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  Praise for I Remember the Future:

The Award Nominated Stories of Michael A. Burstein

 

“I still remember the thrill I got when I read my first short story written by one of the Great Masters of the Form: Philip K. Dick, Harlan Ellison, Ray Bradbury, Robert Silverberg, Philip José Farmer, Isaac Asimov. The first time I read Michael A. Burstein I knew another Great Master of the Form had been added to that prestigious list. Michael’s stories are quite wonderful, consistently perfect examples of the art. He sets up his own precise and scientifically accurate worlds and populates them with thoroughly believable and interesting characters. His stories are so good they change the way you view reality. If you’ve read him, you know what I’m talking about. If you haven’t, what are you waiting for? Buy this book, and get started today. You’re in for a real treat. It’s like discovering a bright new star.”

—Gary K. Wolf, Creator of Roger Rabbit

 

“Michael A. Burstein writes securely and powerfully within the great tradition of modern Campbellian science fiction; in fact no one of his generation may do so with his force and fire. He has immersed himself within our central literature, carried it forward in love, honor and signal accomplishment. These stories are intrinsic and they will live. Burstein is paying forward and he is paying back. His work assures me that through it, our own will last. Therefore this collection gives me hope; it is the first book of a career which will carry all of us across the river.”

—Barry N. Malzberg, Locus Award-winning author of Breakfast in the Ruins

 

“I Remember the Future is a true rarity in this day and age—a collection of clear, scientifically daring, emotionally deep and satisfying short stories by a master in the craft of writing science fiction. This collection by Michael A. Burstein contains the stories I first turned to in the issues of Analog in which they were first published in the past two decades, plus two new gems. They reminded me then, and again now, of the way I felt when I first discovered short science fiction in the Allerton Branch of the New York Public Library in the 1950s—a feeling that made me a lifelong fan.”

—Paul Levinson, Locus Award-winning author of The Silk Code

 

“Few writers have made such a splash with their first appearance in Analog, and even fewer have so successfully sustained their initial popularity—for good reason, as you’ll see in these stories.”

—Stanley Schmidt, Editor of Analog

 

“Michael A. Burstein is an Isaac Asimov for the new millennium: fiercely intelligent and wonderfully good-hearted, with a clear, accessible writing style. His stories are, by turns, clever, moving, and witty. Few writers have such an impressive list of award nominations, and this most welcome collection proves that the science-fiction short story is alive and well. Bravo!”

—Robert J. Sawyer, Hugo Award-winning author of Hominids

 

“When you read all these final-ballot stories, you’ll know why Michael A. Burstein has a legion of enthusiastic fans. I Remember the Future is a remarkable collection, displaying all of his many strengths.”

—Mike Resnick, Hugo and Nebula Award-winning author

 

“Even if you’ve read all of these stories before, this collection offers you new insight… These stories are all heartfelt and entertaining and each one appeals to a different taste and preference. If you enjoy science fiction, pick it up. If you don’t normally go for sci-fi, hey, still pick this up. These stories are, at their core, about people and the world we all deal with. And who can’t find something to enjoy about that?

—Alan Kistler, ComicMix.com

 

“[I]f you want to find Isaac Asimov’s natural heir both in the art of short story writing [and] also in that connection between author and reader, look no further than Michael A. Burstein.”

—Highlander’s Book Reviews
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            Bob Greenberger and his family have become closer friends than I ever would have imagined. If it hadn’t been for Bob’s help and guidance, I wouldn’t have managed to get through some difficult times. Thank you, Bob, and now that this book is done, we can get back to collaborating.

            Lisa Batya Feld is my wife’s sister’s husband’s father’s brother’s daughter. What does that make us? Absolutely nothing! But there’s a Yiddish word for close family who aren’t related—mishpocha. Thanks to Lisa, I figured out the order in which to run the stories in the book.

            Julia Liberman is the best writer’s assistant ever, helping me manage my emails and my files, and bailing me out in times of trouble without a thought for herself. I appreciate her kind heart, and the fact that our friendship gives me cool cred.

            Charles Ardai is one of the two people I’ve stayed friends with for the longest period of time. We met in seventh grade and quickly bonded over a shared love of science fiction, comic books, and video games. It was through Charles that I met Stan Schmidt for the first time, so one could easily make the case that if it hadn’t been for Charles I never would have published that first story. Thanks, Charles.

            Daniel M. Kimmel is a local writer and film critic, but most importantly, he’s a good friend who has always been supportive of my writing. He’s helped me keep the faith, in more ways than one.

            My friend Daniel Schloss was the very first person to pre-order an autographed copy of the hardcover edition as soon as Apex Publications began taking orders. Daniel, thanks.

            Tom Zych was my very first fan, someone who wanted to meet me because he enjoyed my stories. My latest fan is Jamie Rubin, a writer in his own right. I thank you both for showing me that it really is all worth it.

            Janna Silverstein deserves a line of her own. Hi, Janna!

            Alice Lewis also deserves praise for the work she did to make this collection appealing to the reading public. Alice, thank you for the beautiful cover design.

            Robert J. Sawyer, Paul Levinson, Mike Resnick, Barry N. Malzberg, and Gary K. Wolf are all writers who truly understand the meaning of paying it forward. Thank you all.

            By a happy coincidence, at the same time I was putting this book together I was enrolled in Boston University’s Certificate in Publishing program. Three of my instructors, David Pallai, Alwyn Velásquez, and Lissa Warren, taught me an incredible amount about book production, design, and marketing. All three of them very generously allowed me to tailor my homework assignments into practical work to help me with this collection.

            The most important person of all in my life is my wife Nomi Susan Pearlman Burstein, without whom my life would be so much poorer. Nomi, words cannot express how grateful I am to have you in my life, as much as I might try.

            My parents, Joel David Burstein and Eleanor Mae Cohen Burstein, are both gone now, but I know they would be proud of this book. I’ve dedicated the book to them, because if they had not raised me with the love and affection they did, I never would have succeeded.

            Many people subscribe to my yahoo group for keeping up with news updates about my writing. Many others also read my blog on LiveJournal for my more frequent ramblings on life, the universe, and everything. I thank you all for the support you’ve given me.

            And to anyone whom I’ve forgotten, my deepest apologies. I’ll take care of you in the next book.

Michael A. Burstein

Brookline, Massachusetts

August, 2008
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            The deservedly well-known science fiction writer Michael F. Flynn has made a modicum of trouble for me by stating publicly (and repeatedly) that the natural role of editors in the food chain is to buy lunches and dinners for authors. There’s a certain amount of truth in this: a great many memorable stories have begun life as discussions over expense-account meals. But expense-account meals have to be justified to corporate accountants, so usually editors only invite writers who’ve already sold them enough material to clearly demonstrate their value to their publishers. All of which makes it a bit remarkable that I first invited Michael A. Burstein to join one of those working lunches before he’d sold me a single word.

            There was a reason for that: I’d already read enough of his submissions to be confident that he would soon start selling me things and that the first would just be the beginning. In particular, I had recently read, but not bought, an early version of a piece called “TeleAbsence” that impressed me enough to make several suggestions about what I thought it needed. The chance to discuss face to face what, if anything, he proposed to do about my suggestions, and thereby help him “over the hump,” seemed well worth a few of my employer’s dollars.

            It was, too. We kicked some ideas around and, after a couple of rounds of revision, published the story in Analog. It promptly (and resoundingly) won our annual readers’ poll (the Analytical Laboratory, or AnLab) for Best Short Story. It was also a finalist for the Hugo Award and won Michael (with only three other stories in print!) the John W. Campbell Award for Best New Writer.

            Not bad for a beginner—but what impresses an editor even more is when a writer who makes that kind of a start can maintain his momentum. Michael did that, too, in spades. “TeleAbsence” was followed by a lengthy and frequent succession of stories that always did well in the AnLab and were often nominated for the Hugo and/or Nebula awards. Often we “Campbelled” those stories over lunch or dinner—a process named for John W. Campbell, who edited Astounding (later renamed Analog) from 1937 until his death in 1971. Writer and editor sit down and toss out ideas (which might originate from either of them), which they then kick back and forth, looking for possible ramifications and problems from which stories might grow, and considering just how the story might grow.

            Some writers thrive on this process; others never quite get comfortable with it. Michael is a natural: by the time we finish a meal, he might go away with more or less concrete ideas for five or six stories to write (and for me to look forward to reading). I must emphasize that he does all the important work and the stories are unequivocally his. I’m just a sounding board—or, if you prefer, a gadfly.

            Sometimes he finds inspiration in unlikely places. In one of his afterwords in this book, he mentions a short-short story called “Sentimental Value,” inspired by a comment I made about wishing I could see writers’ faces when they learned of their first sales. You won’t find it in this book (unless it got added at the last minute), but you might like to seek it out. It’s in our October 1995 issue—and yes, he worked it out so the pay rate was exactly right.

            On another occasion he dropped by for lunch and I suggested that we try a new restaurant that had caught my eye. When we got to where I thought it was, it wasn’t. The real explanation was prosaic enough (I’d misremembered its location by a block), but by the time we found it Michael had hatched an idea for a “Probability Zero” story about its apparent disappearance (“Heisenberg’s Magazine,” March 1997).

            He may be the only writer ever to appear in a Worldcon Guest of Honor anthology without being a Worldcon Guest of Honor. In 1998 I was such a guest in Baltimore and was invited to pick a sample of my work to appear in such an anthology. I gave them a serious story of my own, but also pointed out that the anthology was the perfect home for a silly short story Michael and I had written together that was so strange we couldn’t figure out what else to do with it. I’d had the idea kicking around for a long time: an alternate history in which Frederick, the apprentice pirate with the leap-year birthday in Gilbert and Sullivan’s The Pirates of Penzance, stayed with the pirates until his one-and-twentieth birthday, per the letter of his indenture (which put them in the midst of World War II). Somehow I never got around to writing it until I learned of Michael’s fondness for, and intimate familiarity with, the G&S operas. I figured if we collaborated (and I’ll mention in passing that I found him an admirably easy collaborator to work with), we could be twice as egregious as either of us could alone. Furthermore, each of us could blame the other for the worst offenses. The story was a perfect fit for the Worldcon anthology, since that particular Worldcon, named Bucconeer, had a pirate theme.

            Michael has unique qualifications for writing hard science fiction with wide appeal. Trained as a physicist and experienced as a teacher, he has a solid understanding of both science and people, and a deep interest in the problems of both—and how they affect each other, which is the essence of the best science fiction. Both “TeleAbsence” and “Sanctuary” are excellent examples of what I mean, and the latter also demonstrates his willingness and determination to learn what he must to get a story just right. How many other stories have you read in which an Orthodox Jewish author gets convincingly inside the heads of both a Catholic priest and an alien seeking sanctuary?

            And, of course, it doesn’t hurt that Michael has unbounded energy and enthusiasm for what he does, an impish sense of humor, and a refreshing respect for crystal clarity in writing.

            Clearly he’s doing something right—and in this book you can enjoy a generous sampling of just what it is. You’re in for a treat.

Stanley Schmidt

Editor, Analog

May, 2008
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Analog, November 2000

  Nominee, 2001 Hugo Award for Best Short Story

Nominee, 2001 Nebula Award for Best Short Story

 

 

            “The deniers’ window of opportunity will be enhanced in years to come. The public, particularly the uneducated public, will be increasingly susceptible to Holocaust denial as survivors die… Future generations will not hear the story from people who can say ‘this is what happened to me. This is my story.’ For them it will be part of the distant past and, consequently, more susceptible to revision and denial.”

            —Deborah Lipstadt, Denying the Holocaust, (1994)

 

            Sarah Jacobson’s hands shook as she parked her clunky Volkswagen across the street from the old suburban house in which she had grown up. She sat there, breathing in the gas fumes from the idling engine as she watched the reporters swarm all over the front lawn.

            Her boyfriend, Tom Holloway, sat next to her in the passenger seat. He stared at her for a moment, then asked, “Ready?”

            Sarah nodded. As she turned off the car’s engine, Tom jumped out of the front seat, dashed around the front of the car, and opened the driver’s side door for her. For once, she was grateful for the old-fashioned Southern charm. To think, when she’d first met him, she’d resented it.

            Well, she didn’t resent it now. Tom was positioning himself to fend off the horde of reporters, and she was grateful for that, too. Fortunately, no one had noticed, or else they had not yet connected Sarah to the biggest news story of the week. Tom gave Sarah his hand, and she allowed him to help her out.

            She stretched as she got out of the car, feeling the warmth of the spring sunlight on her back. How strange that she could enjoy it, on this morning of all mornings. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, listening to a bird singing in the distance.

            Tom’s voice intruded upon her brief peace. “Shall we?”

            She gave him a small smile. “I guess so.”

            “Okay.” Tom looked around, concentrating his gaze on the sea of reporters. “Lot of excitement for a small town on Long Island,” he said. Sarah noticed that he was making no effort to suppress his Southern accent; he knew how endearing she found it. “Hard to believe your grandfather’s attracting all this attention.”

            “Yeah,” Sarah replied. “I know.” She cocked an ear toward the reporters. “Listen.”

            One radio reporter, close enough to be heard, was speaking into her thumbnail recorder, taping commentary for her story. “This is Paula Dietrich, reporting from Lawrence, Long Island, where Joshua Cohen is dying. Born in Warsaw in the 1920s, Cohen—”

            Tom whistled. “He’s become a celebrity. Finally got his fifteen minutes of fame.”

            Sarah shrugged. They’d both studied Warhol. After all, they had both graduated from Harvard with honors. “As far as I’m concerned, he’s just my grandfather.”

            “Yeah, I know,” Tom said softly. “Sorry. You sure you’re ready?”

            “Ready as I’ll ever be, I guess. If I can survive this, I can survive anything.” Sarah grabbed Tom’s hand. They walked off the sidewalk onto the path leading up to the front door. She braced herself for the barrage.

            One of the reporters glanced in their direction and recognized Sarah. “It’s the granddaughter!” he yelled and began running toward them. In seconds, all of the shouting, sweating journalists had descended upon Sarah and Tom. The way they jostled at each other, trying to get better positions for recording their images, reminded Sarah of a plague of locusts come to feed.

            “We’d like to ask you—”

            “May I ask you—”

            “I have a question—”

            “How do you feel?”

            “Did you ever think—”

            Tom shouted above the Babel of voices. “Please, everyone! Sarah just wants to get inside.”

            Obviously that was not good enough for the reporters. Instead, they used Tom’s interruption to create some semblance of order to their questioning. One reporter took the lead, and the others fell silent.

            “Ms. Jacobson, Trevor Hunt, USNA Online. Could you tell us what you’re going through at the moment?”

            Sarah glanced at Tom and shrugged. It would be easier to answer a few of their questions first, she decided, and then go inside. She looked directly into Hunt’s right eye, which glowed red with the lens of an implanted camera. “What anyone would go through when her grandfather is dying, I guess.”

            “But, Ms. Jacobson!” interjected the radio correspondent they had been listening to earlier. “The circumstances of your grandfather’s position—”

            Sarah interrupted her. “Listen. I know what my grandfather is to the world, but to me, he’s just my grandfather. Now let me go say goodbye to him in peace. I promise I’ll talk to you—all of you—later.”

            Apparently chastened, the reporters parted in front of Sarah and Tom, clearing the path to the front door. As they walked up the path, a background murmuring began, like cats growling at each other over their food. The reporters chatted with their colleagues or recorded views for their broadcasts. Tom whispered to Sarah, “I’m really surprised. They’re being more courteous than I would have guessed.”

            No sooner had Tom said that when a small man stepped right in front of them, blocking their way. He brushed back his sandy blond hair and asked, “Ms. Jacobson, why does your family continue to perpetrate this hoax?”

            The growling noises of conversation cut off, leaving nothing but the sounds of the cameras and recorders.

            At first Sarah thought he was a private citizen, not a member of the media, as he carried no recording devices and his eyes appeared normal. But a second glance exposed something far more sinister. This man wore a memory recorder implant behind his right ear. His audience, whoever they were, would be able to directly interface with his memories of confronting Sarah, over and over again.

            As calmly as she could, Sarah said, “Excuse me?”

            The man smiled. “I asked, given the fact that your grandfather, who lived a long and healthy life, is now on his deathbed, why does your family feel the need to perpetuate the hoax of the Holocaust?”

            Tom stepped forward, shouting, “Now, listen here, you—”

            Sarah gently reached out and grabbed Tom’s shoulder. “Tom, stop.” She turned to the man. “Excuse me, but I didn’t catch your name.”

            “Sorry. Maxwell Schwab, from the Institute for Historical Revision. I’m doing an article for our academic journal.” He waved his hand at the other reporters. “We’d like to know why your family has gone to the trouble of inviting the mass media here, pretending to the world that the Holocaust actually happened and that your grandfather was a victim of this fictional event.”

            Tom pulled at her arm. “Come on, Sarah, we don’t need to listen to this shi—this crap.”

            Sarah resisted. “No, wait.” She pivoted her body to face the reporter. “Mr. Schwab?”

            “Yes?”

            Sarah slapped him on the face, hard, glad she’d studied self-defense. He staggered back and fell onto his backside. Sarah hoped it was painful enough to keep people from playing this memory.

            Schwab sat there, unmoving, just staring at Sarah. No one bothered to pick him up.

            She turned to Tom. “Now, let’s go inside.”

            No one else stopped them.

* * *

            The first thing that hit Sarah as she entered the house was the smell. The odor of stewing meat and potatoes from the kitchen mixed with the old, musty smell that had always been about the house whenever Sarah had returned from college. The living room seemed dark, and it took her a moment to realize that all the shades were drawn, probably to keep the reporters from looking in.

            She called out to her parents. “Hello? Dad? Mother?”

            Her father called back, “In the kitchen, honey, be right out.”

            Sarah turned to Tom. “Are you going to be okay?”

            Tom smiled, shrugged, and took Sarah’s hand briefly. “Yeah, I’ve dealt with her before. It’s not too bad.”

            “She’s not your mother, though.”

            The door to the kitchen swung open. Sarah’s parents, Paul and Anna Jacobson, entered the living room. Her father looked calm, cool, and collected, the way he always looked. He wore a jacket and tie, in stark contrast to the polo shirts and jeans that Tom and she were wearing. Sarah couldn’t remember a time when her father wasn’t dressed so impeccably. Her mother, on the other hand, wore a sweatshirt and sweatpants, as if dressing well was currently her last priority. She appeared frazzled, with her hair all askew.

            Tom greeted them with a simple hello. Sarah’s father smiled at Tom, but her mother barely glanced in Tom’s direction.

            There was a moment of silence, which her father broke. “Come, Tom, I need your help in the kitchen. You can tell me how your family’s doing back in Durham. And how about those Mets?”

            The two men went through the slow swinging door, which creaked loudly until it finally shut, muffling their awkward conversation about baseball. Sarah and her mother watched the door for a few seconds after it had closed, and then Sarah turned to look at her mother. “I guess,” Sarah said, “I ought to go upstairs and see Grampa.”

            Her mother sniffed. “Sure, go ahead. Do you want to bring your goyische boyfriend upstairs too?”

            Damn, Sarah thought, she isn’t going to be reasonable. Surprise, surprise. “Mother, please—”

            “And now you’re living with him.”

            Shocked, Sarah took a deep breath. “I never told you that! How did you find out?”

            Her mother grinned. “Just now, Sarah. You may be my smart Harvard daughter, but you’re not smarter than me.”

            Sarah felt furious, but more with herself than with her mother. Anna Jacobson had done it again, pretending to know something so as to trick the information out of Sarah. Damn! How could she have been so stupid? Well, as long as Mother had figured it out, Sarah might as well get everything out in the open.

            “I was going to tell you anyway, Mother. Today, in fact. Tom and I are living together. We have been for a while now.”

            Her mother glared at her and Sarah said, “I don’t care how you feel about it. And anyway, things are different now.”

            “Such defiance,” her mother said, making clucking sounds with her tongue. “And things being different isn’t an excuse.”

            “You’re right, Mother,” Sarah said as sarcastically as she could. “An economic depression is no excuse for being unable to afford my own apartment.”

            “Now Sarah—”

            “‘Now Sarah,’ what?” Sarah slammed the doorframe with her palm. “It’s not like you have the money to help out; you still live here, in the oldest house in the neighborhood. You can’t even afford automatic doors. Well, I can’t afford to live by myself. No one right out of school can, not with our loans. And as it is—” She paused for a moment, then took the plunge. “As it is, Tom and I will probably be getting married soon anyway.”

            There. The big secret was out. Sarah studied her mother’s face carefully; it seemed completely shut down. Her mother just stared at her, stonily, not reacting. Finally, Sarah couldn’t take the silence any longer. “Well?” she asked. “Aren’t you going to say something?”

            Her mother sighed. “Sarah, it isn’t Tom. He’s a nice boy, and I do like him. But I—and your father—would prefer that you marry someone Jewish.”

            “Why?”

            “Why? What do you mean, why?”

            “Exactly what I said, Mother.” She spoke crisply, trying to imitate the Cambridge accent of some of her professors. “Why?”

            Her mother looked over Sarah’s shoulder. Was it possible she had never really considered this question before? After a few seconds, Sarah’s impatience got the better of her again. “Is it because of Grampa? Because he’s the last one?”

            Her mother immediately replied, “No! It’s because you’re Jewish. And it surprises me you’d even think of marrying someone who isn’t.”

            Sarah shook her head and sighed. “You know, Mother, you shouldn’t be so surprised. You never raised me as Jewish.”

            Her mother’s eyes, filled with shame and fear, locked onto Sarah’s. “That’s not true,” she said softly.

            Sarah nodded and went back to being sarcastic. “Yeah, Mother. Matzoh ball soup on Passover, and Chinese food and a movie on Christmas. Should have been enough for me, right? That didn’t make me Jewish; it just made me a different type of American. And that’s how you and Dad raised me, as an American.”

            Her mother stood still for a moment, then sank onto one of the cushioned chairs. It sighed, sending dust into the air. “I can’t believe it,” she said, shaking her head. “I’m doing what I said I never would.”

            Confused, Sarah asked, “What are you talking about?”

            Her mother seemed to go through an internal struggle, and when she spoke next, her words were chosen with care. “Sarah, I guess you were right, in a way. It is because of Grampa that I want you to marry someone Jewish, but it’s also because of Grampa that I never really made that clear. Because… because I wanted to protect you.”

            “Protect me?” Sarah felt surprised; the only things her mother had ever tried to protect her from were strangers and bad grades.

            “Yes, Sarah, protect you. I mean, just look outside at that mob of reporters. You don’t know what it’s like growing up as the only child of a survivor. I had to grow up listening to all these stories over and over, all this pressure on me from your grandfather. Because of the Holocaust. All that pressure you’re feeling from me—I felt it from him. He’s dying now, and I still feel it.” Her voice trembled, but she clamped her mouth shut.

            “Because of the Holocaust? Mother, Grampa was never very religious; you told me that yourself. And I don’t see how the Holocaust is a reason to marry someone Jewish.”

            “Why not?” she asked softly.

            Sarah considered the question. “I know something of our religion,” she said without conviction. Somehow, that was the one thing she had never gotten around to studying while at Harvard. “The Holocaust is not exactly a… a defining event in Judaism.”

            Her mother shook her head. “Oh, yes it is. After all, Sarah, by intermarrying, aren’t you denying what it is about you that made the Nazis try to wipe us out? Some would say that you’re letting Hitler win. After all these years.”

            Sarah didn’t know what to say to that; it made her angry and upset, and choked her up. But her mother continued. “Sarah, these were all the things I had to grow up with from your grandfather. I don’t know what it was like firsthand to be in the camps, thank God, and God forbid that anyone ever will again. But to your grandfather, his experience there was always more real than the rest of his life. More real than the people in his life.”

            Her mother paused for a moment, then said, “It was even more real to him than I was.”

            “Oh,” Sarah finally managed to say.

            “Your grandfather felt that every minute of life had to be devoted to reminding the world. Except instead of bothering the world, he bothered your grandmother and me. When you were born, I promised myself that I wouldn’t let him warp your life the way he warped mine.”

            “But your life isn’t—” Sarah cut herself off.

            Her mother chuckled bitterly. “It isn’t warped? Sarah, compare your life to mine; you’ve always had more choices than I did. In my day, there was still so much women couldn’t do, or wouldn’t be allowed to do. Things were good for a while, but then when the Supreme Court overturned Roe v. Wade, it was like the clock turned backwards for all women. And for a Jewish woman, the only daughter of a survivor—” She stopped.

            “Yes, Mother?”

            “Let’s just say that your father was not the first man I wanted to marry. But your grandfather, well…”

            There was nothing Sarah could think of in reply, and her mother gave her a sad smile. “Now, maybe, you understand,” she whispered.

            “And maybe you do too,” Sarah whispered back, a question and a statement at the same time.

            Mother and daughter regarded each other for a moment, and then Sarah spoke. “I’m going upstairs to see Grampa, Mother. It’s my last chance.”

            Her mother sighed. “Go. I’ve already made my peace with him. We’ll talk more later, after—when there isn’t so little time.”

* * *

            Grampa looked so weak lying in the hospital bed that U.S. Hospice had provided. Where was the strong man of Sarah’s childhood, the Grampa who had carried her on his shoulders at the playground, who had comforted her on her first frightening day of school, who had attended her high school graduation just five years ago? This old, frail shell of a man, lying in bed with blankets around his thin body and snoring weakly—Sarah couldn’t reconcile him with her memories of her grandfather.

            Then, tattooed upon his left arm, she saw the number: 110290. It had always been there. She remembered that first time she had asked Grampa about it. She’d been six years old. He had taken her to the playground near the house, on a hot summer day. Grampa took off the raincoat he always wore, sat on a bench with other old people, and let Sarah run off and play while he “snoozed and schmoozed,” as he liked to call it. She never understood how he could sleep with all the noise from all the children playing, but Grampa seemed able to sleep anywhere. It might have scared her, but he always woke up when she called him.

            When she returned, she was shocked to see that Grampa had rolled up his sleeves because of the heat. Grampa never rolled up his sleeves.

            “Grampa,” Sarah had asked, “what’s that?” Her little fingers reached out to touch the number.

            He woke instantly. “What is what?”

            “That number. What is it?”

            Grampa saw what she was looking at and quickly rolled down his sleeve. “Better you shouldn’t ask,” he said, and glared at her. Then his face softened. “Saraleh, how old are you again?”

            She laughed. “Six, silly!”

            “Six.” He looked into the distance for a moment. “I had a sister who was six, once. She never got to be seven.”

            Grampa had had a sister? Sarah had never heard of this before. “What was her name?”

            “Sarah. You were named for her.” He looked at his left arm and rolled the sleeve back up, displaying the tattoo. “I was sixteen; that was when I got the number. Sarah, forget what I said before. It is better that you ask. You must ask. And remember.”

            He had told her of the horrors of the camp. Of how his own grandfather had disappeared one night. Of how he, his parents, and his little sister were taken away in cattle cars from their home to a place called Auschwitz, where they were separated, and how he never saw them again. Of how he had very little to eat, all of it bad. Of how he had to endure the beatings of the guards. Of how he got sick with typhus and thought that he would be sent to the gas chambers and turned into smoke and ash. Of how they marched him to Buchenwald, and how he almost collapsed and died along the way. Of how he was barely able to move when the Americans came to liberate them, and how two righteous gentiles whose names had sounded Jewish, Sergeant Rosenthal and Corporal Glaub, had attended to him and nursed him back to health.

            His stories had seemed so incongruous in the bright, sunny playground filled with the laughter of little children, and at first Sarah thought he was making them up. But as the stories continued and got more horrible, Sarah became mesmerized. When he finished, Grampa had tears in his eyes. She hugged him, and he trembled just like Sarah did when she woke up from a nightmare.

            That night, so many years ago, the rain had pounded on Sarah’s bedroom window like gunshots. It was a hot, humid night, and as Sarah drifted off to sleep she thought of all her grandfather had told her. She dreamed of being stuffed into a gas chamber, the stink and sweat of human flesh pressing on her from all sides, Nazi stormtroopers shooting people outside, human flesh burning, going up in sweet-smelling smoke—

            And she awoke, screaming and crying. Her mother had come in and held her for a long time. When she found out about Sarah’s dreams, she promised Sarah that she would never have such dreams again. From that day on, Grampa never took Sarah to the playground alone. And the nightmares had faded away and disappeared, except for the memory of the number on Grampa’s arm: 110290.

            Sarah shook her head, clearing away the memories of that long ago night, and looked at the bed. The frail old man wrapped in blankets had that same number, 110290, tattooed on his arm. There was no question in Sarah’s mind now that this man was her grandfather, lying in his bed.

            And dying.

            I shouldn’t disturb him, Sarah thought, and had turned around to leave the room when she heard his voice. “Who’s there?” Even when he was dying, he woke to the sound of her.

            She turned back; her grandfather’s eyes were open. “It’s Sarah, Grampa.”

            He smiled. “Saraleh, it’s good to see you.” He struggled to sit up in bed, and coughed. “Here, come sit next to me, on the bed. We’ll have one last chance to snooze and schmooze before I go.”

            “Grampa! Don’t talk like that.” She moved his blankets over and sat down.

            “Sarah, Sarah. Years ago, it would have been tempting the evil eye to say such things, but now… now I am dying. And I am looking forward to peace. I have not had a peaceful life, mameleh.”

            “I know.”

            “So nu. Tell me, how are things? What are you doing with yourself?”

            Sarah shifted around. “Well, I’m living in New York City now, you know. I’m working for a web publisher. Editing.”

            “And are you enjoying it?”

            “I suppose, although what I’d really like to do is write.”

            “Eh. And are you seeing anyone? I want great-grandchildren, you know.”

            He laughed, and Sarah joined in. “You remember Tom, don’t you? We’re living—I mean, he’s now at NYU, in law school.”

            Grampa fixed Sarah with a long gaze. “So, you’re living together?”

            Sarah blushed. “Yes. Um, I tried to keep it a secret. I’m sorry.”

            “What is there to be sorry about?”

            “Well, it’s just…”

            “It’s okay, Saraleh. I understand your generation. It is not that much different from mine.”

            “But you don’t approve of Tom, do you?”

            Grampa sighed. “Tom’s a good boy, a fine young man. I would have preferred if you had met someone Jewish, but I can’t fault you for your choice. He will make a good husband.”

            Sarah thought for a moment. “Grampa, can I ask you something?”

            “Anything, mameleh. But you’d better hurry.” They both smiled at that. Sarah blinked hard to stop the tears.

            “Why is it so important to you that I marry someone Jewish? It’s not like you were ever religious or observant.”

            Grampa closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “You ask such a difficult question, like the simple child’s question about the Passover seder. It’s true, I never was observant, not before the camp or after. But, Sarah, because of where I was—Auschwitz—your children have to remember, they have to know what they are and understand where they came from. I need them to be Jewish, and not just because you are. They have to know that they are Jewish.”

            “But why?”

            He sighed. “Because if they do not realize who they are, they will be the first to go to the gas chambers the next time there is a Holocaust.”

            Sarah was shocked. “Grampa, you can’t seriously believe that it could happen again. The Holocaust is a distant memory from the last century. Even if it did happen—”

            “If it happens… when it happens, God forbid, again, the first Jews to die will be the ones who don’t realize they are Jewish. The German Jews saw what Hitler was doing. They were Germans, they said, not Jews. What Hitler is doing doesn’t apply to us. They never believed it would… until it was too late.”

            “But it couldn’t happen again. Could it?”

            Grampa was silent for a moment. “Sarah, your generation grew up in a world that felt much safer than mine. We made it that way. Maybe it really wasn’t so safe, maybe we weren’t so bright, but your parents and I certainly tried to protect you from the world outside. Maybe we succeeded too well.

            “It is because you feel so safe, and because the Holocaust is so distant, that your generation is in danger. People are forgetting. The Holocaust Museum in Washington lost its funding and is gone now, after only thirty years, because no one thought it was important anymore. Auschwitz— Auschwitz is now a side attraction for people going to the VR mall across the way.” Straining, he bent his head over and spit on the floor. “There are even people who claim the Holocaust never happened in the first place, people who are being taken far too seriously.”

            “I know what you mean. Just outside—” Sarah bit her lip.

            But it was too late. “What? What happened outside?”

            Sarah shrugged. “A reporter. He—he accused us of making it all up.”

            Grampa frowned, his voice bitter. “Always,” he said. “Always the big lie. Well, they wouldn’t let me live in peace. Why should I expect then to let me die in peace?”

            “It was only one, Grampa,” Sarah said dismissively. “The other reporters are—I mean, they know it’s for real.”

            “Even one person denying the truth is one person too many.” He sighed. “The deniers are everywhere, Sarah. They started when I was just out of the camps, telling me that the horrible things I had seen with my own eyes never existed. Telling me I was crazy. But there were always enough of us around, to educate, to lecture, to write, to bear witness for the world. But now—”

            He coughed, loud, long, and hard. Sarah stood up. “Grampa, you must rest. You’re letting yourself get all worked up. I’ll go get you some water.”

            He shook his head and waved for her to sit back down again. “Please, Sarah, wait. I don’t have much time, and this is far too important.”

            She sat down again. “Yes, Grampa, what is it?”

            “Sarah, you must promise me. After I am gone, there will be no one to bear witness. I am the last of the survivors. You must bear witness for me—for all of us, the six million who died and those who survived to tell the world.” He took her left hand in a grip that was surprisingly strong.

            Now the tears welled up in her eyes, past her strength to hold them back. She began to weep. “Yes, Grampa, I will.”

            Tears blurred her sight, and Sarah wiped them away. As her vision cleared, she noticed Grampa staring directly into her eyes.

            “Sarah, listen carefully. I want you to open that drawer over there.” With his right hand, Grampa pointed to the top drawer of the bureau. Sarah let go of his left hand, dutifully walked over to the bureau, and pulled the drawer open. It contained only one item, a small, shiny metal box with the logo MEMVOX printed across the side. She pulled it out and turned it around, studying it.

            “My God, Grampa,” she said. “Is this what I think it is?”

            He nodded. “A memory recorder. The chip is inside.”

            Sarah hesitated before asking her next question. She feared she already knew the answer. “Grampa… what’s on it?”

            He coughed. “Me. When I am gone, I want you to play it.”

            Sarah now understood what Grampa had meant about her bearing witness. She shook her head. “I can’t do this, Grampa.”

            “You will do the right thing, I am sure of it. Sarah, you must. You’re young, you’re strong, you can handle it. When you play that chip, you will be the last survivor.” He coughed. “Zachor. Remember. Bear witness, from generation to generation.” He turned away from her and began to recite the Jewish affirmation in the existence of God, “Sh’ma Yisroel…” His voice trailed off. His breath faded. Then it ceased entirely.

            Sarah wiped the tears from her eyes. She stood up, then covered her grandfather’s face with the blanket. She finished reciting the Sh’ma for her grandfather in English; she hadn’t realized that she remembered: Hear, O Israel, the Lord is God, the Lord is One. She turned off the light and left, closing the door silently behind her.

* * *

            That night, Sarah sat alone in the bedroom of the two-room Manhattan apartment she shared with Tom. She had asked Tom for some privacy, and he had readily agreed; so he was in their living room, watching TV or logged onto the Internet, Sarah wasn’t sure. Tom had assumed that the stress of the quick late afternoon funeral and burial was what had prompted Sarah to ask for some time to herself, and she had chosen not to correct him. She was glad that Jewish tradition held that a funeral and burial should take place as soon as possible after death; she had a lot to think about and didn’t want to have to worry about seeing her mother again so soon after Grampa’s death.

            On the small night table in front of her sat the memory recorder and the chip. She picked up the chip and turned it over and over in her hands. Grampa had labeled it in black ink with his name and date of birth. Sarah had written in today’s date at the bottom of the label, in blue ink, but that was all she had done so far. Tom had given her the privacy she requested over half an hour ago and Sarah still wasn’t sure what to do.

            A wastebasket sat next to their second-hand full-size bed. Sarah could just drop the chip into it and never think of it again. Or she could take it to a recycling center and get some small amount of money for it. As for the memory recorder, although used, it was valuable, and could easily pay the rent for the next few months.

            But that would almost be like desecrating her grandfather’s grave. Grampa had given her the recorder and the chip for a reason. He wanted her to play it, to share those experiences with her. She thought about those experiences, the stories he had told her about the Holocaust when she was six years old, and she realized that she would never want to live through it herself, even vicariously through someone else’s memories. She held the chip above the wastebasket, ready to let it fall—

            —And then she remembered the reporter from that morning.

            She had to fulfill her promise; her grandfather had depended on it. Quickly, so she would not be tempted into changing her mind again, she inserted the chip into the recorder, attached the wires to her head, and hit PLAY.

            An hour later, when the chip had finished playing, she slowly removed the wires. She shuddered and began to cry, but softly, so as not to alert Tom. She removed the chip from the recorder and stored it safely away. The memories from her grandfather’s Holocaust experiences precipitated in her a decision, a choice; she just hoped that Tom would understand. She knew that she would have to find someone knowledgeable about computers and recorders, someone sympathetic to her position who could hack the Internet and force Grampa’s memory records to be played by anyone plugging in, at least for a short while. Sarah would come forward and take responsibility, once she was assured that no one would ever take the revisionists seriously again. But… if she went forward with this plan, to bear witness for her grandfather, there was one other step she needed to take first.

* * *

            Sarah walked into the tiny store, a remnant of the old Times Square, struggling against the gentrification of the past thirty years. Most places of this sort had moved to the outer boroughs of Queens and Brooklyn, but this one was still there. The sign above the glass bore the one word, ADULT, in large black letters, and hanging in the window Sarah could see signs promising things like fake ID chips and real tobacco cigarettes.

            She strode in purposefully, ignored the grime of the floor and shelves, and walked through to the room in the back, where the guy she was looking for worked. The room was small, empty at the moment except for the artist, who was reading a newstape as she entered. His appearance repulsed her, as he had rings through his nose, ears, and eyebrows, and he also sported tattoos on his arms and face. She would never see a person like this socially, but she was here for something else. The guy looked up at her inquisitively as she approached.

            “Hello,” she said. “I’d—I’d like to get a tattoo. Can you tattoo a number?”

            “Sure,” he said, putting down the newstape. “I can do anything.”

            “Good.” Sarah sat on the long chair meant for his clients and rolled up the sleeve of her left arm. “I want you to tattoo the number 110290 right here.”

            The man looked askance at her. “Like a Holocaust victim?”

            Sarah nodded, pleased that the guy recognized what she wanted. She would still go through with her plan, but for the first time since her grandfather had died, she thought that perhaps there was still hope for the world to remember its history after all. “Yes,” she said. “Exactly like that.”

 

 

Afterword: “Kaddish for the Last Survivor”

            Before I discuss “Kaddish for the Last Survivor,” let me begin by welcoming you to this collection of stories.

            If you’re reading the afterwords, then you’re a reader after my own heart. I love the short form in science fiction more than the novel. And I’m fascinated by how writers create their short stories. Throughout my life, whenever I picked up a short story collection by a favorite writer, I hoped that the collection would contain notes on the stories, and usually I was not disappointed.

            If you’re a reader like me, then I hope you enjoy the afterwords as a window into how I created these particular stories. And, if you’re an aspiring writer who hopes to learn a little bit about my creative process in order to aid your own, the journey continues online at my website and blog.

            Now, about “Kaddish for the Last Survivor”: This is probably my most well-known story. It was inspired by the quotation with which the story opens, from Deborah E. Lipstadt’s book Denying the Holocaust, in which she cautions us about the transience of memory and history.

            Ever since first coming across her words in 1994, I became obsessed with what would happen when the last Holocaust survivor finally died. My generation knows of the Holocaust from eyewitness testimony, and I have met survivors. But in a world where history is continuously in danger of being rewritten, revised, and reworked for the benefit of the powers that be, the Holocaust itself seems particularly susceptible to the demons of doubt and uncertainty.

            After the story was published in Analog, I had the chance to meet Deborah Lipstadt and to hear her speak at Northeastern University. I’d like to thank her for allowing me to quote from her important book at the beginning of my story.

            Interestingly enough, the way I put together the story is illustrative of what writers have to do. Like many of my stories, this one began with an image, in this case of a young woman whose survivor grandfather lies dying. As he dies, the concentration camp number tattooed onto his arm fades away, and with the pain of six million needles, it magically reappears on her own. I wrote that ending first, and then I wrote the entire rest of the story to lead up to that ending.

            Obviously, if you’ve read the story, you know that the story doesn’t end that way. Instead, after her grandfather dies, Sarah makes the conscious decision to have her grandfather’s number tattooed on her own arm. Before the story was published, I had shown it to a few friends, and a few suggested that the original ending made Sarah out to be a passive character. I realized that they were correct, so I altered the ending. I introduced the concept of the memory recorder and allowed Sarah to choose for herself to take on the tattoo. And yes, I am aware that halacha (Jewish law) is against tattoos, but Sarah is not observant and is unaware of the restriction.

            But despite making the changes, I still miss the original ending. I fully understand Arthur Quiller-Couch’s advice that sometimes you have to “murder your darlings” when writing, but I continue to harbor a sentimental love for the magical realism of the original ending. And thanks to Apex Publications, I can now share with my readers the first words I actually wrote for this story.

            So, for the first time in print, the original ending to “Kaddish for the Last Survivor”:

* * *

            Tears blurred her sight, and Sarah wiped them away. As her vision cleared, she noticed something strange. She watched the number 110290, tattooed on his arm ever since he was a child, slowly fade away until his withered, age-splotched arm was left smooth and pink. At the same time, her arm tingled with the pain of six million sharp needles, but Sarah refused to let go. The number 110290 slowly appeared on her arm, in the exact same position as it had been on her grandfather’s.

            “My God,” Sarah said. “Grampa, is this—does this mean—?”

            “Yes. You are the last survivor now, Sarah,” he whispered. “Zachor. Remember. Bear witness, from generation to generation.” He turned away from her and began to recite the Jewish affirmation of the existence of God, “Sh’ma Yisroel…” His voice trailed off. His breath faded. Then it ceased entirely.

            Sarah wiped the tears from her eyes. She stood up, then covered her grandfather’s face with the blanket. She finished reciting the Sh’ma for her grandfather in English; she hadn’t realized that she remembered: Hear, O Israel, the Lord is God, the Lord is One. It was time to fulfill her promise. She stood up, turned off the light, and left, closing the door silently behind her. As she walked slowly down the stairs, she knew that she would have to talk to her parents and to the reporters about her new role. And then she paused on the middle stair, a lump in her throat. What would she tell Tom? Marrying him was out of the question for her now. But Tom was a righteous gentile, the kind of person who had saved Jews during the Holocaust; he would understand.

            She just hoped the world would understand as well.
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            Tony put on the spex and scrunched his hands into the tight datagloves. He pushed a button on the right earpiece, and the world around him changed.

            He had been sitting in his little room with torn clothes scattered about, a broken dresser, and a dirty window that looked out onto a brick wall. Now he found himself in a classroom. The floor was clean and the walls were a bright yellow. Tony counted fifteen desks arranged in a roomy and orderly fashion, fewer desks than he had ever seen in a classroom before.

            Tony had jacked in at a few minutes before nine so he’d have a chance to explore before anyone else showed up, and he started with the windows. These windows weren’t broken, like those at his own school, and it looked as if morning sunlight actually streamed in from a clear blue sky. He opened one of the windows and stuck his head out to see an incredibly large playground a few stories down; nothing like the old broken-down one in his neighborhood, where Mom never let him go, even in the middle of the day. Not that Tony was about to do so, ever; he was just as scared of the gunfire as his mom was.

            Tony pulled his head back into the room and continued exploring. Walking around felt strange, since he could feel his legs not moving as he sat in his room. And yet, in this classroom he was standing, and moving his hands around caused the rest of his body to follow. He traced the edge of the room, sliding along the screenboard at the front with the alphabet printed above it, and along the walls on the side, which were decorated with the artwork of the school’s students. There was a calendar, set to the current month, September. He also noticed a seating chart with each student’s name in different handwriting.

            He came to a mirror in the back corner of the room and stopped short. Staring back at him wasn’t his deep brown face and the curly black hair that was all too familiar, but an image of a white kid with blond hair, dressed in a button-down shirt and slacks. The spex and gloves didn’t appear in the mirror either, just sparkling brown eyes and smooth pink hands. Tony moved his arms and face around and noticed that the mirror image did so too. No wonder the gloves are so small, Tony thought, this kid has got to be at least a year younger than me. Maybe this isn’t a sixth grade class—

            A sharp buzz startled Tony, and he jumped. At the front of the room appeared a pretty white woman who looked as old as Tony’s teachers, but she wasn’t scowling the way Tony’s teachers always did. Instead, she was smiling. Despite that, Tony felt scared.

            “Good morning, Andrew,” she said. “I’m surprised to see you here early.” Her voice was soothing to Tony’s ears, and he calmed down. There was no way she would figure out that he wasn’t Andrew; the mirror had shown him exactly as he appeared in this virtual classroom.

            “Hello, Miss…” Tony trailed off. He knew that he had taken Andrew’s place, but he had no idea what the teacher’s name was.

            “Why are you here early? You’re usually one of the last to jack in.”

            “Ummm… well…” Tony looked around as he stalled, and spotted a nameplate on the desk. Fortunately, it was facing toward him.

            “Miss Ellis, I just felt like taking a look around before we started.” Tony’s voice sounded like his own to his ears, which worried him. Would Miss Ellis be able to hear that he wasn’t Andrew?

            Apparently not. “Okay, Andrew, though you won’t have much time.” She looked at her watch. “In just a minute—”

            Another buzz, and this time a cute girl popped in, already seated at a desk. “Good morning, Miss Ellis.”

            “Good morning, Sheryl.”

            “Hi Andrew!”

            Tony wasn’t sure how to respond, but it seemed safest to say little. “Hi, Sheryl.”

            Sheryl opened her mouth to speak, but was interrupted by another buzz. The ritual repeated itself over the next few minutes; another kid popped in each time, some already sitting, some at the door, and one or two in the corners, until there were fourteen other students. Most were white, although he saw two who were black and three who he thought were Chinese. Tony noticed how happy they all looked as they milled about talking to each other. Tony wanted to mingle, but was afraid, and so he stayed off to the side, studying the seating chart. Andrew was assigned to the front row, second seat. At least he would know where to sit when class began.

            He traced the name of the student he was replacing, Andrew Drummond. Now he had a full name to attach to the spex.

            Another buzz, deeper and longer, startled Tony, and a chill went through him. What if that was Andrew jacking in? He would ruin everything, and everyone would know that Tony was a fake. Tony looked around, scared, but didn’t see anyone who resembled the kid in the mirror.

            “Okay, class,” said Miss Ellis, “it’s nine o’clock. Time to begin.” So that’s what that different buzz meant. Tony relaxed into his—into Andrew’s—seat. As long as he had Andrew’s spex, he realized, he was Andrew, and there was no way that the real Andrew could pop in and prove otherwise. Tony wished he could be Andrew all the time, but at least he could be Andrew for the school day. Then he’d have to return to his own life. For the first time, he dreaded the final bell that would go off at three o’clock.

* * *

            Miss Ellis began the class by taking attendance. Tony remembered to respond when he heard Andrew’s name, which was second, right after Melissa Connor, who sat to his left. Once Miss Ellis noted that all were present, she told the class to take out their homework from last night.

            At first, Tony didn’t know what to do. He felt a lump in his throat as he realized that he couldn’t take out last night’s homework since he wasn’t really Andrew. He knew the punishment he could suffer for not having his homework with him, and he started to tremble.

            Then he noticed what Melissa was doing. She pushed some button on her desk and her computer screen flashed, and now she was waiting patiently. Maybe the homework is also done in virtual space, Tony thought, and he looked at the buttons on his desk. Sure enough, among all the letters and numbers of the keyboard there was a button labeled “HOMEWORK.” Tony pushed it with relief.

            His screen blinked, and a message came up: “Please enter your homework password.”

            Oh no! I don’t know Andrew’s password! Tony thought. Now what? Maybe Miss Ellis wouldn’t notice if he just sat there looking intently at the screen. If he kept his head down, perhaps she wouldn’t call on him. Then he wouldn’t be found out.

            “Melissa? Please tell us how you
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