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he next morning throughout

breakfast Sara worried, not about

the bullies she’d face at school that

day, but about that violent, almost

desperate shaking she’d felt in her
body the previous night. Was it stress? Was she
sick? Was this house really full of ghosts?

Sara kneeled at the kotatsu-table, ate her
breakfast of rice and miso soup and wondered if
she could break her silence and ask her
silver-haired grandmother if she would take her
to see a doctor. She thought about scribbling a
note, but even that felt like she’d be opening
herself up too much. Sara decided to remain
silent.

For the next week she managed to avoid the
school bullies or at least be only in the same
room with them when a teacher was present.
She hated having to keep her guard up at all
times, but it seemed to work. It was a temporary
solution, so she’d have to think of some other
way to escape their viciousness.

Sara’s biggest worry at the moment, though,
wasn’t school. It was home life and the strange
minutes before she fell asleep. Just as she feared,
the vibrating returned again and again. Every
single night she’d close her eyes, start to drift
asleep and then feel as if she were being shaken
roughly by some unseen force. When she tried
to make sense of it, in her head she named the
sensation “The Shudders.” It felt like that
uncontrollable convulsive feeling she used to get
when she was too cold or saw something that
grossed her out.
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Chapter 2 The Shudders

The Shudders were scary, no doubt, but when
they stopped there was one wonderful benefit:
She would fall into the deepest and most
dreamless slumbers she’d ever had. This was so
much better than the nightmares that had
plagued her for months.

And then something even more disturbing
happened. It was a Saturday, a little over a week
after The Shudders started, and she was helping
wash the breakfast dishes.

“Do you have any plans with your friends
today?” her grandmother asked.

Sara shook her head and pointed to the book
resting on the table. It made her heart ache to
think her grandmother assumed she had
friends. The older woman smiled and nodded
solemnly.

Sara dried her hands and tucked her book
under her arm. She strolled through the old
house looking for a good spot to read. She made
sure to avoid the room with the butsudan-altar
in it. If there really were ghosts in this old place,
that’s where they’d be hiding. She never went
near that room.

Sara ended up in her own bedroom, lying on
her stomach on the futon she kept out except on
Sundays when she hung it in the sun for a few
hours. She dragged over the reading lamp her
grandfather had given her and opened the book.
That’s when it happened. Suddenly she had the
overwhelming feeling she wasn’t alone, that
someone or something else was there, watching
her.

She looked all around: at the old cedarwood
chest of drawers, the small bookshelf, the desk
her father used when he was a child and Sara’s
book bag and clothes strewn across the tatami
mat floor. The only faces were the ancient
paper-mache masks of Ebisu and Daikoku
smiling giddily down at her. Sara tried to read
again, but she still couldn’t shake the feeling
that someone was near. Just then a chill ran up
her spine and neck. She heard a giggle near her
ear and someone or something tugged on her
big toe. Sara yelped and ran out of the room.
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