moment then plunged to the ground. The branches cracked and the trunk bounced as it slid down the bank. I squinted and I could make out the tips of the branches just skimming the surface, like a Jesus bug, walking on the humid surface of the lake.




  Jeffy was at my side, “Let me count, let me count.” His fingers crawled across the pitchy stump.




  “There’s nineteen.” I knocked him away. “You’re getting pitch all over your hands. You go in the house and wash with the borax.” I pulled him down to the ground and rubbed his sticky fingers in the dirt. “Better yet, don’t come back out here until you can’t see a speck of dirt on your hands.” I gave him a shove. He stumbled toward the house.




  I drove the axe into the tree.




  I heard Jeffy sob. I turned around. His shoulders shook. Damn.




  I left the axe in the tree.




  I put my arm around him and dried his tears with the bottom of his T-shirt, “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean anything.” Sniffling, he went into the house; I turned back to the ridge.




  A wreck of a woman stood between Andy’s tree and me. Her eyes were empty, her blue face a mosaic of mossy puzzle lines, some of the pieces missing, a few just now falling off. I wouldn’t have known her at all but she was wearing Mama’s good church dress. She held her stomach in with a half-fingered hand. She was wheezing and gasping as if the air I was breathing could no longer satisfy her needs.




  “No harm in cutting down John and Phillip’s trees, those boys is with me now, but it’s not Andy’s time.” Gently, she removed the axe from the wound in Andy’s tree.




  “Mama.” I moved forward, to put my hands on her, to kiss her cheek.




  She jerked away, but not quick enough, my lips had barely grazed her. The chill settled in my teeth. My cheekbones ached. I saw the graveyard with roots that fed into the water.




  I looked down and saw my brothers dancing on the lake. I longed to join them.




  I heard a voice behind me. Uncle Bert gripped my shoulder and leaned on me, “Andy’s injured; he’s coming home. Money’s tight; all the same, I’m anxious to see him.”




  I stared at the wound I had made in Andy’s tree.




  “Me, too, Uncle Bert.”




  Mama was gone; she must have gone over the ridge while the demons’ songs distracted me.




   




  ANDY’D CHANGED. The wheelchair tracks didn’t take long to roll straight over the ridge and down into the murky water. It looked like Uncle Bert had tried to save him. They sank and died together, Uncle’s sleeve bound up in Andy’s wheel. I hadn’t heard a sound that night, but I woke up soaked and screaming from my dreams.




  I went to live in the town across the lake with Miss Palmer, my favorite teacher, the one I’d gone to when my daddy hung himself. Jeffy went somewhere else.




  Miss Palmer dressed me up like a city girl and took me to church on Sunday. I didn’t fit in and I’m not sure I belonged in a religious setting. I’ll always believe it was my sinful thoughts that brought the demons down on us that Sunday.




  Sister Moore led the girls up to the choir loft for Sunday school. She stood in front of the short wall that separated the loft from the main church below. As she recited the lesson, she rocked in hypnotic circles, it would be so easy for her to lean back too far, tip over the little partition, and hurtle to the floor below. Thick support hose that didn’t begin to hide the wormy purple veins strangled her stout legs. She balanced precariously on coal black heels that choked her swollen feet. The lenses in her glasses were bifocaled and thick as a serving dish.




  She stumbled on the edge of the carpet. She slipped on the painted wood floor.




  Mrs. Moore’s lips barely moved when she talked. I could only count the hairs in her mustache for so long before boredom settled in and a little voice began to frolic in my mind. One push. Just one shove, push the old biddy over the edge. Do it. Now. One push. I could feel the act gathering as my muscle juices built up, my body was getting ready to rise, and then I felt the tingly needle of anticipation, that preceded the heady rush as if I were pushing her, as if it were actually happening. Like pushing Daddy out of the haymow.




  I let the feeling tantalize me, ride me. I could feel my palms sticking on her shiny purple Sunday dress. She would topple so easily.




  I could picture the panic and the horror on all their little faces. They didn’t grow up on a farm as I did. I’d seen so many dead things. Maybe she wouldn’t die. Not right away. What would happen if I pushed her? I folded my hands and crushed them between my knees. I was saved from damnation when the organist struck the first chords announcing the end of Sunday school. We lined up, marched single file, and joined the main congregation downstairs for the morning service.




  I slid into the pew beside Miss Palmer, shut my eyes, and began to swing my legs.




  The Devil and his demons placed the spires on your churches; baptized children in His name. I kicked the bottom of the hymnal lodged in the holder on the back of the pew in front of me in rhythm to the words beating through my head. The Devil and his demons placed the spires on your churches; baptized children in His name…baptized in His name…children in His name…Devil (kick) demons (kick) baptized (kick) children. Your Daddy…Uncle Bert…they had to be stopped…




  I opened my eyes and quit kicking the back of the pew in front of me. Where the heck were these thoughts coming from? I knew they weren’t my own thoughts. I looked around the church, the whisper still damp in my ear.




  The congregation was in silent prayer. Every cell phone was respectfully turned off. Brother Johnston’s bald head glowed at me tenderly; it wasn’t he, he hadn’t spoken. Miss Palmer stood beside me with her eyes only half-closed, always slyly checking to see who might be watching her.




  I smoothed down my skirt and was rethinking my irreverent slouch when the double doors at the back of the chapel opened and the air became warm and so humid it was like being in a pan of water.




  I can’t say why I didn’t scream and run or at least duck under the pew. Maybe television has inured me to the fantastic, the strange, and the peculiar. Even the monstrous. Perhaps I thought it was a joke at first or that we were being filmed. Or perhaps I’d finally gone mad. I certainly had the right.




  In any case I just sat there, a TV-trained immobile spectator while a swarm of the aliens, demons, or followers of the revivalists, more likely that’s what they were, preceded by the two more recognizably human of the bunch, the ones I came to know as the leader and his pale wife, passed down the aisle and up over the altar, leaving the carpet rumpled and soaked in their wake.




  They surrounded and incorporated Brother Johnston. He didn’t scream. He actually chuckled; which probably led me further into believing there was nothing wrong, a few of the parishioners even laughed with him. But when the damp and misshapen monsters backed away, Brother Johnston was gone, just gone. I figured later that must have been when he became part of them, because from that time on they knew my name, my sorrows, and my weaknesses. But they weren’t there to give me comfort as he’d been.




  Thus, they came into what had been Miss Palmer’s church, and relativity changed; it was her church no longer, this new leader became the host.




  It all seemed normal at the time. Even the fact I never heard him speak; his words rang only in my mind. In retrospect, there were so many oddities, which should have sent me as far from him as I could find a means to travel.




  I was unable to discuss his physical appearance with anyone; my tongue tied as soon as I tried to describe what I saw when I looked at him. If I tried to write or type a description of him, my fingers stumbled. Any attempt to take a photo of him came out blank. I attempted signing and my arms went wild. I had to assume everyone else’s experience of him was as intoxicating as mine.




  Miss Palmer began to keep strange hours. I followed her to the church one night and watched her with the leader; both of them were flirting and laughing. The light from the full moon hit the stained glass and glorified them both. My heart broke outside another, plainer, window; his wife fumed in the choir loft.




  Miss Palmer came home in the morning, glowing. “You’re going to be baptized. The leader and I are preparing the program together, choosing the songs, and some bits of poetry.”




  “Not Bible verses?” I said.




  She stared at me for a moment, a line between her eyebrows. Then she smiled, “No, just some bits of poetry.”




  Her period of delight went on for a week then one morning she came home subdued.




  “What’s wrong?” I touched her hand. She was cold and damp. The early morning light showed the tiny green lines that crisscrossed the whites of her eyes.




  She put her hand on my forehead. “You’re skin’s burning. You’re sick. Let’s get you in a cold bath.”




  I raved in the bath; I tried to warn her about demons and drowning.




  She put me to bed in a thin gown beneath a cool cotton sheet. After she left I tried the door. She’d locked it.




  “Miss Palmer, let me out. Talk to me.”




  I heard her crying on the other side of my door.




  That night she came to me, her skin pearlescent, she was leaving again.




  “Miss Palmer?”




  She pushed me to my pillow; a damp handprint shimmered on my shoulder.




  On her return, she locked herself in her room. This time her sobs were so plaintive I pulled a chair up to her door and waited for the night to pass. Her cries ceased, light came in the windows, but the door never opened.




  Finally, I broke it down. All manner of damp footprints covered the floor. It was obvious she’d been drawn out the window. A streak of brackish water marked a wicked path down the side of her bed, across the floor, and over the windowsill.




  I ran to the church.




  They enfolded me. You’re our child now. We’re baptizing our children today.




  They pressed a goblet of green honey wine to my lips and held back my head.




  The dangling horizon, quicker to the sight than Earth’s sky should ever dare to droop suspended at the twelve tiny figures in a shadow box. Gray cotton on the cardboard above, a tiny mirror denoting the black lake before me, icy, hungry. My bare feet tentative in the frozen blades of silver.




  We stood in the cemetery.




  The lake was different now for they were in power.




  The breeze mocked the thin white gowns of the initiates calling the rose to our cheeks. We blinked into the wind, licked the dryness from our lips, and struggled to hide our shame with slender arms as the rough muslin inflamed our virgin skin.




  Then he was ready, arms everywhere, bare below his several knees, ghost of a tremble in his hand, One rule that must be obeyed. Do not open your eyes in our water. You will not know what you will see.




  The ceremony had come to an ellipsis…




  Holding for the first sight of my teacher, this had started out as Miss Palmer’s affair after all, she’d spent too many darknesses with him sweating, apparently over which melodies would be sung and when. Laughing together, they’d chosen the poetry that would roll across his golden tongue.




  Someone knew where she was…someone surely knew.




  Hanging his head, the leader rubbed his neck and closed his eye, as was his wont.




  A dust devil blew by us playing with a bit of burlap.




  The cold families huddled, whispered, and glared at me; the orphan farm girl, conversant with swamp gas and death.




  My fellow initiates hugged their chill arms even as the leader’s wife was warming, steam rising from her skin.




  We shall begin. One rule; do not open your eyes in our water.




  The leader worked his way through all the others. He dunked, they gasped and choked and took great gulps of the lake that then became a vital piece of them; the core that spread its roots within as they bobbed back up soaked and shaking with the cold, water running down their exquisite forms as if they were [still human] fountains, now accepted by our hosts.




  My time came, still no Miss Palmer, so he went ahead and plunged me under. His [webbed] fingers outstretched, cupped over the top of my head, he thrust me into the water. I held my mouth clamped against the lake.




  Weeds became conversant with my thighs, wrapped around my ankles, and yanked me urgently away.




  The leader’s hand squeezed my head one last time as if to say, No choices, no choices.




  I chose to open my eyes and I knew what I saw.




  I drowned in the visions and that was my choice, too. You won’t find scrapes on my palms and fingertips. I don’t have torn or broken nails. I didn’t change my mind and go back to be revived.




  This carpet of bones is awkward for escaping; they make tiny tick tick sounds I can hear even in the bottom of the lake as I flee through the dark water, no time to kick them from beneath my feet.




  I avoid the roller coaster paths created by both man and nature. Here dangerous chunks of cement jut from the slimy bed into the water. Roots of fallen trees thrust up a hazardous impediment just over there. Weeds thrive in the rich soil, fed as it is by the graveyard, ropey weeds that encircle and explore a car, a tricycle, an empty wheelchair.




  I hear someone calling my name, as if there were anyone left who knew of me, who cared.




  I lie down on the familiar bones; press my cheek against a smooth ivory bowl.




  The water turned colder as it leached my heat. The surface beneath me grew harder as inertia drew the softness from the planes where my body and the bones made contact.




  As time passed, moss covered my face and the roots made of me a home. Police cars cruised by periodically, searchlights illuminated the water and scanned the old farm and the graveyard. In the echoes above the lake, I no longer hear my name. I am an orphan, broken and abandoned. I chose that.
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  A JOURNEY OF GREAT WAVES




  by Eric J. Guignard




  THE AMARANTHINE pull of the ocean is a marvelously ominous sensation, thinks Kei, the tugging from the surf like little tendrils dragging back what it can from piebald sand into the maw of the briny void. The pulling, too, gives her thought of some urgent love a mother must have for its newborn; the instinct is deep-set as any lightless fathom below, of a maker reaching desperately to its lost child. Such is the ocean as our own progenitor that we are drawn to her from birth, screaming and obtuse at the sea’s allure until it snatches us back finally into the same great womb from which we were born.




  So here the tide creeps forth, surge by surge, reaching for Kei with those very same tendrils. She lets them caress her feet, her bare calves, tasting, tempting, and a shiver comes with it. She moves through spume, searching the wreckage, but with no great interest.




  It is not flesh and blood but the heart which makes us mothers and daughters. This proverb comes to her suddenly, and Kei remembers her grandmother, Sobo Youko, repeating it often. Last week in English class, Kei’s teacher, Ms. Onuma, claimed the quote to have derived from an old German poet.




  Baka bah oom, Ms. Onuma, those will always be Grandmother’s words, not some rich lord’s from two centuries ago. Of course, if she answers that on next Monday’s exam, she’ll fail…such is American high school.




  A seagull squawks. A dolphin leaps. The air is warm and drowsy. Kei feels old and young at the same time, already grown weary in the yearning body of a teen. She does not understand how her classmates can be so kuso happy all the time; there is only one thing left that brings her joy, one person, and that person languishes in illness…




  Today, more wreckage than ever clogs the shore, leavings of the ruinous tsunami from far away, and questions fill her mind: Is it due to the maternal bond that she searches these castaway things, the sea offering gifts and baubles as to a child…or is it all but taunts? Kei escaped the ocean once before and now, perhaps, the ocean sends her reminders of whence she came, where she’ll return, for what else has an islander to expect?




  The beach is filled by flattened soccer balls and scuffed plastic bowls and gasoline cans riddled with rust. Unmated sneakers weep strands of seaweed. There are shattered planks, blobs of hemp and sodden foam, a clammy metal drum, waterlogged books, fishing buoys, a dog’s carrier filled with muck, tires encrusted with mussels and barnacles and sea stars; the enormous steel hull of some lost vessel stabs up from the tide, broken at mid-ship, though even halved it seems to tower upward a hundred feet, while millions of empty water bottles with the Japanese writing of her homeland clutter the sand like worshippers at the great altar of ruin. A couch cushion that is cross-hatched black and delicate gold molders—the pattern reminds her of home, of her “old” home, her “real” home. There is much more, and part of her aches to discover anything in the brine of that life she lost.




  But the sun is waning, and she has a new home, on a new island, and knows she’ll be missed, will be worried over if she does not soon return, though before she puts her back to mother ocean to retrace steps over the pigweed-lined banks, up three carved stone steps, and through a screen of satin leaf trees, she spots one more sea-swept gift languishing on the beach: a small porcelain doll with black cloth hair and the bright kimono dress of an imperial ojou or a haughty no kimi.




  Kei pauses, bends to look closer at the doll. Its face has a slight knowing smile, one corner of tight red lips pulled higher than the other corner. Its eyes are…red, painted red as its lips, red as bright pooling drops of blood. The doll is beautiful and strange at the same time, cast off, as she herself feels, and she touches it. The doll feels somehow warm, fleshy. But isn’t that so of any waterlogged thing, beach-landed and cooking days under a long sun? There’s a familiarity to the doll also, although it’s any toy that could have been replicated a thousand times over.




  Without warning a voice cries in her head, and it sounds as she imagines her own mother’s voice once to have sounded: Throw it back! Throw it as far as you can, Kei-Kei, and run away, run, run!




  But that’s silly, and Kei has long grown weary of others telling her what to do, even if such a demand were coming from an instinct within herself, some ghost of a memory, as irrational and hysterical as that instinct or memory may be. Another voice—this one emotionless and sensible—argues immediately that such a throw would be pointless. She’d have to hurl the doll a hundred yards beyond the pull of the tide, otherwise the surf would just return it back to shore, and then what would be the point?




  Kei brushes sand off it, the doll’s silver and scarlet kimono still damp on one side, but islanders are used to dampness; the ocean has a way of pervading the broadest of walls, the thickest of blankets. Damp is in the air, it is all around, it is life. Otherwise, the doll is unmarred from its oceanic voyage.




  She brings it home.




   





  “THANK YOU,” Leolani says as she takes the porcelain doll. Her smile seems too big to fit any child’s face, less so one waning under the illness she suffers.




  “A gift from the sea,” Kei replies. “My grandmother used to collect these. She was your great-aunt.”




  “Of course I know that! Because we’re second cousins.”




  “How’d you get so smart? I did not understand great-aunts and distant cousins when I was your age.”




  Although that is not true; heritage has always been important in her family, and Sobo Youko drilled her frequently with relationships and ancestral names. But Kei will say anything to see the smile return to Lani’s face.




  “I was born in the year of the rat, so Mom says that makes me extra clever.”




  “It must be true.” Kei nods to the doll. “What will you name her?”




  “Hmm…I think she wants to be called Obaasan.”




  “Old grandmother?”




  “Yes, like the oldest of all the other dolls.”




  “That’s funny. Have you been learning Japanese?”




  Lani shrugs. “I just thought it, like somebody said the name in my mind.”




  Kei furrows her brow, and that haunting voice of her mother comes again: Throw it back into the sea! You were wrong to take it…




  “I guess she doesn’t look very old, but you don’t look old either, and you’re almost an adult.” Lani giggles. “You are Obaasan Kei!”




  Kei can’t help it, she giggles too. Lani’s joy is infectious.




  Oba Hana’s call for dinner sounds from the dining room.




  “Walk or be carried?” Kei asks.




  “It’s only the house. I can walk.”




  “And you’ll be running again in no time. Should Obaasan stay with the others?”




  “Of course, it’s where she belongs if she’s their old grandmother.”




  “Of course.”




  Kei sets the new doll above Lani’s bamboo-and-velvet bed, into an alcove made from the shelves of rich koa slabs, between a pink panda, long-stained from spit and apple juice, and a baby-blue child in pajamas, praying with a Zen expression on its face. There are others. Lani is old enough to no longer play with the dolls, but not so old as to forget the comfort they provide late at night.




  The girls make their way across the small house to a dining nook, where Kei’s aunt and uncle await. Oba Hana is really her mother’s cousin, which makes her “once removed,” but Kei thinks of her as an aunt, feels closer as an aunt is a maternal figure, not a cousin. Oji Tommy’s a California poster boy who served in the Navy and now charters diving excursions around Honolulu.




  “Who’s ready for boiled asparagus and steamed peas?” Oba Hana asks.




  “Yuck, no,” Lani cries.




  “Okay, double servings then for Leolani?”




  “Are we really having that?”




  “Just kidding, Dad grilled burgers.”




  “Yay!” The relief on Lani’s face is palpable.




  They eat in a room that is snug and warm, adorned with Oba Hana’s watercolor art and the surfboard of Oji Tommy’s youth, facing a picture window that is aptly named, as what Kei sees through it is no less fantastic than any picture ever made.




  Oranges and browns and mauves tangle in leaves, and the sky is a jungle of overgrown clouds as much as the island is overgrown by shifting bracken. The sun sets low behind a purple ocean, the waters seeming to devour it like a piece of great red fruit, its own weight the very thing that pulls it farther and farther down into the maw of the waves. Tall palm trees silhouette the glass like fingers of an extraordinary animal trying to reach inside, dreaming, perhaps, of life as their own. Hoary bats dart by, chittering love songs, and lazy drops of rain begin to fall.




  And if Kei squints very hard, she can still see the beach, filling by each crashing wave with more of the tsunami’s debris: soggy wicker baskets and sun-stripped rowboats; crushed sandals and tires marred by shark bites; dolls and bloated bodies, sometimes difficult to tell apart. It’s overwhelming at times.




  What will be done with all that rubbish, that wreckage, those memories? Eventually it must be taken away, disposed of, abandoned.




  They feel sorry for her, everyone does. It is something that cannot be helped. It is nature that she was cast adrift…It is Obaasan come to claim her family…




  Kei winces at the strange thought.




  “How was the beach?” Oba Hana sounds slightly hesitant to ask, but it’s a thing that cannot be unsaid. “Anything interesting, or just rubbish?”




  “Mostly scraps and trash, the hull of a freighter. I’ll never use a plastic water bottle again. The beach is drowning in them.”




  Oba Hana’s eyes soften. The laugh lines at her mouth pull taut. “Does seeing the wreckage hurt?”




  Kei bites her lip. “Yeah…I keep expecting to find a photograph or one of Sobo Youko’s oil-paper umbrellas.”




  “But you’re drawn to it anyway, you have to sort through it all?”




  The word barely comes out. “Yeah…”




  “It’s so hard, dear. No one wants their grief to return years later, and yours has come to literally surround you. But still, I worry when you’re down there— ”




  “Kei found me a doll!” Lani interrupts.




  “I did,” Kei grabs on to Lani’s excitement, happy to change the subject. She hates when Oba Hana talks about her being a worry, like a guilt she’s responsible for. “It reminded me of Sobo Youko’s dolls.”




  Oba Hana snorts. “What doll would not remind you of her collection? She had near ten thousand.”




  “This one wore a kimono.”




  “Ah, her favorite.”




  Kei loses herself in recollection for a moment, the rows upon rows of her grandmother’s dolls: porcelain, cloth, china, corn husk, leather, bone. Sobo Youko kept so many, and each with its own story, like their ancestors. Already her memory grows hazy as to keeping them separate. But Obaasan, Obaasan, why did it seem familiar?




  Oji Tommy breaks the silence. “I sailed off the coast of Haleiwa today, and there was a house floating in the distant waves. No kidding, an entire house, its windows and tile roof perfectly intact.”




  “Some homes float because they have walls made of foam instead of wood,” Lani says importantly, “to save money.”




  “I never heard that before.”




  “I saw it on Discovery channel.”




  “Wow, you teach us new things every day, baby.”




  Lani smiles, and so Kei smiles. It fills her with joy.




  She thinks again of Sobo Youko’s words: It is not flesh and blood but the heart which makes us mothers and daughters.




  If that is true, Leolani is truly Kei’s heart, for it is not relations that define us, but the love we bear those relations. How often had Sobo Youko drilled such words into her, rapping her knuckles to pay attention? How often does she see herself in Lani? How long can she bear the pain?




  “How long?”




  The question startles her, as if Oji Tommy has read her mind, parroting her thought. But when she looks up, he’s speaking to her aunt.




  Oba Hana replies, “Four years since March…I still can’t believe it.”




  “There are websites tracking the disaster, the Tōhoku Tsunami’s debris,” Oji Tommy adds. “It took that long to reach us, four years, after running the coast of Alaska and Oregon. All that wreckage is swirling in a big pool; what doesn’t wash up on Hawaii’s coast will head back home to Japan and then circle around the Pacific again. The currents, you know, it’ll spin around us forever.”




  Her clothes, her memories, floating in the ocean until the end of days…




  Oba Hana had proved Sobo Youko’s words true about the heart which makes us mothers and daughters; she’d taken in Kei four years ago, when no one else was left. And before that, it’d been Sobo Youko who’d fostered infant Kei, when Kei’s parents drowned in a sinking ferry.




  Sobo Youko had been full of love and the most regal of poise, but so too had she been filled with bitterness and small-minded judgment.




  It is because Hana married a gaijin—a foreigner—that their daughter fell frail. So once said Sobo Youko in her crisp, emotionless voice.




  Sour old bitch. So once replied Oba Hana in her fury.




  Cruel words on both sides, though the dispute was long ago. There is no grudge any longer; the tsunami took care of that. The tsunami took care of everything Kei knew, everything she’d worried about, everything she’d disliked, everything that had not fit into her life then of twelve years; as it was useless, so was it taken, but at the cost, too, of all she loved, all she desired, all she cherished, all of it crushed by the sea, sent to swirl forever in that great sink.




  Yet she wonders: Would Sobo Youko have ever recanted, given time changed her ways? Found the joy that Lani gives? Would her heart have ever swelled to know that family goes on, regardless of circumstance? Or would she have ticked off her fingers the number dead, the number remaining, until all her brood joined each other under the waves?




  “Want to play a board game?” Oji Tommy asks Lani as they finish eating.




  “Yay, which one?”




  “Whatever you want, baby.”




  “How about Clue, but only if Kei can play.”




  “Set it up,” Kei replies. “While I help your mom clean up.”




  They leave, and Oba Hana clears dishes to the sink, where Kei wipes away crumbs and mustard blobs.




  The rain begins to hasten, rattling upon the roof like tapping at a door to come inside. A moan of thunder sounds from faraway.




  “Are you feeling okay?” Oba Hana asks Kei. “You seem so— ”




  “I’m happy, of course,” Kei lies. It’s not bad on Honolulu, but neither is it where she belongs.




  “You say ‘of course’ like Lani says it, not dismissively, but like it’s something that should be assumed and not discussed further.”




  Though she bristles, Kei forces a smile. “I am happy, it’s just different than before. You and Oji Tommy have done so much.”




  “Lani loves you being with us, she’s always wanted a sister.”




  “And a pony, and a unicorn.”




  “Don’t make fun, every girl wants one of each, not to mention a prince to whisk us away.”




  And all I wanted was a mother…




  “You know my childhood was also in Japan, in the Setagaya Ward,” Oba Hana says. “Before I came here with my parents, uprooted from all I loved so my father could earn an extra nickel in the seafood markets.”




  “Sobo Youko complained often about your dad. Said he splintered our family by leaving the homeland.”




  “Yes, she’d say such things. I remember your grandmother too well—she was Oba Youko to me, spoiled and stuck in her ways. I remember her doll collections, filling up shelves on walls and old display cabinets that were inlaid with ivory slabs and memories, as old as Grandmother’s Grandmother’s Grandmother, she said.”




  That brings a cheerless smile to Kei’s face, wistful in truth. “Sobo Youko loved her dolls more than anything.”




  “More than anything but her family. Family was always foremost, venerate one’s ancestors, foster your heirs, and such.”




  “Except those who leave for new countries.”




  “That is true,” Oba Hana says with a laugh. “When I was a bit younger than you now, fifteen or fourteen, I stayed at Oba Youko’s house for two weeks. I’ll never forget how she dressed every day in those tsukesage kimonos. They’re very…modest.”




  “Because, heritage,” Kei and her aunt say together and giggle. Leolani inherited that giggle from her mother. It’s endearing.




  “Did your grandmother take you to the Ningyo Kanshasai festival?” Oba Hana asks. “The doll appreciation ceremonies?”




  “I’d go alone to watch the dolls burn.”




  “I’m surprised your grandmother let you attend alone. It’s not a place for children.”




  “Yet it’s filled with children giving funerals to their dolls. I watched them pay last respects to their toys and then set them to fire.”




  “Still, that she let you…”




  “Sobo Youko did not know everything I did,” Kei says with a wry smile. “She took her naps.”




  Oba Hana elbows Kei gently. “Hey, I take naps too. Should I worry?”




  “There’s nothing here to sneak off to, only the beach. At the festivals, I just found it…comforting to know one’s doll could surpass fabricated flesh. Weird, I know.”




  “The great dollhouse in the sky,” her aunt quips. “I remember Oba Youko believed dolls hold memories and are filled with souls. You cannot just throw one away, that would be like discarding a child. There are great spiritual repercussions for not disposing of them honorably, of course.”




  “Of course,” Kei says with a mock. It strikes her, not for the first time, that her aunt has lost all hint of homeland accent.




  A gust of wind howls outside, soft and sad, pushing through curtains of rain. Through the picture window the sea has blackened but for moonlit crests of froth, slobbering like the spit of fleeting mad dogs.




  “The festival is Shintō tradition,” Oba Hana says. “It provides homage to used dolls. Families share thanks for the joy brought by their toys, and priests give rituals to release the dolls’ spirits before cremating them.”




  “Sobo Youko never gave a funeral for any of her dolls.”




  “She’d never burn her own dolls, because they always had a place in her heart, in her house. Your grandmother wanted to save them all forever, as she wanted to save all her family forever, to keep everyone together under one roof, locked in old traditions, ancient customs. The world moves forward, but not for her.”




  “I’d bring her gifts of dolls sometimes, when I’d find them. That’d make her happy. Sobo Youko was not often happy.”




  “Oh, I know.” Oba Hana sighs. “She loved her kimono dolls most, like herself, the ones of heritage.”




  Yes, Kei thinks. Like the doll I found today…




  And a memory is triggered, a day in Japan, at the last Ningyo Kanshasai festival, when the priests had called forth those spirits from the dolls, ready to cast them into the furnace, to release them, and how silly it all seemed. Kei walked by the altar, looking at each, dreaming of their doll lives, the way she dreamed of her grandmother’s dolls; she spoke to them, played with them, watched them slumber, while alone in the large shoin-zukuri-style mansion as her grandmother napped or wrote letters to distant cousins.




  The kimono-clad figure with black hair and red eyes had whispered to her of a girl needing a doll, a doll needing rescue from the flames…Kei had taken it from the pile, while mourners bowed their heads in prayer. Once she’d got home, an uneasy misgiving began tingling in her thoughts at having swiped the strange porcelain doll with red eyes. But she’d presented it to her grandmother so as to curry favor; that was before the night of the tsunami…before the night that all she’d loved was taken by the sea.




  That doll was Obaasan…




  But Kei’s sensible voice, emotionless and rational, argues immediately that of course many dolls would appear the same: What is a doll but a replica of something real? And what is real, but has a million duplicates, a million ilk?




  What are we, but a replica of our own forebears?




  And the voice returns of her mother: Throw it back, Kei-Kei!




  And she wonders in reply: Do the dead mourn the living?




  The rain is falling harder now, battering their tin roof like taiko drummers pounding chū-daikos in epic song, all booms and peels. The waves crash in and out, adding to the cacophony, the rhapsody. The wind moans, echoes of ancient gods at eternal war.




  She almost does it, almost flees to Lani’s room to take the doll and hurl it back into the waves, but Oba Hana breaks the moment.




  “Hot weather storms are the worst,” she says absentmindedly, toweling plates with painted rose vines snaking along each lip. “Would you mind checking the windows? We don’t need water getting in tonight.”




  Kei does, and afterward the dread has passed, and she joins Lani and her uncle playing games in the den, where any one of six friends again plot to murder Mr. Boddy.




   





  THAT NIGHT Kei dreams of the dead, the drowned worlds of the spirits that dwell far beneath the waves, farther even beneath the muck of the seafloor, the worlds of darkness that the tides orbit, cold and soundless. They climb from their clamshell sepulchers, wearing funeral garb of the abyss, long white fingers like flitting tendrils reaching for her, surge by surge as the current pulls them along, and her, by equal measure, sucked down to meet their spectral grasp, down to depths without end. She knows it’s where she belongs.




  Obaasan is amongst them in all her ageless splendor, wearing the kimono robe of her realm, hued by wisps of plankton and swirling gyres. Each upward stroke of thin arms illuminates the darkness from which she rises with glittering brine like a universe of flashing stars. She is beautiful, she is magnificent. She is dreadful.




  The distance between Kei and the drowned grows less. There is no sound, her vision dims as she descends. A chill takes hold, a sense of arctic ice that has never known light. She is weightless, yet she sinks, while Obaasan rises, rises without form, like a bottle of myrtle-green ink dropped into water; the fluids do not mix, yet neither can they entirely separate.




  The distance grows less still. Grandmother Youko is behind, and there are her brothers, Oji Toshio, and Oji Bunta, and Oji Nori, all drowned, all taken by the sea. Grandmother’s mother is there, and her mother before, and their husbands and sons and their wives and cousins.




  We are all cousins, Kei thinks. We are all family to Obaasan, born from her womb, and she has come to collect us home, to our true home at the bottom of the ocean…




  Goddess, demoness, mother, it does not matter. A vision overlaps the dream, or perhaps it is the dream itself, of a drowned girl’s doll sunk long ago upon the silt. Obaasan clothes herself in that doll much as a hermit crab puts on new shells, for without form she cannot leave the sea to reclaim her family.




  A sound like crying comes to Kei, and she cannot understand, so deep are they beneath the waves that all is dead, even noise, but then she suddenly rises from the depths, faster and faster, and the cry is louder, a shriek now, and Kei wakes, damp.




  Lani’s late-night cries are something Kei’s grown accustomed to, but this is a different sound, a wail of terror, not of pain from illness.




  The house is rocking gently, like a ship on waves.




  She leaps from her bed, thinking only of the girl, and runs to Lani’s room, followed by her aunt and uncle.




  “Earthquake?” Oba Hana asks, out of breath, but no one responds.




  Water pours from under Lani’s closed door. The house rocks harder.




  Kei takes the knob. It is wet. She turns it, hearing the click of tumblers, then the squeal of hinges, then a monstrous whoosh as the door is forced open from behind, and seawater pours forth in an impossibly rushing, swirling green torrent.




  Oba Hana screams. Oji Tommy buckles from the flood, falling, dragged down the hall. Kei feels the pull too, but she holds on to the doorknob, grips it tight with both hands, and her feet are yanked out so that she glides atop the water, like a ribbon dragged skimming over a pond.




  Lani cries again, gurgling, while the depth of water falls away, the bottled surge dispersing through the house like the crest of a wave that has overturned itself and diffuses rapidly. Kei can find footing again. She stumbles in, splashing. Water pours down into Lani’s bamboo-and-velvet bed, filling it; the water falls from above, from the koa-shelved alcove. Lani’s caught under this deluge, unable to escape the bed, imprisoned by the frailty of her body, cornered by fear, ambushed by Obaasan.




  Obaasan…




  Oba Hana pushes past, seizing Lani from her bed and they stumble away, as Kei stares at the doll.




  The pink panda, the Zen child, the others are gone, swept away, there is only the porcelain doll she found washed up on the beach, its eyes twinkling red like jewels lost from a sunken galley, its hair black and long, snaking out like tentacles rising up from the depths, its kimono pulled open to release the jet of water, pouring out where a mother’s breasts would be.




  A roar comes from the doll, while outside the house there is a roar, too. Obaasan’s slight, knowing smile is grotesque, somehow turned upward to reveal hints of shark teeth. It is no less strange a thing than the torrents gushing from behind its robes, the doll calling to the sea, and calling, too, for its children to come home.




  The house shakes more, Lani stumbles. The storm has worsened. The wind shrieks, the rain smashes their roof.




  “Kei!” A voice yells for her. Dimly she recognizes it as Oji Tommy. “Where are you?”




  She reaches to seize the doll and is almost buffeted away by the force of the ocean. Obaasan still feels fleshy, how Kei first found it, but no longer warm. The doll’s chill stiffens her fingers.




  She holds the doll outstretched in front of her like she would a yowling cat.




  Her aunt and uncle’s voices run over each other.




  “We must go— ”




  “We’ll flood!”




  “—up the mountain!”




  The floor seems to fall from under her as water rises, the walls of Lani’s room pull apart. The salt of the ocean splashes in her face, stinging her eyes, mixing with tears, or perhaps it is also seawater she cries, cries for her loss. Regret and sorrow and fear are all sharp sensations, and the sting of each is the same. The pull of each is the same, tugging us down into its dismal riptides…She breaks free, escaping the room.




  The voice of her dead mother joins the others, prompting her escape: Keep running, Kei-Kei, you must flee!




  She ignores them all. Kei has long grown weary of others telling her what to do, even if such a demand were coming from some instinct within herself to get away, to gain safety. It is her fault she took Obaasan from the sea, her fault Obaasan is pulling the sea back to it. There might be time, if she hurries.




  Yes, run, that sensible voice says. Run to me…




  She races down the hall through water that rises to her knees, across the house, the roar louder and louder in her ears, and she reaches the front door and wrenches it open, and she makes it outside where rain strikes her face so hard it is like a hundred hands trying to slap her into submission.




  She sprints through the screen of satin leaf trees and expects the ocean will come into view, and then she’ll go down three carved stone steps and across the pigweed-lined banks to the shore, and it will be over…




  But she is stopped, for the ocean in all its might is already running to her. A tsunami wave grows, rising a hundred feet into the air, or perhaps higher, reaching for the stars as if to drown even them. And there upon the water’s crest is Obaasan, in all her beauty, her great kimono robes twining through the foam and swirls of green and black waves.




  Kei has time to wonder—to hope—that her aunt and uncle and Lani may reach higher ground, but she doubts it…doubts it very much, and for what does it matter?




  It matters not at all, whispers that emotionless and sensible voice in her head, the voice of Sobo Youko and the voice of Obaasan; they are very calm, very curt in such a matter. It is not flesh and blood but the heart which makes us mothers and daughters…




  And no greater heart is there than Obaasan’s.




  The doll opens its arms to the sea, to accept its return, and so the sea takes it and its children, and Kei wonders at the leavings of her own existence that will someday be cast back to land, fragmented and mysterious as tsunami wreckage, while she churns downward, swirling and spinning amongst the currents forever to the home she has always known.
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  ANTUMBRA




  by Lucy Snyder




  I WOKE in the afternoon gloom to the sound of my twenty-year-old stepsister Lily dragging something heavy and wet up the back patio steps through the kitchen door. The smell of blood and brine smothered me the moment I sat up.




  I swore to myself and called down to her: “What did you do?”




  “You’ll see,” she sing-songed.




  “Pleasant mother pheasant plucker.” I lay back on the sweat-stained sheets for a moment to gather my focus. Four hours of sleep wasn’t enough to keep my head from spinning, but it was all I could seem to get these days. The cells in my body kept waiting for the moon to move, despite all my meditating to try to tell them that the big rock blotting the sun wasn’t going anywhere.




  I kept having nightmares from everything I saw in the months after the Coronado Event. In the worst dream, I was sitting in my bedroom when an earthquake hit. The walls would crack, revealing not drywall and wood but rotten meat, and cold blood would pour in, flooding everything. The red tide would sweep me off my bed and press me up against the ceiling. My stuffed toys turned into real animal carcasses floating by my head. I’d be struggling to breathe in the two inches of air between the gore and the plaster when I would feel something grab my ankle. And then I’d wake up.




  I was a high school senior when it all happened. Back then I was so focused on prom and graduation and other such bullshit that I didn’t notice the first reports on CNN that an astronomer named Gabriel Coronado had spotted a large, dark object hurtling toward the Earth at barely sublight speeds. But the science geeks at my school started talking about it, so the rest of us finally paid attention. Some of the religious kids said it was going to be the end of the world. But everyone else figured it would be like one of those big-budget movies where they send a heroic team of astronauts up with good old American nukes to blow the comet/asteroid/spaceship to smithereens before it reaches the Earth.




  I think NASA and the Pentagon tried to pull some kind of mission together. Or at least that’s what they told the media to try to calm people down. Their astrophysicists told them the big black object out there was going to pass by, so they probably figured they just had to keep people from looting and committing mass suicide.




  And it did miss us by half a million miles. But it was so huge and moving so fast it jerked the Earth and moon in its gravitational wake like a couple of hobos spun around in the wind from a speeding semi. When the storms and earthquakes and wildfires from meteor strikes passed, the Earth and moon were locked in a new static orbit.




  Our city was in permanent lunar eclipse, which was far better than the relentless daylight some parts of the world suffered if you didn’t consider the massive flooding we got from being stuck at high tide. The ocean invaded our city, and Cat 5 hurricanes blasted us every spring because of all the hot air blowing in from the lightside. But at least we weren’t broiling.




  After ten years of living in the antumbra, my body still hadn’t adjusted to the new normal. All my cycles were screwed up. Sometimes I’d bleed twice in a month, and then half a year would pass before I kicked another egg. At least I had my life, which was more than about four billion people could say. And I mostly had my health, even if I was turning into a bona fide lunatic.
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