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For Michaela and Sara



“…nobody sees a flower—really—it is so small—we haven’t time—and to see takes time like to have a friend takes time.”



Georgia O’Keeffe, “About Myself” in Georgia O’Keeffe: Exhibition of Oils and Pastels



“No matter how many faces I have, there is no changing the fact that I am me.”



Kobo Abe, The Face of Another






Prologue
Some time ago when I was younger, I lived for almost a year without a single mirror in my home. It was the late 1970s and I was renting a cramped six-mat apartment in one of those low-rise wooden structures that used to proliferate like squat dark mushrooms all over Tokyo. This was before the building boom took off, before skyscrapers and construction cranes came to dot the skyline everywhere you looked.
The apartment was extremely rundown and very cheap. The landlord didn’t ask for references or a guarantor: money was all he cared about, everything strictly cash on the line. The tatami mats squished underfoot, sagging with age and human moisture, and the windows rattled incessantly in their ill-fitting frames. In an old wooden building like this you knew whenever the earth moved, and I felt every earthquake, big and small, through my bones, as if I were part of the trembling ground underneath. Even a minor quake would set all my teacups and rice bowls clattering like a percussion ensemble. There was a single gas burner for cooking, a squat toilet, a sink but no bath. The place was freezing cold in the winter and unbearable in the summer heat.
It was here that the idea came to me of living without a mirror. One of the first things I did when I moved in was to tape a sheet of brown parcel paper over the only mirror in the apartment, the one hanging over the bathroom sink. I washed my face, brushed my teeth, and combed my hair staring at that brown blankness, and when the paper became too splattered and worn, speckled with toothpaste and soap, I added more layers. When my supply of parcel paper ran out, I was forced to improvise. I tore pages from the kinds of magazines that were filled with glossy photos but few words, travel and fashion magazines that I picked up out of my neighbours’ trash. I made collages out of handbags and shoes and mountains and lakes—but no people, no faces. I wanted neutral, indifferent images.
Yet for all my efforts, I discovered that what I had done wasn’t enough. There were reflecting surfaces all around me and they were impossible to escape. I saw myself in darkened glass panes at night, in shiny cooking pots and trays, in all the mirrors large and small in stores and restaurants, in subway car windows, even in the smooth surface of water in my sink. Most people are eager to catch a glimpse of themselves, accidentally or otherwise. Whether it be a furtive check out of the corner of the eye—to assess the straightness of a collar, admire the style of our hair, practise a smile—or whether it be the long, lingering gaze we all perform in private. It’s human nature to want to see ourselves, to confirm that the face we’ve put on is the face we wish to show the world. To study our presentation of self. Look at me, the face says. Here I am. I’m ready to be seen.
If you’ve never tried to do what I did, just take my word: it’s much harder than you can imagine. To deliberately turn away from a mirror takes a steely act of will. I didn’t know it at first, but now I do. It’s not easy to turn away from yourself.
As I said, this was in the past, more than a dozen years ago. Yet every so often, even now, if I’m rushing into an elevator and it has mirrored walls or if I turn too quickly toward a window at night, the reflection that leaps out at me is an unexpected visitor. For one startled moment, I glimpse a ghost of my younger self, and I realize the face I worked so hard to erase is still there. Sometimes, too, Sayako’s shadow flickers just behind me, but when I whirl around, there is no one.
It’s been a long time since I last saw my friend Sayako, but lately I have the uncanny feeling that she’s hiding inside my head. Slipping in and out of sight like a minnow shimmering through a cold black stream. Visible one minute and then, in a flash, gone. For a long time I searched for her, but the harder I searched, the less likely it seemed I would find her. And then, even after there was no need to search, I somehow still felt as if I were waiting. Maybe I will always be waiting.



Chapter One
I first met Sayako Taniguchi in 1975 when we were both living at an old-fashioned boarding house called Miss Ito’s Residence for Young Women. I had just turned eighteen and had come to Tokyo to attend a specialized training school where I would study illustration. It was my first time living away from home, and it’s fair to say I was probably more naive than most my age. Sayako was two years older and attending university. She was beautiful, rebellious and unafraid, and I had never met anyone like her.
Except for a three-day school excursion to Kyoto in my last year of middle school, I had never been away from Mihama, a small town in Fukui Prefecture that faces the Japan Sea. This part of Japan was called Ura Nihon—the dark side, the back side—because we got so much snow and rain, because the winters were so long, and because (especially in those days) it seemed so far from the bright lights of a metropolis like Tokyo where people moved with brash purpose and conviction. Where I was from, I felt we were somehow slower, poorer, less confident.
In the big cities people had already moved well beyond the postwar era, through the period of high-speed economic growth, and onward into widespread middle-class prosperity. The nation would soon enter a new decade of even more skyrocketing growth: of unbridled capitalism and rampant land development, of unlimited material goods, of boundless appetites and pleasures. On the cusp of that dizzying expansion of lifestyles and possibilities, my parents lived in a kind of time warp, their feet in the past, in the traditions of old. If they leaned forward at all, it was tentatively, uncertainly, like turtles poking out of their shells. I inherited this ambiguity toward the times. A part of me yearned to plunge forward without fear, to keep up with my young peers, but another part, perhaps my true self, was anchored to some older world.
In my parents’ view, Tokyo was nothing if not a place of considerable suspicion. Part of this was because my aunt, my father’s older sister, had had a bad experience in the city (with a man, I heard my parents whisper), and she’d ended up returning home in a hurry, her nerves frazzled and shot. My father in particular was not pleased about my going far away, but I was excited, and while my mother was worried, she was also proud of me and tried to mask her anxiety with a show of being happy.
Ever since she found out I was moving to Tokyo, our neighbour at the end of the street, Mrs. Murakami, somehow contrived to be outside sweeping her doorstep every time my mother and I walked by. The Murakamis owned a small dry-cleaning shop in the middle of town, and Mrs. Murakami was always dressed impeccably in crisply ironed outfits, even if only to sweep or put out the garbage. She had a sharp appetite for minute class differences. My mother was a housekeeper at the local inn and one of her duties was to oversee the laundry, which was done in-house and never sent out to the dry cleaners—that would have been much too costly.
Mrs. Murakami raked her stiff-bristled broom vigorously across the flagstones in front of her house. “Must be expensive.” She pretended to be talking to herself.
“Good morning, Murakami-san,” my mother said. It was two days before my departure.
“Oh my, Okada-san, I didn’t see you.” And then, as if she had only just noticed my existence, Mrs. Murakami dramatically swivelled her head in my direction. “Oh, Akemi, I heard you’re going to Tokyo.”
I nodded.
“So far away.” She let her head sag mournfully and rested her chin on the handle of her broom. “Your poor parents. Aren’t you concerned they’ll be lonely without you.”
“I’ll be writing home,” I mumbled.
“I can’t imagine letting my Kyoko go so far from home.”
“How is Kyoko-san?” My mother asked.
“As always, thank you.” Mrs. Murakami waved her hand gaily in the air and resumed her sweeping. Moving her broom was her way of dismissing us, it seemed to me. Her daughter, Kyoko, was morbidly shy, with a sallow complexion and a sad downturned mouth like a wilted pink petal. After finishing high school, she had gone straight to work in her family’s shop.
“Well, we should be going…” My mother bowed and began backing away.
“Have a safe journey.” Mrs. Murakami smiled broadly, displaying her teeth right up to the tops of her bright red gums. “Better watch out, though. I hear there are lots of, you know, radical types.”
The colour drained from my mother’s face.
“Don’t pay any attention to me,” Mrs. Murakami said with sweet cunning. “Sometimes young people go a little funny when they live away from home. They study philosophy and get all kinds of strange ideas. Didn’t they close down the universities at one point? I heard they carried baseball bats and protested in the streets doing snake dances, chanting Anpo hantai, Anpo hantai. They went to the National Diet, didn’t they, and tried to block government!”
“That’s over. Things like that don’t happen anymore,” I said. I wanted to add that, anyway, I would be too busy studying to go anywhere.
Mrs. Murakami shook her head as if she couldn’t believe we were so naive. “People should do what the government tells them. Oh, the Saito boy is going to Fukui National University, I heard. There are good universities close to home. What are you studying anyway?”
“Illustration.”
“Huh. That’s a long way to go to learn how to draw.”
“She’s going to a senmon gakko,” my mother said.
“Oh, I see. A training school.” Mrs. Murakami paused. “So not a real university.”

—
My parents didn’t know anything about university. My father hadn’t even gone to high school—he’d had to start working right after his father died of a heart attack. More and more young people were going to college, though, and my mother wanted for me what other parents did for their children. Yet because it was a foreign world—a world she and my father were afraid of—they could offer no advice or direct encouragement. As a result, they could only give me mixed messages that reflected the confusion and insecurity they themselves felt. It’s good to go to university, but university is only for rich people; you deserve the same opportunities as everyone else, but home is best and there are lots of jobs you could do with a high school diploma; and so on, back and forth.
I didn’t know what I wanted, either. I was a mediocre student, the kind who was too conscientious not to do my homework but not smart enough to get good marks despite my efforts. I never failed but I never excelled. In high school, our teachers impressed upon us the need to really bear down if we expected to have any hope of passing the all-important entrance exams. If we were very clever, we might be able to attend one of the national universities, like the University of Tokyo or the University of Kyoto, which were the hardest to get into and where tuition was practically free. Or there were prestigious private universities like Waseda and Keio, and although tuition was high, the benefits of attending such schools included excellent job prospects and important lifelong connections. The teachers also stressed there was no shame in setting our sights on any number of other solid regional universities that were considerably less expensive.
Most of their remarks were directed at the boys in our class. Girls were encouraged to go to junior colleges for women, where you could study things like home economics, nutritional sciences, sewing or bookkeeping. My closest friend Mihoko was eager to take up these subjects, and often dreamed aloud about marriage and children, keeping a home. I knew I did not want to do that.
I thought I should study something but I didn’t know what. I had an idea that it would be good to learn a skill that I could use to support myself, if necessary. Though I wasn’t ambitious, not at all, I was a practical person. If I had to choose between something stable and secure and something risky and exciting, I’d pick the former time and again. It was just the way I was.
The only teacher who didn’t go on and on about the path for boys and the path for girls was my art teacher, Mrs. Hayashi. Originally from Tokyo, she had moved to Mihama because her husband was from this area. Mrs. Hayashi was part-time and came once a week, and because she taught all the grades on a rotating basis, sometimes I only had art class twice a month.
Still, she seemed to take notice of me when nobody else did.
“You have a steady hand, you’re accurate and you’re careful. That’s a real skill,” she’d said kindly. “Have you thought about becoming a draughtsman?”
“What’s that?”
“Someone who can make detailed diagrams of houses or machines, things like that. The work is meticulous. You’d be surprised how many people can’t pay attention to detail.”
I had always liked to draw, especially simple sketches of flowers and insects. Making a picture that resembled reality as closely as possible gave me a deep sense of satisfaction.
Mrs. Hayashi explained to my parents that there was always a market for people who could render the kind of drawings needed for architectural blueprints or floor plans or building construction diagrams, and though most of them were men, there was no reason in her view that a woman couldn’t do this kind of work very well. It required a good eye and the ability to draw with precision. It was a very practical skill. She herself had gone to a four-year art college in Tokyo, but there were many vocational training institutions that taught illustration. She’d even heard of one school where they offered a brand-new program for becoming a scientific or medical illustrator. Her eyes brightened as if an unexpected thought had just occurred to her. Maybe Akemi would be interested in this? It was a two-year program.
Behind her back, my father made fun of Mrs. Hayashi. The only reason she can talk about artistic this and artistic that, he said, is because she’s got a husband who supports her. But my mother, seeing how I had lit up at Mrs. Hayashi’s suggestion, said that we should do as the teacher advised. Akemi’s teacher must know best. In the end my father was afraid of Mrs. Hayashi’s learning and even more afraid of my mother’s determination, so he grumblingly gave in.
And so, thanks to Mrs. Hayashi, I ended up going to the Konaka School of Technical Design and Illustration, a place where I would supposedly learn a useful skill and get a certificate in two years.



Chapter Two
It was decided I should take an overnight bus to Tokyo. Although it would have been faster to take the train, the schedule was such that I would arrive in the evening. The overnight bus, on the other hand, was much cheaper, and the idea that I would sleep all the way and wake up in Tokyo refreshed early the next morning shortly after sunrise was appealing to my parents. After all, they reasoned, arriving in the daytime would be much safer than at night.
I’d already said goodbye to Mrs. Hayashi last week and to Mihoko the day before, when she’d become so tearful at my going away that we agreed it was just as well she wasn’t coming to the bus station. As it was, the only people to see me off were my parents. Before I boarded the bus, my mother spent an embarrassingly long time fussing with my hair, stroking it and pulling it forward, making sure it covered the redness on my right cheek and neck.
“You look fine, just fine,” she kept repeating. “We packed your makeup, right? In your suitcase?”
Yes, I nodded.
“You look fine. Be careful,” were my mother’s parting words to me as I mounted the steps into the bus.
Taking a long bus ride didn’t bother me in the least. I was young, I could sleep anywhere in those days. The bus left my hometown at dusk and took a long, meandering route along the coast before cutting inland, picking up a passenger here and there. I stared out the window, not so much watching the passing landscape as measuring the distance I was travelling. Each vegetable field, each rice paddy, was putting me farther and farther from home. Darkness deepened and the sky turned grey and dull, then completely black. I stared out the window. Amid the flecks of brightness—distant stars appearing in the night sky—I watched my reflection. My eyes held the same wary look they always did, but then a pinprick of light moved into one of my pupils, where it hovered. A tiny shaking star somewhere light years away had found me. I shivered. It felt like a harbinger of something hopeful. I smiled at the image in the window, trying to convince myself this was a confident young woman, the person I wanted to become, instead of the pinched face that actually appeared.
I had brought with me a hard-sided vinyl suitcase stamped with a pebbly pattern made to look like alligator skin (a hand-me-down from my aunt), and a small cardboard box packed with jars of various homemade pickles and wrapped in a purple furoshiki cloth knotted tightly at the top to form a handle. My mother was worried that the food in Tokyo would not agree with me, that it would be too rich, too soft, too unflavourful, or simply too expensive. In my suitcase she had stuffed dried seaweed, a bottle of shoyu, packages of soba noodles, a jar of umeboshi, and even a small bag of rice, all tidily tucked among my sweaters, skirts, underwear and socks. I had tried to explain that I didn’t need to bring food, that I could eat in the school cafeteria or at my boarding house, and that I certainly did not need to bring my own rice. In Tokyo they have everything, I said, but my mother refused to be dissuaded.
I had checked my suitcase in the compartment under the bus, but I was afraid the glass jars might break so I had kept the furoshiki-wrapped box with me when I boarded and put it on the empty seat next to me, like it was my companion. Whenever I looked at it, I kept seeing my mother’s tired, watery eyes, her downturned mouth, the way she shook her head from side to side whenever something struck her as too difficult for a country woman like herself to fathom. If she didn’t always understand me anymore, I knew her worry and her love were genuine, and that was what mattered. She had wiped her rough, chapped hands on the front of her apron, the same blue-and-grey apron she always wore, kneading her hands mechanically in the worn folds of the faded material.
“You’ll be wanting these for later,” she had said, pushing the box across the tatami toward me. “Your favourites. The good jars are for your teachers. I expect they can’t get homemade in the city.”
My mother’s pickles were her specialty, her pride.
Making pickles was a labour-intensive process. The most important ingredient was nukamiso, a mixture of rice bran and miso, that formed a kind of mash in which vegetables like daikon radish, cabbage, eggplant and cucumber would be fermented. The process required turning the rice bran mash every day without fail, and this stirring of the mixture was always done by hand. No matter how long and hard and often my mother washed her hands, they smelled permanently of the telltale nukamiso. It was as if her red, chapped hands with their swollen knuckles had turned into the pickles she was so proud of. The indelible smell meant she was a good wife, a good mother, a good cook. I loved my mother but she was everything I didn’t want to become.
I would like to boast that I left home and went to Tokyo because I was fired with ambition and determined to make something of myself. But the real reason was simpler: I left home because I didn’t want my hands to become the hands of my mother.

—
At the final bus station stop before the long stretch to Tokyo, the driver said this would be our last chance to use the rest facilities, so I’d gone to the washroom. When I returned to my seat, I was relieved to see that the seat next to me was still empty, which meant I would have plenty of space to stretch out and sleep. The bus was not crowded, almost everyone had two seats to themselves. The late March air was still chilly, and I took my coat off and pulled it over the front of my body up to my chin like a blanket. Leaning against the window, I settled in for a sleep. The engine started up, a low rumble underneath us, and the driver announced we would be leaving, was everyone sure they hadn’t forgotten anything. And then there was a pounding on the side of the bus and an even louder pounding on the glass of the door.
“You’re bound for Tokyo, right? Let me on.”
“You have a ticket?”
“Can I buy one from you?”
After a hasty transaction at the front, the man moved down the aisle looking for a seat. I was sitting in the middle of the bus about ten rows from the front and when he got to my row, he stopped and pointed silently at the seat beside me. His gaze was sharp and accusing as if I had deliberately taken up more room than I was entitled to. I hastily picked up my box and set it on my lap on top of my coat. The man sat down and the bus lurched forward.
Afterwards I wished I had paid better attention to what the man looked like, but all I can say is that he was older but not as old as my father and he wasn’t handsome or striking in any way. His hair was black and slicked back with the kind of oily pomade that middle-aged men favoured in those days, and the skin on his nose was coarse and pocked like a piece of broccoli tempura. These impressions I drew from a few tentative glances. As soon as he sat down, he had closed his eyes.
Not more than a few minutes had passed when the man rattled a paper bag in my direction. “Want one? Cookies.”
He didn’t look at me directly, just kind of sideways out of the corner of his eye, as he pushed the bag closer to me.
“No, thank you.”
“Hey, want me to put that parcel up above for you?” The man reached for the box on my lap.
“It’s okay. No, please. It’s fine.”
I pulled the box closer to my chest, but the man already had his hands around it. He stood up and shoved it into the overhead bin. A piece of the furoshiki had gotten caught and dangled over the edge.
“Boy, that’s heavy. What you got in there?”
“Some food my mother made.”
“Your mother, huh.”
For the first time he looked long and hard at my face, as if assessing me, and suddenly self-conscious, I brushed my hair forward more over my right side. He sat back down and shook the paper bag again.
“Go on, take one. They’re good.”
I was raised to be polite, and the most important thing was not to make other people feel uncomfortable, so I reached into the bag.
“There’s only one left,” I protested.
“I’ve already had lots. This one’s for you. Eat it while it’s fresh,” he said.
Admittedly I was a little hungry, so I accepted. The cookie was stale and crumbly. Perhaps for a moment I’d had a flicker of unease. Why had the man decided to sit next to me? The bus was only half-full. Not only were there several vacant aisle seats ahead of me, but toward the back of the bus surely there was lots of space. He could have been more comfortable if he’d wanted.
“Thirsty?” The man offered me his thermos.
I shook my head.
He took out his handkerchief and wiped the mouth of the container several times. “It’s clean. Go on.”
The plastic lid was meant to double as a drinking cup, and he wiped this even more assiduously before offering it to me. I remember it was light and thin, an insubstantial cheap plastic cup that looked a little stained on the inside. I took it from him and let him pour me some of the liquid. I don’t think I even asked him what it was, or maybe he told me it was tea or coffee or something like that. All I thought about was what my mother was always telling me: Be polite, always mind your manners. Don’t offend other people. It would offend him if I refused, and so I accepted, even though I didn’t want to. “Okay. Thanks, just a little,” I said, but he filled the cup almost to the brim.
I almost choked on my first sip. It wasn’t hot, barely lukewarm, but it didn’t taste like any coffee I’d ever had before. At home we kept a jar of instant coffee for guests but we ourselves preferred green tea, and I wondered if this strange bitterness was what real coffee was supposed to taste like.
“Too strong for you?” The man leaned closer, solicitous and concerned, peering intently into my face. “Take it easy, go slow. I should have warned you it has a bit of a kick.” His teeth were coated with an oily yellowish film.
“I can’t finish it,” I said, handing the cup back to him.
He gently pushed it back toward me. “Have another sip. We have a long ride. It’ll help you sleep.”
Obediently I took another very small sip, then another. Every time I tried to give it back to him, he told me to have a bit more. Finally I managed to pass the cup to him. Tipping his head back, he downed the rest of the contents all at once, the pointy knob of his Adam’s apple sliding up and down his skinny throat. When he was finished, he ran the back of his hand across his mouth in a theatrical gesture.
“Well, that should do the trick. Wake me in the morning, okay.” He winked and turned on his side to face the aisle.
I thought I was too excited to sleep, but as soon as the bus pulled onto the highway and assumed a steady pace, I succumbed to my exhaustion and fell asleep clutching my coat. Three or four times I woke up because the man’s sleeping head kept rolling onto my shoulder. Each time I tried to push it away, it rolled right back, heavy as a bowling ball. Eventually I gave up and drifted off. My dreams were filled with bizarre images: a little white fox biting down on a scroll of paper, the swings in the elementary school where my friend Mihoko and I used to play when we were children, my mother’s hands kneading a barrel of miso lees, massaging a radish into the mixture, pushing it down and down and down. I suppose I was afraid of leaving home, afraid of going to Tokyo, afraid of what my school would be like. But I wasn’t afraid of riding on a bus, it hadn’t occurred to me to be afraid.
When our bus pulled into the Yaesu-side depot at Tokyo Station early the following morning, I was still asleep and it took me several minutes to fully wake up. I had fallen asleep with my face pressed against the window, and when I woke my neck and shoulders were aching from the strain of leaning awkwardly to one side. The right side of my face was stiff, half-numb, and I felt certain that the windowsill had left a permanent dent in my cheek. Touching my face, I realized that drool was running down my chin and I hastily wiped it away.
The other passengers were crowding the aisles, already stepping down from the bus, pushing out into the awaiting city.
The man who had been sitting beside me was gone.
My coat had fallen off my shoulders and was now half on my lap and half on the floor. When I lifted it, I saw that my skirt had become all bunched up and twisted, pushed high up my thigh, exposing my thick black cotton tights. Mortified, I tugged it down and straightened myself out, smoothing the folds of the skirt with my hands. No one seemed to have noticed my disarray, they were preoccupied with gathering their own belongings. But where was the box wrapped in my mother’s purple furoshiki? It wasn’t on the floor. I started to panic until I recalled how the man had put it in the overhead bin for me.
Outside a young girl who couldn’t have been more than twelve or thirteen held a sign with my name and the name of my boarding house on it. It was extremely early, and she looked like she was asleep on her feet, her eyelids half-closed. I approached her and was about to introduce myself, when she opened her eyes wide and stared at me. I realized I’d forgotten to arrange my hair properly and I quickly brushed it forward over my cheek and neck with my fingers.
The girl continued to stare.
“I’m Akemi Okada,” I said. “Are you from Miss Ito’s Residence?”
She nodded wordlessly.
“Thank you for coming to meet me.”
“Is that all you brought?” She had stopped staring and now pointed at my furoshiki.
We had to wait until the bus driver emptied the entire baggage compartment because my suitcase had been stuffed at the very back. Compared to other people’s luggage, mine certainly wasn’t the shabbiest of the lot, but to me it seemed to have lost its lustre and sheen somewhere along the trip, all pretense at being made of leather gone. As the girl made no offer to assist with my suitcase, I grabbed the handle with one hand, clutched the furoshiki with the other, and hastened to follow her into the swirling melee of the train station.



Chapter Three
Getting to the boarding house was a complicated journey involving three transfers and going up and down countless sets of stairs to reach different train platforms. Just keeping up required all my wits. I learned that the girl, whose name was Yasuko, was not a resident but a neighbour’s daughter who had been asked to meet me. In response to my questions about the boarding house, she seemed to know nothing, so I gave up and simply looked out the train window. Squat wooden houses were built right up against the tracks, separated only by a low concrete wall, and a jumble of advertising posters and banners had been pasted on walls, on concrete barriers, on telephone and electrical poles. Overhead wires criss-crossed in every which direction, forming a dense mesh, like a fishing net I was caught under. I had travelled from the only home I had known to this vast thicket of human density.
So taxing was the effort it took to keep up with Yasuko, I had no time to properly reflect on my bus ride. In fact, it wouldn’t be until I was finally alone and settled into my room that I was able to start worrying in earnest about the stranger who had sat down beside me. Was the way my skirt had gotten all twisted simply the normal disarray caused by sleeping awkwardly in one’s clothes? Thankfully I wore sturdy underwear in those days, the kind more suitable for a child than a young woman. Thick cotton panties with high waistbands and tight leg bands, and over this a pair of coarse ribbed tights that were designed not for fashion but for warmth. I was relieved nothing had been torn. There wasn’t even a run or a caught thread, but everything felt dirty to me, dank and sullied, as if the man had left behind some odour the way a dog marks its territory. I rolled up my tights and underwear and stuffed them in a paper bag, resolving to wash them thoroughly later. I wasn’t sure what had happened, I wasn’t even sure if anything had happened—this gives you some idea of just how naive I was—but I understood vaguely that I’d had what could be termed a close call, a near brush with the danger that the stranger had represented.
When we got to the boarding house, Yasuko rang the doorbell, opened the unlocked main door, stepped into the entryway and hollered, “She’s here!” Then she left. An inside door at the back of the house slid open and slowly, very slowly, a kimono-clad figure edged down the hallway and stepped out of the shadows. This was Miss Ito, my landlady.
Miss Ito’s Residence for Young Women, the boarding house where I would be staying, was a large family dwelling that had been converted into a small private dormitory for female students. There were six of us living here, in a series of single rooms on the second floor. The toilet was at the end of the hall, and the bath was downstairs, next to the shared kitchen area. Miss Ito lived on the first floor. During the daytime she sat in the small parlour room at the front of the house next to the main door, from which she monitored our comings and goings. In the evening she retreated to the back of the house into the suite where she had once lived with her aging mother but which, ever since her mother had died many years ago, she occupied alone.
It was hard to imagine Miss Ito was ever young enough to have had a mother, but if you had asked me how old she was, I honestly could not have told you. She seemed strangely frozen in time. Part of this had to do with her unusual appearance. I never saw her without her makeup—I often wondered if she slept with it on—which consisted of layers of pale beige foundation applied so smoothly and thickly that her skin looked like freshly spread plaster. Her eyebrows were two thin soaring arches that had been carefully drawn on using a very black, very sharp pencil, and that gave her a look of perpetual astonishment. Her lips formed a perfect Cupid’s bow, outlined in purple and filled in with glossy scarlet, so that every time she spoke it was impossible to take your eyes off the way her mouth moved. Only her hands, speckled and curved like claws, gave a hint of her age. She hid them with white lace gloves or by pulling her hands back under the cuffs of her blouses or the sleeves of her kimono.
My room was the smallest, located at the far end of the corridor next to the shared toilet and sink. It was so narrow I could touch both walls with outstretched arms, and its one small window was inches from the neighbour’s back wall, meaning there was very little air circulation or sunlight. The room was furnished with futon bedding, which I was to store in the cupboard during the daytime, and a low wooden table where I was meant to study and eat, seated on a cushion on the tatami floor. There were two narrow shelves built into the wall, and on one I carefully organized my pencils, drawing paper, sketchbooks and the jars of pickles. On the other shelf, I placed some of my clothes, folded into neat piles. My remaining clothes I hung in a vinyl zip-up wardrobe that stood in the corner. Later I would learn that all the other rooms were much bigger and furnished with proper desks and chairs, but this didn’t matter. To me this tiny square of real estate represented my first experience of privacy and independence.
The five other boarders were all a year or two older than I was, and by the end of the first week I had met everyone except Sayako. There was Michiko, who went to an exclusive women’s college; Toshie, who was studying French literature at a private university in the centre of the city; Rika, who went to a metropolitan university that was so large it had four separate campuses; and Nanae, who attended a university famous for its connections to former aristocrats. Sayako, I would later learn, also went to a prestigious university. I was the only one going to a technical training institute.
The small common kitchen on the first floor was equipped with a fridge, two gas burners, a toaster oven, a kettle, three aluminum pots of different sizes, an assortment of cups and bowls, and an ancient, blackened frying pan. The vintage-looking fridge was too small to store much more than some milk, miso, eggs and several dubious-looking jars. Although I’ve called it a boarding house, Miss Ito did not serve meals. We could cook for ourselves if we wanted, but it was assumed that most of us would prefer to eat lunch and dinner at the subsidized cafeterias at our colleges or schools, or to take advantage of the cheap restaurants in the student districts.
How I came to lodge at Miss Ito’s boarding house and to live in the room next to Sayako was again because of my teacher Mrs. Hayashi. Once I’d been accepted at Konaka, there was the problem of where I should live. The Konaka School did not have a dormitory, and my family knew nothing about the geography of Tokyo or where one could live. So my mother had prevailed upon Mrs. Hayashi, who, after all, was responsible for getting me into this situation in the first place by encouraging me. Where could I possibly live? Did she know of any rooming houses where a young girl like me could be absolutely safe in a city as big as Tokyo?
Mrs. Hayashi wrote to a friend who many years ago had lived at a boarding house for girls from privileged families. It happened to be located only two train stops from my school. Mrs. Hayashi’s friend in turn wrote to Miss Ito, and Miss Ito agreed that I could stay in one of the smaller rooms with a reduced rent provided I was willing to take on a few minor chores around the house. Miss Ito hired a housecleaner who came on the weekends to do a thorough top-to-bottom cleaning, but in between there were always small spills and messes. And so I got my room, and every evening before I went to bed I had to sweep the kitchen floor and if necessary mop up any spills, and give the shared toilet a quick wipedown.



Chapter Four
The Konaka School of Technical Design and Illustration offered programs in sign making and lettering, blueprint draftsmanship, mail-order catalogue design, commercial photography, printmaking, and a few other areas I may have forgotten. They’d just added a medical illustration program but, probably because it was new, they’d had a hard time getting enough students. There were only six of us, all male except me.
I worried about having an insufficient background in science for it, but as Mrs. Hayashi had observed, I was good at a certain kind of realistic drawing. I liked detail. I could draw a straight line without a ruler; I could draw a perfect circle without the use of a protractor. I know it sounds silly to brag about things like that, but in the days before people used computers to draw, the ability to draw a straight line or a circle freehand was considered a valuable skill. Maybe even a talent. A rather small talent, I suppose, but a talent nonetheless.
It was always clear to me, though, that I had some real limitations as an illustrator. I wasn’t very good at drawing landscapes, the scale was too big for me. I couldn’t draw people, either—everyone came out looking the same, and faces in particular eluded me. I could sketch parts of the body quite well: a nose or a pair of lips, a hand, a foot. My talent was precise but very focused and needed a kind of restricted smallness to emerge. Big canvases overwhelmed me, and I was happiest working on postcard-sized pieces of paper. Palm-of-the-hand sketches, I guess you could call them. Everything was better in miniature. I came to realize that I was more at ease in a constricted tight space, as if I needed to control the frame around me.

—
One of my first instructors, Mr. Yoshino, who specialized in anatomical drawing, taught us that our goal was to copy reality with total and complete precision, to render what was real even more real through the skilful use of detail. You must make your drawings as close to reality as you can, he would say, but always remember, reality is surprisingly open to interpretation. Be careful you don’t interpret too much. You must be truthful. Our work would aid the advancement of medicine and science by bringing the human body to life, illuminating its inner and outer structures; in many cases, our job was to make the invisible visible. We were on the forefront of scientific advancement and research. Without our drawings, we were told, students could not learn, science could not advance.
Of course, when we were eventually hired, the learning would have to continue through a long apprenticeship and we would be working under someone who had proper scientific credentials, someone with a university degree in the biosciences or medicine. It could even be a surgeon, in which case we might find ourselves called upon to bring our sketchbooks directly into the operating room to illustrate the details of a new surgical procedure. I found this future prospect to be both exciting and utterly terrifying.
I bought a small wooden artist’s mannequin whose joints I could bend and flex into different poses to teach myself how the body moved and an inexpensive plastic 3-D human skull to practise on at home. In the drawing studio at Konaka, there were life-sized skeletons hanging from hooks in the corner of the room and all manner of plastic and wax models of human organs—everything from brains to stomachs to eyeballs and ears—which we were free to take from the shelves whenever we needed to practise on them. Hanging in his own reserved spot at the back of the room was a gigantic seven-foot skeleton, nicknamed Godzilla, who seemed to stand watch over us as we worked away at our illustrations. Later I would have to learn how to draw things I couldn’t see directly, all the internal parts of the body—blood vessels, organs, nerve endings—and how to do cross-sections and exploded views, where an outer layer of anatomy burst open to reveal the mechanism underneath.
For many of our assignments we had to work in pairs, and as I was seated next to Takeshi Uchida, he became my partner for the entire program. Takeshi looked much younger than his age—he was also eighteen but very slight and pale and his cheeks were smooth. He wore thick glasses and had a nervous tic that involved twirling his pencil among the three fingers of one hand like a baton. I would watch out of the corner of my eye, waiting for him to drop the pencil, but he never did. He engaged in this nervous tic whenever he wasn’t actually drawing. As soon as he set pencil to paper, however, his grip was steady, his lines bold and confident.
We were told to buy a full set of Tombow graphite pencils, which ranged from the hardest 9H to the softest 9B. Professional pencils make a huge difference, and the Japanese-made Tombow pencils were reputed to be among the best in the world. In those days we sharpened our pencils with a knife, the idea of using a mechanical pencil sharpener being thoroughly abhorrent. The way I shaved the casing and sculpted the graphite tip of each pencil was my way of making my drawing tools unique to me. I took great pride in it.
When it came to medical illustration training, our teachers told us that the schools in North America and Germany were considered to be the most advanced. They had well-established university-level programs. Some even had graduate programs. They required their students to take courses in botany, chemistry, anatomy and even medicine, if possible. But here in Japan, our instructors boasted, we were in no way inferior. Were we not a nation of illustrators, of skilled artisans and artists? All we had to do was compare the large-boned hands of an American or a German to our own small, delicate and naturally dexterous fingers. There was no need to be intimidated. We wielded the inherited skills of generations of fine artists.
Precision and accuracy were our watchwords. What if an illustration of the heart contained a mistake? What if that image found its way into a medical textbook and was studied by a medical student who later went on to make a surgical error? Would we want to be responsible for a patient’s death? Though the question of actual culpability was unclear, who would wish to see such an outcome. We were admonished to consider the serious consequences of careless mistakes or sloppiness in every line we drew.
“All good medical illustrations must show function. Illustrate the function,” another one of my teachers, Mr. Kawasaki, was fond of repeating.
“These aren’t just pictures or pretty designs. Every part of the body has a purpose, serves a function, sometimes many functions. You must always keep in mind what is going on inside the organ, what its function and purpose is. That will give you a clue as to how to render it. Your illustration must be able to convey the biological activity.”
Realism, realism, realism was our mantra. Draw exactly what you see, exactly as it is, don’t add any flourishes, don’t make anything up. Precision. And don’t let people tell you that what you’re doing can be done better with a photograph. A photograph is superficial. A photograph of a heart cannot go inside the organ. Only an illustration can go into those interior chambers the camera cannot see. Even in cases where photographs are taken during surgery, the camera captures too much information, so, conversely, the image lacks clarity and specificity. It takes a human illustrator to select the most essential elements.
And this was where Mr. Kawasaki came to his concluding message: You must remember, he said, being able to draw with precision and accuracy is not enough. The aim of medical illustration is to communicate information and provide instruction. Good illustrators create good pictures, but great illustrators know how to tell a story.



Chapter Five
Although my room was next to Sayako’s, it would be several weeks before I would meet her. Long before I set eyes on her, I was aware of her presence in ghostly ways: her laundry hanging on the bamboo pole outside her window, the scent of perfume drifting through the open screen, the sound of music from a transistor radio that bled through the thin wall between our rooms, the slamming of a door, the clatter of hangers being shifted from one side of a pole to another, sometimes even the insistent tapping of a pencil or a pen on a bare wooden desktop.
Once I heard her come in just before our 11 p.m. house curfew. No one else, I would learn, dared test the rules the way she did, for Miss Ito would stand at the door with her eyes on her watch waiting for the exact time when she could lock the front door. I was told that last winter Miss Ito had made someone stand outside in the cold for half an hour before relenting and opening the door. When I asked if that had been Sayako, the other girls didn’t reply.
When we finally met, it was on a Saturday morning, a day the weather forecasters had predicted would be the start of a week-long deluge. Sure enough, I woke to the pounding of rain on the metal roof, a relentless thunderous banging. I went down to the kitchen to make breakfast and was taken aback by the sight of a stranger in a nightgown standing on a stool and rummaging through the top shelves of the cupboards. The stool wobbled unsteadily and the woman’s long tangled hair swung back and forth across her back. I stood in the doorway, not sure whether I should go in, when she turned toward me.
“Oh, it’s you,” she exclaimed. “You’re the new one?”
It took me a few seconds to realize that this must be Sayako. She was wearing sunglasses, which struck me as rather odd given that she was indoors and it was very dark outside. Sayako resumed searching in the cupboard.
“Doesn’t anyone here drink coffee? I’ve got a splitting headache—this bloody rain! I’ve got to have some caffeine. I can’t believe nobody has coffee.”
“I do,” I mumbled.
“You do?” She turned around so suddenly I worried she might tumble off her stool.
“It’s Nescafé. If that’s okay.”
“It’ll have to do. I’m really desperate. Where is it?”
“In my room.”
“Oh, get it, would you.” She paused and then flashed a dazzling smile. “Please!”
I nodded and raced back to my room to grab the precious jar of Nescafé instant coffee I kept on my bookshelf. My aunt had told me that everyone in Tokyo drank coffee and I would need it to keep me awake during the long nights when I was studying. All students in Tokyo drink coffee, she said. I had yet to even open the jar.
When I returned to the kitchen, Sayako was rubbing her temples. She pointed to the kettle on the burner. “I filled it with water. Can you do the rest? I need my coffee strong. Very, very strong. Just bring it to my room when it’s ready. Oh, no cream, just sugar.”
You might think that I would have been angered at being treated like this, but to tell you the truth, it didn’t even cross my mind that she was being rude to me. What concerned me utmost at that moment was not knowing how strong to make the coffee—what did she mean by strong? I decided on two heaping teaspoons of the instant crystals. As for the correct amount of sugar, I stirred in two teaspoons, and then because I was nervous, I added two more.
“Sayako?” I knocked on her door, and when there was no answer, I knocked again and turned the knob, timidly pushing the door open.
“Don’t turn on the light!”
The drapes were drawn and in the dim light I could just make out Sayako’s form on the bed. She was lying on her back with a towel over her face.
“I brought your coffee.”
“Oh, thanks. Put it on my desk.”
I did as I was told, sliding my way cautiously over the clothes strewn on the floor. I presumed she had a hangover—wasn’t this how people looked after they’d had too much to drink? Sometimes my father drank too much, and the way he crashed around and swore and turned into someone I had never seen before made me fearful of the power of alcohol, made me scared of the person inside my father who had been released.
“Sayako,” I whispered.
“Don’t shout.” She pressed her hand on the towel where it covered her forehead and moaned. “What is it?”
“I hope it’s not too sweet.” I wasn’t sure if I should ask if she needed a doctor or if I should get Miss Ito.
When she didn’t answer, I said, “Do you need anything else?”
She waved her hand in the air. “No, no. That’s it. You can go.”
And with that I withdrew, closing the door as quietly as I could and tiptoeing to my room.

—
The other girls in the boarding house did not like Sayako. I knew this not because they told me directly but because of the way they reacted to her. What they didn’t say openly in so many words came out in more subtle ways, like raising their eyebrows in feigned shock when Miss Ito asked if anyone had seen Sayako in the past two days because she certainly hadn’t. Or shaking their heads in commiseration when asked if any of them knew who’d been playing music at three o’clock in the morning. But among themselves they could be quite outspoken. Once I overheard them in the garden, their voices sharp as little sticks.
Nanae snorted. “She doesn’t eat at regular places, you know.”
“Really?” Michiko asked.
“Yeah. Once I suggested we go to a nice restaurant together, and she said she didn’t think she’d like the kind of places I go to.”
“What does that mean?”
“I don’t know. Maybe not good enough for her?”
“Pretending to be shabby, but did you see those new clothes.”
“If she’s so rich, why is she staying in a place like this?”
“I heard that her father insisted she had to live in a strict all-girls’ dormitory.”
“Oh, what he doesn’t know!”
“Well, I heard her family made a ton of money right after the war.”
“Little princess.”
Their voices dropped and all I could hear were a few trailing words: “…anything she wants…”
Nobody had been aware of me listening in on their conversation, but even if they had, they would not have cared. Nanae, Michiko and Toshie were polite to me but aloof. I was invisible to them. Of all the residents I’d met so far, only Rika treated me normally, always saying hello and asking how I was doing. I would later learn that Rika wasn’t wealthy like the other girls—her family was comfortable but not rich—and in fact she didn’t get along with any of them. At that moment, though, the one thing I knew was how relieved I felt that I didn’t hear Rika’s voice in the garden.



Chapter Six
After the incident with the coffee, I began to bump into Sayako at the boarding house more often. Without her sunglasses on, I realized she was exceptionally pretty. She had a heart-shaped face, high, well-defined cheekbones, and large, wide-set eyes. Her lips formed a plush round button when closed but her mouth could stretch wide and generous when she gave one of her dazzling smiles.
One evening she surprised me by coming to my door. I had just finished taking my bath—I was always the last because I was the newest arrival—and had wrapped my wet hair up with a towel.
“You’re still up, aren’t you? Can I come in?”
It was late but I didn’t want to be rude, so I invited her in. As I said before, my room was very small, so small that later it would occur to me it might once have been used as a storage closet. On the wall just inside the door was a small cork bulletin board, where I had pinned a picture of my family—me, my mother and my father—taken on the day I graduated from high school. I had been told this was the only place I was allowed to put up pictures. Under no circumstances could I stick a thumbtack directly into the wall or I would forfeit my deposit, and even worse, incur Miss Ito’s wrath.
From where she stood in the doorway, the first thing Sayako noticed was the picture. I was wearing my school uniform and stood behind my parents, who were seated, all three of us stiff and deadly serious.
Sayako put her finger on my father’s unsmiling face. “Is this your father? What does he do?”
“He works in a building.”
“An office building?”
“Sort of.”
“Is he a businessman?”
“Oh, no, nothing like that.” I felt myself grow hot.
“So, what is he?”
I wasn’t sure how to explain. “He used to be a fisherman but then…Now he works in the mailroom, sorting mail, that sort of thing.”
“He’s a worker! That’s fantastic. He’s a member of the proletariat. That means you are too.”
I’d never really thought about it like that. Nobody wanted to be working class. We wanted to be considered middle class. What mattered was how much money you had and what kinds of clothes you could buy. Everyone wanted more than they had.
“What happened? Here.” She tapped the side of her neck.
I flushed and undid the towel so it draped the sides of my face and my neck.
“Nothing,” I said. “Just something I’ve had since I was born.”
“A birthmark?”
I nodded.
“Does it hurt?”
“No, not at all.” I was going to explain what it was but it seemed too complicated.
“Oh, that’s good.” She thrust a small paper bag into my hands. “I got this for you. It’s just some chocolates. To thank you for the coffee the other day.”
“You didn’t have to do that.”
“It’s okay. You came to my rescue. My head was killing me.”
“Would you like a cup of coffee now?”
“Ugh. You don’t really drink that stuff, do you? I mean, I was desperate, but honestly it was so bitter. Don’t tell me you like it.”
“Oh, no, no. It was a present. From a dumb relative.”
“Don’t get me wrong. But it tasted just awful.”
Her large brown eyes grew round and she raised her thick eyebrows in mock horror. “Come on, I’m just kidding.” And then she laughed, her mouth opening wide. She had very white teeth, large and strong looking, and prominent incisors that on someone else might have looked a bit canine but on her added an elfish charm. “Look at us, wasting time talking about terrible instant coffee. When there are so many other important things to talk about.”
I waited to hear what important things she might have in mind, but she simply said good night and left. At the door, she turned and pointed her finger at me.
“You’re very interesting, you know.”
Before going to sleep that night, I spent a little longer than usual examining my face in the large square mirror that hung on a hook beside my bookcase. The birthmark that Sayako had so pointedly asked me about is something called a port-wine stain. Apparently it’s called this because the colour is supposed to resemble the deep, rich red of Portugal’s distinctive port wine. This almost makes it sound a little bit romantic, but in reality it’s nothing like that. My birthmark started just in front of my right ear, splotches of red along the edge of my cheek that merged into a bigger mark running down my neck. It was on my neck where it was most conspicuous, a series of dark patches spreading all the way to my collarbone. If you saw me from one side, I looked completely normal, but if I turned the other way and if my hair was pinned back, well, there it was. Unmistakable. That’s why I kept my hair long and always tried to comb it forward to cover as much as I could.
When I was born, the birthmark was pale pink, and the doctor had assured my mother it would probably fade with age, but instead as I got older, some patches grew darker, especially the part on my neck, which turned a rusty reddish shade. In the schoolyard at recess, the other children were merciless. They said my father wiped shit on my face or that blood poured out of my ear. Monster, monster. No matter where I hid, the kids found me, swarmed and formed a tight circle, their taunts like knives. Every so often they turned on Mihoko too, who they called Blubber Ball because she was overweight. I suppose to some extent our friendship was forged out of our shared misery.
When I turned ten, my parents consulted doctors at Fukui University Hospital, but they said that trying to remove such a large birthmark might end up making it worse. Besides, they said, I was lucky because the skin was smooth, there were no raised or rough patches, and most of the mark was on my neck, not my face. I was a girl, and a girl could wear makeup if she wanted to. One of the nurses showed my mother a beige paste. The first time we tried it, my mother carefully smoothed the thick makeup on my cheek and down my neck. Within two hours I had broken out in a violent case of hives, huge itchy welts that even made my lips swell. I refused to use the cheap hospital-issue makeup again.
Over time, my mother helped me to develop coping techniques such as growing my hair long, and together we began cautiously experimenting with different brands of makeup. Although there was no guarantee I wouldn’t develop a rash, generally speaking the more expensive the brand, the less likely it was to trigger an allergic reaction. A bigger problem was that even if I could have worn makeup all the time, it required quite a lot to cover the mark completely and much of it usually flaked off after a few hours. It wasn’t worth the effort or expense. Sometimes it was simpler to conceal the birthmark with my hair or to wear a scarf or a high-collared blouse where possible. I told myself I was used to it, but of course that wasn’t true.
Sayako took to dropping by my room in the evening from time to time, always without warning. I usually didn’t get back until after eight because I worked on my assignments in the school drafting studio after class. After making myself a bowl of noodles for dinner, sweeping the kitchen floor and taking a bath, I was pretty tired. But it was hard not to invite Sayako in for just a few minutes. That was always what she said, “Can you spare a few minutes?”
I learned that she was in her third year at university where she was majoring in “nothing in particular” and taking whatever courses she felt like: some sociology, some history, some French, some music appreciation, and as many classes as she could find in Western art history. But all of this was a big compromise, she didn’t want to do any of it. What she really wanted to do was go to art school. Her parents would not hear of it.
“The only way they’d let me come to Tokyo was if I was enrolled at a ‘proper’ university and studied something ‘academic.’ They don’t understand art. My father thinks Caravaggio is something you eat in an Italian restaurant. They don’t understand anything.”
But they couldn’t stop her from painting on her own, she said, and now that she was out of the house, she had the freedom to pursue her art. Yet, she admitted, it was hard to work by yourself. In the boarding house she had no place to paint, and while she attempted to do some sketching, she had trouble finishing what she started. What she wanted to do was attend a real art college like the Tokyo Academy of Art. She intended to submit an application as soon as she could put together a decent portfolio.
“What I need is a good teacher, a mentor, someone to point me in the right direction. I need inspiration.”
Another time she came to my room, not bothering to knock before coming in. I was working on some rough sketches for class.
“Oh, let me see.” Sayako picked up the sketchbook on my table and began flipping through the pages. “What are these?”
“Nothing.” I reached to take my sketchbook back, but she held it up over her head, dramatically stretching her arms.
“Let me see. What’s this—a foot? That’s very lifelike.”
“They’re just some practice sketches. For an assignment at school.”
“You know, I don’t even know exactly what you’re studying.”
“Medical illustration.”
“I had no idea! Oh, these are interesting too.”
Sayako plunked herself down on the tatami, crossing her legs carelessly like a boy, not bothering to pull her skirt over her knees. She continued flipping through my sketchbook, stopping every so often to scrutinize a page. Not bad, not bad, she murmured.
Out of the blue she asked, “What do you think of the others?”
“The others?”
“You know, our housemates. Nanae, Michiko, Toshie.”
“Oh, I don’t really know them very well…”
“Tell me the truth now. They’re not very interesting, are they?” She lowered her voice conspiratorially. “Wouldn’t it be more accurate to say those types of girls are boring. Boring, conventional and very dumb.”
She leaned forward, letting her elbows press into the soft cardboard cover of my sketchbook, which bent under her weight. “They’re going to graduate from university, maybe even work for a couple of years as office ladies, but after that they’ll get married and have kids and continue the whole pointless cycle all over again. They don’t have any real ambition, do they, except to become a perfect wife and mother. For them, the point of going to university is to find a husband.”
Sayako leaned back, and I wondered if this might be a good opportunity to retrieve my sketchbook.
“They’re boring, but even worse, they’re so normal,” she continued. “That’s what it means to be normal, isn’t it. They’re what everyone wants to be.”
She slapped her open palm on my sketchbook, and though I think she intended to make an emphatic percussive clap to accompany her sentiments, it made a soft sucking sound. Perhaps her palm was damp.
“Not like us.” She gave me a broad smile and quickly untangled her legs. She stood up. “You’re like me, aren’t you, Akemi. An outcast. You should come to my room sometime. I’ll show you some things.” She tossed the sketchbook on my table.
After she went into the hallway, she began singing to herself. The tune sounded familiar but I couldn’t have told you its name; it was very bright and cheerful, a pop song that had recently been on the radio. I heard Sayako open the door to her room, the song going quiet briefly when she shut the door and then resurfacing as a faint hum through the wall between our rooms. I pressed one ear against the wall, but the words were unintelligible.



Chapter Seven
I had begun setting aside some of my sketches, rough drafts of the drawings that I’d done for my school assignments. I thought I might show them to Sayako if she invited me to her room, but she never did. So I was quite surprised by what happened next.
At my school, the first semester had begun April 1 and would end August 1. In mid-July, Miss Ito began asking when I was going home for the summer holidays. University classes had already ended, and except for Sayako, my other housemates had left.
“Better get your ticket soon. All the trains will be packed, it’ll be standing room only,” she said, flapping a paper fan vigorously with short snaps of her wrist and patting her forehead with a lace handkerchief.
There was no air conditioning in the house. After the rainy season had ended, summer arrived in full force, day after day of broiling sun. The hot air rose in shimmering sheets off the pavement, wavy as a melting mirror. The heat pulsed all around me like a living thing, and the relentless thrumming of the cicadas was so loud it seemed to vibrate deep inside my chest. It was hot in Mihama too, but the heat here was of a qualitatively different sort, the kind that got baked deep into all the concrete the city was built upon. At night I tossed on my terry cloth sheet, my body slick with sweat. Even with the window open, there was no cross breeze and the mosquito coil I’d lit filled my lungs with its sweet poisonous smoke.
I bought my train ticket—I would definitely not take a bus—and sent a postcard to my mother with my arrival date. Having made up my mind to leave, I felt energized and set about buying the obligatory souvenir gifts for family and friends: handkerchiefs with images of old Edo, hand soap in the shape of the Tokyo Tower, cigarette lighters and keychains.
I was in the midst of packing when Sayako came into my room.
“Presents for home?” She surveyed the array of cheap trinkets I had spread on the tatami.
“Yes.”
“You’re so organized.”
I sensed that maybe it wasn’t really a compliment.
“Listen, Akemi, my parents have been bugging me to bring you home over the holidays. They want to meet you. What do you say? It’ll be fun. Everyone is expecting you.”
I was stunned. She had never mentioned her family before and now suddenly they were waiting for me. They wanted to meet me? I was flattered but confused by the attention. What could she possibly have said about me? Whatever it was, I was afraid I wouldn’t measure up.
“I can’t. I’m going home.” I blurted out my response without taking time to compose any niceties.
“Of course you have to go home,” Sayako said, her voice soothing but firm, the way you would talk to a child. “But why don’t you stop at my place first. It’s not that much out of your way. In fact, it might even be faster, you know.”
That wasn’t true, but for some reason I couldn’t come out and say it.
“It’s very kind of you but…”
“What?”
“I don’t think I can.”
“Why not?” Sayako had a way of talking that often ambushed me with its directness.
Why not? Surely the answer was obvious but again I struggled for a reason that would not offend her.
“I’ve already got my ticket.”
I’d splurged and purchased a ticket on the express train. I’d even paid extra for a reserved seat.
“Oh, is that what you’re worried about.” Sayako laughed airily. “Where’s your ticket? Can you show me?”
Dutifully I fetched the ticket from the drawer where I had stored it under my socks. Sayako held it close to her face, scrutinizing it as if concerned that it might be counterfeit.
“It’s for the third,” she said.
I nodded. It was only two days from now.
“You know, I was thinking of leaving on that date too.”
In one swift movement, she tore my ticket in half.
My jaw dropped. “What are you—”
“Don’t get excited. Everything’s all right. I’ll buy tickets for both us on the Shinkansen. You can go home from Osaka after visiting me. There, doesn’t that sound perfect.”



Chapter Eight
Sayako’s mother was gorgeous, as glamorous as any movie actress I might see on the screen. Elegant, thin, in a white and black polka-dot dress cinched tightly with a wide patent leather belt. Her delicate white hands looked as if they couldn’t lift anything heavier than a pen or a pair of chopsticks.
“Oh, so you’re Sayako’s roommate? I’m very pleased to meet you.” She was polite but she made no attempt to mask her confusion. She turned to Sayako. “How long did you say she’ll be staying with us?”
“Mother, please. Just for a few nights.”
“Of course, dear. Anything you like.” Sayako’s mother turned to me and smiled wanly, though her eyes were cold. “Please stay as long as you like, Akiko.”
“Akemi, Mother. Her name is Akemi.”
“Oh, I’m sorry.”
“Akemi will stay in my room,” Sayako said. “I’ll have Tomi lay out an extra futon.”
It was the biggest house I had ever set foot in, even bigger than the inn where my mother worked. And Tomi, I discovered, was their maid. She had a thin dark face and a spray of small pimples dotted her cheeks. I supposed she was not much older than I was, possibly younger.
“Oh, Tomi, it’s good to see you again,” Sayako exclaimed. “I’ve brought a friend home to stay with me for a few days. Make up an extra futon tonight, would you.”
“Yes, Miss Sayako.” Tomi bowed.
“Did you miss me? I missed you, you know.”
“Yes, Miss Sayako.”
“Oh, I’m so glad. Come on then, don’t look so glum. Give me a proper smile! We’re comrades, aren’t we?”
Tomi obliged by lowering her gaze and coquettishly covering her mouth with her hand. It was the most insipid, blatantly insincere smile I’d ever seen, and to top it off Tomi gave me a sidelong glance as if to challenge me to say anything. Sayako didn’t seem to notice.
“Bring us something to drink, Tomi. Some nice cool barley tea. Oh, it’s so hot, like an oven!”
“Yes, Miss Sayako.”
As soon as she left the room, I turned to Sayako. “You have a live-in maid! I can’t believe it.”
Sayako snorted. “Don’t be ridiculous. She’s not live-in and she’s not a maid. Nobody uses that word anymore. She’s a helper. She helps with household chores and things like that. I’ve known her for ages. Her mother used to work for us, but she died a couple of years ago.”
“Does she live nearby?”
“Somewhere not far, but I don’t know exactly where. Oh, damn. Are you hungry? I should have asked her to bring us a snack.”
I shook my head. I was hungry but I didn’t want to impose.
“With Tomi I sometimes have to spell out every single thing I want. Now her mother would have automatically brought me something sweet to go with my tea without my even asking.”
We ate dinner together, just the two of us in a formal dining room with a beautiful scroll hanging in the tokonoma. Sayako’s mother had a headache (she also suffered from migraines) and wouldn’t eat with us, and her older sister was out with her friends. As for her father, he worked all the time and hardly ever ate dinner with them. Even though it was only me and Sayako, I couldn’t relax and could hardly taste my food. I was conscious of the need to be very careful as I lifted each mouthful to my lips, afraid lest I drop something on my lap or on the table. Sayako ate with unselfconscious gusto, sometimes talking with her mouth full, and I tried to keep up my end of the conversation, mostly agreeing with her in single syllables or nodding my head. If this was the way Sayako was used to eating at home, how could she be satisfied with boiling her own instant noodles in the boarding house kitchen? It was a shame I couldn’t enjoy my food, but I felt too overwhelmed by the huge house with its threat of unknown spaces, unknown social rules, unknown inhabitants.
“Thank you for such a wonderful dinner. Tomi is a very good cook,” I said when all the dishes had been cleared away.
“Tomi?” Sayako looked puzzled at first and then burst into a loud guffaw. “Oh, she’s no good! Well, I suppose she’ll start learning soon. Our cook, Fujimori-san, is getting on in years.”
I took my bath first and after I had returned, Sayako got up to take her turn in the ofuro. Tomi was laying out our futon and fixing the rest of the bedding.
“Is there any way I can help?” I offered.
“No. This is my job.” She batted me away with a few brusque movements of her arm.
“Will Miss Akemi be needing anything?” she asked me when she was finished. “Some tea?”
“Oh, no. I’m fine. I’m really full from that delicious meal. Thank you very much. You must be tired.”
An unmistakable smirk spread across Tomi’s face. I was sure I wasn’t imagining it, and in that instant, I realized that she saw right through me. She knew who I was, where I came from. She knew we were really the same. I belonged to her class, the class of servants and maids, not with Sayako or her family. It was as clear a message as if she had slapped me across the face: Who do you think you are, you little fraud.

—
I met Sayako’s father the next day after breakfast. When Sayako told me he did things in banking and real estate, I had somehow brought to mind the only image of a banker I knew: spindly, nervous Mr. Nomoto, branch manager of the bank where my family kept all our savings. From time to time I’d had to accompany my mother to the bank, and I remembered how Mr. Nomoto was always rubbing his rough bony hands together so that bits of dry skin fell onto the sheets of paper and documents on his desk. Sayako’s father did not resemble him in the least. He was tall and strapping with broad shoulders that strained against the seams of his expensive-looking suit. Even more than his physical appearance, I was aware of something else—call it a presence—a demeanour that commanded attention without saying a word. His hair was thick and wavy, and several of his fingers were adorned with huge rings. I had never seen a man who wore so many rings before—my father didn’t even wear a wedding band.
We were in his office, a large oak-panelled room without windows located at the far end of the house. Mr. Taniguchi was seated behind his desk. He looked up from his newspaper and grunted.
“Papa, you’re not going out today, are you?” Sayako simpered, her full lips becoming even fuller as she assumed a pout. “I just got back from Tokyo.”
“I can’t change my schedule just for you. You know that. And who’s this with you? Is this someone from university?”
“My best friend. I want to introduce you.”
He gazed at me impassively as if he were examining a strange new specimen. He let me bow to him several times but did nothing in return, not even so much as nod.
“Akemi is from Mihama. That’s a small fishing village. Everyone’s poor there.”
I was aghast at what Sayako was saying. That certainly wasn’t true.
She turned to me. “What is it your father does again?”
I stared at her.
“Her father’s proletariat. She doesn’t have to prove herself. She’s pure working class.”
Sayako’s father said nothing, simply folded his newspaper and abruptly stood up. After he left, the sharp fragrance of his aftershave still hung in the air, a scent that was somehow stronger in his absence.
Sayako turned to me. “Well, now you’ve met him. See how rude he is. He’s such a pig. A real capitalist pig.”
She didn’t like her mother or her older sister Emiko, either. They had left early in the morning to go shopping.
“They’re always shopping,” Sayako said. “My father says his job is to make money and my mother’s is to spend it. I’m doing all this for you and your sister, my father likes to lecture me, everything is for you. I tell him I don’t want it. Anyway, my mother and sister are spending to beat the band. My sister is getting married.”
“Congratulations,” I said politely. “When?”
Sayako rolled her eyes. “Who cares.”
I must have been unable to hide my surprise at her reaction, for she jumped up and ran out of the room, saying, “I’ll be right back. Wait a second.” I could hear her in the room next door, the sound of drawers being opened and shut. She returned with a large stiff manila envelope, flopped down on the floor beside me and tossed the envelope on the low tea table where we were seated.
“Go ahead and open it,” she said.
“What is it?”
She took it back and unwound the string around a small button tab, opened the envelope, then slid out the contents. There were three large colour photos of a man—one in a suit, one in a formal kimono and hakama, and one close-up shot of his head.
“Who is it?” I asked.
“My sister’s fiancé. These are his omiai pictures.”
“I see. He looks nice.”
“Nice? You’re kidding, right.”
I wasn’t sure what I’d said wrong. The man in the photo looked perfectly ordinary, perfectly normal. He had a short haircut, just like most men his age. He had a square jaw and a wide forehead and eyes that stared blankly into the distance, bored and a bit distracted. He wasn’t handsome the way Sayako’s father was, but he wasn’t ugly. I struggled internally to think of a way to describe him. All I could think was how average he looked. But I liked average, it was nice not to stick out. If I passed him on the street an hour from now, I might not even recognize him, he was that ordinary looking. Only in one way did he stand out—he looked rich. He had the confident bearing of someone who had grown up in privilege. Someone who had never worried about money and never would.
“Your sister must be happy, getting married and all,” I said, trying again.
“That’s right. Everyone’s happy. Ecstatic, actually. This guy is the son of one of my father’s most important associates. Excellent connections, good family.” Sayako raised her fingers in the air when she said the word excellent. “That’s all my parents care about. Good family. Good breeding. Like mating horses.”
She glared at me, having nowhere else to vent her anger, I suppose.
“They think I’ll do whatever they say, like my sister.” She was whispering now, although there was no one around to hear her except me. “As soon as I graduate from university, they’ll start looking around for a husband for me. You know, they didn’t even want to let me attend university. But they don’t know me. They don’t know me at all.”
She jumped up and stuck her head out the door. “Tomi!”
“Yes, Miss Sayako.” Tomi came rushing in.
“Has my father left yet?”
“Yes, Miss Sayako. He left about half an hour ago.”
“And my mother and sister? Did they say what time they’re coming back?”
“I believe they said they would be out all day.”
Sayako grinned. “That’s great. Tomi, Akemi and I are going out to the garden. Just for a few minutes. I’ll need the key.”
“Should I accompany you?” Tomi asked.
“No, that’s not necessary. Just bring me the key, okay?”
Tomi went away and came back with a key on a long grey ribbon. She looked uncomfortable. “Miss Sayako, are you sure you…”
“Tomi, of course. It’s just for a few minutes. I want to show my friend.”
Reluctantly Tomi handed the key to Sayako, who put the ribbon around her neck like a necklace. “See, I won’t lose it.”
Sayako led me outside. At the far end of the garden behind the house was a wooden shed, its entrance half-hidden by a tangle of overgrown bushes. With the key still around her neck, Sayako stooped to unlock the door.
“I want to show you something.”
Inside it was unexpectedly bright. I didn’t understand until I looked up and saw that a window in the back part of the sloping roof allowed sunlight to flood the room. A broad cedar beam ran across the width of the ceiling, presumably added to provide structural support.
“My atelier,” Sayako said. “You won’t believe how hard it was to convince my father to get it fixed up for me, and all I asked for was an extra window. Why do you need to use that old shed, he kept saying. It’s dirty and cold. You have a perfectly good room in the house. When I told him it would be my atelier, he said he didn’t know what the hell that was. When I told him it was French, he said I shouldn’t use such pretentious words.”
The room was very dusty. A long table was littered with coloured pencils, pencil shavings, broken sticks of chalk pastel, jars stuffed full of old brushes with splayed bristles. In one corner of the room, a small enamel basin was splattered with dried paint. A sheet covered only half of the floor. The walls, every surface, seemed to have been touched by paint.
At the back of the room were some canvases.
“Can I show you something?”
There were several still lifes, the standard vases, flowers and fruit; one landscape with stormy clouds, another with storm waves and a third with puffy white clouds; and two strange attempts at painting a cat. Although I complimented her, I wasn’t really that impressed. Perhaps I was being too harsh. They weren’t bad, but they weren’t terribly good. They were like the kind of thing any high school student would do. Not that I was any better, of course.
She explained that her studio—she didn’t call it her atelier anymore, not because of her father but because Tomi couldn’t pronounce the word—was supposed to be off-limits. She was forbidden to use it anymore. But that didn’t matter because she was able to get the key from Tomi whenever she wanted.
“Tomi is my comrade in arms,” she said proudly. “She’s loyal to me and nobody else.”
“Why won’t your parents let you use this anymore?” I assumed it was because the studio was too dirty and drafty.
“Oh, there was a bit of an incident and they got hysterical.”
In the summer of her last year of high school, she’d persuaded her parents to hire someone to teach her painting. Her art classes at her private school were good, but she was impatient to learn more. So a fourth-year student at Osaka University of the Arts, Kentaro Sugita, was hired to give her private lessons in the studio twice a week. Everything came to an abrupt halt, however, when her mother walked in on Sayako and her tutor in what was deemed a compromising situation.
When I expressed shock upon hearing this story, she said, “Actually, it was just as well. I was glad to see him go. He wasn’t that good.”
I thought she meant he wasn’t a good artist or a good instructor, but she was referring to his kissing technique, which she described as slobbery. Like a dog, she added for emphasis.
In those days I was so naive I wasn’t really sure what that meant or how you were supposed to know what a good kiss was like. The popular girls at my high school, the ones who had real boyfriends, were not about to share their worldly knowledge with the likes of losers like Mihoko and me. I suppose I assumed that if a boy wanted to kiss me I would naturally want to kiss him back. We would want to kiss each other, and of course it would be great. Wasn’t that how it was supposed to work?
I looked around the small studio, trying to take in all that had happened here. That explained all the dust and clutter. Nothing had been used in quite a while.
Sayako paused in front of one small canvas, as if trying to make up her mind. “I worked on this after the incident. By myself. My tutor had nothing to do with this one, and I think I like it the best. But I haven’t shown it to anyone. Not a single person. Do you understand?”
“Okay.”
“It’s…well, you’ll see.”
The paint had been applied in thick wavy lines, but the colours did not seem quite right, too primary, too unmodulated. And yet there was a pulsing energy contained within the canvas, something a little wild. It was a portrait. The nose and eyes seemed out of proportion, stretched unnaturally wide. The lips, though, were carefully articulated, thick and almost juicy-looking, ready to burst.
“Can you guess who this is?” Sayako asked.
I shook my head.
She looked crushed. “You can’t? Think of someone you just met.”
“Is it your maid, I mean, helper?”
“Yes!”
“Oh, I can see the resemblance now. So she posed for you.”
“Are you crazy? Of course not. I had to work from memory. When my parents were out of the house, I would sneak out here to paint. I swear I had every pimple on Tomi’s face memorized. Okay, so it’s not a great likeness, but honestly, I’m just starting out. What do you think?”
Parts of the face were definitely Tomi, I could see it now. Especially that mouth. Sayako had painted her wearing a stylish ruffled blouse with pearl buttons on a high collar, probably something Sayako herself owned, certainly nothing that Tomi was likely to have ever worn. The face in the painting seemed both resentful and covetous of the outfit it was made to wear.
“It’s…really good.”
If Sayako was expecting me to say something more enthusiastic, she didn’t indicate. She merely shrugged her shoulders and said, “It’s so-so. It might have been a waste of time.”
There was a knock on the door and we heard Tomi’s voice. “Miss Sayako, are you in there? I think you should come out. Please hurry.”
We didn’t talk any more about the studio in the garden, and early the next morning, Sayako’s father’s driver was waiting to take me to the train station. As I climbed into the back seat, Sayako reached for my hand and gave it a quick squeeze.
“Sorry I can’t see you off. I’ll see you back in Tokyo.” She waved from the driveway.
On the way to the station, I watched the passing scenery and when I got tired of that I stared at the back of the driver’s neck, red and boiled-looking in his black uniform, perspiration rolling into his stiff collar. Once, in the rear-view mirror, I caught a glimpse of a thin jagged scar on his cheek.



Chapter Nine
I didn’t tell my mother the real reason for the delay in my returning home. I knew that if I told her I had stayed at Sayako’s, she would insist that we had to reciprocate. I should invite my friend here. With my family, everything was always a transaction, the ledger had to be cleared. I wanted to avoid Sayako seeing my family home at all costs.
My mother easily, unquestioningly, accepted my excuse that I had had to do some extra work at school. This lie actually raised my status in her mind, and whatever doubts she had had about letting me go to Tokyo were now completely erased. I was a busy person and, therefore, a person of substance. She was relieved to see that I had survived a term at school in Tokyo without appearing any worse for the wear and that what had happened to my aunt would obviously not happen to me. We didn’t speak much, but we had never been talkers anyway—definitely not the yapping, gossiping type. We were the type of family who hardly spoke at all, and when we did it was of pragmatic matters, what kind of fish to buy at the morning market, how many carrots to peel, whether it was going to rain.
Yet I was aware that the unanticipated side trip to Sayako’s home had unsettled me in some indefinable way. Though I couldn’t put my finger on exactly what it was, something had nudged me ever so slightly off balance.

—
As the head housekeeper, my mother had arranged for me to help out at the inn during my summer vacation. It was the same job I had had every summer since I was fifteen, although now I had more hours, almost full-time, because I needed to make money. I cleaned the rooms, hung out the futon to air in the sun, washed the sheets, scrubbed the basins and the ofuro. Of course I knew everyone and they knew me—there were two other maids and they were only a few years older than I was. They used to treat me like a younger sister, but now the intimacy was gone. They seemed confused, as if uncertain how to address me because they weren’t sure who I was anymore.
Mihoko also seemed a little nervous. She wanted to be a kindergarten teacher and was taking courses to get her certificate. We’d been friends for so long and had been through so much together since elementary school, it was more awkward to stop being friends than to admit that I felt we had less and less in common as time passed. Come over, she’d insisted, inviting me to her home on my day off, as if we were still the same twelve-year-olds who had had to stick together on the sidelines of the school volleyball team where we were consigned to fetching water and clean towels for the other girls.
“So, what’s it like living in Tokyo?” she asked. She was munching on a handful of crunchy puffed rice confections and she pushed the bowl toward me across the table.
I tried to look cool and glanced disdainfully at the bowl. “Not bad. Kind of crowded.”
“Do you get lonely? I mean, being so far from your family and all.”
“What are you talking about? I don’t have any time to get lonely, I’m so busy at school.”
“Oh, yeah. Guess it’s hard, all that studying. You were always good at studying.”
Actually I wasn’t good at studying, but I was better than Mihoko, who was always at the bottom of the class with barely passing grades. She had a kind of gentle dumbness, I realized, always eager to please, always agreeing with whatever I said. But I recalled how when I’d left for Tokyo, she’d insisted that I was her best friend, that we would surely be best friends forever, and I felt a little ashamed.
“What’s it like? In Tokyo. How many boys are in your class?” I knew it was her roundabout way of asking if I’d found a boyfriend.
“There’re only six of us in my class. I’m the only girl.”
Her eyes went round. “Oh, are there any cute ones?”
I winced. “You mean like Saigusa?” We both burst out laughing. Saigusa had been a track and field star in our last year of middle school, and young as we were, all the girls had flocked around him, thrilled by his lean, long torso and the promise of a masculinity we didn’t understand. He refused to talk to us. He was a star in high school too, until he broke his leg and it didn’t heal properly and he lost his ability to run. After that it was downhill. He brooded and his body went slack and turned to fat, the transformation more sudden than any of us could have predicted. And because we were cruel teenagers, as quickly as we stopped worshipping him, even Mihoko and I turned our energy to secret mockery. I think it was my first lesson about the transient nature of male attractiveness.
“What about you?” I sensed that Mihoko wanted to tell me something, and the instant she blushed I knew I was right.
She opened a stiff folder. The man was not especially attractive, his two front teeth hung over his lower lip slightly like a rabbit and his hair was styled in an old-fashioned way, shiny with too much hair oil. His eyes looked soft and watery.
I stared at the omiai photograph so long that Mihoko started talking nervously.
“He’s from Toyama. We’ve already met three times. The wedding arrangements are being finalized.”
“I see.” I drew out my words cautiously. “What about your program?”
“Oh, he says I don’t have to finish. He says I don’t have to teach somebody else’s children. We’ll have our own. Anyway, he’s a middle-school teacher and thinks one teacher in the family is enough. The go-between thought we’d be a good match because we both like children so much.” She added this last part hastily, as if understanding the need to supply supporting evidence.
Honestly, maybe he was kind, and anyway, what business of it was mine what he looked like, I wasn’t the one who would have to face him every day for the rest of my life. I couldn’t help thinking about Sayako’s sister’s fiancé.
“Is he tall?”
Mihoko looked taken aback. “I guess he’s average height.”
“Do you really think you’re going to like living in Toyama? They’re conservative there, aren’t they. Even more conservative than here. You’ll have to live with your in-laws.”
Mihoko furrowed her brow in confusion. “Yes, but his parents seem nice.”
“Well, I guess if you don’t mind an old-fashioned marriage,” I said, knowing full well that was exactly the kind of marriage Mihoko wanted, the only kind of marriage she could conceive of.
I reached into the bowl of snacks on the table and shoved a handful of the sticky rice confections into my mouth. “Anyway,” I said with my mouth full, “I’m sure you’ll be happy. It’s just that for someone like me, well, I really need to be free.”
Just before I returned to Tokyo, I had to accompany my mother to visit some neighbours. On the way she insisted we stop at the local Inari jinja, where she wanted to say a quick prayer and leave an offering. The shrine to the fox deity was a tiny wooden structure located in a bamboo grove up a steep hill behind the village. It had been there for generations, for centuries, no one knew how long. It had always been there. Built entirely of wood and quite weather-beaten, it was nevertheless always neat and well swept. The two stone fox statuettes perched on either side of the altar always wore clean, freshly starched red bibs, and between them was a small worn box with wooden slats for inserting coins as offerings. Sometimes people would leave offerings of food, usually deep-fried tofu in the shape of little pouches that were stuffed with sweet, vinegared rice. The fox god, everyone knew, had a particular fondness for inari sushi and would do anything for you if you brought this precious treat.
My mother had been bringing me here since I was a little girl. She, in turn, had been coming here since she was a child. Doing this was as natural as breathing or drinking water. She didn’t really believe that the fox god came to life and ate the fried tofu she left. She wasn’t an idiot. But she didn’t entirely dismiss the possibility that it might happen, even though she knew as well as I did that Mr. Matsumura or his wife came every few days to clean up the shrine, and that the tofu might have been picked at by a few stray birds but that was all. Most of all she believed in the power of the fox deity to grant her wishes. It was unthinkable that she wouldn’t come here to pray; it was unthinkable that I wouldn’t accompany her and pray too.
It was a tradition, but this time I was conscious of feeling embarrassed. I wanted to explain to my mother that I was a person of science and rationality. I lived in a cosmopolitan city and had friends who were sophisticated and worldly. I had a new identity. I was learning to create illustrations that would be published in leading medical textbooks and studied by students who would be making the new scientific discoveries of our age. I wanted to explain to my mother that these superstitions were silly.
But, of course, I said nothing.
In front of the Inari shrine, we clapped our hands and bowed our heads and inwardly said a wish. The fox statuettes were the same as ever, one on the right, one on the left. They each raised one stone paw up in the air, their red bibs knotted tidily around their necks. This time I noticed that one of the foxes had been splattered with some bird poop, a tiny splotch of white on the tip of its ear.
When I was a child, no more than six or seven, my mother had sent me on an errand to deliver a thank-you gift of food to some neighbours. It consisted of homemade pickles and some inari sushi. She was supposed to do it herself, but something had happened to prevent her, I can’t even remember what it was. Maybe she had a bad cold, maybe she was tired, or maybe she simply thought I was old enough to perform this straightforward task on my own. I had taken the path that ran along the edge of the bamboo grove, a familiar shortcut to this particular neighbour’s house. The plate was heavy—my hands were too small for such a big plate. Why hadn’t my mother noticed? The plump pouches of deep-fried tofu were piled high, much too high. It was impossible to balance, and I was terrified of dropping everything on the ground. Although it was daylight, in the shadow of the bamboo grove it was as dark as night and I started to feel afraid, so I tried to walk as fast as I could. I felt the plate being pulled away from me. It was all I could do to hang on, tightening my grip with my too-small fingers. The pull was like a strong magnet, and in order to hold on, I had no choice but to follow the direction in which the plate was being pulled. I was crying by now, tears running down my face, and though I wanted to let go, wanted to drop the plate and run home, my fingers felt glued to it. Everything wobbled dangerously.
The next thing I knew, I was lying on my futon at home with an ice pack on my forehead.
I’d been found unconscious in the woods, not far from the Inari shrine. The plate on the ground next to me was empty. No one could explain what had happened. I remembered being watched carefully for several weeks afterward for signs of fox possession, and when it became clear I had not been bewitched, my mother was greatly relieved. As a child, I’d been quite scared, but nobody had ever explained how it would feel to be taken over by a fox. How would I know? What would it be like to give in to an unknowable force?

—
 I briefly toyed with the idea of sending a letter to Sayako—we’d exchanged addresses—but in the end I decided against it. Not only did I not feel like talking about my family or my hometown or my old school friends, fearing Sayako would laugh at me for being such a country bumpkin, I wasn’t a particularly good writer. I hardly ever wrote letters except for the ones I had to send home out of duty. Those letters, the ones I wrote to my mother from Tokyo, were short and mechanical, and also full of evasions and half-truths. I didn’t want her to know how much my new life confused and excited me. It was a little like the pull on that plate of tofu that I’d experienced when I was a young girl.
Besides, I reasoned, I really didn’t know Sayako all that well. I’d heard the other girls at the boarding house talk about how rich she was, but it hadn’t really hit me until I saw her family home with my own eyes. My mother was always cautioning me about things like that. She liked to say it’s best to swim in the pond where you were born. Something about a fish that jumped out of his freshwater pond into the ocean and died because he wasn’t used to salt water. Maybe if Sayako’s family weren’t quite so rich we could be friends. As it was, the gap seemed insurmountable.
My mother had another caution for me: You will always be especially susceptible to being lured by the fox, she said. Be careful not to be tricked.



Chapter Ten
I returned to Miss Ito’s Residence for Young Women in September, just in time for the start of my fall term. The others had come back ahead of me. I heard laughter from the shared kitchen, and with some surprise I saw Sayako leaning her head toward Nanae and Michiko as if whispering a secret. The three of them were chuckling softly. When they saw me standing awkwardly in the doorway, clutching the handle of my suitcase, they fell silent. Nanae and Michiko bobbed their heads in my direction, politely acknowledging my presence, but Sayako did nothing, just stared at me blankly for the longest time until slowly, almost reluctantly, letting a smile form on her mouth. I wasn’t sure how to interpret that smile, mysterious and cool and oddly private, but before I could compose myself to return it, she had turned her head back to the others, her long neck curving like a swan.
Later that evening, she came to my door but stood on the threshold, gazing at the photo of my family.
“I’m moving out,” she said, her head turned slightly away from me so that she seemed to be speaking to the photograph.
“Moving?” My voice registered a high squeak of surprise.
“I’ve decided I really need my own apartment.”
“When are you moving?”
“Oh, I don’t know. I have to find a place first.”
“Did Nanae and Michiko have any advice for you?”
“Those two? Why would I ask them? They don’t know anything about anything.”
“Oh, when I saw the three of you in the kitchen, I thought…”
“They’re so dumb. They’re going to walk through life asleep and not even know it.”
I struggled to reconcile the way she had acted so normally with them and now her harsh criticism.
“Hey, don’t tell them I’m thinking of moving.”
“Of course not.” I paused. “Have you told Miss Ito yet? Did she say it’s okay?” We had all signed a contract to stay at the boarding house till the end of the school year.
“No, I haven’t said anything to her. Anyway, I don’t need her permission. I don’t need anyone’s permission. I can leave whenever I want.”
I couldn’t begin to fathom the cost—the key money, the deposit, the realtor’s fee, first and last month’s rent, not to mention the money forfeited for her room at the boarding house. “Won’t it be expensive?” I ventured.
“Not really.” She pursed her lips, then continued. “It was your visit that helped me make up my mind, you know.”

—
 Miss Ito only accepted cash. On the first of each month, I would go to my bank, withdraw the needed amount, and put the crisp new bills into a stiff white envelope on the front of which I wrote her name, and on the back, mine. I’d opened my bank account as soon as I arrived in Tokyo, and it contained the money my parents had originally given me, my own savings, and the extra earnings I’d just made from the work I did over the summer holidays. Over time I watched the balance go down steadily, but I was a very careful budgeter and didn’t buy anything extra and I knew I could count on getting some gift money when I went home at New Year’s.
Sayako’s father had set up a bank account for her, transferring a substantial sum each month from one of his numerous accounts. He had dozens and dozens of accounts, she told me, at banks and trust companies and private lending firms, and the money he gave her came from different places. It was understood that she was free to withdraw as much money as she needed from her account whenever she wanted.
She had not yet told her parents what she planned to do.
“It’s too complicated. I’ll tell my father after I find a place.”
“How can you be sure he’ll agree?”
“Oh, I’m sure he will.”
“Won’t he and your mother want to see it for themselves?”
“What for? To give their stamp of approval? They don’t care. All my father wants to know is the price. That’s all he ever wants to know. How much, how much, how much. That’s his favourite phrase. Didn’t you notice when you came to visit? He has lots of money but he likes to control it. He’s always saying things like, everything I’m doing is so you and your sister can have a good life. You should be grateful. But how can I be grateful if he wants to control my life. The one who really likes to spend money is my mother, and she’s going all out for my sister’s wedding. It’s not until next year, but you’d think it was the biggest event of the century. So long as I lie low, I can basically do what I want.”
Instead of going to class, Sayako went out every day to search for an apartment.
“I’m exhausted. It shouldn’t have taken so long, but I couldn’t make the stupid real estate agent understand what I was looking for. I’m an artist, I said, I need a place to live and work. I think he thought I was doing flower arrangement. Everywhere we went he kept saying, Young Miss, this is not a good district, Young Miss, this is not a comfortable space for someone like you. Anyway, at long last I’ve found what I wanted.”
She wanted me to help her move. At first she asked if we could do it on a Friday, but I couldn’t skip class the way she did all the time. She sighed and said Saturday would have to do. I assumed she didn’t own much, but it turned out she had a lot. Piles of clothes and coats, boots and shoes; her art supplies, a radio-cassette player, and several boxes of books. It was too much to pack in a suitcase and too much for us to transport on the train and subway to her new place, which was a good hour’s ride away, close to the centre of the city. So she’d hired movers, a team of two men, one young and one old, who looked exactly alike—the same squashed nose and high forehead—but who, when we asked if they were father and son, were greatly offended. There were no extra seats in their small truck, so Sayako and I climbed into the back with the carefully packed, secured luggage, holding on to the boxes and sides of the truck to steady ourselves on the bumpy drive to her apartment.
After everything had been unloaded and brought up to the apartment, we sat on the floor and began opening her boxes. The apartment consisted of two eight-mat rooms, one at the front of the apartment next to the kitchen and the other at the back. It was old, but the tatami mats had recently been changed and released a fresh, grassy scent. The room at the back had a very large window that faced south and had great light, and Sayako had decided that she would use this room as her studio. The other room received daylight only indirectly from the window in the kitchen, and she planned to use this as her living/eating/sleeping area. There was no furniture, not even a shelf on which to put her clothes or her books.
“Maybe we should start by unpacking only the necessities you’ll need right away. Like your towels. Did you buy towels and sheets?”
She looked at me quizzically.
“Did you get a futon?”
She shook her head.
“What are you going to sleep on?” I swung my head from side to side, taking in again the parameters of the empty apartment.
“Oh, Miss Practicality,” she laughed. “I’ll just sleep on the tatami. Who needs a futon? It’s only one night.”
“But it’s chilly at night and you don’t have any blankets.”
“I’ll be okay if you stay. My first night in my new place.”
But I had to think about curfew as well as my daily chores and assignments, so I suggested we go back to the boarding house together and see if Miss Ito would let Sayako sleep in her old room for one night. The next day we went on a shopping spree, first for her bedding: a futon, sheets, and blankets. After that we set off to buy her other necessities: towels, dishes, pots, a frying pan. Soap, a toaster oven, a kettle. By the time we were finished, we collapsed with exhaustion.
Sayako flopped onto her back on the tatami and spread her arms and legs wide like a starfish. “Now I’m all set. I have everything I need.” Rolling onto her stomach, she raised her head and grinned. “Thanks to Miss Practicality.”
Sayako’s apartment was in an area filled with old wooden one- and two-storey low-rises, barely a step up from tenement apartments, rickety constructions with paper-thin walls. They’d been thrown together with pell-mell haste after the war, when the entire area had been razed to the ground by fire bombings, and they’d never been rebuilt. They adhered to no fire codes or building standards, and their landlords liked it that way. No maintenance, no fuss. The district was mainly populated by women who worked in the many bars, cabarets and nightclubs that dotted the back streets and were owned by the same landlords who owned the apartment flats. When we went out to eat that night—despite all the shopping we’d done earlier that day, we had not thought about buying any food—the streets were crowded with women dressed in cocktail dresses and stiletto heels. Our dinner of stir-fried noodles was their idea of pre-work breakfast. From our table in the corner of the greasy restaurant, I observed Sayako’s new neighbours and began to understand why she was not in a hurry to tell her parents where she was now living.
It’s funny but as I look back on it, I suppose I started to see more, not less, of Sayako after she moved out of the boarding house. At first I went over because she needed help in learning how to live on her own.
“How does this thing work?” she would ask, pointing at the gas burners in the kitchen. I showed her how to turn on the spigot and light the pilot with a match, but she was afraid to do it herself, so she made me do it. And then it was a short step to asking me to cook something for both of us.
She didn’t like having to turn on the heater that controlled the hot water in the bathroom because it also required lighting the gas pilot, so she washed her face with cold water and went to the public bathhouse to bathe.
“I’m afraid it’ll blow up. It’s too complicated.”
But aside from the practical help she needed from me as she learned how to live on her own, I believe that she was lonely. From seeing her at the boarding house I’d assumed that Sayako led an extremely busy social life—she was always out and surely a person like her would have lots of friends—but I would find out later that this wasn’t the case. She might come into contact with many people on a casual basis, but none of them were close friends. Despite her desire for independence, Sayako was one of those people who really did not like to be by herself. And maybe I was a little lonely too. Many times during that first year in Tokyo, I was struck by the irony of how one can live in the biggest, most crowded city in the world, and yet feel all alone.



Chapter Eleven
Mr. Yoshino came into our classroom with a large container full of dead frogs that he’d obtained from a biology lab. We needed to handle real specimens in order to improve our drawing skills. He wanted us to hold the frog in our hands, to feel its cold slimy wetness under our fingers, and to inhale the sharp nostril-prickling smell of formaldehyde that would stay with us for days afterward. First know the frog’s wholeness, he said, and then know all its parts. This was what it felt like to slice into flesh, to cut an artery, to sever a muscle, to expose a shiny bone. Most of us had seen a frog dissection in our high school science classes, but this time it was different. Different because we had a new purpose. Unless we had this visceral understanding of flesh, Mr. Yoshino insisted, we could not create realistic medical drawings.
During the dissection exercise, Takeshi was so terrified to touch the specimen, he nearly fainted. I had to do everything. Lying on its back, the frog struck me as looking soft and helpless, even though it was dead and quite pickled. Its belly side was pale green, its legs splayed outward as if it was resting. Yet I didn’t hesitate to cut through the skin and abdominal muscle as Mr. Yoshino had instructed, straight up the middle of the frog’s belly and then out to the sides, creating two flaps I could pin back like opening a box to expose the insides. We were to identify the main organs—the three lobes of the liver, the tiny heart in its pericardial sac, the gall bladder, pancreas, cloaca, small intestines and kidneys. By the time I was finished, I had a tray of neatly severed parts, meticulously arranged and labelled. I was rather proud of my surgical prowess. The next step of the assignment was to make drawings.
“Oh, don’t be such a show-off. This is easy for you because you’re used to cooking.” Hirota, whose desk was behind mine, had been watching me intently. I noticed that the tray on his desk was strewn with mashed-up pieces. He’d jabbed the tip of his scissors in too deep and punctured the internal organs.
The others hadn’t done much better, but they were men, and whether they were better or worse illustrators than I was, they must have known they would have opportunities in life I wouldn’t as a woman. It didn’t matter if they couldn’t do this one dissection assignment or if they were afraid of touching a cold, dead frog. Yet I hoped there was some advantage in what I had been able to do.
Mr. Yoshino suggested we study one of Japan’s first anatomy books, Kaitai Shinsho, a translation of an eighteenth-century Dutch medical textbook filled with astonishing illustrations. One afternoon, I spent hours in the school library, marvelling at the glorious details. Even though the pictures were not accurate in all ways, they nonetheless showed the depth of the human quest for knowledge about how the body worked and the diseases that afflicted it. Drawings of eyeballs and ear canals, of swollen feet and ankles, of the insides of the brain and the trepanning instruments used to bore holes in the top of the skull. I imagined how the corpses stank; the work would have been foul and dangerous, so unlike the clinical environment I studied in. All for the sake of scientific understanding.
Always, though, what left the deepest impression on me wasn’t the anatomical accuracy or the technical truth of the illustrations, but the beauty of the images: sketches of lungs that hung like pale purple leaves, parts of the heart that blossomed like flowers. In these pictures the body throbbed with a kind of sensuality. Strange and wondrous but tinged with intimations of disease and decay.
The most important thing, Mr. Yoshino stressed, was the ability to see. “Before you can draw, you must first be able to see. Really see. Too many of you are in such a hurry to get something down on paper, you don’t take the time to observe. You miss the essence of the thing itself.”
Look, observe. See. Don’t rush.
As soon as our teacher left the classroom, Hirota jumped up. “You must see, really see!” He took off his glasses and crossed his eyes in imitation of a Kabuki actor striking a dramatic mie pose on the stage. I laughed along with everyone else, but deep down I was stirred by Mr. Yoshino’s words. To see was the first step, the essential step. Maybe that was why I liked to draw only what I could see up close and in detail. Maybe that was why I didn’t like to make things up. I was good at observing, and the best observers, they say, are the people nobody notices.
As the years went by, I would never forget what Mr. Yoshino said about the importance of seeing. To look was not enough, we had to see. In other words, before we even lifted our pencils, we had to understand what it was we were looking at. Its essence, its reality. And in our act of seeing, we could find that moment of connection between viewer and viewed, between artist and subject. In our act of seeing, we had the opportunity to slow time right down. This, I discovered, was what I loved about drawing, the way I could enter a subjectivity not my own.
I can’t deny that I feel a strong sense of nostalgia about my time at Konaka. But there isn’t much point in dwelling on that. Inevitably my recollections stumble on other things I wish hadn’t happened, and I think to myself, oh, if only I could just erase it all, the way I could rub out my stray pencil marks or poorly drawn lines until the paper was blank again. But life is not like that, it seems.



Chapter Twelve
Compared to the boarding house, Sayako’s new apartment was much closer to her university, but this did not mean that her attendance improved. If anything, she took more time off than ever, flaunting her scorn for her courses—history, sociology, anthropology—all useless as far as she was concerned. She only showed up for the first class of each term to get her name listed on the enrolment sheet and did not return until the very last day when the exam was distributed. The answers for most exams were for sale off campus if you knew the right people and could pay the right price. Only her class in Italian Renaissance and Baroque art interested her. She was obsessed with Caravaggio, whose artistry and criminal nature seemed inextricably entwined.
She repeated her complaints about her parents. They want to control me, to control my entire life, she moaned. They insisted on her getting a general humanities degree so she would be well-rounded. She carved a circle in the air with her arms. Like a round bowl with nothing inside, she said. Like my sister.
“Don’t you think you’re lucky you can study art history?” I said. “You could become an art teacher. That way you could become independent.”
“I don’t want to teach art, I want to create it. It’s not the same. Why should I waste my time talking about other people’s art. I want to make my own. I want other people to talk about me.”
“Well, maybe you should start painting.” I tried to mask my impatience at her lack of awareness. Didn’t she realize how fortunate she was being able to attend university?
She nodded, but now seemed sheepish. She had made a big commotion about wanting an apartment where she would have her own studio, but since she’d moved in, she had hardly done anything at all. She’d brought her portrait of Tomi with her when she returned from her summer vacation, saying she intended to work on it more, but it sat untouched where she’d propped it against one of the walls.
In mid-autumn it was still warm enough to sit outside and we went to a nearby park with our sketchpads, leaning our backs against the same tree trunk but facing in different directions. I concentrated on my usual micro elements: tiny blossoms and insects, the things close to the ground.
“Why are you always looking down at your feet? Why don’t you look up more?” Sayako would scold.
She liked to sketch landscapes, whatever caught her eye as she looked higher, farther, wider. It wasn’t so much nature that interested her as the notion of shape: the tops of trees splayed like black sticks against a flat sky, dense clouds curling like clumps of white and grey and silver. One day she thrust her sketchpad in front of me.
I flushed. She’d been observing me as I crouched on my knees to study a plant, my hair falling forward, my mouth hanging open, the tip of my tongue poking out.
“Look at this, Akemi. Not bad, eh.”
It was a quick sketch, with a loose, unfinished quality. There was no aim for perfection and detail, the exact opposite of the way I worked. Sometimes I thought that Sayako was sloppy, her lines lazy and spooling and undisciplined. And yet this time, I had to admit she had captured in those rapid strokes not so much my physical likeness but something of my state of mind. My concentration, my earnestness, my sticky determination.
“Not bad,” I conceded.
She held the sketchbook out at arm’s length and admired her own work. “Yes, a lot better than those landscapes I’ve been doing. People are my forte, don’t you think.”
I thought of the picture of Tomi.
“Yes, yes.” She was speaking more to herself than to me. “I should concentrate on faces.”
A sudden gust of cold wind threatened to rip the page out of Sayako’s sketchbook. It was getting too cold to sketch outside, and from the next weekend on, we moved indoors. That was when Sayako came up with her proposal.



Chapter Thirteen
Although Sayako’s apartment was not well insulated, we were comfortable inside. The late November wind rattled the windows, and I was glad we weren’t at the park trying to sketch. In fact, it was pleasant not to do anything; I loved drawing, but I spent so much time bent over the drafting tables at Konaka that I welcomed this short break. Earlier Saturday morning, Takeshi and I had spent an hour after class discussing the joint project we’d been assigned: we would have to submit twenty illustrations of the spinal cord, pelvis and hip joint before the end of winter term, each using a different medium. I looked forward to the work ahead, but I knew there would be a lot to do.
“Akemi, I have an idea.” Sayako jumped up from where we were seated on the floor and pulled a metal stool into the centre of the room. We were in her so-called studio, the room that faced south and where the sunlight was strongest.
“I’d like you to sit here for a minute.” She grabbed me by the upper arms and practically shoved me onto the stool.
“What’s going on?”
“Just sit still for a bit.”
From the nearby table, she picked up a sketchbook and charcoal pencil.
“What are you doing?”
“What does it look like? I’m drawing you.”
“Oh, no. Please don’t.”
“Keep still. Just a couple more minutes.”
I tried not to move, but the metal seat was hard and maintaining my balance was a challenge. I was getting a cramp in my calf.
“Are you finished yet?”
“Almost.”
“My leg is killing me.”
“Okay, okay.” Sayako set down her sketchbook.
I jumped off the stool and shook my limbs.
“How did you like it?” Sayako asked.
“Like what?”
“Sitting.”
“The stool is a little hard. Too hard to sit on.”
“You weren’t doing it for very long. Maybe only five minutes.”
Well, that was long enough, I thought. Aloud I said, “Can you show me what you did?”
She handed me the sketchbook and I felt her eyes studying my reaction. It was a picture of a hunched figure with arms that were too long and legs too short who seemed to be suspended in mid-air. She didn’t worry about the same rules of proportion that I was so wedded to, and yet, as with the portrait of Tomi, I didn’t know quite how to respond. There was something very challenging about the lack of technical accuracy.
Before I could say anything, she added quickly, “I didn’t have enough time to finish. It’ll be so much better if you don’t mind sitting for a few more minutes.”
There was no way I felt like doing that. I said, “I’m sorry, I’m really too tired. I think this is good. I like it just the way it is.”

—
The next time I went to Sayako’s, she brought out a pot of tea and a box of specialty cakes from an exclusive bakery. The normally messy tabletop of the kotatsu where she ate her meals had been cleared off and wiped clean.
“I thought you might enjoy these pastries,” she said.
As soon as she opened her mouth, I knew she wanted me to do something.
“Akemi, I’ve been doing some serious thinking about my painting.”
I nodded and waited for her to continue.
“I mean, it’s good to specialize, isn’t it? I think I should focus on portraits.”
“That’s great.”
“You agree it’s a good idea.”
“Sure.”
“So you get it, right?” She trained her eyes on me. “All artists need a model. Do you understand? I was thinking of you.”
“Me? Oh, no, no, not me. I can’t.”
“Why not?”
“Well, you saw I can’t sit still for long. That last time I was here.”
“I need to practise more. I need you to sit in a chair—I’ll get a more comfortable one, don’t worry—and let me paint you until I become better at it. It’s not difficult.”
“Why don’t you get someone who knows how to model.”
“I don’t know anyone,” she whined.
“Or use a photograph?”
“A photograph!” She curled her lip in disgust. “I’m not going to work like that, one step removed. I need to create my art in the moment. With a real person.”
“But—”
“I don’t understand why you’re hesitating. I thought you were my friend. Don’t you want to help me?” She paused and then said, “I’ll pay you.”
I flinched. I don’t know what hurt me more, the fact that she felt she had to pay for this favour or the fact that she assumed I wanted to be paid.
“You don’t have to pay me.”
“Don’t misunderstand,” Sayako hastened to add. “It will be a proper professional rate.”
“I told you, I don’t need to be paid.”
“But you could use the extra money, couldn’t you.”
“I don’t want any money. I don’t need money to do something like that.” I had raised my voice without meaning to. “You don’t have to pay me.”
“Okay. So that means you’ll do it, right?”
I didn’t say anything.
“Oh, thank you! You’re a lifesaver, you’re a true friend.” Sayako flung her arms around my neck and gave me a long, tight hug.
Of course, another reason for my reticence should have been obvious, but I was incapable of raising the subject and Sayako either deliberately or innocently didn’t mention it.
We agreed that we would begin the coming Sunday at noon. Monday through Saturday, I had my own work to do in the drawing studio at Konaka.
When Sunday morning arrived, I woke early. I made breakfast for myself before the other girls in the dorm got up, and spent the rest of the morning in my room. Before going to Sayako’s for my first sitting, I applied some foundation to my face and neck, using the more expensive of the two brands of makeup that I owned. I smoothed on one thin coat and, pleased with the result, decided to apply a second layer. By the time I was finished, I had managed to cover most of my birthmark.

—
Sayako had fixed up her studio by laying down a cloth tarp to protect the floor, and she had bought a new easel, which she’d set up in the middle of the room. The metal stool was gone and in its place was a cushioned chair with wide armrests that was pushed up against the window. The chair looked a little odd in a Japanese-style room and took up a fair bit of space, but it certainly looked comfortable.
She asked me to change into one of her outfits, a bright pink blouse with a frilly collar. The blouse was covered with a pattern of tiny white flowers and was quite pretty, but it didn’t fit right, much too loose across the bosom but very tight under the arms. The material was scratchy.
I was to sit in the chair and stare into space looking thoughtful, as if I were contemplating some interesting philosophical question.
“Oh, don’t frown.”
“But you said to look like I’m thinking.”
“More contented. Your brow is all furrowed.”
I was surprised that this time was even harder than before despite the softness of the chair; perhaps it was because I was more self-conscious. The more I tried not to move, the more anxious I felt and the more difficult it was not to fidget. I was extra nervous because I didn’t want to rip the underarms of the blouse. I wasn’t even aware of the times when I was rubbing my nose or scratching my chin or jiggling my foot, until Sayako had to remind me to please try to keep still. Every seven or eight minutes, I asked to take a breather.
At the end of almost two hours of stopping and starting, of stretching and sitting, of talking and silence, Sayako said we should stop. I think we were both exhausted.
“What have you done? Can I see?”
“It’s not really finished,” she protested when she showed me a much too overworked pencil drawing.

—
The following Sunday, I changed into the clothes she’d set out for me, settled into the chair, and waited for Sayako’s instructions about how she wanted me to pose. She ordered me to close my eyes.
I felt something cold and wet against my right cheek. It smelled medicinal and flowery at the same time. Instinctively I opened my eyes and tried to jerk back but her hand had a strong grip on the back of my head.
“Don’t move,” she said, stroking my face with a cotton ball coated in makeup remover cream. “I don’t want you to wear this terrible stuff anymore. It’s not good for your skin.”
Triumphantly she waved the soggy cotton ball in front of me. It had turned brown from the makeup she had removed. Seeing the soiled cotton ball in her hand made me feel strange. It was as if she had shaved off a thin layer of my skin.
“I never saw you wearing so much makeup at the boarding house. Why are you wearing it now? Do you want to look like Miss Ito? You should be yourself, your real self.” She wet a small towel. “Just relax.”
I closed my eyes. The towel was warm and she rubbed it over my eyelids, down my cheek, over my jaw, down my neck.
“There, that’s better, isn’t it.”
She set down the towel and pressed her hands firmly on both sides of my skull, tilting my head this way and that as if to appraise the results of her work. Much better, so much better, she murmured, bending lower to inspect. Her breath moved up and down the length of my birthmark.
“Oh, wait. I missed a spot.”
When I felt the sudden wetness of her tongue on my neck, I was so startled I’m sure I stopped breathing.
“Okay, that’s it. I got it all. Now don’t wear that makeup anymore.”
Abruptly she released my head from her hands and strode across the room to stand at her easel. She picked up a stick of charcoal and lifted it high in the air like a conductor about to begin a symphony.
“All right, let’s get started. I feel very inspired today.”
The smile on her face was one I’d not seen before: mischievous and confident, naughty and smug. I absolutely did not know how to respond.
After that, it was every Sunday without fail. Suddenly my schedule was very full. I attended class every day, Monday through Friday, staying late in the drafting studio to finish all my regular assignments, and after our Saturday morning classes, I again went back to the studio to work on the joint project I was doing with Takeshi. I could tell that my drawing skills were improving, and when I showed Takeshi the illustration of the pelvic bone I had done using a technique called carbon dusting, I knew he was impressed. Despite not getting as much sleep as I did in the past, I was filled with energy and focus.
On Sundays I would take the train to Sayako’s apartment, being careful not to arrive before noon because she always slept in—and I modelled for her again. Some days I sat for as many as three hours altogether, broken up into shorter or longer sessions, depending on my stamina. Occasionally I was the one to insist I could sit longer. Sometimes I wasn’t tired at all. Sometimes I even felt rejuvenated. We always had lunch and dinner together. If we went out, Sayako treated, though mostly we went to cheap noodle shops. Other times we bought groceries and I would cook, if possible making enough so she would have leftovers to eat during the week.
The room Sayako used as her studio was warm and comfortable on sunny days when bright light poured in through the large window, and it was a pleasure to be there. On cloudy or rainy days, though, Sayako was forced to augment the dull light with her overhead fluorescent lighting. This, she grumbled, gave a terrible, artificial cast to my skin tone. But no matter what the weather was like, neither of us ever proposed cancelling or postponing a session.
It was Sayako’s idea that I should always arrange myself in some kind of three-quarters pose, a suggestion that gave me leeway to sit with my good side facing her. She didn’t mention my birthmark at all, but rather chose to emphasize the dramatic potential this kind of posture afforded.
“It’s more interesting when you sit like that. There’s more depth. More opportunity for shading and dimension.”
Behind her words I felt a kindness and consideration I had not expected. I was grateful and resolved to be the perfect artist’s model.
She finished three pastel sketches of me: one in which I was looking down at a book in my lap, a second where I was in profile, and a third in which I was supposed to gaze across the room at an imaginary beau with a look of love and smouldering desire. In the first drawing, where I was supposed to be reading, my eyes were downcast, and I liked this one the best. She’d brushed my hair forward, even more than I usually did, coming over and running her fingers through my hair several times to make it look even bushier than it was. She liked to work fast, and these chalk pastel sketches showed a real improvement from her earlier pencil sketches. They had a certain energy in their lines that was so different from the way I drew. Although none of the sketches actually looked very much like me, that didn’t really matter. Nobody had ever wanted to draw me before.
The first time she handed me the envelope I vehemently refused, but she shoved it roughly into my coat pocket as I was leaving.
“Take it.”
“I told you I don’t want it.”
But she was insistent. “It’s not that much. It’s my way of saying thank you. I’ll be hurt if you don’t accept it.”
I decided it wasn’t worth arguing with her, and once I took the first envelope, the others that followed were easy to accept. I told myself the amount wasn’t very much and it seemed to make her happy to give it to me. I told myself that this was proof of how close we were, proof that as uncommon friends we helped each other out. But maybe there was more at stake, in the way that a pattern gets established, a pattern you can’t break. Had I inadvertently let her pay for my friendship and loyalty, and in turn, had I become bound to her, a steadfast retainer to a young mistress?



Chapter Fourteen
One Sunday shortly before Christmas, Sayako invited me to the Keio Plaza Hotel in Shinjuku, to the top of the world, as she called it. The hotel is not remarkable by today’s standards, but in those days it was one of the first skyscrapers in Japan, and for several years it was the tallest building in Tokyo. Engineers had only recently perfected earthquake-proof technology that allowed a building to sway like a bamboo tree during a tremor instead of collapsing to the ground. We stood in a long line and took the elevator to the top floor where there was a crowded viewing area, everyone pushing to get as close to the windows as possible. I was actually starting to feel a bit ill. I have a slight fear of heights, not incapacitating, but I’m not completely comfortable looking down. Sayako was in her element, though. She loved heights.
“It’s the closest thing to flying. I love to look at the city spread beneath me. So big, so endless. So much promise.”
I looked where she was pointing. It was endless, all right. As far as I could see was an expanse of flat, brown, scrunched-up housing and shops and factories.
“Let’s hope for a massive earthquake while we’re here,” Sayako said, putting her hands on my shoulders and rocking me side to side. “So we can sway back and forth with the building. Wouldn’t that be great?”
I smiled weakly, not wanting to admit my queasiness.
“By the way, did you know there’s a floor one above where we are. On that floor, there’s a very small, very exclusive dining room on the east side. It’s tucked away so no one knows about it. The public elevator doesn’t even stop at that floor. Can you imagine. So undemocratic.”
“Who gets to use it?”
“Only scumbag VIPs. Not even hotel guests can get in. You have to be filthy rich or have connections. Or both.”
“How do you know about it?”
“Oh, my father went there a month after the hotel opened. See what I mean, only scumbags.”

—
At closing time everyone was in a hurry to leave, and the express elevator going down was much more crowded than the one coming up. We found ourselves squashed into the inside corner. My back was against the wall and Sayako had been pushed into a position facing me. She was so close I could smell the onions on her breath from our lunch earlier that day, and her long eyelashes brushed the side of my face. Even with our jackets on, I was conscious of her breasts pressing against me. The elevator began its descent and immediately a child began crying; a mother’s voice could be heard attempting to console. My ears popped. I closed my eyes, and for a brief moment I thought I could feel Sayako’s lips on my cheek. But I wasn’t sure if I was imagining it and I was afraid to open my eyes, so I kept them shut.
As soon as the elevator stopped, Sayako turned around to face the doors, and together we alighted. We were back on the ground and it was as if nothing had happened.



Chapter Fifteen
As the end of December approached, I rushed to complete as much of my schoolwork as possible before my departure for Mihama in time for New Year’s. Sayako asked me what day I was leaving, and when I told her, she asked if I could drop by her apartment on the morning of my departure on my way to Tokyo Station. I assumed that even though we would be taking different trains and going in different directions, she wanted to go to the station together.
But when I arrived, she announced that she wasn’t going home. I believe my mouth must have fallen open. You have to understand that in those days absolutely everything across Japan shut down over the New Year’s holidays. Factories closed, stores were shuttered, no markets, restaurants or coffee shops were open. It was a time before convenience stores had been invented, so if you hadn’t done your shopping in advance, you wouldn’t have anything to eat. For three full days, from January first to the third, the city was like a ghost town.
“But I don’t understand.”
“What don’t you understand?” she said. “I just wanted to wish you a Happy New Year, that’s all.”
“No, I mean. You. Not going home. What about your parents?”
“I don’t feel like seeing them.”
“But they’ll be worried.”
“No they won’t. They won’t miss me at all.”
“Should I stay with you?”
“What? Whatever for.”
“To keep you company!”
“That’s crazy, Akemi. I’ll be fine. I’ve already stocked up on essentials.” She pointed at the packages of snacks piled on her kitchen counter. “Have a Happy New Year and for heaven’s sake, don’t miss your train.”
New Year’s had always been my favourite time of year. As the holiday season approached, I looked forward to eating the delicacies that it took my mother days to prepare. I liked to watch the corny red-and-white singing contests on television as I sat under the warm kotatsu table, peeling mandarin oranges and sucking out all the sweetness. On the morning of the first, I would visit our local shrine with my parents to welcome in the New Year, collecting armfuls of good luck charms. Yet now, instead of bringing pleasure, these same holiday events seemed to stink of the ordinary and the mundane. At home the hours dragged, the boredom I felt was almost like an illness. My mother tried hard to make my stay comfortable, and the fact that she was trying so hard made me sulk all the more. When she talked about my prospects, my future, how our neighbours had asked after me, I felt as if she were talking about a stranger. I felt outside of myself, watching from the sidelines. I had thought that alienation was something I would feel when I went away to Tokyo. I hadn’t expected the reverse, that instead I would feel alienated by my home.
I look back on that stupid adolescent girl and feel sick with loathing, ashamed of her self-delusion and narcissism. In a short period of time, it seemed I had become that most loathsome of creatures, a hybrid of mismatching parts. No longer content in the place I had come from, but not comfortable in the place I aspired toward. Neither at home in the place that had once been home, nor at home in the place I desperately wanted to call home. This kind of creature is forever doomed to wander.

—
On January second, the Kobayashi family came for a visit. Mr. Kobayashi was my father’s age, someone my father was close to from his fishing days and with whom, in their younger years, he had many times worked shoulder to shoulder hauling in nets and afterwards engaging in heavy drinking. Mr. Kobayashi was accompanied by his wife and their son, Yuichi.
Before I moved to Tokyo to attend Konaka, my father had begun repeating, with increasing frequency, this single annoying phrase: “So now you’re going to be an artist, eh.” He’d say it at least once a day and then walk away, not waiting for a reply, not even interested in seeing my reaction. My mother told me that when Father was in a bad mood, it was my duty as his daughter to understand that he’d had a hard life and there were things in the world that he did not have any experience of because of the poverty he’d grown up in. How much luckier I was than he had been, how much greater the opportunities I was being given. Did I not see this? Did I not appreciate this? Much later I came to believe that he was aggrieved and proud at the same time and had, in the same measure, a knotty mixture of emotions that he himself didn’t understand. But at the time, all I heard was his thorough resentment. Why can’t she go to a training school near home? Why is she wasting so much money? What’s the point of learning how to draw?
The ritual New Year’s greetings were exchanged, and the guests were urged to make themselves comfortable on the cushions laid out on the tatami. I helped my mother bring out the trays of festive dishes. There were the usual compliments about the tastiness of the food, the usual complaints and speculations about the weather, the expected grumblings about rising costs of fuel, and then, without warning, my father announced, “Akemi will draw your picture if you like. Who wants to go first?”
“I can’t do that,” I protested.
“What? You’re an artist, aren’t you. We’re sending you all the way to Tokyo so you can be an artist. Show us what you’ve learned.”
I looked beseechingly at my mother, but she stared intently at the tabletop, methodically transferring cups of tea one by one from the tray she had brought in from the kitchen. The tea was for the women, the men were already drinking sake although it was barely past noon. My father had actually started before the guests had arrived.
“How about Yuichi here. Why don’t you draw a picture of him.”
Yuichi was three years older than me, burly and slack-jawed, bearing the same perennially befuddled expression as his father. Despite having seen him many times over the years, I hardly knew him. My strongest memory was the time when I was small and he repeatedly knocked over my dolls with his dirty feet. He had joined his father on the family fishing boat as soon as he’d finished high school.
“She’s no good,” my mother apologized in her typical deferential way. It was very bad manners to boast.
“That’s why she needs practice,” my father said.
“Ask her to paint your picture, Yuichi, why don’t ya,” Yuichi’s father drunkenly prompted. “Go ahead. Don’t be shy.”
Yuichi hung his head, the tips of his ears turned bright red. I hoped this would be the end of it, but my father mulishly persisted.
“Akemi, get your drawing things. Hurry up.”
I could see there was no point in resisting. My father had been drinking, Yuichi’s father had been drinking. And my mother had many times explained to me that, when men drink, it is best to just do as you are told.
I went to my room and retrieved my old sketchbook and a couple of pencils. The sketchbook was almost full; I’d filled it over the years with hundreds of botanical sketches and still life drawings, detailed sketches that I’d laboured over for hours at a time. I’d scrunched as many pictures as possible onto each page to save paper, going smaller and smaller in size and compressing as much minute visual information into each drawing as I could. I was proud of this book and realized I did not want Yuichi or his father to see it. These drawings were private, mine alone, and the thought of them gawking at my work made me upset, then angry. So instead I grabbed my brand new sketchpad, which I’d bought in Tokyo and brought back with me thinking I would have time to draw. It still smelled of freshness and the promise of the blank page, and I did not want to use it, not for Yuichi. I had been saving it for something special.
When I returned to the living room, my father and Yuichi’s father were talking about something else.
“The parents are distraught. They asked us all to keep an eye out whenever we go out to sea, but it’s hopeless, of course. The girl probably drowned. They’ll never find her.”
“Terrible,” my father agreed.
“To go missing like that,” my mother murmured. “Her poor mother.”
I looked from face to face.
“Sit down, Akemi, don’t dawdle.” My father gave me a fake smile, all teeth and no humour. “Yuichi’s waiting.”
This wasn’t the first time that my father had wanted me to draw in front of other people. He needed reassurance that I was good enough. My parents knew nothing about art, and they wanted to be proud of me but were uncertain if they should be. They worried that I would make a fool of myself. I was also worried I’d make a fool of myself. When people hear you’re good at drawing, they usually ask you to sketch someone’s portrait, but drawing faces was the thing I was worst at. I just couldn’t do it, no matter how much I practised. It was as simple as that. In the faces I drew, everyone looked the same, bland and generic, like department store mannequins. Naturally people want to see a flattering likeness of themselves and were always disappointed.
I knelt on the tatami in front of Yuichi, opened my sketchpad, and folded back the stiff cover on its spiral wire binding. The blank page was a rich cream shade, the paper thick and textured. Too good to waste on Yuichi, I thought, as I reluctantly brought my pencil to the page.
Yuichi hung his head and stared fixedly at his hands, which he had rested on the top of his thighs. He was clearly as reluctant to have his picture drawn as I was to do it. His hands were dark and callused, laced with fresh cuts and old scars from handling the fishing lines and nets. The knuckles were thick and swollen. They were a workman’s hands. Without thinking I began sketching his hands as quickly as I could. Before Yuichi had a chance to raise his head, before my father saw what I was doing.
But my father was interested in what Yuichi’s father had to say and didn’t pay any attention to me. Poor hauls, fluctuating fish prices, pollution. His main gripe—and about this, he was apoplectic—was the rising cost of diesel for his boat.
I had almost finished my quick sketch when Yuichi began moving his hand up his thigh suggestively, inching it closer and closer to his crotch. When I looked up and met his eye, he was leering at me. All along I’d assumed he was as shy and embarrassed as I was, but he’d been revelling in my nervous awkwardness, enjoying the opportunity to make fun of me.
I stood up, my face burning hot. The sketchpad slid to the floor.
When Yuichi’s father saw what I had drawn, he brought his hand across his son’s ear with a loud slap. “Yuichi, you stupid! Why didn’t you co-operate. How did ya expect her to do a proper picture if you’re always looking at the ground.”
My mother rushed in from the kitchen, wiping her hands on her apron, quick to mollify. “We’re sorry. Akemi is no good at all. She has no talent.”
My father rubbed his left arm, unconsciously kneading it. I had watched that action my whole life, but it struck me that I was seeing it, really seeing it, for the first time. The arm hung uselessly by the side of his body, a floppy appendage that didn’t move on its own but had to be pushed around like a lever. He’d had an accident before I was born, a collision between his fishing boat and a bigger vessel that came bearing down on him out of the fog, no lights or horn. He never spoke of it, and I’d found out what happened in bits and pieces from my mother: The bigger boat was a private yacht, a kind of pleasure craft owned by someone who was friends with a powerful politician who may or may not have been on board at the time, who may or may not have been steering. Who may or may not have been drinking. Money was the answer in cases like this. Money was paid, no investigation occurred. But despite an operation and many months of physiotherapy, the arm’s functionality could not be restored. It was at this time that finances became tight, and my mother got her job at the inn.
He stood up, wobbled a little from the sake, and made his way toward the bathroom, his bad arm swinging beside him.
Damn drawing, damn fish, damn power plant we could hear him mutter down the hallway. Two years after the accident, someone called to offer him a job as a mailroom attendant in the business office for the nuclear power plant that was being constructed at the end of the peninsula. The politician who’d been on the yacht was a key supporter of the plant; and as the payoff money had already run out and it was clear that my father could never work as a fisherman again, as much as he hated himself for it, he accepted.
That night I overheard my mother and father talking, low rumbling and wispy mumbles.
Not him, I heard my mother say.
More low rumbling noises, my father’s voice. Makes a steady living, a strong boy.
Again my mother’s firm voice. No.
A pause, then my father. Well, who else is going to take her the way she is? You think she can do better? Not even Mrs. Goto can find a match…All this art foolishness, a waste of money. She should…

—
On the morning of my return to Tokyo, my mother gave me a large bento box of New Year’s food. “It’ll keep for several days if you store it in a cool place.”
I had already stepped down onto the hard grey stone of the sunken entranceway and was putting on my shoes and coat. She was kneeling on the raised floor in front of me.
“Study hard, and…Akemi? You’ll be careful, won’t you? Don’t get into any trouble.”
She stroked my hair, carefully smoothing it forward over my cheek, and then reached for my free hand. She held it between her rough chapped palms, pressing it and exploring it as if she had never felt it before. As if she was determined not to forget its softness, its temperature. And then, abruptly, she released me.



Chapter Sixteen
The day after returning to Tokyo, I rushed to Sayako’s apartment to deliver the bento box of New Year’s treats. All I could think of was how surprised and grateful she would be. I pictured her solitary New Year’s as forlorn and pitiful.
At the door I called out her name but there was no answer, so I knocked and when there was still no answer, I turned the knob and discovered it was unlocked. Sayako was careless and often didn’t bother to lock the door even when she went out. She also never put away her shoes or lined them up. The cramped entranceway was always cluttered. Perhaps that was why I didn’t notice the unfamiliar scuffed sandals and the dirty running shoes with the backs stomped flat.
When I stepped into the apartment, the very first sight that greeted me was a man semi-reclined on the tatami in the middle of the living area. His legs were tucked under the quilted cover of the kotatsu, leaving only his upper body exposed as he leaned back on his elbows. He had swivelled his head so that he was staring straight at me with large, curious eyes. He had the most astonishing, the most penetrating gaze I’d ever had trained upon me. I almost felt impaled. Shiny black orbs flecked with bits of light brown almost yellow, like chips of gold, like amber. His hair was long, tied back into a loose ponytail that brushed the tatami mat, coarse and stiff as a horse’s mane. In part because the lower part of his body was hidden under the kotatsu cover, I couldn’t help imagining he was some strange hybrid creature, half man and half…no, not horse. Something wilder, more feral, more unknowable.
I was momentarily so stunned that I simply stared back, unable to utter a word. Then a rustling sound broke this spell, and I realized there was a woman on the other side of the kotatsu. She was sitting upright, almost primly, her short arms resting on the top of the table. Her close-cropped hair emphasized her small head, and my first impression was of a bird, sleek and pert. She nodded at me wordlessly, then spit a tangerine seed into her hand and proceeded to put another piece of the fruit in her mouth. Piles of curled rinds lay scattered across the tabletop, which was also covered with crumpled wrappers, dried cuttlefish, an overflowing ashtray, balled-up tissue paper, a half-empty bowl of peanuts tipped over on its side, dozens of used wooden chopsticks, sake cups and beer bottles. By the side of the kotatsu was a giant sake bottle that looked almost empty.
“Akemi!” Sayako came out of the bathroom. “I didn’t hear you. Happy New Year! You have to meet my new friends, Nezu and Kaori. They’re artists.”
“Old friends now,” the man, Nezu, corrected.
Sayako giggled. “They kidnapped me.”
All three of them laughed, and the man said, “We wanted to kidnap you, but we didn’t have anywhere to take you so we ended up coming back to your place.”
And again, all three burst into loud guffaws.
“Oh, Akemi, sit down!” Sayako said, still laughing. “Don’t look so shocked.”
The woman called Kaori reached up, grabbed my wrist, and tugged me down to the floor. “Sit,” she said, shoving my legs under the kotatsu. I immediately felt the heat from the lamp under the tabletop. The kotatsu was too small and no matter which way I shifted, I kept getting my feet entangled with everyone else’s.
“It’s cozy, we’re all old friends, we’re family,” Nezu said, and when I bumped his feet, he reached under the kotatsu quilt, grabbed hold of my left foot and began rubbing it.
“I love being kidnapped!”
I realized Sayako was quite drunk.
“How…how did you meet?” I stammered. To my own ears, my voice sounded as squeaky and high-pitched as a child’s.
“How did I meet my wonderful kidnappers? Going in circles on the train!”
“Oh, this looks yummy.” Kaori had opened my bento box and was poking inside with a pair of used chopsticks. “Nezu, you want the kazunoko? Herring roe is quite a treat. Sayako, what do you want?”
I couldn’t bear to watch the way Kaori was casually picking at delicacies it had taken my mother days to prepare.
“I had my fill of that stuff at home,” Sayako said. “You go ahead.”
“You’ve already had some?” I was bewildered.
“Oh, yes. Too much! My parents know I hate ozoni but they kept trying to force-feed me.”
“You went home? I thought you said you weren’t going back.”
“I didn’t want to. My parents insisted.” Sayako rolled her eyes. “They even dispatched Tomi to fetch me. Can you believe it? Tomi escorted me back home, like I was a prisoner. It was outrageous. I didn’t stay a moment longer than I needed to. I stayed New Year’s Eve and New Year’s Day, that’s it. Then I left.”
I could hardly follow what anyone was saying, the conversation was so disjointed and confusing. Nezu kept joking that they wanted to kidnap Sayako and turn her into a revolutionary.
“But there was no point,” he said, gesturing at all the squalor. “You’re already a revolutionary. You’re not a capitalist. You’re a poor artist.”
Sayako positively beamed.
Then Nezu began talking about capitalism and commercialism and art and who knows what else. The ineffability of this or that, the ineluctable mystery of creation, the liminal space of something or other. Kaori picked up one of the cups on the table, shook it out over the pile of tangerine rinds, and handed it to me. I wondered if this was a signal for me to get up and wash it out, but before I could move, she had grabbed the large sake bottle and started to pour me a drink. I took a sip, but it was a mistake to drink even a little bit because my tiredness quickly caught up with me. Sayako had almost passed out, her head on her arms, half asleep on the tabletop.
“Our friends are sleepy. We better get going.” Nezu rose nimbly to his feet. He was actually quite short, not much taller than any of us. His torso was long but he had short, spindly legs, slightly bow-legged.
Sayako jerked her head up. “I’m not tired. Don’t leave.”
Nezu laughed. “Thanks for putting us up, but we’ve taken too much advantage of your hospitality. Wouldn’t you say we’ve stayed long enough, Kaori?”
“Yes, long enough.” Kaori hastily pulled on her jacket and gathered up her bag and scarf.
“And thank you for showing us your pictures. It was an honour to meet such a talented young artist, wasn’t it, Kaori.”
“Definitely.”
“But where will you go? Don’t you need a place to stay?” Sayako said.
“We’re fine. We always find somewhere. Besides, I have to keep moving, it’s my way,” Nezu said.
“It’s his nature,” Kaori echoed. “The great artist is always a nomad. Restless, endlessly searching. Forever on the move.”
“Yes, of course. But I’ll see you again, won’t I?”
By this point Sayako had stood up, and I was the only one still seated. From my vantage point on the floor, I found myself looking up at the three of them, their heads inches away from each other, and had the odd feeling that I was spying on them.
Nezu said, “What about it, Kaori? Do you think we will see our little artist friend again?”
“Oh, I suppose so.”
Nezu said, “Yes, because we’re like family now, aren’t we.”
“Maybe we should we set a date? A meeting place? Can you give me your address so we can stay in touch.” Sayako’s voice had a high, pinched quality.
Kaori and Nezu exchanged amused glances.
“We’re nomads. We wander. We don’t have a fixed address.”
“It’s not necessary to be so rigid,” Kaori said. “We’ll know when it’s time to meet again.”
Nezu added, “We’re always looking for like-minded artists to join our spiritual community, aren’t we, Kaori.”
She nodded. “Exceptional people. Artists who understand what it means to be special.”
“That’s right. People like us have to stick together, don’t we. We’re not like everybody else. Remember what I said, you have real talent.”
Nezu pointed in the direction of the adjoining room, Sayako’s studio. I noticed for the first time that the painting of Tomi had been set on an easel and was facing us through the open doorway. I felt Tomi’s glowering, distrustful eyes watching us and I turned away uneasily.
“Singular talent,” Nezu repeated and turned his gaze from the portrait to Sayako. I think he would have kept on holding her in his gaze indefinitely had it not been for Kaori, who tugged on his sleeve.
“Come on, we have to go.”
The door opened, and as soon as they left, the apartment felt unnaturally still, as if the air had been sucked out and we were in a kind of vacuum. I had the distinct feeling that Sayako wished that I had left instead of them.

—
 For Sayako, meeting Nezu and Kaori was like being swept up in a furious wind funnel and then abruptly being dropped down to earth. They were all she could talk about. How they were the first real artists she had ever met, how they lived art, how they breathed it. They weren’t like ordinary people, they existed on a different plane. Artists like that were pure. Not surprisingly, she’d been overwhelmed by Nezu’s praise. She couldn’t wait to see them again.
I didn’t want to put a damper on her enthusiasm, but it seemed to me that she might never see them again.
“What makes you think they’ll be in touch?” I said.
“Oh, it will be like magic, like the first time.”
“And how exactly did you meet?” I asked this several times. Each time she deflected my question.

—
It took me quite a while to piece together how Sayako met Nezu and Kaori. In fact, at first she was quite secretive, only hinting that her encounter with them was not easily shared with others, not even with me. I was hurt, of course, and sensing this she finally confessed that Nezu and Kaori had been the ones who’d asked her not to tell anyone how they had met, that it should be a secret among the three of them because the circumstances were so exceptional.
Sayako had just returned from Osaka. Before leaving her parents’ home in a huff, she’d retrieved a few of her sketchbooks and the picture of Tomi and put them in her leather portfolio case. She didn’t want to bother with any presents. All she wanted to take with her were her artworks. When she arrived in Tokyo, it was still light out, so she took the train to Ueno and wandered around Ueno Park hoping that one of the museums might be open. Of course, everything was closed. The temperature was only a few degrees above freezing and a particularly brisk northeast wind was howling. Foolishly she wasn’t suitably dressed, a pair of leather gloves and a thick woollen scarf her only concessions to the season, her jacket really meant for early fall and her skirt too short, her stockings too thin. She thought about doing some outdoor sketching, but it was far too windy.
After wandering aimlessly around the park until dusk, she returned to Ueno Station to take the train home. Some people had started to return to the city from their holidays, and it was more crowded on the Yamanote circle line than she had expected, but after several stops she managed to get a seat. The press of people all around her, the comforting heat of the train car, the fog of human breath, the steamy smell of damp woollen clothes, the rocking motion of the train. All of these things combined to make her sleepy. She had intended to go straight home, but when the doors opened at her transfer stop, she could not bring herself to stand up, so she continued to sit on the train, the blur of people around her a strange comfort. She fell asleep. When she woke up she had no idea how much time had passed because she wasn’t wearing a watch, just that it had gotten pitch dark outside. An interesting-looking couple seated across the aisle seemed to be staring at her, not in a frightening or threatening way, but with a certain solemnity of intent. She took note of them and closed her eyes, and when she opened them again, they were still staring. This time when she closed her eyes, she only pretended to sleep so she could keep watch on them.
The man’s hair was as long as a woman’s, the woman’s as short as a man’s. They looked like hippies, both of them dressed in jeans and the same padded cotton jackets, like Mao jackets. They reminded her a little of a couple she had seen wandering around Ueno Park earlier—she remembered their clothes. At some point they got up and sat down beside her, flanking her on either side.
Look, she’s an artist, look at the size of her portfolio case.
She’s been sleeping a long time, should we wake her up?
She’s an artist. She needs to sleep.
What if she’s missed her stop?
We should watch over her, make sure no one hurts her.
I’d love to see her artwork, wouldn’t you. Maybe she’s famous.
Oh, I bet she is.
They leaned toward each other and whispered things like this while Sayako pretended to sleep. Puffs of warm air brushed the top of her head, sometimes tickling her ears, and she inhaled the stale cigarette smoke and mint on their breath.
She couldn’t help smiling, and when she finally opened her eyes, they each took one of her hands and together, wordlessly, they got off the train at her station.
“And they stayed over at your place?”
Sayako nodded.
“For how long?”
“A few nights, maybe five nights, six? I don’t know. We sort of lost track of time.”
That explained all the empty bottles, the food wrappers, the greasy cups, the dirty chopsticks, the overflowing garbage bin. The dense odour of human sweat and spilled beer. The smell of cigarettes. All of them had slept on the tatami, their feet thrust under the kotatsu.
“What did you do all that time?” I asked.
“You know, I can’t remember. I really don’t know. We just sat around and talked and talked.”
“What kind of artists are they?”
“Hmm. I’m not sure. They don’t believe in materialism. They adhere to something called voluntary simplicity. They’re very pure.”
It wouldn’t occur to me to question details in this story until much later. Was it really possible that Nezu and Kaori would have so conveniently come across Sayako, and that amid the millions living in Tokyo, they would have known so instantly that this stranger, Sayako, was just the person they wanted? Had it really been such an accidental meeting? Had they found her, or was it Sayako who had found them? Or had the whole story been concocted among them to confound me and to make me feel jealous—which I did, increasingly, as time went on.



Chapter Seventeen
After Nezu and Kaori’s departure, it took several weeks before Sayako accepted the fact that they were not coming back. All of January was spent in a kind of suspended state of waiting. The equilibrium had been disturbed, and instead of painting, Sayako wanted me to accompany her to art exhibits all over the city. Only Western art, though, for in her usual manner of making sweeping declarations, she made it clear that she had no interest in Japanese art. It had nothing to teach her. This was yet another sore point with her family, who couldn’t understand why she was so contrary and unpatriotic to boot. Too much tradition, she complained. Kowtowing to the master sensei, cleaning someone else’s brushes for a year before even being allowed to touch a sheet of rice paper. Her inspiration would be modern Western art. She scoured bookstores and bought up whatever she could find: exhibition catalogues, catalogues raisonnés, dealer catalogues, and dozens and dozens of textbooks on modern art.
But the most important inspiration, she maintained, came from examining the real thing up close. The paintings were like people to her, and she had to meet them in person. It wasn’t good enough studying them in art books.
“Stand back, miss. Don’t lean so close. Stay behind the rope.”
How often she was admonished like this by security guards at the museums. If she liked a particular painting, she would go back to see it more than once, often many, many times. If she fell in love with a painting, she would plant herself right in front of it and not move.

—
When an exhibition entitled Artists of Montmartre and Montparnasse opened at the Tokyo Museum of Modern Art, Sayako could hardly contain her excitement.
“I really want you to see this with me,” she said. “It’s a huge exhibit. All my favourites are there.”
The hall was filled with enthusiastic art lovers, and everyone was forced to proceed in a slow, orderly viewing line as we moved from a Picasso to a Braque to a Chagall to a Brancusi to a Soutine. At each piece we paused for several minutes to read the captions and wall texts, absorbing as much as we could of one masterpiece after another. When we came to a portrait by Amedeo Modigliani, though, Sayako squeezed my arm roughly and audibly gasped. She leaned forward over the rope, and the guard immediately came over and told her to step back.
The woman wore a red shawl wrapped tightly across her chest, and her head was tilted dramatically to the side atop a long—unnaturally long—neck. Her face was also long and mask-like, bearing a dignified stillness that was suffused with what seemed to me an unknowable sadness. Her enigmatic expression was rendered even more mysterious by her blank eyes, pale grey-blue ovals without pupils. Eyes that were unfinished, and yet for that very reason seemed to stare straight into me and conversely to beckon me to climb inside. Why hadn’t the artist finished painting the eyes? How could emptiness have such power? I realized that unconsciously I had cocked my head to one side to match the tilting posture of the woman in the picture. Do you know me? Do you know what I feel, she seemed to be saying.
“Jeanne Hébuterne. She was Modigliani’s lover, his muse,” Sayako whispered to me. She stared at the painting, refusing to be hurried by the people in line behind us who were impatient to move forward. Many of them gave up waiting for us and pressed forward to the next painting.
“After he died, she flung herself out of a window and fell to her death. She was pregnant with his child.”
I wanted to ask Sayako why she liked this painting so much. Was it because the story behind it was romantic? But I knew her well enough by now to appreciate that she did not like to intellectualize, and I myself had little vocabulary for expressing my feelings about art. I just felt what I felt: happiness, sadness, joy, disturbance. But this painting had not aroused a simple response in me, and of my complicated emotions I did not know exactly what I felt.
The security guard eventually came over and ordered us to move.
“You’re holding up the flow. You can’t stand there forever, you have to move along.”
I tugged on Sayako’s sleeve. “Let’s go. You can come back another time.”
In the same exhibit, a crowd had gathered in front of a portrait by Picasso. Dora Maar. Another muse. I couldn’t get close enough to read the wall text, but even from far back I could see the face in the portrait was weeping, her features broken up and misaligned.

—
 At school I learned there are forty-two individual muscles in the face. Forty-two! I couldn’t get over how many muscles it took to control our facial expressions. Now whenever I studied my face, I found it impossible not to think of the complexity involved in signaling my simplest emotion.
I was so curious about these muscles that I went to the library and borrowed a thick handbook on the anatomy of the face. Page after page of faces and heads, stripped back to sinew and bone. I tried to pronounce the names, all strange-sounding Latin words.
The zygomaticus major and minor were used for smiling.
The corrugator supercilii was for frowning.
The orbicularis oris was for kissing.
While I was seated at one of the carrels, Takeshi came up and peered over my shoulder.
“There you are. I was looking for you. What’s that you’re studying? ‘The orbicularis oris is a powerful sphincter muscle…’ Hey, are the names of these muscles going to be on the next test?”
“This has nothing to do with class. It’s personal interest.” I put the book in my satchel to read at home.
In another medical handbook, I read about people who cannot recognize faces. They suffer from prosopagnosia, face blindness. Because of an impairment in the right fusiform gyrus—a miniscule fold in the brain that coordinates the neural systems controlling facial perception and memory—they can’t tell one person from another. They see each face anew, like meeting a total stranger. They can’t recognize their family or friends, not even their own mother. Sometimes not even themselves. In severe cases of face blindness, they cannot distinguish between a face and an object. Such a person might look at their beloved’s face and see a lamp, a plate or a hat.
What was it like to see each face as a new one? What was it like to look into the mirror and see a total stranger?
I thought about a famous painting by Magritte that Sayako had shown me in one of her art books, of a man whose face was obscured by an apple. It intrigued me even more when I learned it was a self-portrait. When I studied my own face in the mirror, I wished it would turn into a beautiful flower.



Chapter Eighteen
Shortly after our visit to the exhibit that had impressed Sayako so much, she announced that she wanted to go back to painting. She admitted she’d lost a bit of her stride, but now she was inspired to return. Was I willing to come and sit for her again? Could I please? She’d decided she would switch to oils.
She was always experimenting with different media—chalk pastels, watercolours, gouache, acrylics—switching so often from one to another that she never gave herself time to become proficient at any single technique. It wasn’t surprising that she got frustrated with results that were less than satisfactory. But her solution surprised me. Painting in oils surely demanded a degree of patience that Sayako didn’t seem to me to possess.
I am not a painter and never will be. It just doesn’t come to me naturally, and although I used watercolours for some of my assignments at Konaka, the part I liked best was sketching. I prefer to draw, and even more than charcoal or pen and ink, the graphite pencil has always been my tool of choice. A single HB pencil is inexpensive and versatile: easy to use, easy to buy. Even the paper doesn’t have to be special. Good drawing paper results in a much better sketch, of course, and allows for more complex shading and richer texture, but in a pinch you can make a nice sketch on the back of an envelope, in an ordinary notebook, or even on the inside cover of a book. If I see something that strikes me, I will pull out a small pad from my pocket, flip it open, pencil a few strokes, and then tuck it away out of sight. It’s a stealthy art, perfect for someone like me.
If sketching with pencil required next to no tools, oil painting demanded a raft of paraphernalia just to get started: brushes in all sizes, tubes and tubes of paint, palettes, palette knives, easels, turpentine, canvases, wooden frames. Everything added up, everything was costly.
“Oil paints are very slow-drying,” I ventured.
“Of course, I know that.”
“It’s just that I thought you liked to work fast.”
“I can paint fast in oils if I want. But actually I want to force myself to slow down. I want to change my method and see if that helps.” All the attempts she’d made starting late last year were no good, she insisted. She needed a fresh start. “You’re the one who told me about your instructor, the one who said it’s important to look hard at what is in front of you before you start to draw. How you shouldn’t rush. Something like that.”
I was surprised and touched that she remembered this. I hadn’t thought anything I said about art would have had any impact.

—
 Sayako and I fell back into the routine we’d created last December, the only difference being that instead of rushing to finish a drawing or painting in a single session, Sayako tried hard to slow down and work more deliberately, although it really might not have been her natural style. She still ended up starting canvases and discarding them as soon as they didn’t seem to be turning out as she wished. I pointed out that this was a waste of money, the canvases not being cheap, and why didn’t she continue working through the problem areas on the original canvas until she got it right. The pieces that she showed me looked fine but they were unfinished. She told me she had to do things her own way. Although several half-finished canvases began to pile up along base of the wall, she was not discouraged. If anything, she felt optimistic and was usually in a good mood.
This part of my life—going to her apartment, sitting for her, spending time together, talking—was fun and full of pleasure. In other areas, however, things were not so good. I was having a hard time at school.
A new instructor, Mr. Tabata, was strict and difficult to please. He returned a number of my drawings with negative comments scrawled all over them: proportion wrong, angle wrong, colour wrong. Be more careful! For the first time since I’d begun the program, my confidence started to crumble. His specialization was teaching us how to create illustrations of microbes like bacteria and viruses. He showed us numerous diagrams and examples, which I tried to replicate as precisely as I could, but somehow my work did not please him. He was very critical of what I did.
At one point he said my work lacked flair. I wasn’t sure what he meant and there was no way I could ask him directly, I was too intimidated. Unlike the solid, tangible body parts I’d been drawing, a microbe wasn’t visible. We worked from sample illustrations done by professionals, beautiful spirals and hooks and azuki bean shapes swimming in a strange microscopic world. Without a physical model in front of me and without much of a background in science, I didn’t have the same confidence in my drawings. Be creative, use your imagination, he scolded. But when I did, he told me I had no business making things up like I was drawing an abstract design. This was science, after all. Why did I think I knew better than a scientist?
After a gruelling week of classes, the highlight would be posing for Sayako on Sunday. Her room became a refuge. It was the one thing that had meaning, that gave me solace and purpose.
Sayako liked to talk as she painted, especially if things were going well.
“Your face is so interesting, I love painting you.”
When I opened my mouth to speak, she shushed me. “Close your lips. Don’t move. Keep your chin level.”
Maybe it was just as well. What had I wanted to say? I wasn’t sure. All I could do was resolve to hold my pose even longer than usual.
She talked about things she’d never mentioned before, like wanting to live abroad.
“New York is the centre of the art world, you know. I sometimes wonder if I shouldn’t just go there directly.”
I had no idea what to make of this declaration.
“What about that art college here, the Academy?”
“Maybe I don’t need school. If I’m in New York, the energy of the city will seep directly into my pores. I read this article that said art is everywhere. It’s on subway cars and bridges, on the walls of buildings. People make their art at night, in the dark, with Magic Markers and spray cans. Everyone is there. Japanese artists too. You have to go to the centre, suck up all the energy. Jump into the middle of the action.” She was making herself more excited as she spoke.
I wasn’t supposed to move but decided I had to break my pose. This was too confusing.
“Are you serious? When would you go?”
“Oh, I don’t know. But, Akemi, one thing I do know for sure is that I don’t want to sit on the sidelines of life. Is that what you want? To sit on the sidelines and be an observer of your own damn life. Don’t you want to seize control and forge your destiny?”
In my own way, I thought I’d been trying to make my own destiny, but I could see how feeble my efforts must appear to someone like Sayako. I said, “What you’re doing here, this series of portraits, does it even matter if you’re not going to apply to art school?”
“No, no. The opposite! First of all, maybe I’ll apply to art college over there. But no matter what I do, I have to put together a fantastic portfolio, the best possible. I have to have something to show people. Otherwise how will anyone take me seriously? Wouldn’t it be great if your portraits made me famous!”
“But when are you planning to go?” I persisted. “How long would you stay?”
“Oh, I wish I knew. Forever, I’d like to stay forever.” She let out a dramatic sigh. “I suppose it’s just a dream. To be honest, I don’t even know how to begin figuring out something like that. I’d probably need your help. You’re practical, you know how to get things done.”
When I thought about how I’d initially resisted her request to be her model, I inwardly shuddered. Now the thought of someone else posing for her was out of the question. I was secretly pleased to be the one she had chosen. But there was no denying that it was hard work of a particularly intense kind. Sitting still for long periods was physically demanding, but it was the psychological challenge of being looked at that was the most disturbing. You would think that I’d be used to it by now, but sometimes I was still nervous and self-conscious, terribly afraid that the more she scrutinized me, the more fault she would find in my appearance. Sometimes her gaze was like a hot beam running across my face.
One day she ran her finger down my cheek. “You shouldn’t be so self-conscious. It’s beautiful in its own way. This is what makes you unique.”
“It’s horrible. It’s ugly.” I roughly pushed her hand away.
“No, not at all. What’s it called again?”
“A port-wine stain.”
She cupped her hand under my chin, and this time I did not push her away.
“It’s ugly,” I repeated.
“Don’t say that. Nothing about you is ugly.”
That was when she called me her muse.
“Stop saying those negative things about yourself. You’re my muse, and I want to paint you. I want to paint all of you.”
“Not the ugly parts,” I pleaded.
“No, of course not. But nothing about you is ugly.”
She pushed my hair back and stared at me so long and intently, I almost flinched. Her face was very close to mine.
“What? What’s wrong?”
Leaning forward, she pressed her lips to my cheek and lightly kissed the side of my face up and down several times. “Your skin is so smooth,” she murmured. I had closed my eyes and tilted my face upward toward her in a state of expectation, not sure what might come next. I felt a burning where her lips touched me, as if a fire had been lit along the edge of my cheek where my birthmark was and was moving down the side of my neck, a burgundy river of heat. Abruptly she stopped and pulled back. When I opened my eyes, I saw she had lowered her gaze and turned away. Her face was flushed.
We didn’t speak about what had happened. I was too timid to say anything, and Sayako did not mention it. In fact, for a while, she became uncharacteristically reserved. She stopped chattering as much as she used to while she painted, and the room was often quiet except for the sound of an occasional cough or clearing of her throat as she worked. She now called me her muse on a regular basis, often in a slightly sarcastic tone—Okay, Muse, let’s get to work—and I understood that I was supposed to accept this as a joke. Yet other times I was sure I detected an underlying tenderness in her voice—My dear Muse, what would I do without you—and on these occasions, I felt my heart beat a little faster.
Another notable change was that Sayako stopped showing me her incomplete paintings, her failures.
“I’ve become too self-conscious. I don’t want you to see them. If I can’t get you right, then I’m embarrassed to show you,” she said.
“I’m sure they’re not as bad as you think. Let me see them, I might have some suggestions for improvement.”
“No, I’ve decided I don’t want to show you anything until it’s completely finished to my satisfaction.” She added, “I might be unduly influenced.”
“I’m not going to try to influence you.”
“Subconsciously you might. And you might jinx me.”
“Jinx you!”
“Oh, you know, if you didn’t like it.”
“Of course I’ll like it. Whatever you do, I’m going to like.”
But she refused and, if anything, became even more obstinate in her secrecy.
After a session of modelling, I would be expected to go into the front room, where I listened to the noises of Sayako’s new ritual. She turned the easel around so that the canvas she was working on faced the wall. Then she moved a folding rice-paper screen in front of the easel. Now there was a strict demarcation between what I was allowed to see and what I wasn’t.
I know it sounds peculiar that I complied with her wishes. If you want to know the truth, I found it reassuring to believe that Sayako was becoming more committed about her painting. I was modelling for a serious artist. I was her muse. Not only was I content to wait until the portrait was finished, I wanted to wait. I was willing to accept that her art was delicate, that the wispy dreams of the imagination could dissolve any minute instead of coalescing into the fulfillment of an original and startling idea. Creativity demanded an incubation period, like an egg in a nest, which, if tapped and poked too often or too soon, might crack and the life within expire. I certainly did not want to jinx her. I would not be responsible for disrupting her creative impulse, for destroying her art.
It’s odd how the seed of an idea can plant itself unbidden, mysteriously threading its spindly roots into the soil of one’s brain. When that happens, you can’t get it out. I began to consider how essential my role was, how the series of portraits she was creating would launch her career. She needed me, and the more she needed me, the more certain I was that what had taken place between us in the studio not long ago would freely evolve to the next stage. All that was required of me was patience. When she went to New York, naturally I would accompany her. Once these notions took root, the tangle of threads kept growing and growing and growing until it filled my entire head.
I realize that we humans are capable of the most extreme forms of self-delusion, but I did not feel my thinking was so far-fetched. It all seemed very straightforward to me. I didn’t know there is an energy involved in creating any artwork that can suck up all the air in a room, all the vital gases. In doing so, it can steal the very breath out of the mouths of others in the room with you. That kind of energy demands attention. It’s like a fire burning, demanding fuel. It doesn’t care where the oxygen comes from or who is sacrificed along the way.



Chapter Nineteen
What would have happened if Nezu and Kaori had never come back? Sometimes I think about that, but then I reprimand myself: it’s pointless to think about something that was an inevitability from the start.
It was pouring rain the day they returned at the end of April. I had come over to Sayako’s as usual, but she was in a bad mood because the weather meant there was no natural light at all. I, too, was feeling lousy because I was thinking about Mr. Tabata and how he picked on me and never had a single word of praise. He wasn’t like that with the male students. Even Takeshi noticed how I was being singled out, but Takeshi never spoke up in public. He never came to my defence.
Sayako and I had gone out for lunch, and just as we turned the corner to return to her apartment, two black shapes came into view. They were perched on the metal staircase in front of her building, huddled shoulder to shoulder in the pouring rain, black and slick as a pair of crows.
I turned to Sayako to see if she had noticed, but she had already picked up her pace. It wasn’t until we were directly in front of them that Nezu and Kaori rose to their feet, rain dripping off their dark clothing.
“You came back,” Sayako said, and I heard the hushed awe in her voice.
Afterwards I would realize it was just like them not to wave or shout hello but to wait for us to come to them, as if it were the most natural thing in the world that they should reappear out of nowhere with no warning, that they should choose to sit not under a roof or shelter or even an umbrella. As if the materiality of weather did not concern them.
Nezu retrieved a large rucksack from beneath an overhang and hoisted it onto one shoulder, then he and Kaori followed Sayako into her apartment. I hung behind at the doorway. I wasn’t sure whether to go in or go home, and I suppose I was waiting for Sayako to invite me in. It was Kaori who noticed me standing outside. She extended her open palm.
“You’re welcome too. Come inside where it’s dry,” she said, as if she were the owner of the apartment beckoning me into her home. “Don’t be afraid,” she added.
It was an odd remark, but I put it out of my mind. She was so mysterious I didn’t expect to understand her.
Sayako returned from the bathroom with towels.
“You’re soaked. Do you want some dry clothes?”
“That’s okay. We have some in our rucksack,” Kaori said.
Without warning, she and Nezu suddenly stripped naked in front of us and began drying themselves with the towels Sayako had given them.
I wanted to look away but I couldn’t take my eyes off their slick, lean bodies, nut-brown except for the whiteness of their round buttocks that seemed to glow with a fluorescent luminescence in the darkened room. Nezu’s torso was broad and hairless. Kaori was very flat-chested, her small breasts stretched taut above sharp protruding ribs.
“Do you want a place to change? You can use the bathroom,” Sayako said hastily.
They found this uproariously funny. Sayako and I watched in stunned, uncomfortable silence as they wrapped their arms around their stomachs and bent forward with the effort of so much laughter, with the effort of trying to stop, which only made them laugh more. I could tell Sayako wanted to join in the laughter, but the best she could manage was an awkward smile. I was sure it was put on. I knew she was flustered.
“I mean, only if you like. You don’t have to,” she said weakly.
Finally the laughter died down to a few stray hiccups.
“Don’t tell me you’re uptight about the human form,” Nezu said.
After that they briskly changed into dry clothes, and we all sat down around Sayako’s kotatsu as if nothing unusual had happened. I brought out a package of dried cuttlefish that I found in Sayako’s kitchen cupboard and a bottle of sake from under the sink.
We sat around as a foursome, talking, eating, drinking, as if we had known each other forever, and I took the opportunity to observe the couple more closely.
Kaori was as I remembered her: her quick, darting way of moving, short, stabbing motions like a hummingbird. This time I noticed her dark hair was flecked with a few silver threads that sometimes caught the light and sparkled. She was so slight, she could have passed for a teenager, but there were dark circles under her eyes, a sign of sorrow or forbearance or wisdom, I didn’t know. Once, when Nezu said something that displeased her—I can’t even remember what it was—her eyes narrowed to little bullets of anger, sharp and shiny. Then just as quickly, she blinked and once again her face reverted to its original placid smoothness.
Nezu was not much taller than Kaori, and when the two of them stood side by side, from the distance you might think that Kaori was the man and Nezu the woman because Nezu’s hair was so long and hers so short. His hands were big with long, straight fingers and thick, meaty palms. The only hint that he was at least a decade older than we were was a soft spray of laugh lines around his large eyes, but this was something you might notice for a moment and then it would become irrelevant and seem to be magically erased. As in that first meeting, I felt I would be pulled into his powerful field of energy—a kind of animal magnetism—if I came too close.
It was during this visit when I first sensed that Nezu and Kaori were able to communicate without speaking; with the lift of an eyebrow, or the faint pursing of lips, or one swift, hard glance, a dense transmission of thought and intent appeared to be taking place. They didn’t touch each other, they didn’t even hold hands, but somehow the impression I got was of two people intimately pressed together, their beings intertwined, snakelike and inseparable. This impression would stay with me as we came to spend more and more time with them. They were a pair. A pair that was one, though they didn’t seem to be husband and wife, or boyfriend and girlfriend. Their bond was something else, I couldn’t put my finger on it. I think Sayako fell under the spell of this pair. Sometimes I think that if it had been only one or the other, it would not have been the same. Nothing would have happened.
Nezu and Kaori did not believe in having a home. They were wanderers, drawn toward places and people where they felt the pull of natural good feelings and genuineness. They were anti-capitalism, anti-bourgeois, anti-war, anti-materialism, anti-corporatism, anti-everything as far as I could tell. They were seeking a truer, purer way of existence.
“What do you think of the Academy?” Sayako asked out of the blue, referring to the Tokyo Academy of Art. “My parents are against my going to art school. They’re totally bourgeois.”
Nezu shook his head sadly.
“You’d be wasting your time. I was there. I couldn’t stand it. A place like that, it’s calcified. Nothing matters more to them than tradition. They have fascists like that Foujita among their alumni. How can anyone have respect for an institution like that.”
“Oh, I see, yes, yes. Just more bourgeois bullshit. I was thinking the same thing. I’m thinking it would be better to go directly to New York.”
Her voice struck me as falsely bright, as if she was trying to bluff her way into winning approval.
“Oh, I know those artists in New York. Arakawa, Shinohara, Kusama, Kawara, you know, the bunch of them. I could introduce you, if you like. But, well, I don’t know. Maybe it’s not a good idea. It might just be more of the same phoniness. New York or Tokyo, it’s all the same.”
“It’s true,” Kaori interjected. “Nezu could have been more famous than all of them combined, but he chose the spiritual way.”
He softened his tone, smiling at her.
“Art should leave no trace of itself. It should not aim for anything. As soon as you invest it with your ego, it becomes crass and commercial. Don’t succumb to capitalism.”
Nezu, we learned, never kept his art. “My paintings, my sculptures, anything I create, once I finish, I immediately destroy it.”
We gasped.
“That’s right. That’s what he does, before anyone can see it,” Kaori said. “He’s a genius.”
“It’s the only way for someone like me. I have to destroy my art to stay pure. Not everyone can do this, I know. For me, this is what it means to be a true artist.”
For several minutes the room filled with the sound of the heavy rain, until Sayako erupted. “But what am I supposed to do!”
“Nezu, don’t be so hard on her,” Kaori said. “Look, we’ve upset her. Let her be.”
“I’m just trying to be truthful.”
“Not everyone is like you, darling.”
“But she has so much talent. I hate to see her waste it.”
Kaori laid her hand on Nezu’s cheek and gently stroked it. “It’s a shame, I know. She has talent but she has her own plans. You can’t save everyone.”
If Sayako was as bewildered as I was by this strange exchange taking place before us, she did her best not to show it. But she was mesmerized, I could tell. Talent, we’d both heard that word. Nezu said she had talent. He’d said it the last time, now he was saying it again.
Once more all talking ceased. Kaori kept stroking Nezu’s cheek, and he meekly submitted.
When Sayako next spoke, her voice quavered. “Please tell me what I should do. I need your advice.”
Kaori and Nezu exchanged worried glances, as if they were seeking permission of each other. Should we, they seemed to be asking.
“Maybe it’s time?” Kaori said.
“Yes, I think so.” Nezu’s voice was deep and faraway, like a sonorous bell ringing at the bottom of the sea.
The air in the room was rotten with cigarette smoke and the stink of alcohol. I struggled to rouse myself from my sluggishness, but Sayako was sitting bolt upright, erect and alert.
“Time for what?” she demanded.
“Time for you to come to our happening.”



Chapter Twenty
The happening was scheduled for the weekend after next, at a location just west of Tokyo in a forested area near Chichibu in Saitama. Here we would have an opportunity to experience the radical form of nihilism Nezu practised. Leave no trace. That was his credo. Artistic creation had been co-opted by the bourgeois capitalist machinery that sought only to make ever-greater profits. To protect themselves from exploitation, artists should leave no trace of their art for consumption and commodification. Art should vanish as soon as it was made.
Although it was normally a day trip, we were encouraged to sleep over.
“Your experience will be richer and deeper the longer you stay,” Nezu said.
“What should we wear? What should we bring?” Sayako asked. “Should I pack my easel and paints?”
“Don’t bother with that stuff,” Kaori said sharply.
Nezu’s tone was softer. “Just yourselves and your willingness to learn. Bring your openness. This will be a very special happening.”
“What’s a happening?” I asked, eager to demonstrate my willingness.
Kaori pressed her fingers to her eyes as if she had a headache, and I would have given anything to retract my stupid question.
“A happening is a spontaneous explosion of creativity,” Nezu said. “We can’t predict. It depends on various factors.”
“What factors?” Sayako asked.
“Human factors.” He pointed his finger at us. “People are as important as paint and clay. More so. Everything depends on the spontaneous connections we make, on our willingness to surrender to the moment.”
“Oh, Nezu, it can’t be explained,” Kaori said, beginning to sound impatient. “Maybe they’re not really interested. We shouldn’t waste their time.”
“Are you interested? Are you committed?” Nezu directed his question to Sayako. The way he looked at her he seemed to be saying “I have faith in you, don’t disappoint me.”
“Definitely!” Sayako said firmly. “We can’t wait, can we, Akemi.”
As soon as that was settled, Nezu gave us instructions about what trains to take and where to transfer to the bus. Kaori reached into her bag and gave us a hand-drawn map showing the hiking path from the bus stop to the campsite.
“Are you excited?” Sayako asked me when we were alone.
“Are you?”
She nodded.
“Me too,” I said. “What do you think will happen?”
“We don’t know yet, do we. It all depends.” She was already starting to sound like Nezu.
By the time we arrived at the campsite, it was mid-afternoon. We’d intended to get there much earlier but after we got off the train, we missed the bus we were supposed to catch and had to wait quite a while for the next one. Most people on the train had immediately headed off in the direction of the popular, well-marked hiking trails, and it seemed we were the only ones waiting for the bus, which clearly did not run very often. When we finally disembarked, there was an additional hike of about fifteen minutes along an uncleared path through swarms of flies. We arrived, sweaty and itchy, and as it turned out, just in time.
“I wondered if you would make it.” Kaori greeted us in front of an old cabin at the end of the trail. Behind her I could see a dense forest. “Everyone is outside. Come join the group. The happening is about to begin.”
Kaori led us to a clearing where a group of about thirty other young people our age had formed a loose circle. A man stood in the centre, stark naked.
He was skinny with narrow, sloping shoulders and a pale, sunken chest that was almost completely hairless except for two or three dark hairs sprouting around each of his nipples. The only part of him that wasn’t skinny was his stomach, which, perhaps because he was slouching, formed a soft mound, a little pot-belly, that looked incongruous on his otherwise skeletal frame. Farther down, tucked among a thicket of wiry black curls, his genitals hung like a damp purplish plant, limp penis and hairy testicles that swung back and forth whenever he moved.
“It’s so exciting, our first happening,” Sayako whispered to me.
Nezu told the man to walk around the circle and greet everyone individually. When the man stopped directly in front of me and bowed, I couldn’t look at him directly and turned my head to the side toward Sayako. When he stopped in front of her, though, I saw how she held her head high and smiled, coolly appraising him up and down. I wondered if she was trying to redeem herself after the incident when Nezu and Kaori had dried themselves off in front of us. When the man had finished bowing to everyone, he returned to the middle of the circle. Nezu handed him a shovel.
The man clutched the implement and briefly seemed to waver. Then, as if responding to some inaudible command, he thrust the metal head of the shovel into the soil and began furiously digging. As he dug, he flung clumps of soil over his shoulder. Sometimes the spray of dirt reached as far as where we were standing and rained down on us too, and the air filled with the smell of earth. The deeper he dug, the more he was forced to slow his pace and the harder he had to work to lift each spadeful, grunting loudly with the effort. His naked body had become so coated with dirt he looked more animal than human, a dark, furry mole trying to burrow into the ground.
“That’s enough,” Nezu said and he took the shovel away.
The hole the man had dug was much longer than it was wide but irregular in shape and depth. At its deepest it was over his knees. I could not figure out what he was making.
“Go on,” Nezu said in a quiet voice. “You know what to do. Are you ready, Ozawa?”
Everyone moved closer to the hole where the man stood, tightening the circle. He lowered himself onto his back and began wriggling until he had twisted his legs enough so his entire body fit. The others around us fell to their knees and began pushing the surrounding soil back into the hole to cover the man’s body up to his neck.
When he was almost entirely buried, Nezu leaned over and said, “Ready, Ozawa? Hold your breath. Don’t breathe!”
Nezu pushed the remaining dirt over Ozawa’s face. In an instant the man disappeared, swallowed up completely under a mound of black soil.
What followed was an excruciating silence, the air as heavy as a physical weight, and then the sudden spurting up of soil like a geyser as Ozawa pushed himself free.
He had been “dead” for less than twenty seconds. The performance was over.
We would learn that Nezu held his happenings all over the country, selecting new locations based on energetic force fields only he could detect. What Ozawa had done was something rarely performed, rarely seen. Being reborn from the earth, a rite of artistic passage that only the most talented could experience, was performed when an artist was ready to have their artistic consciousness expanded and elevated to a higher level. Nezu, and only Nezu, could determine when someone was ready.
That evening Ozawa became stinking drunk. He staggered in all directions and grasped blindly at any woman who came within reach. After what he’d gone through, no doubt in his mind he felt he’d earned the right. There was a lot of squealing and screaming, some of it clearly just for drama. At some point I got separated from Sayako. When I saw Ozawa approach, I decided my best route of escape was heading into the woods surrounding the campsite clearing. I hadn’t gotten far when I tripped on a large tree root and fell to my knees.
“Are you hurt?”
A man peered at me with a mixture of concern and curiosity and extended his hand to help me stand up.
“I’m okay. Really, I am.”
“That’s good. I’d say this is probably your first time?”
I nodded.
Now that we were face to face, I saw that he was older than the rest of the participants, closer in age to Nezu and Kaori. His eyes looked kindly, but something about his appearance did not seem right. His hair was very short, and he wore a long-sleeved, stained button-down shirt and black pants that were covered with burrs. His leather shoes were dusty and scuffed, as if he had walked a long way through the woods, which he probably had. I wondered if he was lost and had wandered into our gathering by mistake.
“What did you make of what you just saw?” he asked.
“I’ve never seen anything like it.”
“But I’m asking what did you make of it? Was it art? Or egotism?”
“I don’t understand.”
“Exhibitionism? Narcissism?”
He tipped his head to one side and studied me. “Don’t tell me you’re another one of those lost little rich girls.”
“I am not.” I was indignant.
“Okay, then, an art student?”
“Sort of. I mean, I’m studying illustration.”
“Well, that’s art, isn’t it?”
“I guess so, yes. I’m at the Konaka School of Technical Design and Illustration.”
“That’s quite a mouthful.” But he smiled gently.
I wondered why I hadn’t noticed him earlier.
“I didn’t see you at the performance.” Then I corrected myself as I wasn’t sure what word I should use. “The happening.”
“No, I was watching from here.”
I looked around. We were surrounded by tall bushes.
“Behind those trees over there,” he clarified.
“But why didn’t you join us?”
“Hmm. By the way, are you leaving tonight?”
“No, I’m staying overnight. I heard everyone is going to sleep in the cabin. It looks like a nice place, but I haven’t met the owner yet.”
The man threw back his head and burst out laughing. “You’re too much. Where on earth did they find you? Meet the owner! My guess is that the owner has no idea what’s going on right now.”
“I’m sorry, I don’t understand.”
“Oh, right, I shouldn’t have used the word owner. According to Nezu’s philosophy, it’s nobody’s cabin and it’s everybody’s. We’re here right now, so it’s ours. He and Kaori have a real knack for finding empty places and occupying them. There’s no such thing as individual ownership, right? Possessions and property are bourgeois.”
“You mean the person who owns this cabin doesn’t know we’re here? We’re using it without their permission?” I was aghast.
The man started to laugh again, then abruptly stopped.
“You don’t know anything, do you. Nezu and Kaori are good at this. They take what they want, liberate it, then abandon it when they’re finished.”
“But that’s not…” I didn’t know how to finish my sentence because I worried that whatever I said would sound prissy. That’s not right. That’s not nice. That’s not legal. None of these words seemed adequate, they were all pathetic.
“Aren’t they worried they’ll get caught?” I finally asked.
He shrugged. “I doubt it. Anyway I’m not inside their heads. Now, tell me, are you one of those people obsessed with Nostradamus? Doomsday?”
I must have looked at him stupidly because he nodded encouragingly.
“Not worried? That’s good. Now tell me this, what do you think of Kaori?”
“She’s very…I don’t know. I’ve never met anyone like her. Or Nezu.”
The man snorted. “She worships him, you know. Says he’s not like ordinary human beings. Can you imagine. Well, without her he’d be a nobody. Everyone knows she’s the one who got him…Oh, never mind. Tell me, how much did you pay?”
“Nothing.”
“They didn’t ask for an initiation fee?”
“No.” I was confused. “Nobody asked us to pay anything.”
“Hmm. For the time being.”
“Well, well, look who’s here.” Suddenly Kaori was standing next to us. I hadn’t heard her approach. “What the hell are you doing here, Watanabe? How did you find out where we were?”
“Hello, Kaori.” The man’s voice was calm and even.
“You have a lot of nerve showing up uninvited. Don’t tell me you’ve changed your mind. You want to come back? Are you committed to believing?”
“You know what I’m here for. I want my money back.”
Kaori stretched her lips into what might have passed for either a smile or a grimace. “What money, Watanabe? You know we don’t believe in money. You shouldn’t either. It’s meaningless. You’ll feel better when you come to accept that.”
Kaori put her arm around my shoulder.
“Come on, Akemi. Let’s go back.”
“I’m not the only one!” Watanabe shouted after us.
“I rescued you just in time,” Kaori whispered to me. “Sometimes Nezu is too generous with the kind of people he invites to join us. And they get bitter when they discover they don’t have any talent. It’s very sad. But we can’t help everybody, even though Nezu wants to.”
When I returned to the campsite, Sayako was nowhere to be found. She didn’t appear until late that night, when everyone began retiring to the cabin to sleep.
“Where were you?” I asked as we placed our sleeping rolls—actually just a pair of dirty blankets—side by side at the edge of the large open room. I wanted to tell her what had happened to me.
“I was in Nezu’s tent with a couple of other women. He wanted to give us an extra lecture. It’s too bad you weren’t around.”
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to make you worry about me,” I began.
“Worry? No, I wasn’t worried.” Sayako yawned and patted me on the shoulder. “Listen, Akemi, we have so much to learn. So much!” She repeated this twice before immediately dropping into a deep slumber.
It took me a lot longer to fall asleep. I suppose I was overly excited and, at the same time, a little anxious. Watanabe’s words blew around inside my head like bits of paper debris.



Chapter Twenty-One
In two weeks we received an invitation to another event, this time in Yamanashi. A week later, in Shizuoka. From that point on, it was every weekend. Were we free? Could we come? Please come! By the time of the third invitation, it was clear that Sayako felt it was more important to attend these events than to stay in her room painting a picture. And so we went to wherever Nezu and Kaori called us: to the mountains, to the seaside, to the woods, to wherever they found a suitable location to hold one of their happenings. Sayako wanted to go, and I wanted to follow Sayako.
The number of participants at the gatherings seemed to swell as time went by, from thirty to forty to sixty, to bigger and bigger crowds. Sometimes I’d see familiar faces, sometimes not. We all seemed to meld into one giant organism. At first I scanned the crowd for Watanabe, but I did not see him again.
“Who are all these people?” I once asked Kaori.
She smiled her crooked smile, the left side of her mouth tilting up and the right side down, as if her face couldn’t decide what she wanted to do. “It doesn’t matter. The important thing is that you are here. Nobody matters but you.”
According to Nezu, happenings required chemistry and they always needed to find new people, otherwise the chemistry wouldn’t be fresh. The happening wouldn’t happen. The process was hard to explain.
“You never know what kind of reaction you’ll get when you bring strangers together,” he said. “It’s like mixing unknown elements in a test tube and waiting for the combustion. That’s the beauty of human beings, they’re totally unpredictable.”
Once we sat on a deserted beach in our bathing suits. We were all given a stick and told to write our names in the wet sand as close to the water as we could. The waves rolled in, the kanji we had drawn were erased. We repeated this over and over for hours, till our shoulders were burnt red by the sun. Another time a man in a loincloth raced back and forth across a wet field flinging clumps of mud at those of us who stood watching him on the side. We were not allowed to throw anything back at him. On yet a different occasion, for a hiking trip to the mountains, we were told to bring our favourite teacup. I remember selecting the prettiest cup I owned. When we were close to the peak, Nezu led us in small groups to the narrow rock ledge where the view was the most breathtaking. As we took in the vista, exhausted but filled with awe, Nezu ordered us to throw our cups down into the valley. The sound of our teacups smashing into smithereens would create a singular music, he said, heard only once, heard only by us. I hesitated but everyone else did as they were told. So I did too, and assured myself this was part of my growth.
Kaori’s specialty was leading us in breathing exercises. We would sit cross-legged on the ground, close our eyes, let our bodies go limp, and imagine the smooth, sun-dappled surface of a large body of water, like the ocean, something without borders or edges, something limitless. We breathed in and out, slower and slower, lengthening each exhalation and inhalation until we were in tune with the rising and falling swell of our imaginary sea. Just as we started to drift off into a dreamlike state, Kaori would suddenly bark out an order.
“Faster, faster. Breathe in, breathe out.”
In her hands she held two blocks of wood that she clicked together in a sharp, urgent, unrelenting rhythm. Faster, faster.
But often it was faster than I was comfortable with, and about this point in the exercise, I would begin to feel lightheaded. If the next stage was Kaori’s command to leap to our feet and jump up and down, I would sometimes black out. It happened on more than one occasion. Some participants might start laughing hysterically, others might sob uncontrollably. I began to feel that my own response was not sufficiently dramatic, and I prayed to be overtaken by a passion I might surrender to.
We never went back to the same location twice, and although the places we visited were usually only two to three hours from Tokyo, I always felt they were otherworldly experiences: close enough to civilization, yet remote enough to feel that something out of the ordinary might happen. Nezu and Kaori had an uncanny knack for finding these strangely deserted enclaves, almost as if they could conjure them up at will. If initially I had felt a little uneasy—recalling what Watanabe had said—the more time I spent with Nezu and Kaori, the more I told myself to reject such a petty small-minded thought. What was wrong with borrowing a space that was not being used? What was mere ownership if we were mindful of taking care of what we used? Besides, most of our gatherings were outdoors. Who deserved to call a natural space their own private property? The seashore, the woods, the rivers, the lakes—they were all free, weren’t they?
At some point during each event, we gathered in a circle like obedient children at a camp and listened to Nezu’s lectures. He told us that he and Kaori wanted to be catalysts for our growth, physical and spiritual. Young people had fallen into a state of apathy. We suffered from san-mu-shugi—the Three Negatives: no vigour, no interest, no resistance. We had material goods and wealth, but inside we were empty. So empty we didn’t even realize how empty we were.
Nezu lectured us on the commercialism and corruption embedded in the contemporary art world. It was rotten to the core, he said. Working in the mainstream art world meant selling your soul. Paint a picture, sell it, get some money, paint another picture, and around and around in a pointless cycle. It was like working in a factory but worse. At least factory work was honest, but creating art for the moneyed class, for the fat bourgeoisie, was a form of lackeyism.
Down with bourgeois taste, down with capitalism, down with commercialism, down with the art of old men. Art requires the courage to destroy. To create the new, you must destroy the old. Destroy, destroy, destroy. It was thrilling and disturbing at the same time.
I wrote to my parents in August and told them I couldn’t come home for the summer vacation. I had too many important things to do.



Chapter Twenty-Two
From other participants we heard so many tales about Nezu and Kaori, it was hard to keep track of them all. It seemed that everyone had a story to tell, and both Sayako and I were eager to believe. I think we wanted to be shocked, and the more shocking the rumour, the more fervently we believed its truth and its power. One story was that Nezu was responsible for the spate of home invasions in the Tokyo area that had taken place in the late 1960s. Someone or some group had vandalized the homes of some of Japan’s wealthiest families. No one was ever caught. There were few security cameras in those days. In the most brazen invasion, the home of the president of Marushimaya, one of the country’s largest and most exclusive jewellery store chains, had been vandalized. A valuable painting that hung over the mantel had been slashed so many times it was said to be beyond repair. The newspaper was unable to confirm the identity of the painting except to say that it was a relatively recent purchase, which raised speculation it might have been the Tsuguharu Foujita painting—a controversial self-portrait—that had been in the news three or four years earlier because of the bidding war at auction and the high price that had been paid. Nothing else in the house had been disturbed or taken, despite the presence of significant valuables in the form of jewellery, antiques, and other artwork, leading investigators to suspect it might have been someone with a specific grudge.
Whenever people tried to get Nezu to admit that he had been the mysterious home invader, the righteous destroyer of artwork, he would simply smile enigmatically and refuse to answer.
Out of earshot of Nezu and Kaori, some participants exchanged rumours about Kaori’s hair: some said she’d nearly died of cancer and her hair had fallen out during treatment; others maintained she had a rare autoimmune disease called alopecia. Yet others were sure that a former lover had been so jealous he’d burned off all her hair and it had never grown back. Sayako told me that none of these rumours was true.
According to Sayako, Kaori used to have hair so long she could sit on it. She was part of a dance troupe that performed in the street, and when she danced she wore her hair loose so it became a part of her movement, another set of limbs. Her troupe often performed in Shinjuku on Sundays when the roads were closed to cars. That was where Nezu first spotted her, performing in the middle of the pedestrian-only thoroughfare. Apparently as soon as he saw her, he felt an electric current run through his body and his destiny with her became clear. She should leave and come with him.
“What was Nezu doing back then? Was he a student?” I asked.
“I’m not sure. It doesn’t matter. He was searching. Yes, that’s it, he was searching.”
Kaori must have been flattered by the attentions of the striking young man with the intense gaze. Every time her troupe performed, there he was, often the only spectator they had. She was getting tired of her dance group, and when Nezu told her that fate dictated she should come with him, she thought why not. He had an unusual idea for a radical performance that only she could carry out. They would invite people to cut some of her hair. She had a lot of it, she could afford to lose a little, couldn’t she. It would be like Yoko Ono’s performance piece when she invited people to cut her clothes, but their act would be much more daring because it was Kaori’s hair.
On the day of the performance, Kaori sat cross-legged on a cushion set on the side of a busy street. Nezu offered a pair of scissors to passersby. Everyone ignored them, until finally one young woman shyly approached and asked what they were doing.
“My associate would like you to cut her hair,” Nezu said. “You can cut as much as you like.”
The woman snipped an inch off a few strands and handed the scissors back. As soon as she did this, others began stepping forward and eventually there was a lineup. The snipping continued for several minutes, polite and decorous, until quite a large crowd had gathered.
At this point Nezu said to Kaori, “Are you afraid?”
“No.”
“Are you ready?”
“Yes.”
He grabbed a fistful of Kaori’s hair, pulled it to the side and lopped off two feet. Then he flung the rope of hair into the crowd, where it whipped violently through the air like a snake before scattering in all directions. There was an audible gasp from the spectators, more than a few shrieks, and then, as if infected by a contagion of violence, the crowd began cheering, urging Nezu on. Nezu continued until he’d cut all of Kaori’s hair into short, uneven tufts. The act had clearly been taxing, his arm had shaken, and when it was over, he collapsed.
“Wait a minute. You mean she sacrificed her hair for Nezu?” I said. “That doesn’t sound right.”
“No, that’s not how Kaori explained it to me,” Sayako said. “She participated in an act of transformational art. It wasn’t a sacrifice.”
“But what about all those other rumours? You know, the stories about cancer and the vengeful ex-lover.”
“Akemi, you should be careful who you listen to,” Sayako said firmly. “The most important thing is to believe. Belief begets truth. Don’t let the doubters plant seeds of untruth in the soil of your mind.”
Kaori had warned her there were people who were desperate to join their group but who had to be rejected because they were not pure enough. Sometimes they came back as infiltrators. They spread false rumours and lies. They had blackness in their hearts.
“There are lots of fake people,” Sayako told me solemnly. “We have to be on guard.”



Chapter Twenty-Three
Sometimes I like to believe I was suspicious of Nezu and Kaori from the very beginning, but that’s not true. Or rather, I tamped down whatever suspicions I had because I wanted to ignore them. Sayako was so quickly and utterly drawn under their spell, I wanted what she saw in them. I was desperate to feel the same rapture. Perhaps I should have known better because Watanabe tried to give me an early warning, but it’s easy to be beguiled if you want to be beguiled.
Nezu was always surrounded by other participants, so I rarely spoke to him. But one weekend at the end of August, in the early evening before the bonfire was lit, Sayako had gone off with Kaori and left me by myself yet again. I hated when she did this, so in a huff I took off on my own into the bushes. I had brought a small notebook with me and I was determined to do some sketching. While it wasn’t explicitly forbidden to bring something to draw on, it wasn’t encouraged, and not once since we’d started attending these happenings had I seen anyone make anything concrete. Art had to be in the moment, like things drawn in the mud that were immediately washed away. But I didn’t experience the deep enlightenment that everyone else claimed they did. Anyway, I felt hurt by the way Sayako was ignoring me, and drawing was the only source of comfort I could think of.
A hand fell heavily on my shoulder. Before I could turn around to see who it was, another hand came down on my other shoulder and held me firmly facing forward. From behind, a hot breath tickled the back of my neck close to my ear. For a fleeting moment, I thought Watanabe had returned and come to surprise me.
“Well, what do you think?” Nezu’s voice was deep and low, as smooth as oil floating on the surface of water. When he released me, he was smiling, as pleased as a small boy who had just played a joke.
“How do you like our little family?”
“Hello. I didn’t see you.” I felt my face redden, blood rushing to my cheeks.
“You shouldn’t be alone.”
“I was just taking a break.”
“A break?” Nezu knit his brow in an exaggerated frown. “We disapprove of that, you know. No need to take a break from us. We’re all family, right.”
“No, no. I didn’t mean to be anti-social.”
“Okay, that’s a relief. I’m glad I found you here, because there’s something I want to ask you.”
He sat down beside me cross-legged on the grassy mound, and as he drew closer, his leg touched mine, but casually as if it just happened to fall next to my bare knee. He began plucking bits of grass and tossing them in the air in front of him. I was conscious that my blouse was bunched up around my middle in an unattractive way. I wanted to straighten my clothes but I didn’t dare move.
“So, you still haven’t told me. What do you think of our little art family,” he said softly, watching more of the grass he had tossed up in the air drift down. “It’s really something, don’t you think?”
“Yes,” I said, and then, because he seemed to be expecting me to say more, I added, “it’s very nice.”
“Good. I’m glad you think so.”
He picked up the pad I’d been holding on my lap as if noticing it for the first time. He glanced at it briefly before tossing it aside on the grass.
“Akemi, I want to ask you a question: What makes a real artist? What separates an artist from ordinary people?”
Some of his hair was coming loose from his ponytail, and a few thick strands fell forward across his cheek. I was grateful he was sitting on my good side, but also conscious of how I hadn’t washed my hair in a few days and wishing that I had. It felt bushy and sticky.
“People talk a lot about artistic talent, don’t they?”
I nodded. “I think Sayako is very talented.”
“We’re not talking about Sayako right now, we’re talking about you.” He poked his index finger into my chest just below my collarbone. “You’re the one I’m interested in. Don’t you want to be an artist?”
“Oh, I don’t know.”
“Don’t know?”
“Well, I suppose so.”
“Everyone wants to be an artist, but not everyone can be a real artist. A true artist. A visionary.”
“Oh, in that case, I’m not really an artist. I’m just an illustrator.”
“Just an illustrator? Just?”
“Well, the kind of drawing I’m studying is realistic. It’s medical illustration.”
“Hmm.” Nezu pondered this for a moment. “So, can you draw my heart?”
“Well, the heart is a complicated organ. There are the four chambers, two atria and two ventricles, and there are valves and main arteries and smaller arteries and capillaries and a lot of other things. The specimens we’ve been practising on so far are pig’s hearts. I don’t know when I’ll see a real heart. But of course there’s a lot to learn from studying and copying sample illustrations others have done. I make adjustments, expanding different sections, using different angles. Whatever my instructors ask me to do.” I was talking too much because I was nervous.
“Right. But my heart, Akemi.” He took my hand and placed it on his chest. I could feel the heat beneath his shirt. “Here, where my soul is. Can you draw it? Can you draw my soul?”
The question startled me. I didn’t know how to reply.
“Maybe you’re someone who copies right now, but I get the feeling you’d rather be more than that, wouldn’t you. A real artist. Someone who can draw the soul.”
He held my hand tightly against his chest. “I can make you an artist.”
I nodded because I didn’t know what to say and he seemed to be getting impatient. His eyes were enormous, very black, flecked with gold and unblinking.
“Akemi, I think you might have a rare kind of potential. But it all comes down to something very simple.” His mouth, his hot breath, was next to my ear. “What separates a real artist from everyone else is not imagination or vision or any of those other bullshit things that people like to talk about. It’s freedom. Total surrender to freedom. You have to surrender, Akemi. A true artist isn’t afraid of freedom.”
From the campfire area I could hear the sound of someone strumming a guitar. I shifted my weight but he put his hand on my leg. “No rush. I can make you an artist,” he said softly, and he brushed the blades of grass off my bare skin and then brought that same hand up to my breast.
“Oh.” I let out an involuntary exclamation.
“Akemi, you’d like to be an artist, wouldn’t you? You’d like to be free, wouldn’t you?”
Suddenly his mouth had covered mine and with the hard clink of teeth the thick muscle of his tongue pushed inside. I was so surprised that my spontaneous reaction was to clench my jaw.
He pulled back and assumed an exaggerated look of hurt. “Akemi, please. Don’t tell me you’re a prude.”
I shook my head vigorously, shaken more by mortification than by what he had done. No, not a prude. Anything but that.
“Just relax. Let me teach you about freedom. This is the first step to unlocking your inner creativity.”
“Ne-zu!” In the distance Kaori’s distinctive voice cut through all the other sounds, the singing and the guitar and the chirping of birds. “Ne-zu! Where are you? We’re ready to start. Hurry up. We can’t start without you.”
Nezu gave my cheek a quick rub with his knuckles. “We’ll continue later.” Then he jumped to his feet and began running through the trees. I heard him shout, “I’m coming!”
Still sitting on the ground, I ran my tongue over my teeth and probed the insides of my mouth. The skin around my lips stung a bit after being rubbed by the stubble of his beard. I held my hands out in front of me. It was odd that they trembled only slightly because inside I was shaking hard.
By the time I made my way back to the group, everyone had stopped singing and was passing around bottles of beer.
“Where were you? You missed the fun.” Sayako greeted me absent-mindedly before moving off to join Nezu and Kaori.
I headed to the opposite side of the bonfire and sat down by myself in between two groups of women I didn’t know. I studied Nezu. He didn’t look any different from before. He had flung one arm about Kaori’s neck and the other around Sayako’s, and whenever he wanted to gesticulate or take a swig from his bottle of beer, he moved his arms unmindful of the woman whose neck he was bending. Neither Kaori nor Sayako seemed to mind. They laughed. He laughed. He kissed each of them on the cheek, one after the other, and again they laughed. He squeezed them and they laughed. I saw that everyone else was free. Only I wasn’t free, only I didn’t know how to be free. At one point I thought that Nezu might be looking at me, gazing directly through the orange flames of the bonfire, but I wasn’t sure. His expression changed not in the slightest. It was clear that he was confident I would not say anything to Kaori. What on earth could you tell her, he seemed to be saying. Do you think it would shock her? Did anything happen? No, there was nothing to say and no one to tell. Certainly not Kaori, of whom I was afraid, and not Sayako either, who I sensed would not want to hear it.

—
I prayed that the evening would end soon, but Nezu jumped up and announced that we should all go swimming in the lake. My heart sank.
Kaori objected. “That’s enough, Nezu. People have had too much to drink. We should all go to sleep.”
“First we swim,” he commanded. “Everyone into the water.”
He tore off his clothes, flung them on the sand, and stood with his hands on his hips waiting for all the others to strip. “That’s cheating,” he shouted at a group of young women who were edging toward the water in their underwear. “Take it off.” The air was still warm, but judging by the screams as people plunged into the lake, the water must have been cold. Sayako was one of the first to enter the water. Kaori followed right after her. Even though I wasn’t the only one who remained on the beach, I felt as if I was all alone listening to the distant splashing and laughter.
The swimming didn’t last very long, only ten minutes at the most, and before I knew it Sayako emerged from the water and came running to my side. I handed her the clothes she had dropped. Shivering, she ran toward the cabin to change.
Nezu loped across the sand. As he passed, he slapped me on the bottom with his damp hand and leaned close.
“Prude,” he hissed.
He continued on, chasing after Sayako and the others. Long after he disappeared into the darkness, I remained rooted to the spot.



Chapter Twenty-Four
After the incident with Nezu, I didn’t want to go to any more happenings—I was afraid of being alone with him. Yet I was equally worried about what Sayako would say. I didn’t want to disappoint her.
As it turned out, my concerns were unnecessary. At the next gatherings I attended, Nezu completely ignored me. He was not mean or overtly unkind; he did not single me out for criticism or disapproval. In fact, he didn’t single me out at all. When he happened to look in my direction, it was as if he didn’t even see me. His gaze passed straight through me to some distant point beyond, as if I was no different from a part of the landscape, a leaf or a branch or a stone.
I found this behaviour even more unsettling than his earlier conduct. It made me question if I had completely misunderstood what had happened. Had I blown the incident out of proportion? It was only a kiss, wasn’t it? Even more troubling, now I wasn’t sure how I was supposed to feel. Was it normal to feel such a mixture of emotions at the same time: outrage and shame, hurt and embarrassment. I also started to question why I hadn’t told Sayako. Was it because I hadn’t wanted to upset her, or was it because I did not want to ask her to choose sides? Was I worried she would believe Nezu more than she would believe me? Had he done that to her? Had she liked it?

—
Takeshi approached me in the drawing studio at school. I had fallen behind on my assignments and it was hard to build up the motivation to complete them. I was supposed to be working on a series of pictures contrasting healthy lungs and lungs that had been infected with Mycobacterium tuberculosis. It was a straightforward enough assignment, but I couldn’t even get started on the preliminary sketch. My pencil seemed to wander aimlessly on its own, making obscene scratches all over my illustration board.
“What are you working on?”
“Nothing,” I said sharply.
“What’s wrong?”
“Nothing.”
“What’s happening with you? You shouldn’t cross Tabata, you know. He’s really strict about deadlines.”
“If you’re afraid I won’t finish my section of the project, don’t be so concerned,” I said testily. “I’ll do my part.”
“It’s not that. I’m worried about you. You seem different. Distracted.”
Takeshi wrung his long, thin fingers together and looked down at the floor. He was dressed the way he always was, in a polyester shirt so thin I could see his undershirt. His short hair had a cowlick in the front that he tried unsuccessfully to slick down with too much oily gel.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m just busy, that’s all.”
“But you don’t draw in the studio after class the way you used to. What are you doing? Who are you spending your time with?”
“What? I should spend all my time in the studio with you? Tracing pictures of bacteria?”
“It’s not that. I’m just worried. If you don’t finish your assignments, you could fail, you know. Mr. Tabata, I’ve heard him complain about you.”
“Oh, really. Well, I don’t care what he thinks. All of this stuff that we do, it’s just copying, you know.”
“What do you mean?”
“It’s not original or creative. It’s just imitation. It’s stupid.” I threw my pencil on the drafting table. “Actually I don’t know how you can stand it. You’re just wasting your time. We’re all wasting our time.”
“What the hell has gotten into you? This is really important work. Of course it’s original, of course it’s creative. Our images of new surgical techniques will help advance medicine and save lives. We can help ordinary people too so they know what’s going on inside their bodies. So people can see what a tumour looks like, what a blocked blood vessel looks like. How an ulcer develops. How a virus can get into your lungs and make you sick! This is about life and death. There’s nothing more crucial than that.”
What a pompous ass he was.
“Don’t lecture me. Acting all high and mighty, pretending you’re just like a doctor. As if you know everything.”
“I never said I was a doctor. I’m not the one pretending to be something I’m not. What’s happened? You used to love doing this.”
“Look, I don’t feel like talking. I need to get this sketch done.”
Takeshi didn’t move. I could hear him behind me, exhaling loudly. His breaths sounded ragged and wet and full of hurt, like a child. I knew he was waiting for me to apologize and to take back everything I’d said. To assure him that, really, everything was all right.
I made a show of hunching over my drawing board.
There was nothing I could say that would explain the depths of my dissatisfaction with myself. He was right on one count, though. I used to get so much pleasure out of drawing; the happiness and the challenge was in replicating nature as precisely as I could. Leaves and flowers and birds and insects, all the miniature things in front of me. But at some point the worm had wound its way in and crushed something essential inside me, call it confidence or hope or simply joy. Whatever it was, it was gone, and I had to wonder if it had ever really been there.
Originality. Imagination. Creativity. I had none of it.



Chapter Twenty-Five
I finally told Sayako that I had to catch up on my assignments at school and might not be able to attend Nezu and Kaori’s events as often as before.
“Of course you should concentrate on your own work. You should have told me earlier how busy you are.”
“I’m really sorry. I know you’ll miss going to their happenings.”
“I’ll manage.”
“But, if I can’t go with you…”
“I’ll go by myself. It’s no problem.”
I don’t know why but I hadn’t anticipated this response. I’d assumed she wouldn’t want to go alone.
“Are you sure?”
“This way if they have events in the middle of the week, it’ll be easier for me to attend. You always have classes, but I can go whenever I want.”
So for the next while Sayako went on her own. She would tell me where each event was and how long she stayed—sometimes she stayed for two, three, even four nights—but she didn’t go into many details. Who was there, what exactly she did, I never found out. Sometimes she was offhand, saying it was boring or just the same old stuff. You wouldn’t have enjoyed it, Akemi, she would say.
The less she told me, naturally the more curious I became. Until my curiosity reached a bursting point. When she told me the next gathering would be in Chiba, I said that I’d like to attend.
“Really? I thought you were too busy.”
“It’s not far. It won’t take long.”
“Well, if you think you can spare the time. It might be boring, you know.”

—
I was surprised by how small the group was; only ten people, mostly young women, some of whom looked like they could be high school students. I didn’t see anyone from the previous events I had attended. It was unseasonably chilly for autumn. A bonfire on the deserted beach had already been lit, presumably in part for warmth.
“Are more people coming?” I asked.
Kaori shook her head. “It’s a small gathering today.”
“Did you bring what I asked?” Nezu said to Sayako.
I turned to her quizzically. She hadn’t mentioned anything.
She reached into her bag and brought out a hand mirror. It was just an ordinary mirror with a pink plastic back and a handle, the kind you could get in any drugstore or discount shop, and I wondered why Nezu and Kaori couldn’t have bought their own but I supposed they didn’t want to sully their hands with money and commercial transactions.
“Good. That’s the right size.” He held it up and it covered his face completely.
“Why don’t I start?” Kaori said. She took the mirror and sat down on the sand, kneeling in a formal posture beside the bonfire. We formed a line in front of her.
She pressed the back of the mirror against her face so that the reflecting side faced outward. The way she held it we couldn’t see her face at all, just the top of her scalp. As she shifted from side to side, her head was transformed into a ball of sea and sky and clouds and light, whatever was caught in the mirror. I was reminded of how Magritte liked to erase his face with clouds or the sky or a bird.
One by one we were to sit directly across from Kaori on a spot Nezu outlined in the sand about two feet away. Nezu would help us adjust our posture so that the reflection of our own face filled the mirror Kaori held over her face. Then we were to hold this pose for as long as we could.
“It looks simple, but it’s not,” Nezu said. “Use the mirror to look into your soul. Who do you see?”
Two very young women went first, but neither of them could last longer than ten seconds before bursting into giggles.
Nezu scowled, then turned to Sayako. “This is serious, you understand.”
She nodded solemnly, took her position in front of Kaori and sat very still in front of the mirror for almost five minutes. When she stood up, Nezu gave her an approving look. She had restored the proper tone.
When it was my turn, I wasn’t much better than the teenagers. I barely managed to sit for a minute, the experience was so disturbing. The more I looked at my face in the mirror, the less I appeared like myself. Instead of confirming who I was, the mirror made it look as if my head had been transferred onto Kaori’s body. It was a simple optical illusion, I suppose, but I felt as if my “self” had floated away. I wasn’t sure where I was.
It was very quiet. I listened to the crackling pop-pop-pop of the bonfire, loud as firecrackers going off inside my head, and the sound of the waves, swooshing like long, watery broom strokes.
When everyone had had their turn, Nezu came up to Sayako and put his arms around her. “You did very well. Now, why don’t you do it?”
“What?”
“You do it. I want to sit with you.”
Kaori was caught off guard. “You can sit with me.”
“That’s okay.” He took the mirror from Kaori and gave it to Sayako. “Go on. Sit.”
Sayako held the mirror against her face as Kaori had done and Nezu sat in front of her, but instead of sitting two feet away he positioned himself closer, legs touching. Then he impatiently pushed the mirror to the side and looked into Sayako’s eyes. The two locked gazes, I’m not even sure if they blinked. They were so close they seemed to be inhaling and exhaling the air that came from each other’s lungs.
Nezu finally broke away and the spell was broken.
He turned to Kaori. “Wasn’t she good? She didn’t disappoint us, did she. She’s ready, don’t you think. She’s not afraid of anything.” He gestured for Kaori to step forward, but she backed away.
“We need one more performance tonight!” She began leaping around the perimeter of the bonfire, flinging her arms and legs like a gymnast. Although she was short, her thighs were powerful. There was no mistaking she had once been a dancer. She jumped into the circle of stones around the fire, and then leapt out. In and out among the stones, flirting dangerously close to the flames. There was something frantic about her movements, like a wild animal trapped but also mesmerized by the fire. Suddenly she jumped away, ran down the length of the beach until she was almost out of sight. Turning around, she ran toward us, legs pumping hard, accelerating. We backed away, as it became clear she was not going to slow down. She was hurtling herself directly toward the fire. At the last minute, she launched herself into the air, feet first and rotating her arms furiously like windmills as if to propel herself forward. She was too close to the fire to safely land in front of it, and there was no way she could jump over it.
No sooner had she launched herself into the air than she was knocked to the sand by a black shadow that pounced on her from the side. There was an audible thud, then silence. They were inches from the ring of stones that encircled the bonfire.
It felt like an eternity before Nezu stirred. Beneath him Kaori lay crumpled on the sand, and his hands were spread protectively like a cap over her nearly bald head. Then Kaori sat up and looked around at us triumphantly. The smile on her face was radiant.
I left at the end of the evening with some of the others, but Sayako stayed on. When I saw her a week later, she reported that Kaori had burnt her feet during her performance. The wounds had festered and got infected, and she developed a fever, even became delirious at one point.
“That sounds terrible.” I tried to muster a display of sympathy.
“Oh, it’s okay now. But she can’t walk for a while.”
“What about the gatherings?”
“They’ve been cancelled indefinitely. Anyway, the season is over. They won’t do anything till next summer.”
So there would be no more happenings. Not on the beach or in the woods, not outdoors or indoors or anywhere else. I would be lying if I said that I didn’t welcome this news with a swell of black glee in my heart, so sure was I that it would bring a natural and logical end to our association with Nezu and Kaori.



Chapter Twenty-Six
What draws a moth directly into a flame? You’d think that centuries of evolution would have eliminated that fatal instinct. And yet it persists. So if I am asked what drew me to go to Sayako’s apartment that day, I suppose the answer is I was just like a moth. I can’t explain it otherwise. But I do ask you to consider this: What compels any of us to do the one thing that subconsciously we know will hurt us? Is it an external force that lures us forward? Or is it something lurking within?

—
I’d hoped that Sayako would return to working on the portrait series, but even after the happenings ended, she expressed no interest in having me pose for her anymore. Her excuses—she was working on other things, she had to expand her repertoire—were weak and patently false. She was no longer eager to go to museums and art galleries, she had no curiosity about other artists. She spoke about her need to centre herself.
“Is that what Nezu told you to do?” I demanded.
“My art is getting stronger,” she said.
“What art? How many paintings have you done? You haven’t finished a single one, have you.”
“You concentrate on your work, Akemi, and I’ll concentrate on mine.”

—
The Friday that I picked to skip class and go to Sayako’s apartment was just an ordinary day. Why that day? Why a Friday instead of on the weekend when I did not have class, when it would have been a more natural time of the week for me to visit? There was no particular reason. I suppose I woke up and decided in the moment that I really needed to talk to her. It wasn’t too late for us to go back to the way we’d been. That was all I wanted, for things to return to just the two of us. I would explain to her what Nezu had done to me in the woods. I regretted not telling her at the time. She would see that she didn’t need his help—the person she needed was me. If she just resumed painting me, her feelings about her art and about me would be rekindled.
But when I got there, she wasn’t in. As I debated whether to wait or go home, another idea came to me. I knew where the spare keys were kept—one under the mat outside her apartment door and another hidden behind a heavy flowerpot to the right of the door—because this had been my idea. At least one of them would be there.
Before I continue, let me say this: If I’ve given the impression of being rather timid, the kind of person who would prefer not to confront others directly, that is true. But you should know that even the most passive person can be as devious as anyone else.
It was stuffy inside the apartment, the air still and stagnant. The curtains were closed, and in the dim light the first thing that caught my eye were dirty dishes and glasses piled precariously in the sink. My initial impulse was to roll up my sleeves and clean up, and I cast my eyes to the table, where I saw more dirty bowls and plates, beer bottles, sticky sake cups and a chipped pouring carafe. In the middle of the table, I noticed that a small saucer had been used as an ashtray. The way the butts had been crushed, they seemed to face the same direction, bent like a series of commas. Or question marks. Sayako didn’t smoke.
In the living area, her clothes were scattered all over the floor, but this was not unusual. What was unusual was that the door to the room at the back that she used as her studio was wide open.
Dust motes curled lazily in the faint light, because although the curtains here were also closed, the sunlight was strong and bled through the fabric, somehow emphasizing the dense atmosphere of the room. I entered the space and inhaled the odour of dried-out rags that had once been soaked in turpentine. It had been a while since I’d been inside this room, but I was so familiar with it, it was like entering an intimate nook of my mind. How many times had I stepped inside this space, sat on the chair positioned next to the window, settled my body onto its soft cushions and remained there, still and unmoving, for minutes, for hours. Watching her paint me. This is what I missed.
Watching her. Being watched.
A large sketchbook was set up on the easel in the middle of the room. It was open to the last drawing, for she had had no reason to think anyone would look at it. As soon as I saw the sketch, I realized this was what I’d been subconsciously looking for. I felt a staticky current of comprehension run through me, a body telegraph that said, ah, so that’s what was going on.
I was pleased to see it was terrible. The charcoal sketch was technically flawed, crude and elementary. She had drawn him from the hips up, his broad, bare chest smooth and hairless. No doubt Nezu didn’t want her to include his short, spindly legs. I flipped through the sketchbook. There were several other studies, almost all of them of his naked torso. When I came to the last one, I ran my thumb along one of the thick charcoal lines. But my smudge did not make much of a difference, so I spit on the side of my fist and rubbed it over and over on the paper. Then I threw the sketchbook on the floor next to the pile of dirty underwear they’d so carelessly left.
I looked around the room, searching for what else I should know.
She’d always set my painting on the bigger of her two easels, and when I saw it in the corner of the room facing the wall, I knew this was it. I turned the easel around and lifted the dustcloth covering the canvas. It was dry. The painting hadn’t been worked on for some time.
There I was. In a three-quarter pose, the way I always sat, with my good side facing forward, with my birthmark out of sight. Except it was not. She had painted the birthmark on my good side, a mirror image of where it was in reality. It was a ruby stain flowing like blood, looking like it had gushed out of my ear and poured down my cheek, along my jaw, down the side of my neck, where it spread like a viscous liquid to my collarbone. It was continuous, not in patches, and much bigger, darker, glossier—a river of red. She must have taken great care when mixing her paints to achieve such a deep, rich, unmistakable port-wine red. It glistened and almost looked beautiful, except that it wasn’t. It was so ugly I could hardly bear it.
I stared at the portrait. I stared at myself. It was me but it wasn’t me. It was what she saw of me, I realized. This was how she saw me.
The neck was an exaggeration, stretched unnaturally long like a Modigliani. The shoulders were narrow and sloped, the forehead high and peaked. The nose was pinched and much too long, Western-looking, not Japanese. The eyes had not been finished. They were simply two lidless ovals outlined in a thin black line, the insides painted a uniform light grey. Though the eyes were empty, they still seemed to have the power to see, an eerie, sightless vision. The eyes—my eyes—stared back at me.
I didn’t know how to stop looking, so I flung the dust cover over the portrait and began backing away. But I slipped on the sketchbook full of Nezu’s torsos and fell on my rear end on top of their underwear. Somehow this stupid act made me realize how completely pathetic I was, and whatever emotion I had been holding in came flooding out.
I was crying when Sayako came back.
“What happened? What are you doing here?”
She knelt down and peered into my tear-streaked face. I’m sure she was smiling. Afterwards I would think about that smile a lot, the curve of her mouth, the sweetness of her breath so close to my face.
“What’s wrong?”
“I…I…” And then I broke down and started sobbing again.
“Oh, Akemi, what are you crying about?” She stroked my hair and pressed her lips to the crown of my head.
“You promised,” I managed to croak.
“Don’t tell me you’re worried about Nezu. Don’t be jealous. He wanted me to sketch him.”
“No, no. Not that.”
“What?”
“You promised.” I got up, went over to the easel and pulled off the dust cover.
There was a long pause.
“Oh, that. It’s not finished. You’re not supposed to look.”
“How could you?”
“What? You’re not making sense.”
“Paint my right side.”
“I didn’t. Look, it’s your left side.”
“But you painted the…” I couldn’t bring myself to say the word.
“Akemi, is that what you’re so upset about? That’s not your birthmark. It’s a brushstroke. And this is a painting. It’s not you.”
“Of course it’s me.”
“It’s not. It’s my painting. My art.”
“But you…”
“You’re too self-conscious, Akemi,” Sayako continued. “If I painted something that happens to resemble your birthmark, it’s because it improved the portrait. I’ve been struggling with this painting for a long time. But look how much more vivid it is. The red brought the painting to life, made it breathe. It’s real.”
“I don’t want it in the picture.” I don’t know where I found the strength to say those words.
“What on earth are you talking about?”
“You…you didn’t ask for my permission.”
For the first time, a shadow of apprehension crossed Sayako’s eyes. It was like the way bats flit across a dark sky, a blink in an instant only to disappear. A blink, a flash, then nothing. Blackness.
“This is what art means, Akemi. I’m a creator. I’m original. This is what it means to create real art. I don’t need your permission.”
“But it’s my face,” I whimpered. A painful bubble of gas rose between my ribs and I felt an intense burning in my chest.
“Nezu says I’m really improving, reaching deeper and deeper into my creative core. He said my talent is real, not the fake kind, not the superficial kind. He said he wants to help elevate my creativity.”
“He said, he said, he said. He’s just using you.”
“What?”
“He’s using you. It’s not safe being with him. I should have told you but one time in the woods he even tried to…with me.”
Sayako snorted. “What did he do? Come on, Akemi.”
“I’m serious. He and Kaori, you shouldn’t trust them. They’re strange. They’re…not normal.”
“Everyone’s going to have a good laugh when they hear this. Normal, who wants to be normal? He’s an artist. You know, I was warned you might say things to try to dissuade me. I was warned you would be jealous.”
“I’m not jealous.”
“Of course you are.”
I tried one last time, a different tack. I pointed my finger accusingly at the portrait. “Okay, let’s not argue. Can’t you paint over it? Just paint over the red mark. Please. Then the picture will be fine.”
“That’s ridiculous. I’m not going to do that.”
Sayako had regained her full confidence and there was no wavering. No, she would not redo the portrait. No, she would not change it. It was her painting, her artwork. I could think what I liked but it would not affect her assessment of her own creation.
I hung my head in an effort to mask my trembling. My whole body had started to vibrate. I wasn’t crying anymore because I’d run dry; I felt hot and parched and on the verge of cracking wide open. But the gesture of bowing my head must have struck Sayako as an expression of defeat and acceptance, for she put her hand on my shoulder and began patting it. Not to comfort, but to placate. There, there. Calm down. Over and over. Pat, pat. There, there. Pat, pat.
“It’s art, Akemi. It’s not about you. It’s art.” She was now talking to herself, boasting about what she had accomplished, not ashamed in the least, certainly not apologetic.
Maybe it was how she kept repeating the word “art,” as if I could have no idea what real art was, or maybe it was the way she kept patting me on the shoulder, as if I was some kind of small pet.
A surge of piercing rage boiled up inside me. I raised my head and narrowed my eyes.
“You call that art? You’re pathetic. You can’t even tell how bad it is. You’re a lousy artist. There’s no hope for you because you can’t even see how awful you are.”
Sayako stopped patting my shoulder. Her arm was still raised in the air, like she was frozen in time. Her mouth formed a small O shape though no sound came out; her brow was furrowed, her gaze clouded over in confusion, bewilderment.
I swivelled my head toward the ugly portrait. This wasn’t a painting. This wasn’t art. It was me. Instinctively I moved toward myself. Toward my own sightless eyes that were beckoning, jeering.
Sayako stepped in front to block me, but I pushed her. I pushed her as hard as I could and she fell backwards into the painting, arms flailing, and her fist punched a giant hole through the canvas. The easel toppled over, the painting crashed to the floor.
Sayako crawled on all fours, rose to her knees and stared at her painting. Then without turning her head, a ferocious animal roar came from deep inside her belly.
“Get out!”



Chapter Twenty-Seven
Time blurred after that. All I remember is that, immediately after our terrible row, I rushed straight home to my room in Miss Ito’s boarding house and locked myself in. I kept hearing Sayako’s animal roar in my ears and I cowered under the sheets. She didn’t sound human, she didn’t sound like anything I’d ever heard. I didn’t go to class the next day, nor the day after nor any of the following days. Miss Ito knocked on my door and asked if I was sick and did I need a doctor, but I managed to explain that I was fine and had to concentrate on some school assignments I had fallen behind on. This seemed to satisfy her.
Drawing was the last thing I wanted to do. I spent my time doing precisely nothing. It was as if a heavy, dark, all-enveloping weight pressed down on my chest, pinning me in place. All day long I lay on my futon and stared up at the ceiling. There was a large brown water stain from an old leak in the roof that had happened before I moved in, and I used to amuse myself by seeing how many shapes I could make out. It was my own Rorschach test. Depending on my mood, I could see a whale, a rose, a dancing cow, a smiling cat, a fluffy rabbit. In the past I could turn the shape into anything I wanted if I put my imagination to work. Now, though, it looked like nothing more than what it was, just a disgusting old stain on the ceiling. Somehow my thoughts kept returning to the portrait; the more I tried to contain them, the more they scurried about on their own, heedless of my attempts to stop them.
It’s art, Akemi. You understand, don’t you. It’s not about you. It’s art.
This is what art means, Akemi. I’m a creator. I’m original.
That’s not your birthmark. It’s a brushstroke. And this is a painting. It’s not you.
This is what it means to create real art. I don’t need your permission.
I knew that good art wasn’t necessarily pretty, that really good art was meant to challenge, even to shock. But I hadn’t known that art could be so ruthless and cruel. Like a knife carving open a wound.
I closed my eyes, I opened them. I lay on my back, I turned over on my stomach, I stretched out, I curled into a fetal position. But no matter what I did, the pain inside wouldn’t subside. I felt an ache of loneliness so vast it was like drifting in the cold darkness of outer space.

—
 Takeshi called the boarding house. Through my closed door I told whoever picked up the shared phone in the hallway to tell him I couldn’t talk. The school called too and wanted me to explain my absence. After the third call, I forced myself to come to the phone. Pressing the receiver hard against the side of my face, so hard I could feel the cartilage in my ear crunch, I had every intention of apologizing. I had made up a story about how I’d suffered a bout of mono and had been too fatigued to attend classes but I was better now and would be returning next week, and how I hoped that the school authorities could make an accommodation. But somehow this story evaporated as soon as I opened my mouth. I said that I wasn’t coming back.
“You realize there can be no refund of your tuition fees,” the voice on the other end of the line said.
If at any point I had, even fleetingly, considered the possibility of going home, I must have immediately dismissed that notion. I couldn’t bear the prospect of telling my parents that I’d dropped out of school. Every morning I woke and concentrated on how to make it till nightfall doing nothing. How long did I think I could go on like this? My sense of time was like a spool of thread that kept unravelling as it rolled downhill.



Chapter Twenty-Eight
I only went to the kitchen in the middle of the night after everyone had gone to bed, so I was startled to hear the rustle of movement behind me.
“I haven’t seen you in a while. Did you go away?” It was Rika.
When I turned around from where I was standing at the cutting board, she stared at me, very rudely, I felt.
“What are you doing?”
I glared back at her. And then it occurred to me that the problem might be my hair. I had stopped washing it and there was no point in brushing it either, and maybe this was what was troubling her, making her stare. I wanted to smooth my hair and make myself more presentable, but I couldn’t raise my hand because the kitchen cleaver I was holding was extremely heavy.
“Akemi? Are you alright?”
Rika took away the knife and put it back in the drawer. Then she carefully gathered the bits of pencil—my precious Tombow pencils that I had been trying to chop into pieces—and slipped them into a clean plastic bag. She brought me to her room, made me lie down on the tatami and told me I should go to sleep. When I woke in the morning, she was already awake, reading a book. The soft rustle of paper as she turned the pages felt as if it were caressing some part of my wounded soul.
Squinting at the cover—it didn’t look Japanese—I found my voice. “What are you reading?”
Rika looked up and smiled, as if pleasantly surprised to see she had company. “This? Oh, it’s just a novel.” She set it down on the table next to her chair. “How are you feeling? Did you sleep well?”
She didn’t force me to talk about last night. All she said was “These are yours” when she handed me the bag filled with the broken pencil pieces. She didn’t ask me what was wrong or what the hell I had been doing, and instead acted as if everything was completely natural. I hadn’t realized what a calming effect one person could have on another simply by not talking.
“I’m sorry for troubling you.”
“No bother at all. Stay as long as you like. I don’t have anything to do. All my courses are finished. I’m just killing time.”
Rika explained that she would soon be returning to Sapporo, where a job was waiting for her as a librarian.
“I didn’t know that was what you were studying. To be a librarian, I mean.”
“I didn’t know either,” she laughed. “But that’s how it turned out. When I first started university, I thought I wanted to become a high school English teacher. But things change. Sometimes our plans don’t work out, and sometimes we don’t always know what we really want, even when we think we do.”
“That book you were reading, is it in English?”
She handed the book to me. “I read it first in Japanese translation and then decided to read the original.”
To the Lighthouse. I gave it back to her. “Is it hard?”
She smiled. “I’m very slow but I won’t improve if I don’t keep trying. The best way to learn is to study abroad. Eventually that’s what I’d like to do.”
I told Rika how I’d dropped out of school and didn’t want to go home. I couldn’t return in such disgrace.
“I don’t know what to do. I need to stay in Tokyo.”
“Maybe you just need a chance to do something different for a while,” she said. “If you want a job to tide you over, let me know. Only part-time, mind you. During my last two years of university, I worked at the central library downtown. I can talk to my supervisor and see what she says.”

—
When Rika introduced me to the main branch of the public library where she had worked, she warned me in advance that it was very big and could feel quite anonymous. But anonymity was exactly what I craved. I wanted to be in a place full of people I didn’t know. A place where nobody sees you, nobody cares. I was fortunate, for although I had no credentials whatsoever, Rika’s former supervisor Mrs. Aoki gave me a job. She said regulations meant she could only hire me as a part-time contract worker, but if that was acceptable, she was certain she could give me quite a bit of work. Straightaway I was given a cart full of books and told to shelve them, and when I finished that, they gave me another cart, and then another. This was how I spent my days, pushing a book truck through the stacks, shelving what had been taken down and borrowed and returned. It was a task that brought an odd peace. The ceaseless repetition, the certainty that it would never end. It was like polishing the stairs or sweeping the floor or wiping the window sills. It had a start but no finish, because as soon as you finished there was more to do. There was a Zen-like serenity to this purpose.
Library users rarely engaged me in conversation, it was as if they didn’t want to bother me or distract me from my task at hand. But sometimes they couldn’t find things and were forced to break the bubble of silence around me. Where is…? Where can I find…? And I’d give them a call number and point them in the right direction, on the next floor or around the corner on the top shelf. If there were times when I felt they didn’t even see me, this, too, was fine with me. More than fine, it was what I wanted.
Ironically, the job title they gave me was floater. I was to float from task to task, from reader services to technical services to loan services, depending on the needs of the day. The term “floater” felt very apt. That was exactly what I sought to do, to float.
I was plagued by clouds of words that came into my head unbidden and followed me around.
Sometimes it was Nezu’s voice: What makes an artist different from ordinary people, Akemi? Surrender to freedom. Freedom! All you have to do is just let go.
Sometimes it was Kaori: Don’t be afraid. Do you know how to breathe?
And then there was Sayako’s voice, quiet yet edged with something new, something sharp, a knife blade mounting a challenge: Are you jealous, Akemi? Are you jealous because I was chosen
and
you weren’t? I’m sorry, but you’re not a real artist. Only real artists
can be chosen.
The noise inside my head grew deafening until one day, without warning, the voices suddenly stopped.
That was when I knew my life had shifted direction, like a train that unexpectedly slides onto a divergent track. I didn’t know where I was headed, but I discovered you can travel a long distance without knowing your destination. As long as the tracks are clear and you decide to stay on the train.



Chapter Twenty-Nine
Shortly after I had my interview with Rika’s boss at the library and just before I started working, I experienced a surge of energy. I wouldn’t call it euphoria, nothing as exuberant as that. More like a momentary clearing of the greyness, a respite. This was when I decided to visit Sayako. I’m not sure what I was thinking. Maybe I wanted to show her that I was doing fine on my own, maybe I needed to prove that nothing she had done had hurt me. I must have thought that if I didn’t do it now, I never would. I rushed over to her apartment, telling myself that I wasn’t really concerned about her, just a little curious about how she was doing. I pictured her wallowing in the mess of her apartment, not eating well, not taking care of herself, filled with self-pity. Maybe she wanted to apologize but her stubborn pride prevented her. I realized that I could make the first overture. I could even offer to model for her again. The portrait could be redone. I would give her a second chance.
When I got to her apartment, though, the blinds were drawn and the mailbox was stuffed with flyers. There was no key under her mat or behind the flowerpot. Had she taken a trip home, I wondered, but dismissed this possibility as soon as it rose in my mind. No, she would never choose to go there, she hated her parents.
I knocked on the door and called her name. I suppose I might have continued doing this for some time.
The next-door neighbour, someone I’d never seen before, stuck her head out and yelled at me. “Stop your ruckus. If there’s nobody in, there’s nobody in. Some of us are trying to get some rest.”
“Excuse me, I’m looking for a friend. Sayako Taniguchi.”
It was four in the afternoon, but the woman had curlers in her hair and was wearing a dressing robe. She pulled it tight around her neck to ward off the December cold.
“I wonder if you know where she is, by any chance.”
“How the hell should I know. I can’t keep track of the comings and goings of everybody around here.”
“Have you seen her lately? Did she have any visitors? Like a man maybe?”
The woman narrower her eyes. “Maybe.”
“Did he look like…I mean, did he have long hair?”
“Maybe.”
“Was this recently? When did he last come here?”
“I don’t have time for your questions,” the woman snapped.
“No, please. That man with long hair, did he…? Do you know where they went?”
The woman let out a loud cackle. “Don’t tell me she stole your boyfriend. Won’t be the first time that’s happened.”
“No, no, it’s nothing like that.”
“Anyway, nobody’s there.”
“But I need to find her. It’s important. Someone must know where she went.”
“Ask the super.”
“Where can I find him?”
“Downstairs. He’s in the apartment downstairs.” The woman slammed her door shut.
The superintendent’s apartment was the first door on the main floor, identified by a sign that said “Person-in-Charge”. He too looked like he had just gotten up, for he answered the door in a pair of baggy sweatpants and a thick flannel bathrobe that swung open to reveal a stained undershirt.
“I’m sorry to disturb you,” I said.
“No problem.” He swung his door wide open, seemingly unperturbed by his own appearance. He looked me up and down. “How can I help you? You looking for a place?”
“Actually, I’m looking for a friend who lives here. Sayako Taniguchi.”
“Oh, yeah. Number 205.”
“Yes, that’s her.”
“She’s gone.”
“Gone?”
“Left a note saying she was leaving. Said to throw away all her stuff. When I went up to check it out, the place was a mess. Never seen so much junk. Happens all the time. People running away in the night.”
“How long ago was this?”
“A while ago.”
“Do you know where she went? Did she leave a forwarding address?”
“Nope.”
“Did she leave by herself?”
“Dunno.”
“Did she go away with a man?”
“Are you deaf? I just told you I don’t know. I thought she was a nice girl, but they’re all the same. Leaving a mess I have to clean up. I had to do it by myself, you know, I don’t have any help. All kinds of junk, I had to throw it all out.” He frowned and scratched his stomach roughly, as if irritated that I’d reminded him of all the work he’d had to do.
I don’t know why I kept asking when I already understood. Of course she had gone away with Nezu. Who else would she have turned to?
“Can I take a look? At the apartment.”
“What for? It’s empty.”
“But did she leave any paintings? A picture…of a woman? About this big.” I drew the shape of a rectangle in the air.
The landlord fixed his eyes on me. They were small and beady, reddish like the eyes of a nasty rodent.
“I told you, everything was junk.”

—
 So the portrait was gone. I wondered if she had taken it with her or if the landlord had destroyed it along with everything else. The horrible portrait. My portrait. I hated it and yet I wanted it desperately. Even with that gash in the canvas. Especially so. I thought about how I could have repaired it, could have put myself back together if I’d been given the chance. A little glue, a little starch, a little skill. A tear can sometimes be stronger after it’s repaired than before. An injury can make you tougher. A broken bone heals stronger, the bone at the site of the fracture is thicker. You’re more prepared for the next potential blow. That’s the way it was for many things in life, I thought. But maybe that wasn’t true for art. Something created out of nothing with such intensity and force and then torn asunder with such fury could never be made whole again.

—
Not too long afterward the postcards began to arrive. They came from all over the country, never from the same region twice, never signed or dated.
I recognized Sayako’s handwriting. She’d made no attempt at disguising it.
I’m alive. Are you? Are you really, fully alive?
Wake up to life. Wake up to art.
Breathe.
I studied each card for precious clues, where it had been postmarked, the city, the date, the time. Sometimes the postmarks were illegible; only half were clear enough to make out. Many were tourist postcards, the kind with scenic views or iconic images, but these cards were invariably postmarked from a locale far from the original site. A card with a picture of Kyoto’s famous Kinkakuji was postmarked from Sapporo, a card sold at Ise Jingu was sent from Hiroshima, and so forth. I began to wonder if there were hidden messages I was supposed to decode, but if there were, I couldn’t figure them out. Only once did she write: N is good, K is kind. And that is how I knew she wasn’t just with Nezu but that there were three of them wandering up and down the length of Japan. I wondered if the postcards were real clues or if they were meant as diversions to cover their tracks. Did she ask strangers to mail them for her after they had moved on? The postcards did not arrive with any kind of regular frequency. Sometimes there would be two in one week, sometimes there would be nothing for a month. I felt a growing sense of dread, though I couldn’t have explained why.
As I was no longer a student, I’d had to move out of the boarding house and into my own apartment, but Miss Ito would call me at the library whenever any mail arrived for me. I told her to forward it, but she asked me to come and pick it up in person.
“Another one of those strange postcards. What are they exactly? You receive quite a few of them.”
None of us at the boarding house had ever expected Miss Ito not to read what was written on a postcard. I managed to sidestep her prying by saying the postcards were part of a mail art project.
“Mail art?” Miss Ito raised her perpetually surprised eyebrows even higher than they’d been pencilled in. “Well, how odd.”
Once I had said the phrase “mail art” aloud, I convinced myself that this was exactly what the postcards were. In 1969 the artist Michio Horikawa mailed a stone to President Nixon, who thought it was a Christmas present. It was a protest against the Vietnam War. I wished that Sayako would send me something solid like a stone. But nothing like that arrived. Only postcards. One of the last cards I received had a picture of the Tojinbo Cliffs. These cliffs are in my home prefecture, one of the few so-called scenic sights we have in Fukui. It’s a natural formation of tall vertical columns of black rock that jut out of the ocean along the coast. People come from all over to take pictures of the stunning scenery, but everyone knows it’s mostly famous as a good place to die by suicide. If you jump from the Tojinbo Cliffs, you’re pretty much assured an instant death.



Chapter Thirty
Takeshi called me at the library. He’d somehow managed to track me down, presumably Miss Ito had told him where to find me.
“I’ve been trying to get in touch with you. Can we meet for coffee? I want to see you. I’ve been worried.”
I managed to drag myself to Ochanomizu Station, where Takeshi took me to a narrow, dimly lit café with cracked plaster walls. They played nothing but classical music from a record collection lining one entire wall. I barely recognized Takeshi, who was wearing an ill-fitting suit and a cheap tie. Apparently his new job at Iwabata Publishing had forced him to turn into a grown-up overnight, though he looked like he was play-acting. He tapped the table nervously with his restless fingers.
“How’s your job?” I asked.
“It’s great, but kind of intimidating. My boss says I’ve got a lot to learn. He says I need to unlearn all my bad habits.”
“Like what?”
“I don’t know. He doesn’t explain. Everything I do has problems and has to be redone. There’s a lot of overtime every night. I’m still in the training phase, and it lasts at least two years, sometimes three. Eventually I’ll improve, I suppose. What about you, Akemi. What are you going to do?”
“I got a job at a library.”
“I know that, but I mean what are you going to do?”
I shrugged.
“There are lots of jobs for illustrators, aren’t there. I mean, it’s not necessary to stick to one narrow field.”
“I don’t want to draw.”
“You could do it part-time.”
“But I don’t want to draw.”
“You could work from home. That way there wouldn’t be as much pressure. You’d have time to do other things.”
“Other things?”
“Yeah, you know. Like maybe raising a family. Have you ever thought of that, Akemi? You could work at home doing some occasional sketches and raise your children.”
“Children? What children?”
“Well, if you got married, wouldn’t you naturally want to have children? I was thinking maybe you might want to get married. This might be a good time.”
“What are you talking about?”
Takeshi blushed a deep shade of crimson. I was stunned. We’d never held hands or kissed, nothing at all.
He hung his head and mumbled into his empty coffee cup about how I should know how he felt about me. Hadn’t we always enjoyed working together on projects at school? Hadn’t we always helped each other out? He now had some idea that we should marry because we would make a good team. His job was very demanding, he could see how much would be expected of him, but with me by his side…Maybe I might even help out from time to time with some illustrations of my own. That way, I’d be able to pursue a career in medical illustration, but at home, with him. And then if there were children.
“But I don’t want to draw,” I repeated.
“Okay, you don’t have to draw.”
“And I don’t want to get married.”
Takeshi gave me a look of confusion and anguish. “So, what do you want?”
I stood up, thanked him for the coffee and put on my coat. It was a very small café but it felt like a long walk to the exit.



Chapter Thirty-One
After Mrs. Aoki hired me, I had called my parents and confessed about dropping out of school. To my shock, they were not angry. They were not even as disappointed as I thought they would be. They were happy I had found work, and they liked what they perceived as the steadiness and stability of library employment. They thought it was a good job. They could picture the building, they could picture the books. They were impressed with the solidity of the whole enterprise: bricks and books, walls and shelves, tables, chairs and reading lamps. People who sat quietly and didn’t talk. When I told them my boss was a kind woman, they were even more reassured.
My supervisor, Mrs. Aoki, was supportive in one particularly unforeseen way.
“I hope I’m not out of line,” she began tentatively. “You know, you don’t have to live with that if you don’t want to. A friend of mine had a birthmark like yours and she recently got it removed. It was bigger than yours.”
“The doctors told my parents that nothing could be done,” I said.
“When was that?”
“When I was a child.”
“Well, that was a long time ago. There’ve been a lot of advances in medicine since then. Do you want me to find out from my friend how she did it?”
When I went home for a visit, I asked my mother what I should do.
“You should do it if you want to,” she said with a directness I was not used to hearing from her.
I hoped she wasn’t blaming herself for not being able to get treatment for me when I was small.
“Not to please me or your father. Not to get married or to look good for someone else. If you want to do this, you should do it for yourself.”
“Okay,” I said hesitantly. “I guess so.”
“For yourself,” she repeated. “You have to do things for yourself. You have to take care of yourself.”
I made a side trip to visit Mihoko, who I hadn’t seen since she got married and moved away to her husband’s hometown in a neighbouring prefecture. Exactly nine and a half months after her wedding, she gave birth to a baby boy. She had sent me a photograph of her family and a detailed description of their life together. Come see me, she’d urged. She seemed so content with her domestic existence that I wasn’t sure I would be able to muster the requisite amount of enthusiasm in person, so I’d always put off a visit, but when she wrote saying she was pregnant again and asked if I could visit, I decided that I would.
Her husband met me at the station and took me home to their apartment, then excused himself and fled out the door.
“Where is your little boy?” I asked.
“With my mother-in-law,” she said. “Can I get you some tea or coffee?”
The apartment was neat and spotless, every ornament set just so. I wondered how she could keep things so orderly with a toddler to take care of and another one on the way. Then I wondered how often her husband and son were at his mother’s place. When I looked at my friend, her head was bowed low and her hands trembled ever so slightly as she offered me a plate of cookies.
“Mihoko?”
She shook her head and gave me a wide false smile. “Don’t let them fool you. It’s not everything it’s cracked up to be.”
She pointed at her flat stomach. “Can you believe it? There’s another one in here, you know.”
“Mihoko, are you…?”
“Oh, I’m just taking a bit of a break. Just a temporary rest. I can’t go home, my parents wouldn’t welcome me. I don’t have anywhere else to go, but then I thought why should I go anywhere. Of course I was supposed to live with his parents when we got married, and I tried but it really didn’t work out. At least he was willing to get us a separate apartment. Doing something like that, it’s really unheard of in these parts. He’s not a bad man that way. So this is my home. I made it. I picked every stick of furniture, every towel, every sheet, every curtain, every pot, every cup. Why should I leave? I told my husband to take our son to his mother’s and to stay there for a while. Until I’ve sorted a few things out.”
“Sorted things out…” I repeated.
“Have another cookie,” she said. “They’re good, aren’t they. I baked them myself.”
“When are you due?”
“What? Oh, soon enough.”
She closed her eyes as if she were very tired, and I studied her face, so different from the smooth, plump shape she had had when we were teenagers; now it was stretched out and sculpted into a richer character with adult frown lines and tense brackets around her mouth.
“You’re thinking of seeing a doctor, you said?” She trained her gaze on me.
“A dermatologist. Apparently there’s a new kind of laser treatment that will fade the mark so it’s not so noticeable.”
“I see. You’ll be happier then, won’t you.”
I shook my head. “I don’t know.”
“Are your parents still bugging you to get married? If you get your birthmark removed, will they expect you to have an omiai?”
“I think they’ve given up. They said if I want to get married, I should, and if I don’t want to, I don’t have to.”
“And is there anyone?”
“Not yet.”
“Well, don’t rush.”
When she showed me to the door, she gave me a hug and thanked me for coming all the way to see her. “Promise you’ll come again. Next time will be better.”
“Sure,” I said.
“You’re the best friend I’ve ever had,” she whispered harshly in my ear before letting me go. “Did I tell you that?”



Chapter Thirty-Two
All kinds of people came to the library. We were open, we were public. We were a warm, dry place. Homeless men slept in the magazine corner and washed in the bathrooms. Kids stampeded in after school, taunting each other with obscenities they didn’t even understand. Mothers brought their toddlers for storytelling hour. Couples sought out darkened corners of the stacks. One of our regulars liked to crawl under the reading room tables to sniff women’s shoes.
All kinds of people came into the library, but not wealthy businessmen.
It was a slow day, and I was given filing work to do as I sat at the circulation counter. If a patron came up, I was to stop what I was doing and provide assistance. I didn’t like filing cards and I had spread them haphazardly across the entire surface of the counter. I much preferred shelving because I could roam around the library at will, going wherever I wanted as I ferried the books back to their locations. Mrs. Aoki was in the back workroom, and the shelving assistants were in the stacks. I was alone at the desk, daydreaming. No one had come in all morning.
A deep male voice caught me off guard. “I’m looking for a book. About missing persons.”
I inhaled sharply. He was wearing dark glasses that hid his eyes.
“I haven’t seen you in a while, sir. How are you?”
“Fine. And if I may say so, you look exceedingly well. How is it that you look so well, so unworried?”
“How did you know where I was?”
“You are easy to find. The person I can’t find is my own daughter. Where is she?”
Behind me I could hear the scraping of chair legs as Mrs. Aoki pushed herself from her desk and approached the counter. I’d noticed that my supervisor had a sixth sense, the kind of uncanny intuition that alerted her to when someone was about to steal a book or rip out pages. A man like Sayako’s father simply did not fit the profile of our usual clientele of students, pensioners and near-sighted researchers.
“Akemi, you can go back to your desk. I’ll take over. How may I assist you?” Mrs. Aoki had thick glasses that magnified her eyes to twice their size and made her look like a bug. Not a cute bug but the kind that stung. Despite her tiny stature, she managed to look quite fierce.
“I’d like to talk with Miss Okada for a few minutes. It’s a private matter.”
Mrs. Aoki extended her arm protectively across the front of my body as if to demonstrate she was ready to block an unwanted advance if that was what this was. She glanced sideways at me.
I turned to Mrs. Aoki. “Is it okay if I take my break now? This is the father of one of my girlfriends.”
“Oh, I see. Of course.”
I picked up my jacket and led Sayako’s father out of the reading room, down the marble steps and into the inner courtyard. There was a vending machine that dispensed soft drinks and hot and cold canned coffee.
“Is this okay? We can sit over there.” I pointed to a pair of metal chairs set up next to a small table in the middle of the courtyard. “What would you like to drink?”
Taniguchi eyed the vending machine indifferently. “I’d like to go somewhere where we can talk.”
I put a coin in the machine and pressed the button for orange soda. The can banged down to the slot at the bottom.
“Do you know where she is?”
I pressed the ice-cold can against my cheek, holding it there as long as I could.
“No, I don’t.”
“I find that very hard to believe.”
A library worker came into the courtyard but she started to turn around when she saw us.
“It’s okay,” I said to her. “We’re going back inside.”
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to disturb you.”
“We’re leaving. We’re finished,” I said loudly, deliberately avoiding looking in Taniguchi’s direction.
At the entrance to the reading room, he said, “I’ll pick you up when your work is done. We will have dinner.”
Sayako once told me that her father was the kind of man who always did what he said he would do, who always got what he wanted. He did indeed take me out to dinner that evening at an expensive restaurant in Akasaka Mitsuke, where we sat in a private room while waitresses served an elaborate series of dishes selected by the chef.
Taniguchi hardly touched his food. He would take a small bite, then lean back and light a cigarette, blowing the smoke up to the ceiling.
“She withdrew all the money in her account. Did you know that?”
“No, sir.”
“What did she do with it?”
“I don’t know, sir. Honestly, I don’t know anything.”
We sat in silence, listening to the rustle of the waitresses’ kimonos on the other side of the paper screen.
I had never understood exactly what Sayako’s father did. He was a kind of banker, but not the type who worked in a bank like Sumitomo Ginko or Mitsubishi Ginko. Not the kind of bank that had a building you would enter with uniformed tellers standing in a long row behind wickets, their slim fingers expertly counting money.
“A banker but not a banker?”
“Yes, more like a financier.”
I wasn’t sure what a financier was, but I didn’t pursue it. I imagined it meant you had power over people who didn’t have money. I remembered how low my parents bowed their heads whenever they went into the bank.
“He gives people loans,” Sayako had explained.
“Who does he give loans to?”
She’d shrugged. “I’m not sure. I don’t pay attention to that sort of thing.”
That sort of thing. Money, capital. She hated it, the extravagances of her mother and sister, the waste and ostentation.
Another time when the topic of her father came up, Sayako said that he didn’t do anything. He had made a lot of money at the end of the war, and he didn’t have to do a damn thing except live off his wealth. He was a lazy bastard, she said, who sat around all day reading the newspaper or being driven around in his car. A capitalist bandit. An enemy of the proletariat.
He wasn’t always filthy rich, which in fact was much worse because it meant he was a traitor to his class. He’d started off poor, but he’d worked hard, as he liked to lecture her. He’d sold chewing gum, collected empty soda pop bottles, distributed magazines for men, run a small shoe factory. Some things he’d done only for a few months, even weeks. In the chaos of the early Occupation years, there’d been opportunities to make money by striking deals with GIs. Special kinds of supply for special kinds of demand. He liked to brag that the most important thing in life was your connections.
“Why don’t you have some dessert. Marron cake? Strawberry shortcake?” Even as I was shaking my head to say no, Taniguchi pressed a buzzer on the side of the table to summon the waitress.
“How long have you known Sayako? A few months, would you say?”
“A year and a half, almost two years, sir.”
“A few months,” he snorted. “In a person’s lifetime, that’s not very long, is it. How well can you know a person after such a short time.”
“We’re not close anymore.”
He ignored me. “Sayako’s mother and I have known her for her whole life. Her entire life, from her first breath. We know her. You don’t. You’re not doing her a favour by protecting her. You don’t know her. She doesn’t let outsiders get to know her.”
“I’m not protecting her.”
I repeated that I didn’t know where she was. I don’t know how many times I said that, but he simply leaned back against the chair rest and lit cigarette after cigarette. I have all the time in the world, he seemed to be saying, while simultaneously signalling his rising impatience.
“I expected more from you,” he said. “What kind of an imbecile are you? You were her roommate. How can you live with someone and not see any signs?”
“But I lived at the boarding house.”
Taniguchi stared at me blankly, then erupted into laughter. He had a loud barking laugh, not a laugh of amusement.
“She’s a smart cookie, isn’t she. She’s got gumption, takes after me. Should have been born a boy. Wanted her own apartment so she told me you’d be her roommate. She knew I’d agree if I thought she was with a sensible girl like you. Nobody wild.”
“I’m sorry,” I said.
“But I was wrong, wasn’t I. Wrong about you and wrong about her. She’s too headstrong for her own good. Okay, you don’t have to tell me everything if it bothers your conscience. Just tell me where she is. I’m not going to do anything. I just need to know she’s safe. She’s my daughter.”
I stared at the plates spread out on the table, the overflowing ashtray on Taniguchi’s side, the squalor of wasted food.
“Do I have to play a guessing game? Is it Hokkaido? She’s like me, always hated the cold. She’d go somewhere like that just to spite herself.”
“She could be anywhere, sir. I really don’t know. She’s with people who don’t like to settle down. Hokkaido, Okinawa, anywhere. Maybe she’s not even in Japan anymore.”
He smiled to himself, shaking his head. “Not in Japan? But she can’t, it’s not possible, I’ve…oh, never mind.”
Why, I wondered, didn’t he hire his own detectives? He was rich enough, powerful enough. But probably he had. If so, why couldn’t they find her? He wouldn’t be coming to someone like me if he could do it on his own.
“Who are these people she’s with?”
“Nezu and Kaori. That’s all I know.”
“What do they do? Are they criminals?”
“They’re artists.”
“Artists.” Taniguchi tested the sound of the word, rolling it around in his mouth like a pebble.
“Sort of.”
“Artists,” he repeated, then snorted. “Come on. Do you think I’m an idiot? It’s a cult, isn’t it.”
I felt my throat tighten, it was hard to breathe.
“You introduced her to them, didn’t you.”
I shook my head.
“Speak up!”
“No! She met them before I did.”
“But you knew them.”
“Yes, I—”
“So why aren’t you with them? Why aren’t you with my daughter?”
I put my face in my hands.
“She’s always been high strung, always wanted to do art. It’s ridiculous. I indulged her too much. You know, I was glad when I saw she had a friend like you, someone practical, sensible. But you’ve let me down. You’re not sensible at all, are you. And you’re not her friend. You’re nothing but a disappointment.”
A heavy gloom had settled over the room, the sickening odour of cigarette smoke mixed with uneaten food.
“All right, you’re still my best bet.” He sighed in exasperation. From his briefcase he produced an envelope and set it on the table in front of me. “Maybe your sensible side will come back to you. This will help. This will help you do what is right. There’s something inside that should solve everything. There are no excuses.”
“What is it?”
“Use this. Tell them to give me back my daughter.” He stood up and gathered his coat and bag. “Stay here and finish your dessert.”
The envelope contained no explanatory letter, only his name card with his phone number and a thick wad of crisp bills bundled with an elastic. This was the solution—money.
Is it a cult? I thought about the strange postcards. And the more I thought, the more afraid I became. Had I been so blind, so stupid?



Chapter Thirty-Three
After the visit from Sayako’s father, I worried he might show up again, but he never returned. I continued shelving books, stamping due date slips, repairing broken spines and torn covers. When Mrs. Aoki found out about my previous training—I hadn’t told her anything specific, but I suppose I must have let it be known that I’d studied illustration—she wanted me to redo all the signs and posters in the library.
“We’ve never had a professional. Everything’s just hand-scrawled, it looks awful.”
I tried to put her off. I suppose I felt it was beneath me to do that kind of work, but eventually I gave in. I made a “Please Do Not Drink” poster with a comical illustration of a book drowning in a sea of brown liquid, pages flapping frantically as the book cried out for help. I was astonished by the reaction of the other librarians to this simple, clownish drawing. They came to me with requests for more posters, and then I surprised myself: I was actually pleased to be of use.
I quickly became rather proficient at a variety of tasks, if I say so myself, and my assistance was sought out by supervisors in other sections. I was asked to design bigger and more colourful signs in the children’s reading room area, and I was even given the job of supervising other staff in developing a new set of art programs to augment the traditional storytelling hour. Some of the mothers told me how much their children loved the art projects. They said I should write my own picture books.
On my days off I often went to bookstores to browse. I suppose it sounds laughable for someone who worked in a library and was surrounded by books all day long. But there were two or three specialty used bookstores I liked to frequent because they let me look through their extensive collections of old art books for hours on end without buying. The collection in my library was not very good. One time I found myself standing next to an older man who was doing the same thing, except in his case he was carefully leafing through a book of contemporary photography. Something about him was very familiar, and I wondered if he might be a library regular. Then it came to me. Could this be Mr. Okamoto who had taught photography at Konaka?
When I approached him and told him I’d attended Konaka, Okamoto insisted on inviting me out for a refreshment. “Aren’t you thirsty?” he said, and I assumed he meant coffee or tea, but he took me to a hole-in-the-wall bar down a back alley where he was clearly a regular. The mama-san greeted him by name and pulled down his bottle-keep of Suntory, his name written in felt pen on the label. It was half past four in the afternoon.
“So you didn’t graduate. Well, no wonder. Those Konaka bastards. They were always shafting someone or other. They let me go after only two terms, you know.”
I didn’t bother explaining that I hadn’t actually studied under him. In the medical illustration section, we had no need to study photography, and in fact, given our emphasis on drawing, we looked down on photography as an inferior art. We believed, rather arrogantly, that we could reproduce reality more accurately through our drawings than any photograph could capture, and that meant we were superior to someone who just pressed a shutter. But the photography classes were held in a studio at the far end of the hall, and beyond the studio there was a darkroom where students learned how to develop and print their work. I remembered that Mr. Okamoto used to shuffle back and forth in the hallway, smoking and swearing and flicking cigarette ash all over the floor. He wasn’t clean-cut like the other teachers who wore suit jackets and narrow ties to class, and he had a thick grey beard that he raked his fingers through constantly as if trying to tame its animal energy. The students who were taking his class said he was a good photographer but he couldn’t remember anyone’s name. If you passed him in the hall, he never acknowledged you.
“Are you still teaching? I mean, somewhere else?” I asked.
Okamoto closed one eye, squinted at his glass and downed the contents. He poured more Suntory into the glass and downed that too. By this point I had lost track of how many glasses he’d had.
“Nope. Not anymore.”
And then, as he stared at the bottom of his glass, he started telling me his life story.
His first camera was a Leica that he’d stolen when he was fifteen. The Occupation had just ended, but the Americans were still around and he grew up near one of the bases. Although his family was not destitute and owned an ordinary vegetable and fruit store, they lived close to a designated area of crowded alleys where other people made their living by selling things to the GIs. They sold whatever goods they thought the Americans would buy: cheap trinkets and souvenirs, booze, jazz records, tattoos and, last but not least, themselves. There was something about the way the soldier looked, Okamoto said, that made him angry, the way the man who was barely out of his teens was walking about and taking pictures. He was young, the GI, with acne on his cheeks, a pointy nose burnt red by the hot summer sun, and bristles of blond hair clipped short like a dog. He had a doltish appearance, his mouth hanging open, and every so often he raised the camera to his face and pressed the shutter. Okamoto didn’t know what on earth the GI saw that was so interesting, interesting enough that he would want to take a picture, but he had an inkling that it was not beauty but more curiosity, maybe even repulsion. Japanese men half-naked, squatting in the mud, the hot sun turning their yellow skin to hard brown leather. Japanese women, some old and black-toothed, others young and skinny and heavily made up, all of them standing around waiting to do business. Everyone was too hot and too tired to bother with the GI taking their pictures. Nobody cared. They didn’t turn to look at the camera, but they didn’t turn away either. But Okamoto cared. He hated that this well-fed, healthy, sunburnt white man was capturing images of his fellow Japanese, his scrawny, desperate, degenerate fellow Japanese.
He began tailing the GI, didn’t take his eyes off the sunburnt neck, the beads of sweat on the back of that close-cropped head, blistering red. Okamoto noticed that the camera’s leather strap rubbed against the man’s neck, biting into his flesh, leaving a blister line. Periodically the GI reached back and put a finger under the strap to raise it off his neck. Eventually he took his camera off, as Okamoto knew he would, and set it down on a stack of crates in a deserted section of the alleyway. He massaged his neck and wiped the sweat off his face.
Okamoto surprised himself with his speed and resolve. He hadn’t even known he would do this, but no sooner had the GI put the handkerchief to his face than Okamoto shot forward, snatched the camera and ran down the barely visible black gap between two stalls, fast as a cockroach. He pictured the slack-mouthed GI drooling in surprise.
“I had no idea how to use a camera,” Okamoto said. “As soon as I got home, I started pressing all the buttons. I looked through the viewfinder and pressed the shutter but nothing happened. I now know that the roll of film was finished, so the shutter didn’t click. But I thought it was broken. I was about to throw the damn thing on the floor, but I pressed more buttons and made the back pop open. I didn’t know I had just exposed the film. I thought that by opening the back I would somehow find a pile of snapshots sitting inside the camera.”
He had snatched the camera because he thought he could sell it. But as soon as he held it in his hands, even before he learned how to use it, he knew he wanted it for himself. Unlike that GI, he would never exploit his subjects, he promised himself. He would never deliberately humiliate or degrade anyone. But once he learned how to use his camera, he knew he could not tell lies either. The camera had to tell the truth, and sometimes that truth was ugly.
Eventually he opened his own portrait studio where he took wedding pictures, pictures of little kids in their first kimonos, families dressed up so stiffly you could tell they had bought the clothes just for the photograph, something to send to their relatives to show they were doing well. Everybody needed to look good. That was the job. To make people look better than they really were.
After a while he started to hate his job.
“I didn’t want to make them look good. It was phony. Not that they were ugly or anything, but real art exposes the truth. You can’t be afraid of it. People want art that they can see themselves in, but some of the best art exposes the brutality and nastiness underneath the pretty exterior. People don’t want to see that.”
He turned to photographing food and flowers, and discovered there was a lot of work in advertising. Magazines always needed pictures of saucers and cups, plates, bowls of fruit, cut flowers. This was the kind of photography he had taught at Konaka.
He still did some of his own black-and-white photography, but only when the mood struck. Nothing was for sale. Anyway, there was no market for what he did. He liked to take pictures of people from the back. No faces, no portraits. Just lots of photos of the backs of people’s heads.
“You can tell a lot about a person from the back.” He began laughing hysterically, then abruptly stopped. “Look, if you want to do real art, you have to do it for yourself. Not for anyone else. They always want you to compromise.”
We drank quite a bit. All evening he’d tipped his stool back so he could lean against the wall and keep a formal distance, but at closing time he lurched forward, flung his arm around my shoulder and suggested I come back to his apartment. He would show me his photographs, didn’t I want to see them? And he wanted to take my photograph too. How about it, he said, we’re kindred spirits. He was so drunk that when I pulled away, he fell to the floor and passed out cold. I managed to slip away without a fuss.



Chapter Thirty-Four
I’d been at the library for a year and a half and was feeling more confident about my work there. Mrs. Aoki continued to come up with new projects that would make use of my illustration skills. She had an idea for renovating the children’s reading area that would involve designing huge wall murals, but there were several library committees whose approval she required first.
“I’ll get back to you on this as soon as I can. I think it will make a wonderful improvement to that space,” she said.
She also gave me the name of her friend’s dermatologist.
“Why don’t you call Dr. Nagata’s office. He’s one of the leading specialists. My friend said being treated by him made all the difference in the world to her. And it’s covered by the national health insurance, so really you have nothing to lose.”
I thought about what my mother had said. Whatever you do, you should do it for yourself.

—
 Dr. Nagata was a short, stout man who wore a black bow tie with his otherwise conventional white lab coat. On the wall of his office, he’d hung his many medical diplomas and certificates, including a few written in English. He was a prominent dermatologist who specialized in removing port-wine stains using a new kind of laser technology that he had studied in Australia on a hospital research fellowship. I was to have an initial consultation at his private clinic on a Saturday morning, and if I decided to go ahead, arrangements would be made for treatment at the hospital.
He rolled his stool forward until his face was inches from mine, our knees almost touching, and asked me to hold my hair away from the side of my face. From the breast pocket of his lab coat, he pulled out a short, slender instrument, like a pencil with a flat rubbery tip, and he used it to trace the length and shape of my mark. Occasionally he pressed the skin. And he continued to stare. I closed my eyes, but each time I thought he was finished, I would open them to find he was still staring intently at me.
“Nevus flammeus is a congenital vascular malformation that causes birthmarks ranging in colour from light rose to dark red. In your case, it started off very faint and began to darken as you grew older. These days we like to start treatment in infancy if we can, but adults can benefit just as much. Of course, every patient is unique and reacts in different ways, but in your case, I think there’s a good chance there will be a marked improvement.”
He wanted me to understand that it would require numerous sessions. One treatment alone would not be enough. He recommended an initial series of six to eight procedures, spaced about two to three months apart. The laser would not hurt. I would not feel a thing. I might experience a sensation like a mild sunburn, but that would not last.
The advances in laser therapies, he explained, had led to something called a flashlamp-pumped pulsed dye laser or PDL. Earlier treatments had been much less effective, and sometimes resulted in unevenness, scarring or other unwanted side effects.
“Think of it this way,” he said. “There’s no pain and no real risk. The new lasers have made all the difference because we can target the light so precisely. The surrounding skin will be fine. See my secretary on your way out. She’ll book your appointment for the first treatment and give you an information package.”

—
I pushed my way through the crowds at Shibuya Station. Weekends were always the worst. Not for the crowds—it was always crowded—but because people distributing pamphlets were especially numerous. If you made the mistake of making eye contact, they trailed after you trying to strike up conversation.
“Are you lonely? Do you need friends?”
“Do you want to know the meaning of existence?”
“Are you afraid of the future?”
“Can you say you are truly happy?”
“Are you prepared for the coming Doomsday?”
As I climbed the station stairs to the platform for my commuter line, I noticed a woman in the corner of the staircase landing. The stairs were crowded with people pushing up and down, yet the figure stood pressed against the wall, unmoving. She wore a loose dark brown outfit and a scarf around her head like a turban. As I brushed by her, I kept my head lowered. She was murmuring to all who passed by.
“Are you seeking the way of the artist? Will you unlock your true creative self?”
I had reached the top of the stairs, purchased my ticket at the automatic machine, and was about to pass through the gate when I felt someone grab my arm.
“It’s Akemi, isn’t it?” It was the woman on the staircase. She stepped directly in front of me.
I stared.
“Akemi,” she repeated.
“Kaori? I’m sorry, I didn’t recognize you at first.”
“I knew you right away. I’ll always know you, wherever you are.”
She raised her hand and I instinctively took a step back, somehow, perhaps irrationally, afraid that she intended to touch me, to stroke the spot that Dr. Nagata had just examined.
“Don’t be nervous. There’s nothing to fear.”
“I’m not, I just didn’t…”
“Expect to see me?”
I nodded.
“Are you well, Akemi? You don’t look well.”
“I’m fine.”
“I wonder. You don’t look well, but that is to be expected.” Kaori let out a deep sigh. “Sayako is here.”
I gasped and whirled around.
“Not here here.” She pulled me into a tight space behind a newspaper kiosk. “She’s with us. Here.” Kaori touched her heart.
“What do you mean? She’s alive, isn’t she?”
Kaori laughed. “Of course she’s alive. She’s more alive than you. Listen, would you like to see her? Would you like to come to our commune? We’ve settled down for a bit. Into a good place.”
Bewildered, I managed to croak yes.
“Where are you living?” Kaori demanded. “Write down your address.”
She pulled out a notebook from the folds in her loose pants and shoved it in front of me. When she scrutinized what I’d written, she declared, “That area where you live is impure. Tell me, Akemi, you’re not very happy, are you.”
“I—”
“You don’t have to answer. I can see that you aren’t. You’re still in the same old vortex. Don’t you want to get out?”
She pushed her nose into my face. I pulled back.
“Akemi, don’t you want to be happy like Sayako? I’ll send you a note with directions. You’ll be interested in what we’re doing, I promise.”
“Is Sayako—”
“You have a job, don’t you? Would you like to make a donation? You’ll feel better, I guarantee. You can spare a bit of your salary, can’t you.”
“I thought you didn’t believe in money.”
“It’s not for me. It’s for you. You’ll feel so much better. Giving is a great blessing. You can give whatever you like, and then you’ll realize it is nothing. This act will open the mouth of generosity.”
I said nothing.
“We’ll send you directions. You will like what we are doing.”
“Is it another art happening?”
Kaori fixed me with a withering look both stern and pitying. “Oh, Akemi, we’re well beyond that. Don’t forget your donation.”
After we parted, I rebuked myself for not asking more about Sayako. I should have pressed for information, I should have insisted.

—
A letter arrived three days later in an envelope covered with dark smudges, as if it had been handled by many dirty hands. There was no return address, but the letter inside was in Sayako’s handwriting. She wrote that she was sorry she had not written before. She hoped I had not forgotten her. She was trying to purify her life and to cleanse her relations to other beings. To seek the truth meant to seek forgiveness. She wanted us to be together again the way we were in the old days.
A second note, written in a different hand, had directions including which trains to take and their departure times. The destination was a remote village on the border between Tottori and Okayama. I would have to leave early in the morning.
Come next weekend, the note instructed. If you’re interested in Truth.



Chapter Thirty-Five
The first part of the trip was smooth and straightforward, but as soon as I transferred to the local lines, the pace changed. The last leg of the journey was particularly slow. I sat on an ancient single-car train that creaked and groaned as it crawled from one empty station to the next. There was no air conditioning, and the air that blew in through the open windows was like steam from a furnace. My skin felt sticky and gummy, my blouse wrinkled and clinging to my body in all the wrong places. My hair was plastered to my forehead and neck, and I was so uncomfortable I had no choice but to pull it back into a ponytail. When I got to my station, I was the only person who got off. Except for the station master, there was no one on the platform.
The station master stood at attention, saluting the train as it pulled away. It was something I’d seen other train employees do countless times, but in this small, rundown country station, the empty gesture seemed particularly pathetic. I walked past him toward the end of the platform, where it seemed there was only one exit. He briskly overtook me, for it was clear that he was the sole employee. At the exit gate, he took my ticket, clipped a notch with a small metal puncher, and gave the return portion back to me. I picked up my bag—I’d brought a small satchel with my toiletries and a change of clothes—and took two steps forward. Then there was nowhere to go. There was no waiting room, there was nowhere to sit. No one had come to the station to meet me.
I turned around and saw that the station master was watching me.
“Where you going?” he asked in a thick local dialect I could barely make out.
“My friend is supposed to meet me.”
“I see.” He pulled out a handkerchief and began rubbing his forehead and under his chin. When he’d taken my ticket from me, I’d noticed how dark the skin on his hands was, sunburnt from the hot sun. Now I saw that his face, too, was dark and creased with premature wrinkles.
“It’s really hot,” I said, for lack of anything else to say.
“That’s for sure. It’s summer. It’s always hot.”
“It’s hotter than in Tokyo.”
“Oh, that would be for sure. Much hotter here. We’re in a bit of a valley. It rained a lot this past month, more than I’ve seen in a long time, but somehow that’s only made it more humid.” He squinted at the empty horizon and then back at me. The station’s fluorescent lights buzzed and blinked. He scrutinized my face with the unselfconscious curiosity of small-town folk, but I told myself I didn’t care what this country hick thought. Dr. Nagata was going to take care of me and I’d be rid of my port-wine stain soon enough.
I would have preferred to be left alone, but the man clearly felt obliged to keep me company while I waited, that it was part of his duty to tend to his passengers as long as they remained on station territory, so we stood idiotically at attention, backs straight, together in the sweltering heat. I feared we would have to carry on this conversation about the weather indefinitely. Every so often he wiped his forehead.
“Do you need to call anyone? There’s a pay phone outside.” He pointed to the other side of the station. “Around the corner.”
“Thanks. I’m okay.”
“Where does your friend live?”
“I don’t know.”
Just then someone appeared in the distance coming over the crest of the hill, pedalling a strange-looking bicycle. Instead of two wheels it had three, and a large wooden cart had been attached at the back. The wheels of the bicycle and the cart made a loud rasping sound as they spun over the road. Within a few feet of the station, a man with shaggy hair and a beard hopped off the bicycle with an athletic flourish and waved his arm in the air, beckoning me forward. His loose pant legs flapped back and forth.
“I guess that’s for me,” I said.
“What the…You’re with those!” The station master’s expression darkened.
The man with the bicycle pointed at the cart in back. “Come on, get in. We could walk but this is faster.” Seeing me hesitate, he slid his sunglasses down his nose and looked over the rims. “We met before, remember? Come on, hurry up. Everyone’s expecting you.”
He grinned, and a row of uneven teeth poked through his thick beard.
I stared. “Ozawa?” It was the man who had been buried at the first happening I’d attended.
We rode along a deserted dirt road until we came to a wooden gate with a weathered sign that read Nakamura Farm, and passed by an empty field of dry, untilled soil. It did not look as if any crops had been planted in many seasons. Directly ahead stood an old farmhouse.
“We’re here.” He made a wide sweeping gesture with his arm. “Great, isn’t it. Cozy and secluded. This way we can keep to ourselves. No car, no modern appliances, we don’t even have a phone. We don’t bother others and others don’t bother us. That’s the problem with too much of Japan. Everyone gets into each other’s business. It’s the reason there’s so much conflict and unhappiness. Don’t you agree?”
The door to the farmhouse opened and Kaori emerged. She pressed her palms together at chest level.
“Welcome, we’re glad you could join us.”
“Where’s Sayako?” I asked.
“Patience, patience. She is preparing. She’s glad that you’re here. When I told her I had met you, she was quite excited.”
Kaori led me into the farmhouse, which was large but very rundown. I felt the tatami matting sink under my feet, and my nose was assaulted by a dank mouldy odour as if the spores lurking in the spongy mats rose into the air with each step. Kaori seemed oblivious to the deterioration around her.
“When you approached me in the station, I’m sorry I didn’t recognize you at first,” I said. I felt I needed to make conversation.
“We don’t care about appearances here,” she said curtly. “What we look like on the outside has no meaning at all.”
There were no mirrors in the commune, she explained, because individual vanity was an impediment. All anyone needed to know was reflected in others. They would be each other’s mirrors, and they knew what they looked like by how others regarded them. That was enough. They would know if others regarded them with love.
“You can change into these,” Kaori said, handing me a brown tunic and pants.
“But I’m not staying,” I said. “I just came for an overnight visit.”
“It’s the rules. You’ll feel more comfortable if you look like everyone else. I’ll store your clothes and other belongings so they won’t get in your way.”
She took me to a small room where she said I could change. “Don’t worry, I’ll give you some privacy.”
After I had changed, she took my clothes as well as my overnight bag and purse. I asked if I could keep my cosmetic case. It had my toothbrush and toothpaste, my face soap, my hairbrush. And what about my nightgown. Shouldn’t I keep that too?
She smiled at me indulgently and said she would fetch these items for me when I needed them.
“Don’t worry, everything will be safe. No one would take them. No one here wants things from the vulgar world.”
I watched as she opened the door to a room on the other side of the hallway, turned on an overhead light and stepped inside. The room was lined with shelves, stacked with piles of clothing, mostly women’s clothes, shoes, handbags, coats, hats, jewellery. The items looked fashionable and expensive.
Kaori saw me observing her. She pointed to an empty spot on one of the shelves. “I’ll put your things right here. Don’t worry. See, the door has no lock. You can get your things whenever you want, but I guarantee you will not want them.”
I wondered where the donation money was stored, for I knew it would not be here. Although I’d only brought a token amount to ensure that Kaori would let me in, I was sure that others had given much, much more.
“We can go this way out the back. I’ll show you something,” Kaori said.
She slid open a frosted glass door and the ripe odour of sweat and steam hit me full in the face. The bathroom contained a traditional Japanese ofuro made of wood; it was square and deep, only large enough for one or two people to soak at a time. The water had not been let out, and a film of scum floated on the surface. The window above the tub had been sealed shut.
“We’ll fill it with fresh water after he returns. Until then, we have to conserve and treasure this.”
She picked up a soup ladle resting on the edge of the tub, dipped it into the water and brought it to her mouth. “Nezu’s energy is still here. Last month, I found one of his pubic hairs floating in the water. Do you know how blessed I am?” She looked at me pityingly. “It’s too bad but I can’t offer you any. You’re not initiated yet.”
We exited the house, and in the backyard a group of people wearing the same brown tunics and loose pants were wordlessly walking in circles. When I saw Sayako shuffling among them, my heart stopped. As if sensing my gaze, Sayako broke off from the group and moved toward us, her head hung low and her eyes fixed on the ground.
A little more than a year and a half had passed since I last saw her, yet it might as well have been an eternity. The first thing I noticed was how thin she was. How could she have lost so much weight? Even her hair had lost all its volume and hung limply around her shoulders. I caught a whiff of some odour emanating from her that I couldn’t place. It might have been from her clothes, the baggy pyjama-like outfit, or it might have come from her body. Something a little oily, something vaguely unpleasant. A general unwashed odour that had seeped into the deep layers of her dermis.
“Look who has come to join us,” Kaori said to Sayako. “I will leave you now. You should welcome her.”
Sayako raised her head and met my eye with a surprisingly steady gaze.
I waited until Kaori was out of earshot before speaking.
“How long have you been here? What kind of place is this?”
She turned her head in the direction of the others, but most had stopped and begun walking toward the farmhouse.
“Nezu decided we should stay here for a while. This is a place of peace and oneness. A community of the like-minded.”
“Is this a religion?”
“We’re creating a movement.”
“What kind of movement?”
“A movement of purity. We’re cleansing ourselves of ambition and ego. We’re opening the channels of true creativity.”
I became aware of soft chanting that seemed to be growing not in volume but in a kind of intensity. I couldn’t tell where it was coming from. Logically it must have been from the farmhouse, but it enveloped me so fully it seemed like it was surging up from the ground beneath me.
“It’s time for the evening nourishment,” Sayako said.
She took my hand and led me back into the farmhouse, where we joined the line going into the kitchen. At the head of the line was an elderly couple. They stood out among all the other residents, who were much younger. Their hair was grey, the man’s thin and wispy, the woman’s coiled in a bun. Following Sayako’s example, I picked up a bowl and a wooden spoon and then proceeded toward the stove where everyone was serving themselves from a giant vat. Sayako ladled a heaping serving of a thick greyish mixture into her bowl. She gestured for me to do the same, and I put a small dollop into mine. She shook her head and said it wasn’t enough. I would be hungry. Taking the ladle from me, she put another helping into my bowl. We moved to a long table where everyone was seated.
“The older couple, who are they?” I asked.
“Oh, the Nakamuras. We always let them get their food first. This is their farm.”
“Theirs…?”
“Because of Nezu. They’re devoted to Nezu.”
“Where is he? I haven’t seen him.”
“He went to Tokyo. He’s coming back tonight. Please eat. Don’t talk.”
Sayako bent her head over her bowl.
One spoonful and I thought I would gag. The tasteless grey paste had a consistency like glue. I didn’t know what it was, but I found some bits of grass and twigs mixed in with what I was sure was dirt.
“It grants us psychic energy. It’s nutrition for the soul.”
Later I would learn that Mr. and Mrs. Nakamura had farmed on this small patch of land all their lives. But they also carried a deep sorrow. Their only child, a daughter, had run away from home when she was a teenager and had never returned or been found. Over the decades, the couple travelled to Tokyo as often as they could and wandered around Shibuya, Shinjuku, Harajuku, Ikebukuro, anywhere they thought young people gathered. They distributed pictures of their lost daughter, who was by now middle-aged, assuming she was still alive. It was on one of these trips that they met Nezu, who convinced them that their daughter would be drawn back to her home and her family if the farm were converted into a base for a creative commune. Their daughter was undoubtedly a creative person and that was why she had gone to Tokyo, he said, but she had lost her way. She needed to be drawn back to her creative centre, back to the land she came from. It might take a bit of time, but she would return. Nezu was sure of it. The Nakamuras readily surrendered. They were desperate to believe. They were among the most fervent followers.
It was quiet in the dining room, everyone eating in silence. Those who needed to talk spoke in low whispers. The stillness was disrupted by the arrival of three very young-looking women who sat down at the far end of the table. They wore the same plain tunic and loose pants as everyone else, but their hair and skin glowed with health. One of them was especially pretty, and even without any makeup or the use of a comb, she exuded a natural vivacity that contrasted with the washed-out greyness all around her.
The girls would attempt to whisper but then burst into peals of uncontrollable laughter. No one said anything. The people sitting near them seemed anxious to finish their meal as soon as possible. One by one they stood up and rapidly moved out of the dining room.
“Who are they?” I asked.
“They’re new. They’re impure.” Sayako lowered her face so her lips were almost touching the rim of her bowl. She mechanically spooned the gruel into her mouth. She looked tired, I thought. Suddenly, she stood up and went to the head of the table where Kaori was seated and whispered something to her. When she came back, she pointed at my bowl.
“You have to finish. You’re not allowed to waste.”
I was doing my best, but it was inedible. Sayako had licked the contents of her bowl clean.
“I don’t think I can. Do you want my share?”
“No. Do your best. Take your time.”
At the far end of the table the giggling of the young women ceased. I looked up to see Kaori standing in front of the pretty one, her arm extended with an upturned palm.
“I think you have something you’d like to hand over.”
“I don’t understand,” the pretty woman said. Her friends looked away, uncertain.
“The rules, Chikako,” Kaori said.
“I don’t know what you mean.”
Kaori slipped her index finger under the neckline of the girl’s tunic and fished out a tiny locket dangling on a thin gold chain.
Chikako started to cry. “Nezu Sensei told me it was okay.”
“Chikako, you’ve just come to us. I know you are eager to learn. You were specifically chosen by Sensei, weren’t you?”
Chikako, still crying, nodded.
“You know you’re free to leave anytime. It’s up to you. Do you really want to go back to Tokyo? Or do you want to stay here?”
“Stay,” she whispered.
“Well, then, it’s important to follow the rules. Don’t you agree?”
Chikako reached behind her neck and unclasped the gold chain. Without looking up, she placed it in Kaori’s outstretched hand.
“Thank you, Chikako. With each positive action, you are shedding your impurities.” Kaori slipped the gold chain into her pocket.

—
After dinner, we went to the large sleeping room and Sayako told me to pick up a futon roll. It was at this point that I wondered if I should get my nightgown and my toiletries bag.
“I should wash up,” I said. “And I need to get my nightgown.”
Sayako ignored me. She unrolled her futon and dropped down onto it unceremoniously. It was clear she and the others slept in their clothes. There were no sheets.
She patted the floor next to her. “Come. Sleep.”
“Aren’t you going to brush your teeth?”
“There’s no need. Our food doesn’t give us cavities.”
The room filled up quickly. I thought I saw Chikako and the other young women, nestling together in the far side of the room. This time there was no giggling.
“What happened in the dining room?” I asked.
“What do you mean?”
“When Kaori got mad at that girl.”
“She broke the rules.”
Sayako and I lay on our sides facing each other, using our arms as pillows.
“She’s a new arrival, so we have to be understanding. Nezu brought her a few months ago.”
“Is that what Nezu does when he’s away? Find new recruits? Does everyone have to give money?”
“We have to have faith in his judgment.”
Sayako closed her eyes.
I knew I would not get her to say any more. I thought about how Nezu and Kaori had spotted Sayako in Ueno Park, wandering around with her expensive artist’s portfolio case, smelling of new leather and naive hope. I thought about some of the chatter I’d heard from the young women earlier. Amid their giggling, they’d been talking about the kind of art they did: collages, papier mâché, photography. I want to make sculptures, the girl called Chikako had said. What kind, the others had asked, but she said she didn’t know. She had so many ideas she couldn’t decide. She was waiting for inspiration.
“Come back to Tokyo with me,” I whispered. “You can go back to doing your art.”
“Art without purity is meaningless. We’re all seeking purity.”
“Let’s leave together.”
“When you’ve been here a while, you’ll understand.”
“You know I can’t stay. I came here to bring you back.”
“Oh, Akemi. You’ve always been too afraid.” She opened her eyes and, in a gesture of tenderness, put her hand on my cheek and traced the red mark down my neck.
“Don’t.” I pulled my head back. “Your father came to see me in the library, you know. He’s looking for you. He’s very worried about you.”
She stiffened. “My father is dead. Everyone is dead. That whole world doesn’t exist anymore. All the more so after tomorrow.”
“Tomorrow?”
“After I’m reborn from the earth.”
“What are you talking about?”
“We need to be reborn to become pure. I have to kill the self in order to find the self.”
“Sayako, please. Let’s leave right now.”
“Why would I want to leave?”
“Well, if you felt you were stuck here…trapped. I can help you.”
“I’m not stuck. I want to be here. Akemi, have you ever seen a butterfly emerge from its chrysalis? Have you ever watched how much it has to struggle in order to escape. How it has to push and push and push to get out. It’s not easy. It starts as a larva inside a cocoon, and only when it’s ready can it begin the struggle to free itself. I’m ready. That’s what I’m going to do.”
“I don’t understand.”
“No, don’t be ashamed. You’re not initiated yet. Once you join, you’ll understand. I’ve missed you, Akemi. I’ve thought about how much you are missing. I had too much ambition at one point, but I am getting better at letting it all go.”
“No, no. This is all wrong.”
“Well, there is one more thing. Before I do this, I need to be in as pure a state as possible. I need to purify my human relations, so I want to ask for your forgiveness.”
I felt my heart open up, a sudden gush of warmth.
“I forgive you,” I rushed to speak. “You were only trying to become a good painter. I’m going to have some treatment done, you know. There’s a new laser procedure that will get rid of it.”
Sayako blinked several times as if she had sand in her eyes. She said nothing.
“I’m sorry I said what I said. I went to your apartment, you know. I looked for you there. I thought we would talk. I thought we would…” I was rambling, but my feelings had been pent up inside for too long.
“Shh, shh. That’s not what I want your forgiveness for. I don’t want you to be jealous anymore.”
“Jealous?”
“Jealous that I was chosen and you weren’t. But you forgive me, don’t you. I feel that you have, otherwise you would not have come. As soon as I knew you were here, I felt your deep forgiveness. Good night, Akemi. You, too, can be chosen. And then we can be together.”
Her breathing deepened.
“Sayako,” I whispered.
Afraid she had already fallen asleep, I poked her in the side. I didn’t have much time. I pulled her hand under my top and pushed it against the cloth money belt I had tied around my waist. It was full of the money her father had given me.
“Feel that? We can go anywhere. Anywhere you like.”
She yanked her hand free. Although she had not uttered a word or made a sound, I sensed other people stirring, aware of our commotion. Again I pressed my mouth to her ear.
“Please. Let’s leave first thing in the morning.”
She rolled over and set her back against me. The knobs of her spine poked like metal bolts through the worn fabric of her top.
“Tomorrow, please,” I murmured.
I couldn’t sleep. I wanted to touch her bony spine, stroke her frail shoulders, bury my face in her back. I no longer had confidence that I could persuade her to leave with me, and I wasn’t sure what to do.



Chapter Thirty-Six
When I opened my eyes in the morning, I was all alone. I had no idea what time it was, but there was an eerie stillness in the farmhouse. I rushed through the empty dining room, through all the other empty rooms, then out to the yard where I was momentarily blinded by the brilliance of the morning sun. There was no one in sight. The untilled earth was parched, and a shimmer of dust rose from the path the followers’ feet had worn down from walking in circles.
Some change had taken place overnight, I could sense it. There was an electric charge in the air. A gust of hot wind blew, and the faint sound of chanting drifted toward me. I ran in the direction of the voices, on the other side of a low hillock in the back of the farm.
Even before I saw him, I knew. Nezu had returned.
He was lit from behind, luminous in a white tunic and pants, his long hair draped like a shimmering cape. The young woman from last night, Chikako, clung tightly to his side. He waved and beckoned me forward.
“Join us. We are choosing the site for Sayako’s ceremony. I believe this is a good spot. Do we all agree?”
He turned toward the group and pointed to a place on the ground three feet in front of him, a patch of flat dry earth lit brightly by the direct sunlight. To me there seemed to be nothing distinctive about it at all, just sandy soil surrounded by tufts of weeds. The heads of the followers all bobbed in unison, showing their assent.
Sayako took off her tunic and pants and set them on the ground. Naked, she stepped into the middle of the chosen spot and began digging with a small shovel. It seemed difficult for her to make progress, some of the sandy soil kept sliding back into the hole. She shifted from one foot to another, almost hopping. Again I noticed how much weight she had lost, how her breasts had shrunk, how her beautiful flesh had become diminished.
“What’s the problem?” Nezu said.
“I’m sorry. I’ll try harder.”
Nezu squatted down on his haunches and put his hand on the soil. “Oh, the ground is much too hot. We can wait until the evening.”
“I’m okay. I’m ready now,” Sayako said.
“The ground is too hot, your skin might get burned. It’s better if we wait.”
“Maybe we should pick a different spot,” Kaori said. “Somewhere in the shade.”
“No, this is the spot I’ve selected, this is the spot we’ll use. We’ll come back in the evening.”
“I don’t mind,” Sayako said. “I’m ready, I’ve been purifying.”
“After the sun sets,” Nezu said firmly, and grasping Chikako’s hand he began leading her in the direction of another dwelling I hadn’t noticed before on the far side of the field. I would learn that this was Nezu’s private cottage. He didn’t live in the farmhouse with everyone else.
“Don’t you want to guide us in some meditation exercises?” Kaori called out to him, a petulant ring to her voice. She glared after the receding figures.
After several minutes of shuffling and uncertainty, someone asked Kaori what they should do.
“Whatever you want,” she snapped. But a second later she recalibrated her tone, speaking now with a calm, liquid smoothness. “Please return to your meditative walking. Empty your minds so you may become open vessels to receive new inspiration. Art is all around you, waiting to enter.”
Most of the people, including Sayako, resumed the same activity I’d witnessed yesterday, walking in circles in the main yard. Some walked quickly, others more leisurely, some in large arcs, others in smaller loops. I caught up to Sayako, linked my arm through hers and leaned my mouth to her ear, whispering furiously. I resolved to use this time to work on her, to persuade her to leave with me at all costs. It seemed to me that this was the perfect time for us to slip away.
But when I suggested this to Sayako, she did not respond or turn her head. She gave no indication that she’d even heard my words. She stared stonily straight ahead and picked up her pace, widening the circle that she was walking in. She hadn’t washed or even brushed off the soil on her body before putting her tunic and pants back on, but if her skin was itchy or irritated, she gave no indication it bothered her. Yet she did not shake off my arm, and this I took as a tacit acceptance of my presence by her side, and I felt hopeful.
I tried a different approach. “I told you I have enough money for both of us, didn’t I. When I said we could run away, I don’t mean just Tokyo. Maybe we could go abroad.”
For the first time, she spoke. “Why are you trying to sabotage me?”
“I’m not,” I stammered defensively. “I’m only trying to protect you.”
“I told you. You don’t understand.”
I took a deep breath. “Sayako, I think you’ve been brainwashed.”
“You don’t know anything, you don’t know, you don’t know,” she muttered, shaking her head vigorously. In the distance I saw Kaori watching us, and I decided I would not say any more for the time being.

—
At sunset, we made our way back to the chosen site. Sayako and I and most of the other residents arrived first, followed by Kaori and Ozawa and, finally, by Nezu and Chikako. We formed a circle.
“Shall we begin?” Kaori said.
Nezu nodded.
Once again Sayako stripped, tossing her tunic and pants on the ground beside her. She picked up the shovel and resumed digging. It was cooler now, and evidently it was much easier to work. Gradually the hole started to take form, a long, narrow rectangular shape with a low dip in the middle and defined corners.
“Good,” Nezu said. “That’s the right size.”
Sayako recited, “I am prepared. I am ready to move to the next level.”
At this point, Chikako tugged on Nezu’s arm and whispered in his ear. He shook his head, but she continued.
“Please,” she could be heard saying. “What we were talking about earlier. Just for a second. You promised.”
Nezu clasped his hands together, and his gold watch glinted. He bowed his head in quiet contemplation.
“I have been considering. Sayako, before you start, I’d like to let Chikako have a taste of this experience. You don’t mind, do you. Letting her go first.”
Sayako stiffened. “But…I’ve been preparing.”
“Nezu, what are you thinking?” Kaori jumped in. “She’s not initiated. It’s too soon.”
“Well, Chikako and I have had many discussions. She’s very mature. She’s expressed great interest in accelerating her initiation, and I want to support that.”
“It’s not right,” Kaori said. “I don’t think…”
“This is my decision.” Nezu turned to Sayako. “You understand, don’t you. Chikako will go first, you will go second.”
“Yes, of course.”
I don’t know if anyone else noticed because the transformation was very subtle, but Sayako’s face had become as smooth and blank as an egg, as hard as a white stone.
Chikako arranged herself flat on her back in the hole Sayako had created, twisting her knees slightly to the side so she would fit. She had a puzzled look on her face.
“Is this it, what you told me about?” she said to Nezu, who was leaning over, his face close to hers. “It’s not very deep.”
“It’s enough. For you. For the experience. Are you sure you want to do this?”
“Yes,” Chikako said firmly.
Nezu beckoned everyone to move closer and kneel down, and they began pushing the soil over her body. I stood behind and watched. Chikako giggled as the earth formed a soft mound over her body, until she was covered up to her neck.
“It tickles. It’s like being at the beach.”
“Okay, how do you like it?”
Chikako cleared her throat and coughed. “I’m ready for the next part.”
Nezu hesitated.
Kaori erupted. “This is ridiculous! Look at her. She’s not ready.”
“Yes, I am. You promised. You said if I came with you…” Chikako’s voice dropped off.
Nezu closed his eyes and sucked in a lungful of air, as if preparing for a deep sea dive. When he opened his eyes again, he seemed to have come to a resolute decision. “Remember what I told you. This is perfectly safe if you do exactly what I tell you. Chikako, are you willing to do exactly as I say?”
“Yes.”
“Don’t be afraid. When I tell you, you must shut your eyes very tight and take a very deep breath. Hold that breath. Don’t breathe. I’ll cover your face with a light sprinkling of sand—it’s just symbolic—and then you must push yourself free and sit upright. It’s a ceremony of rebirth into a purified self.”
“I know. You already told me.”
“Chikako, are you sure? Are you ready?” He leaned forward closer to her face.
“Nezu, stop it.” Kaori, who had been kneeling beside Nezu, suddenly turned her body and reached for his arm.
“Not now, Kaori,” Nezu warned, his face darkening.
“What’s wrong with you.”
“It’s just a rehearsal.”
“It’s against the rules. She’s not purified.”
“You’re too rigid. Always rules, rules, rules.”
“We agreed on the rules. You like it when the rules work in your favour. Well, who makes sure things run smoothly while you’re busy running around. Who makes sure all your girls are happy, eh? Who makes sure there’s no trouble. I suppose you think you deserve everything you’ve got, that you earned it all by yourself. What about me, what about everything I do.”
Kaori had turned bright scarlet, as if her face had burst into flame. Afterwards I would wonder if she’d startled herself by how she’d let her private grievances suddenly erupt. How long had her feelings been suppressed? From the way the residents had leaned forward straining to better hear the argument, it was clear that no one had ever witnessed anything like this. The commune was a place of oneness and harmony, there wasn’t supposed to be any tension. They’d never heard Nezu raise his voice, though Kaori they knew had a temper.
Kaori and Nezu had forgotten about everyone around them. Everyone had forgotten about Chikako.
It would remain unclear whose action had caused Chikako to choke. The loose earth could easily have shifted and fallen onto her face when Kaori moved to reach for Nezu’s arm, or the soil could have been disturbed when Nezu turned his body to look at Kaori. If Chikako had been holding her breath, if she had not had her mouth open, if the ceremony had proceeded without interruption, if Chikako had thought to push herself upright, if the followers had not leaned forward and pressed down on the earth covering Chikako. If they had been paying attention to Chikako instead of to Nezu and Kaori. If everything had not happened so fast.
Ozawa was the first to realize that something was wrong. “Chikako!” he shouted.
Nezu and Kaori froze.
“She’s not breathing!”
One of the young women who’d been sitting with Chikako at dinner began screaming. Her scream was shrill and high-pitched like a siren, and she couldn’t seem to stop. It set off a cacophony of wailing among the others. Yet for all their moaning and shouting, the followers seemed strangely passive, as if waiting for instructions from Nezu.
When at last Nezu barked out orders to pull Chikako out, valuable minutes had been lost.
“I know CPR,” Ozawa said. “Give me some room.”
The followers stepped back, but almost immediately most of them moved forward even closer to watch what Ozawa was doing. In that instant I understood what I had to do. I yanked Sayako to her feet—she seemed to be in a state of shock, eyes shut, catatonic—and snatched her tunic from the ground.
“We’re going. You understand? We have to get out of here.”
She didn’t reply or even acknowledge that she’d comprehended, but she didn’t resist. That was the important thing—she didn’t resist. I clamped my hand around her wrist and pulled her along in an awkward trot until eventually we were running in tandem. Up and over the hillock, across the field in the direction of the farmhouse. I thought about going inside and retrieving my belongings, getting a pair of pants for Sayako. But I sensed that there was no time, we had to keep running. We paused for a moment as I made her put on the tunic, and then ran down the road I’d taken the day before when Ozawa picked me up, our shadows like jumping rabbits cast by the moonlight against the fields we passed. I couldn’t think of anywhere to go but to the train station.
As I had expected, the station was closed for the night. It was already late and no more trains would be running in a small place like this. The pay phone the station master had pointed out to me when I arrived was next to a vending machine under the station roof overhang. It was an old-fashioned red phone with a rotary dial and a slot at the top for inserting coins.
“Sayako, listen. I’m going to call for help.”
She stared vacantly into the night, still mute and unresponsive. I had hoped she might have snapped out of it by now, but clearly not. I would have to do everything myself. When Kaori had made me change clothes, I was glad I’d had the foresight to tie the money belt under the loose tunic and to slip my house key and ID cards into the pocket of the baggy pants. But I hadn’t had room for my wallet, and had surrendered it with my other belongings. Now I did not have any change. No coins had been left in the pay phone, but when I stuck my fingers in the change slot of the vending machine, I struck gold—six 10-yen coins. I unzipped my money belt and fished through the thick stack of bills until I found the card from Sayako’s father, the one with his phone number.
“Mr. Taniguchi,” I shouted into the receiver. “I found her. We’re in trouble. There’s been an accident.” There was no time to explain more, just the name of the train station. I didn’t know how long it would take for him to arrive, but in the middle of the night, there would be no traffic.
“Please hurry. You have to help us.”
The coins ran out and abruptly I was cut off. I realized Sayako’s father hadn’t had time to answer. He hadn’t confirmed.
After that there was nothing to do except wait, and hope. I found a doorway at the end of the station that afforded a bit of seclusion, and I made Sayako sit down and then I sat in front of her. If someone approached they would see me first. If someone from the farmhouse came for us, well, I wasn’t sure what I would do. I started shivering despite the heat, and though I thought I was too worried to sleep, I dropped off almost immediately.
The sound of the car woke me up. A distant racing roar that cut through the silence of the night like a furious, angry hornet.
It stopped in front of us, and a door swung open.
“Miss Sayako!”
I stood up as a man ran toward us with a flashlight—the chauffeur. I recognized him from the time I had visited Sayako’s home. He wasn’t wearing his uniform, just a white shirt half tucked into dark pants, and his hair was uncombed.
From the back of the car another figure emerged, uncoiling his large frame, first one long leg, then the other. Two powerful arms levered his body forward, as if the car was too tight to hold the mass of his muscled body. Sayako’s father.
He strode over to where Sayako was sitting and pulled her up so she was standing before him. Then he clutched her roughly by the shoulders. Sayako lifted her head to meet his eyes, so slowly it was like a plant turning toward the sun. I was waiting for him to draw her into an embrace, but he raised his arm and struck her hard across the face with the back of his hand. Blood dripped from her cheek where one of his rings had cut the skin.
“You stupid fool. Do you know how much trouble you’ve caused. Get in the car.” When she didn’t move, he barked, “I told you to get in. Look at you, you’re a filthy slut.”
She scrambled into the back seat, slid over to the far side and turned away, her hand to her bloody cheek.
This was when I began babbling. “Thank you for coming, sir. There’s been a terrible accident. Another girl. I don’t know. An accident, she might be dead.”
I started to cry because in that instant it occurred to me that Chikako could very well be dead. And if she was dead, we’d fled a crime scene. Wasn’t that a crime in itself?
Sayako’s father said nothing. I took his silence as impatience to get going. Quickly I undid the money belt and handed it to him. I was about to say “It’s all there, sir,” but his stony glare told me to hold my tongue.
I moved toward the back door expecting to climb in after Sayako, but her father brushed past me and got into the back seat, and the driver closed the door.
“Let her sit in the front.”
We drove in silence. I was too terrified to say anything else. I didn’t dare suggest that we go back to the farmhouse to see what had happened. After about thirty minutes, Sayako’s father ordered the car to stop in front of a train station I didn’t recognize.
“We’ll let you out here. This line will take you to where you can transfer to the main trunk line going to Tokyo. It’ll be dawn soon. There’s a bench outside the station and it’s warm out. It won’t be too much of a wait for the first train, I don’t think. I’ll give you something for the train fare.”
I could hardly breathe. He couldn’t be serious. No, no. Please don’t leave me here. Take me with you. I want to go back with Sayako. I almost spoke these words aloud. I turned around but Sayako had her eyes tightly shut, she was in a different world. Taniguchi passed the driver a small brown envelope, and when the driver got out of the car and opened the door for me, he bowed very low and presented the envelope with both hands as if making an offering.



Chapter Thirty-Seven
For the first ten days after I returned to Tokyo, I dared to believe that Chikako was okay. Of course she would have been revived, I convinced myself. No one died from something as stupid as having a bit of dirt pushed in their face.
My main concern was Sayako. During my lunch breaks and every evening after I got home, I called her. No matter how many times I let the phone ring, there was never any answer.
Then the police came to the library. A man and a woman in cheap matching business suits asked to speak with Mrs. Aoki in private. When they finished, Mrs. Aoki, looking wan and troubled, called me into the meeting room.
“These officers would like to have a word with you.”
It was a short conversation, polite. They asked me about a recent trip I’d made and if I had visited a farm owned by the Nakamura family. They asked all the questions you would expect them to ask. How long was I there. What did I do. What did I see.
“I was just a casual visitor. Has something happened?” I asked.
“It appears there was an accident. At this stage we’re interviewing as many potential witnesses as we can.”
They thanked me for my co-operation, and just as they were about to leave, the female officer turned to me.
“By the way, you’re not planning on going anywhere, are you.” It was a statement, not a question.
“Go somewhere?”
“Don’t leave the city, please. In case we have more questions.”

—
At first it was a routine investigation conducted by local police into a freak accident in which a young woman died of asphyxiation when clumps of soil evidently became lodged in her windpipe. In its editorial page, the regional newspaper decried young people who engaged in foolish pranks that were actually quite dangerous, especially when, as in this case, the young victim apparently suffered from asthma. But when it became clear that the deceased had been reported missing by her family several months ago, the scope of the investigation expanded. Chikako was from a wealthy family in Tokyo, and her father had been pressing the police to find her.
It wasn’t too long before details emerged suggesting that the group at the farmhouse might be a cult, and media coverage shifted to something much more sensational: an innocent underage girl was buried alive in a depraved cult ceremony. Soon the story was everywhere. Pictures of Nezu and Kaori appeared on television, in newspapers and magazines, and especially all over the tabloids, whose journalists competed ruthlessly to publish the best and most lurid stories and photographs. The cult members—for that was how the press now referred to them—came from all over Japan and from a wide range of backgrounds: a waitress, a graduate student in German literature, a bookshop owner, an interior designer, a housewife, an architect, a salaryman. One member, a former hairdresser, explained that it was worth it to give up her job, her family, her friends and all her savings in order to achieve her full creative potential. Their group, she insisted, was not a cult but a movement.
I was profoundly relieved that neither my name nor Sayako’s appeared in the press. Until one morning I arrived at work to learn that my picture was in a popular tabloid sold at newsstands all over the country. Someone had discovered I’d been questioned by the police and got hold of a student photo taken when I first registered at Konaka. I’d been caught off guard that day without makeup, and my port-wine stain showed up even darker than it really was in the poor-quality photograph. The tabloid printed my picture on the same page as those of Nezu and Kaori. Even the station master was quoted as saying he remembered me.
“I knew there was something suspicious about that crew. They were all dangerous, but the woman with the red mark was the worst. That mark was a sign of her bad karma. I knew it the first time I saw her.”
Mrs. Aoki told me about only a fraction of the phone calls. Didn’t the library know that one of their employees was a threat to society? Akemi Okada belonged to a fanatical cult that practised depraved rituals. She was in close contact with small children, wasn’t she. What about the posters she was making? Weren’t there coded messages embedded in her designs? Wasn’t the public library funded by taxpayers?
One of the library technicians cornered me in the stacks. “Who the hell are you? I don’t think we know you at all.”
Mrs. Aoki received threats not just at the library but at home.
Once your name is in the press, believe me, it’s impossible to erase. Rumour and slander have a life of their own. Even though I was never charged with anything, even though I was wanted only for questioning, even though in the end the police thanked me for my co-operation, what mattered was public opinion. Mrs. Aoki was crying when she said it might be advisable for me to take a break from work.

—
I tried contacting Sayako again, this time with real desperation. Still no one answered the phone. Five days later a recorded message announced that the number was no longer in service. Despite being told not to leave the city, I got a train to Osaka and went directly to her house.
The front gate was locked, but I found a hole in the high wall that surrounded the property, large enough to peer through. All the windows were boarded up, tightly sealed with heavy wooden rain shutters. When I’d first seen the house on my one and only visit, it had seemed so splendid and magnificent, modern and extravagant. But looking at it now, I saw just how ugly it was. A monstrous structure in a faux-Western style set far back from the street. It was shrouded in darkness, though it was midday.
The other houses in this ultra-wealthy area also sat behind protective walls and on uncommonly large lots, but none seemed even half as large as the Taniguchi residence. I paced up and down the street, uncertain about what to do. Eventually I stood helplessly in the middle of the road. The street was hushed, no crying children, no barking dogs. When I finally spotted a woman coming out of a neighbouring house, a shopping basket on her arm, I ran over to her. Pointing at Sayako’s house, I asked if she knew where the people who lived there had gone. Perhaps I appeared a little crazed to her. I had a dark scarf wrapped around my neck and my face was half concealed by a wide-brimmed hat. The woman gave me a terrified look. I don’t know them, she repeated over and over. I don’t know anything about them.
At the end of the block, I passed a tiny shop with a tobacco sign hanging from its faded awning. It was little more than a shack, barely wider than a newsstand, and looked totally out of place in this neighbourhood, though it was probably the only original structure left standing from right after the war. A wizened old man was perched behind a rack of cigarettes, his dark face poking out like an ancient bird watching all the comings and goings.
“Hey, you.” He had a matchstick in one side of his mouth. “Saw you going back and forth in front of their house. You a reporter?”
“No.”
“Well, you’re too late. Others were here before you. But they were late too. Bunch of idiots, I could tell.” He began picking his teeth with his matchstick.
“The Taniguchi family, do you know where they are?”
“Those others, I suppose they wanted to know too, but they never asked me. No, wouldn’t occur to them to ask an old man who sells cigs. Anyway, I wouldn’t have told them a thing. Didn’t like their looks.”
“I’m not a reporter. I’m a friend of the family.”
“I doubt that. Anyway, I’m not their friend either. Want to know what happened to them? They took off. I know their maid and her brother, but they’re tight-lipped. Wouldn’t say where. Just somewhere abroad. I bet it was the Philippines or maybe Thailand. Might be Malaysia, who knows. Just like that, the whole family evaporated. They’ve got money, you know. People with money can do whatever they like, they can go wherever they want. Not like us regular folks, eh. Rich is rich, but not everyone wants that kind of money. House is cursed, you know.”



Chapter Thirty-Eight
My mother begged me to come home, but I knew that if I did, her life and my father’s would be ruined. Everyone had seen the news and the pictures. There would be no place to hide in a small town like ours. I told her I loved her and that I would be in touch again once I figured out what to do next.
First I had to move.
I found something cheap and anonymous, a cramped room in an old falling-down building that sat between the train tracks on one side and a heavily trafficked road on the other. I gave the landlord a fake name and showed him an identification card I had created myself. He didn’t even look at it, and, absurdly, I was offended that he wasn’t interested in my skilful fabrication. He didn’t require any references or a guarantor, his only concern being that the rent was paid on time and in cash. He gave me a quick tour, though there was nothing to show. Just a single six-mat room with an overhead fluorescent light. The tatami mats were worn and mushy, the cupboards smelled musty, and the kitchen had a gas burner ring that looked as if it hadn’t been used in a very long time.
I gave him the money I had prepared—almost all my savings—first month’s rent, last month’s rent, a deposit, and even key money. As the days passed, I waited for angry fists to pound on my door or for someone to scream I wasn’t welcome. But people in this neighbourhood were too poor and too overworked: nobody had time to give me a second glance.
The apartment had only one mirror, which was glued to the wall over the bathroom sink. Old and cloudy, the mirror had ugly dark spots creeping around its edges where moisture had gotten in over the years. Once I knew that I would stay here, the first thing I did was tape a thick sheet of brown parcel paper over that mottled surface. Not because my reflection was warped but because the face in the mirror struck me as too real, too clear. So this was how it began, my year of not looking at myself. I don’t think I fully understood what I was doing at the time, but when I think back on it, I suppose this was the only way I could think of to disappear.

—
I found a temp agency that specialized in after-hours cleaning. I was assigned to office buildings, department stores and shopping malls, and worked with a crew after dark when the buildings were empty of employees. Nobody saw us roaming silently from floor to floor, vacuuming, dusting, emptying garbage bins, scrubbing stains. The regular employees came to work in the morning and found everything exactly the same, day after day. They might have assumed that dust and dirt did not accumulate in their office environment.
There was no shortage of work. It was brought home to me more than ever that there were hundreds of thousands of jobs most people would never do. Would do absolutely anything not to do. Dirty things, disgusting things, dangerous things. Disposing of garbage and waste, cleaning up body fluids and excrement, processing dead animals and filth. Jobs that meant touching and smelling things that repelled and repulsed you. Terrible jobs that made the civilized world go round.
Eventually the temp agency made me take daytime assignments when they were short-staffed: washing dishes, stocking shelves in warehouses, assembling mass-produced bento box lunches in a factory, handing out advertising flyers and packets of tissues at street corners. I swept litter from crowded sidewalks wielding a broom and a long-handled dustpan. I speared cigarette butts and other bits of refuse with a pointed staff. On one eight-hour shift, I stood at the base of a series of escalators with my head bowed, pressing a rag against the moving rubber handbelt to clean it. People alighted, people moved forward, people passed by, but they did not see me. Nobody saw me in any of these jobs.
It was at this point I realized I had successfully joined the ranks of the city’s invisible. I learned it is possible to vanish while remaining in plain sight.
I found out how easy it is to pass through a membrane that no one had ever told me about. It separates normal middle-class people from the world of drifters, night-shift workers, day labourers—the vast underworld of invisible workers. The membrane is thin but tough, translucent on one side but opaque on the other. For people like me, we can see you but you can’t see us. We wear uniforms that are pale green or pink or sky blue, and we clean your floor and refill the shoyu or sugar dispensers. When we are bent on our knees on the pavement scraping up old chewing gum with a knife, when we wave a safety flag to halt traffic as a dump truck backs out onto a busy road, when we mop up the rainwater that has dripped onto the train station platform and set up an orange safety cone so you do not slip, I’m sure you’ve never noticed us at all. We can see you but you can’t see us. We’re on the other side of the membrane.
I used to think that the hardest part of vanishing would be trying to conceal myself from others. But hiding from others is the easy part. Much harder is hiding from yourself.



Chapter Thirty-Nine
Besides keeping in touch with my family—I called my mother every few days—the only other person I wanted to contact during my underground years was Rika. I could only imagine what she must have thought of me. She had gotten me my job in the library, she must have heard terrible things. For some reason I felt a fierce need to explain. Of all people, I really wanted her to understand. So I sent a letter to her home in Sapporo, and when I did not receive a reply, I was disappointed but not entirely surprised. I’d used my fake name with my return address, but even if she opened the letter and read my full explanation, she probably wanted nothing to do with me. Two months later, though, a letter came postmarked from Indiana.
Dear Numata-san, she began, I’m so glad to hear from you but I can’t say I like your new name very much. I really think you should go back to your own. She explained that she was studying library science in the United States and that her mother had forwarded my letter. In the area where she lived, there were no Japanese newspapers and hardly any Japanese people. She hadn’t followed the news and didn’t know anything about what had happened to me.
I’m so sorry to hear what you’ve been through, it must have been terrible, she wrote. But you didn’t do anything wrong. Don’t let yourself be defined by those awful rumours. Don’t let other people tell you who you are. You have to define yourself by yourself.
This was the beginning of our long correspondence. Rika could not afford to return to Japan very often, and it would be many years before we reunited in person. But it was those words in her first letter that gave me pause. How could I define myself by myself, I wondered. What was my real self?
My experience had taught me this: Rumour can erase you at the same time as it exposes you. You have no place to hide, but the “you” that is on display isn’t the real you. The danger is that, after too long a while, you might forget who the real you is.
You might look in the mirror and not recognize yourself.
Or worse, you might look in the mirror and not see anyone at all.

—
It came out that Nezu had never attended a prestigious art college as he’d claimed, or any college, for that matter. He hadn’t even finished high school. He was born in rural Shikoku to a farming family, the youngest of five children. His siblings said that from a young age he liked to brag that he was going to become famous; he made fun of his older brothers for working so hard. The family hadn’t heard from him in decades.
The last image I saw of Nezu was a picture taken when he was being led into the courthouse. Usually he tried to avert his face from the press, but a veteran photographer, skilled in the right kind of taunting perhaps, got him to turn and snarl directly at the camera. The face captured in that photo was a Nezu I’d never seen before. His jowls sagged, his hair was thin and knotted. But it was his eyes that scared me the most. They were very black, a pitch-coal blackness. Dark and hollow as if no light could enter.
Once Nezu’s trial was over—he was charged with confinement of a minor, extortion, solicitation under false pretenses, reckless endangerment of life and manslaughter—and he was sentenced to prison, interest shifted to other scandals, more sensational stories. The tabloids needed fresh stories to chase. Schoolyard stabbings, chocolate bars injected with poison, random attacks in crowded shopping arcades, mutilations of corpses. There was no shortage of grisly tales.
I worked for the temp agency for several years, and after I had saved up a large enough cushion, I began testing the waters for freelance illustration work. At first the jobs were few and far between, but the manager at a restaurant where I had previously worked as a waitress hired me to design the layout for a new menu. After that, the owner of a flower shop in a building where I had worked as a cleaner asked if I could come up with a new brochure for his store. A pharmacy hired me to create a new logo, a bookstore asked for lettering for a new store sign. None of these jobs paid very much but whenever I ran out of money, I went back to the temp agency and picked up work to tide me over.
By 1985 I had developed enough contacts to have a fairly steady stream of projects, though as any freelancer knows, the deadlines were always tight. Around this time I began a series of laser treatments with Dr. Nagata that almost completely removed my port-wine stain. Now you would have to look hard to detect the faintest blush of pink where the mark had once been.



Chapter Forty
It’s funny how in a city the size of Tokyo you can run into someone you met only once, someone you barely knew. Coincidences like that happen more often than you would think. Without plan, without even searching. And yet as soon as you see each other, everything comes flooding back.
I was making final preparations for my upcoming trip. Rika had sent countless brochures for English language schools in New York, where she now lived and where she wanted me to join her. Originally I’d hoped to leave before the end of 1987, but it had taken longer than expected to receive an acceptance letter and longer still to get my student visa. Now I would depart in May of 1988 in time to enrol in a summer session.
I’d been so preoccupied with my long list of vital tasks—getting a passport, visa, foreign travellers’ cheques, plane ticket—that I’d had to leave other matters to the last minute. But I was determined to purchase a new set of Tombow pencils, the large professional set, to bring with me on my journey. I knew I could buy other things that I wanted once I arrived, but I wasn’t sure if this particular set of Japanese pencils would be available. Other than this essential item and a few old canvases rolled in a tube, I didn’t intend to bring very much. My suitcase would be as light as I could make it.
The set was out of stock at the store where I usually purchased my art supplies and at other stores I tried as well. It wasn’t until I called Munakata Art Products, almost an hour away from where I lived, that I was assured they had what I was looking for and would set it aside for me. I gave them my name and said I would be right over.
As soon as I arrived, the man at the counter went into the storeroom to retrieve my item.
“I know a lot of illustrators who swear by this brand,” he said when he handed them to me. “What kind of drawing do you do?”
“Oh, I work freelance, so this and that.”
“I see.”
I paid for my purchase, and as he was about to hand me my change, he said, “You know, you’ll think this is very strange and I don’t mean to be rude, but I feel like we’ve met before. Maybe at an art gallery or somewhere?”
Whenever I feel someone’s eyes on me I grow tense, even though a lot of time has passed since the incident and most people have forgotten about me. Okada is a common name. Self-consciously I brought my hand to my neck, but my hair was short now. There was nothing to comb forward.
That was when I noticed the name badge on the man’s shirt pocket. Masamichi Watanabe, Store Manager. Also a common name.
We walked outside the back of his store to talk. Not exactly reminiscing, but it was weirdly affirming to speak to someone else who’d had a connection to Nezu and Kaori.
“Did you ever get your money back?” I asked.
“Are you kidding? No, of course not.”
We fell silent.
“He never was a real artist, was he,” I said.
“Nezu? No, but he was a quick study, and when he learned about performance art, well, what better art form to imitate. He copied what he heard others were doing, took their ideas and made them his own. Pretty clever, don’t you think. But his greatest work of art was himself—he was an artist at fashioning himself into something the rest of us wanted.”
“I guess he had charisma.”
“I don’t know,” Watanabe said. “I was pretty gullible at one point in my life, but I’ve been thinking about this a lot. Did he have charisma? I guess so, a bit. But I think it’s more complicated than that. Why do some people exert power over us? Is it really because they’re so charismatic and we can’t resist them, or is it because they’re especially skilled at spotting our vulnerabilities? If we’re lonely, if we yearn for belonging, if we want to be told we’re special, it doesn’t take much. When someone tells you what you long to hear, whether it’s true or not, sometimes people stop thinking for themselves.”
Just before we parted company, Watanabe said, “You know, she’s still around.”
I didn’t have to ask who he meant.
“I saw her at Shinjuku, at the east exit near the camera store. Seems she’s joined another group. It’s new, something to do with yoga, levitation, I can’t remember what they call themselves. I’m sure you’ve seen them—they’re all over the city now.”

—
 I went to the place where Watanabe had seen Kaori. I kept my distance and just watched. I wasn’t sure what I would do, what I should do, but when she left for the evening, packing up her knapsack of pamphlets as if she had finished any work shift or assignment, I tailed her. I was ready to get on a train and go as far as she went, but she walked out into the street and down an alleyway filled with cheap eateries.
The restaurant she went into was empty except for a few old men slumped forward over their tables, already drunk or maybe never sober from the night before. It was that kind of place. The nappers wouldn’t be kicked out unless more customers came in. I watched her move from table to table, slapping pieces of paper on top of the empty place settings.
“Hey, no solicitation allowed. You can’t distribute your materials here,” I heard the waitress say.
“Don’t be so rude to your customers,” she snapped, plunking herself down at an empty table. “How about a plate of gyoza.”
I waited for the waitress to bring her order before approaching Kaori’s table.
“Do you mind if I join you?”
She looked up, startled, a greasy dumpling held by her chopsticks mid-air. Her expression turned suspicious.
“Don’t you remember me? It’s Akemi.”
For the first time I got a close-up look at her, and she of me. I’ll never forget her smirk, the way it spread slowly across her leathery face, like the oozing of an oil leak.
“Well, this is karmic,” she said. “I wasn’t even looking for you and yet I was drawn here. How can you explain that except to say it must be some form of higher intervention.”
“I followed you here.”
“Doesn’t matter. Our meeting is still a miracle.”
“Kaori,” I began.
“That’s not the name I use, but you can call me that if you like. If it brings back old memories for you.”
“They should never have let you off.”
She eyed me steadily, a slack cruelty working her jaw as she chewed.
“Akemi, have you really lost all your compassion? Once upon a time you were a nice girl. We had fun together in those days, didn’t we? Too bad it had to end so suddenly.”
Now that she was in front of me, I was tongue-tied. I hadn’t rehearsed in advance what I wanted to say except one word. Why? Why did they do what they did? I couldn’t even get that out.
She continued. “Remember what the judge said when he made his ruling. Suspended sentence. I was manipulated by Nezu. I was a victim too.”
“You’re sick.”
Kaori stood up and pushed her plate to the middle of the table. “Sorry I have to run, Akemi. If I’d known you were treating, I would have ordered something better.”
She hitched the strap of her knapsack high on one shoulder and made her way between the tables toward the door. I followed.
At the door, she abruptly swung around, nearly hitting me with her bag.
“By the way, whatever happened to our dear Sayako? The rest of us got such great publicity, but her name never came up. I could never figure that out. I always wondered if she felt ignored.” Kaori let the tip of her tongue slip through a gap in her teeth, a slippery flicker.
My bewilderment must have shown on my face.
“I knew it!” she crowed. “You never heard from her, did you. She was a sly one. She used you.”
“That’s not true. She’s—”
“What? She loved you? You can’t really believe that. She wasn’t capable of love, you know. She couldn’t open her heart fully.”
I stumbled backward, away from the blow of her words.
“You don’t know the first thing about—”
“Poor Akemi. Still as lonely as ever, aren’t you. You should take my pamphlet, come to a meeting.”
She smirked.
“You were always afraid of facing Truth, weren’t you. I remember that about you, Akemi. Always afraid. In the beginning you had potential too, you know. Even though you didn’t have money, I told Nezu you would be good for our group, you would be more obedient, more devoted. I could see that loyalty, how dedicated you were to her. But she was needier, and I guess that did the trick. Like most men, Nezu was a sucker for a sentimental woman like that.”
“Stop it.”
“I bet you still believe that you saved her. Do you really think she was grateful to you?”
She stepped on the mat, the automatic doors slid open, and she disappeared into the darkness.
I picked up the pamphlet she had tossed on the floor. The man in the picture had a thick jaw, narrow forehead, squinty eyes. Unkempt hair, a dirty-looking beard. Aum Shinrikyo, the leaflet said. Supreme Truth.
I crumpled up the paper and threw it in the trash can.



Chapter Forty-One
I was glad I didn’t tell Kaori the truth about Sayako. I suppose I still felt it was my duty to protect her. It would always be my duty.
Despite what the old man in the tobacco shop had told me, I returned to Sayako’s house a second time. And then a third and a fourth. At least a dozen times. Did you think that I would have given up so easily on finding her? Even after the immediate crisis had passed and I was getting back on my feet, no longer in hiding, long after the old man was gone and his shop had been torn down, I kept needing to see the house for myself. Maybe I didn’t trust him, or maybe I simply craved my own proof. I had to be sure she hadn’t returned. I never saw any sign of life in the house, yet for years after the incident at the farmhouse I was still coming back. It had become a kind of pilgrimage—an obsession.
The Taniguchi house always looked exactly the same. Invariably dark, tightly closed up, all the windows sealed against the elements by heavy wooden shutters. But on my last visit, I was struck by the very consistency of its condition: it hadn’t changed at all. While the house was obviously uninhabited, not only had it not fallen into any of the disrepair one might expect to see with the passage of time, it was being scrupulously maintained. It might not be occupied but it had not been abandoned.
There were no flyers stuffed in the mailbox, and the grounds had been swept clean of every stray leaf, the hedges and low bushes neatly trimmed. Someone had been watering, pruning, not letting things get overgrown. The winding path of broad flagstones that led from the gate to the house was clear of weeds, the grass surrounding each stone clipped so low and evenly it could have been done with nail scissors. I sensed that whoever was tending the grounds was doing it zealously, almost lovingly.
A flash of white caught my eye and I looked up. At the far end of the second floor, I was startled to see that a single small window had been opened. I squinted but couldn’t see anything inside. There was too much contrast between the dark interior and the brightness of the strong sunlight, the sun having finally broken through after a long spell of rain. Was someone living here? Had the family returned? I strained my eyes and watched for signs of life but saw none. Yet someone must have opened that window. I was reminded of how my mother aired all the rooms at the inn where she worked and how she did this at our own home too. In a damp climate like ours, she explained, a house needs regular airing, otherwise mould will grow everywhere. On the walls, in the tatami mats, in the futon bedding, in the cupboards, even inside leather shoes. Particularly after the rainy season, a thick fur of mould would soon coat every surface and become impossible to remove.
I saw it again, a quick flash of white. Something ballooned out the open window, flapped briefly and pulled back. It might have been a curtain blowing, and yet. Yes, outlined in the frame of the window was something else. I was sure of it. A shadow, a shape. Not something. Someone. I clapped my hand against my mouth to keep from crying out.
It was her. It had to be her.

—
The intercom system had been dismantled long ago, and pounding on the heavy gate or shouting would not have made any difference, the house was set too far back for anything to be heard. But I remembered there was a hidden path through a dense thicket of bamboo trees that lined the wall along the side of the property. When Sayako brought me home, she had refused to enter through the main gate, saying she preferred to use the back entrance, the one Tomi and the other helpers had to use. They aren’t allowed to come in by the front door, she’d said, so she wasn’t going to use it either. The path led directly to a door at the rear of the house.
The door was ajar.
Tomi entered the kitchen just as I stepped inside. Surely she must have been surprised or at least caught off guard, but her eyes were steely and she acted very composed, as if she had been expecting me. Coming face to face with her, it was as if time had stood still, and I had a momentary sense of déjà vu. Tomi did not smile. She did not speak. She looked the same except older, more tired, her arms overflowing with a bundle of white cloth.
Breathe, I told myself. Take a deep breath.
But I couldn’t stay calm.
All I could think was, how could she. She’d been hiding here and never once contacted me, never answered my calls or replied to my letters. I felt something sharp as a knife scrape the inside of my heart. How could she have cared so little about me? After all I’d been through. Her picture was never published in the paper. She never lost her job. Until that moment, I hadn’t realized just how angry I was.
“Where is she,” I demanded. “Let me see her!”
Tomi shook her head, and the composure I thought I’d detected in her demeanour crumpled in an instant. She burst into tears.
“She’s dead.”
My knees buckled and I grabbed the door to steady myself. “What?”
“She’s dead, didn’t you know. She’s been dead for years.”
I stared at her. “That can’t be true. When? Nobody told me,” I sputtered.
Though as soon as I spoke I heard the idiocy in my statement. No one would have told me anything.
“Right after she came back. After the scandal broke about the people she was with.”
Mr. Taniguchi was furious with her and the attention the cult might bring upon his family. He seemed to be more upset than anyone had anticipated.
“We have to leave for a while. I’m taking you out of the country.”
“I’m not going anywhere!” Sayako had screamed.
“This is all because of you! It’s my duty to protect you.”
Her father claimed it was for her own good. She needed to be protected from cults. She needed to get married and lead a normal life. She’d caused enough trouble and no longer had a choice.
Sayako tried to run away, Tomi explained, but she was still physically too weak and couldn’t even make it to the end of the property before being caught. Shortly after that Tomi found her rifling through the kitchen drawers and cupboards. Where is it, she demanded. The key! Where’s the key. She wanted the key to the shed in the garden.
“If I have to go away, I need to pack up my paintings to take with me.”
“Shall I come with you?” Tomi had said. “I can help you pack. I can send them to you afterwards. After you’re settled. Wherever you go.” But Sayako insisted she had to do this herself. It was important. She had to do it alone. Her voice had turned soft and cajoling, her smile was sweet.
“Come on, Tomi, we’re friends, aren’t we? Comrades.”
Tomi briefly buried her face in the pile of white cloth she was holding. When she raised her head, she spat out her next words.
“She hung herself. In that stupid shed, she hung herself with a dirty old sheet.”
“Tomi, don’t…please, you don’t have to say any more.” I felt drained and hollow inside, the only solid part of my body a giant lump in my throat that kept growing and growing. I wanted to touch Tomi and comfort her, and more than that I longed to be comforted by her, but she continued to clutch the bundle of cloth—window curtains, I now realized—and held it between us like a shield.
All these years she’d been dead. Why couldn’t she have waited? Why didn’t she reach out to me?
Tomi interrupted my thoughts. “You remember my brother, don’t you.”
“No.”
“You met him. He was Mr. Taniguchi’s chauffeur.”
“Oh. I didn’t…”
“We don’t look much alike, I know. He’s eighteen years older, but we’re close. He’s the only family I’ve got. He’s always looked out for me.”
Tomi continued, “Mr. Taniguchi said it was Sayako’s fault that the family had to move far away. He made it sound like he had to protect her from scandal, he had to spirit her away from the news media that might ruin her life, and things like that. But that wasn’t true. He didn’t care about Sayako. My brother thinks he was afraid of an imminent investigation. Something about bribery and kickbacks. Big projects like power plants—lots of money was involved. He had to leave; maybe he was ordered to disappear. If he were forced to testify, other people—powerful people—might be implicated, you see.”
Her brother, Tomi explained, had worked for the Taniguchi household since he was a boy, and over time he rose to become his boss’s trusted driver.
“My brother always said that when you drive for someone, you develop a unique relationship. It’s intimate but it’s not equal. Not equal but your boss comes to trust you. Trust you enough to completely ignore you. Your job is to become nothing more than a part of the steering wheel.”
When it came to serious business, Mr. Taniguchi did not like to talk on the phone or to meet in restaurants or drinking establishments. He preferred to meet exclusive associates in his car and talk while they drove around. Tomi said her brother swore he never eavesdropped. But it wouldn’t have mattered. They always spoke in a strange code.
“They talked a lot about edamame—soybeans. They’d say things like everyone likes edamame. It’s a healthy snack, goes great with sake and beer. Shall we order some more edamame? Better send another basket of fresh edamame to so-and-so. He’s probably hungry by now.”
One of her brother’s duties was to make deliveries for his boss. He drove all over the country delivering “gifts” of edamame that took the shape of thick padded envelopes of cash. There were lots of men like Taniguchi. Men who didn’t care whose lives were destroyed in their pursuit of money; men who were prepared to sacrifice their daughters to protect themselves.
“So you live here?” I asked.
“No, no. We come over every few days. I take care of the inside of the house and my brother takes care of the grounds. He hasn’t been feeling well these past few months, so I’ve been doing everything on my own. I do the best I can, but I can only trim the low bushes. I can’t reach anything high.”
“Where did the family go? Are they coming back?”
“My brother says it’s best not to think about things like that. They left us money to maintain the house indefinitely. Apparently it’s better not to know too much.”
We looked at each other. Though her eyes were a little bloodshot, Tomi’s gaze was as penetrating as I remembered from long ago.
“Come with me,” she said. “Her pictures, I’ll show you.”

—
Tomi had had her brother move everything into Sayako’s old bedroom. From the closet she brought out two large cardboard boxes that were open at the top. Inside were old paintings and drawings from when Sayako was in high school. I even recognized some of the landscapes and cat pictures she had shown me when I first visited. Tomi had also filled another cardboard box with old brushes, pencils, sticks of charcoal, watercolour sets, tubes of oil and acrylic paints, and anything else she clearly didn’t feel she should throw out without permission.
In one corner of the otherwise empty room, there was a long packing tube sealed at both ends. There was no writing on the outside.
“This was from when she was still living in Tokyo, just before she disappeared. She called—she was very upset—and said I had to come immediately. I was to lie to her parents. I had no idea what she wanted me for. When I got to the apartment, she wouldn’t let me come in.
“She said, ‘Tomi, you’re the only one I can trust. These are my most important pictures. I need you to safeguard them.’ And then she pushed me out the door.
“I thought this meant she would be coming home soon. If I’d known she was planning to run away, if I’d known what…”
The tube contained eight canvases that had been unstapled from their wooden frames and rolled to fit inside. Carefully opening them up, I spread the paintings on the floor and sat back on my haunches. The canvases had been rolled together much too tightly without any paper in between to protect their surfaces. They were in bad shape, the paint cracked and flaking in spots.
All the paintings were of me. These were the ones she hadn’t been able to finish to her satisfaction, the ones she’d refused to show me until she judged them to be perfect. I recalled how theatrical she’d been and how willingly I’d complied. How much I’d wanted to please her.
I hadn’t seen any of those efforts until now. In each one she’d painted me in a three-quarters pose, my good side facing toward her, my good side smooth and unflawed. The paintings were well executed but maybe just a little formal; they lacked the energy of some of her early rapid sketches. I could see why she’d felt these canvases were not finished. It was as if she had been trying too hard, or maybe she was holding back. In each she’d made attempts at painting my eyes but, with one exception, the results had been dull and lifeless. Only in one had she captured the ardour I knew I held in my gaze as I looked at her. Only in that one canvas did the eyes in the painting—my eyes—appear to move and follow her around no matter where she stood. I wondered if this might have been her favourite, but I would never know. The last painting, the one we had fought over, was not there. I thought I would feel a stronger sense of disappointment at not finding it but I didn’t. Somehow that was all over.
Tomi agreed that I should take the paintings, so I rolled them up and put them in the tube. I left by the back door and made my way past the bamboo trees and out to the street. I couldn’t resist taking one final peek at the front of the house through the gap in the wall surrounding the property. The second-floor window was now shut, tightly closed against daylight with dark rain shutters.



Chapter Forty-Two
I knew from the moment I began sitting for Sayako that something unexpected would happen. She knew it too. It was like the schematic diagram of atoms I was asked to draw for one of my assignments. Particles charged negative and positive, we were told, had to seek each other out.
“I refuse to work from a photograph,” Sayako said. “It’s not the same, something’s missing. I need a real person. I need to feel you in the studio with me. Breathing the same air, occupying the same space. Alive.”
Such a short time, really, from when Sayako set up her easel in her apartment and begged me to sit as her model. From the time when Nezu and Kaori first entered our lives to the time when Sayako left. Yet as I have grown older, this brief interlude of time has somehow become more than a lifetime for me—time compressed and then time stretched out like an elastic.
When I first started modelling, I told her how worried I was that I wouldn’t be able to do it properly. We would start slowly. Five minutes, then a rest, six minutes, then a rest.
I heard there’s a trick, she said. If you think about something else, it helps the time go by.
Like what?
I don’t know. Imagine a place you’d like to visit. Maybe tell yourself a story, compose a letter in your head. Anything that distracts you from thinking about how hard it is to keep still.
Gradually I learned and built up my endurance until I was up to twenty minutes at a stretch, then thirty. Then one day it was almost forty minutes.
“Aren’t you tired?” she asked. “We can stop if you are.”
“Keep going,” I murmured, trying not to move my lips. I had surprised myself with my stamina.
I don’t know how much longer I held my pose after that, it might have been only another minute or less, but I felt as if a subtle shift had taken place. A shift so slight and elusive, I don’t know how to describe it, just that in that instant I realized I had a kind of power. She was the painter, technically she was in control, but I was the subject of the painting, the focus of her gaze. She needed me. I had control as long as I was still.
She said, “Is it hard to sit still for so long? Do I ask too much?”
“Not at all. I’m fine. I’ve taught myself some tricks.”
“Good. What kind of tricks?”
“Well, as you suggested, I try to think of things.”
“Like?”
“Nothing important.”
I did not tell her the truth. I did not tell her this: As you paint, you look at me. As you look at me, I also look at you. That’s my secret to keeping still. That is how I trained myself. As long as I stay still, you will look at me. You will see me.
To be fully seen, isn’t that what all of us want?
This portrait is ours, Sayako once said, as much mine as hers. Without me, it would not have existed, she couldn’t have painted it. It was my face that inspired her. It was me.
I wanted to tell her she was bursting with talent. And I was bursting with pride just knowing her.
Did I ever tell her this? I’m not sure. I thought it so often, surely I must have. I should have.



Chapter Forty-Three
It’s hard to travel light, no matter what size your suitcase. Hard because it’s not the clothes or the books or the toiletries that will weigh you down. It’s because tossing out things like that is not enough.
You must throw out absolutely everything, even your memories. Especially your memories. Memories are the things that will weigh you down, tie you to a place, a person, a love, an obsession. They are what make your suitcase too heavy to lift. Memories have sharp edges. Contrary to popular belief, they don’t get worn smooth with the passage of time. They get sharper, more pointed. Memories are dangerous things, heavier than rocks or iron ore, denser than the dark matter of space.
I’m trying to travel light, but it’s hard.

—
Whenever I expressed doubts about coming to the States, Rika said the same thing: it’s never too late to start fresh. America is big and everyone is constantly on the move; everyone here believes in new beginnings. To make yourself over is a good thing.
After getting her master’s degree in library science, Rika moved from one contract job to another until she eventually landed a permanent position at a university library. Just before she began the process of applying for a green card, she came back to Japan. We’d seen each other on two earlier trips she’d made to visit her family, but this trip would be the last in a while—maybe a very long while, she explained—until the application was finally approved. If we were going to try being together, I would have to come to her.
When my student visa came through, I went to New York to live with her. I’ve been studying English at an international language school, and though my current visa is only for a year, the idea is that I should be using this time to investigate programs in illustration that I can apply to. Rika would like me to study medical illustration, to pick up where I left off so long ago, but I don’t know. We’ll see. The other day she returned home with brochures from medical illustration programs across North America. I know she can’t help herself; more than once she’s told me it’s her job to find information for others and this is no different. Yet I find myself stubbornly resisting these efforts, no matter how well-meant. Whatever the way forward, I need to find it myself.
For now we share her studio apartment from which she commutes every morning to the East Asian library at Columbia. She once gave me a tour. They have a huge collection of books written in Japanese, more volumes than in many libraries in Japan. Rika likes to say that her job is to take care of the books while they’re waiting for the reader to need them. That might not happen tomorrow or even next year; it might take a hundred years or more. But someday, someone will want them. It’s like people, she said. We’re all waiting for the right person to want us.
We’re well-suited, I think. She’s steady and she’s practical, and for the most part so am I. On occasion I’ve even worried that we are too much alike, the chemistry of intimacy still mysterious to me. Our bodies fit neatly together, the puzzle parts of our angles lock easily into place. And she’s right about it being better here, better than in Japan. Here we’re free to be ourselves openly. Maybe that’s not true everywhere in America, but in a big city like this it is.
Sometimes, though, when I fall into one of my low moods, I feel badly for her. Mostly she doesn’t say anything, just leaves me alone. She’s extremely patient but I know that it hurts her.
Once or twice, she has gotten quite angry.
“What’s wrong?” she demands.
“Nothing,” I say.
“Where do you go?”
“What are you talking about. I’m right here.”
“No, I mean, it’s like you just vanish. Right in front of my eyes. You drift away and I don’t know how to reach you.”
I tell her I’m sorry. I’ll try harder. We hug and make up.
“Okay, but don’t take me for granted,” she says. “I may not be here forever, you know. I’m not made of stone.”
And I do try. It happens less and less as time goes by, but I can’t promise that it will ever stop. I don’t know why I can’t explain things to her. Maybe it’s because I don’t understand it myself.

—
Last month I thought I saw my portrait on the sidewalk outside MoMA. It was early in the morning, an hour before the museum opened, and the street artists were setting up. A young Asian man with shaggy hair was arranging a display of his art. His paintings were small but brightly coloured, mostly of women. I was about to pass by when he caught my eye and winked.
“Anything you like?”
I smiled and shook my head, and that’s when I saw it. My mouth fell open.
The man followed my gaze.
“I’ll give you a good price.” He whipped out a small calculator, punched in a number, and held it up.
I was still staring at the picture. It was a fake Modigliani—the elongated neck, the head tilted to the side, the long, impassive face like an ancient carved mask. The eyes were simple ovals left empty. The young man had painted a thick outline of dark red along one edge of the woman’s face.
Uncanny as it was to see this reminder, the picture before me was just a cheap imitation, flat as the board it was painted on. Sayako’s painting, for all its thoughtless cruelty, had been alive. Maybe that was why it had torn my heart to pieces.
“Sorry, no thanks,” I managed to say.
He shrugged, as if to signal he was used to this. What he was selling was meant for tourists, just a way to earn money so he could make the art he really wanted to make. He had important creative work to do, and I was just another stupid tourist with no taste. Somehow I thought I detected all of this in his dismissive gesture.
“Goodbye,” I said, but already he had turned his back on me.

—
Rika tells me I dwell on the past too much. “You have to learn to forget about what happened. Can’t you move on.”
I’m trying. Rika’s trying.
The one thing that saves me during these times is drawing. Just like when I was a child, holding the pencil in my hand takes me out of myself. At the same time, it takes me deeper inside. I still need that pencil, the blank paper, the feeling that the image is coming straight out of my fingers and directly onto the page.
I’ll draw whatever is right in front of me. I’ll set up a still life tableau—a few acorns, an apple, a bunch of flowers, a mug or a bowl—and sketch exactly what I see before me. It doesn’t really matter what it is. It’s the process that counts.
I used to think that what I did wasn’t real art. It wasn’t colourful enough or wild enough or weird enough. It was too mundane, too tied to reality. But I’ve come to accept that this is what I do best, and this is what I like to do, and most of all, this is me.
Time slows down when I draw. Once I start, I can work for hours. I enter another world that’s just me and the pencil, trying to make something come alive on a sheet of paper. I can’t do this on a computer, which is what many people have started using these days. It wouldn’t work for me. I need the physical sensation of graphite on paper, the connection of my hand to the pencil, the palpable feeling of creation as I make one mark at a time. It’s calming to draw, to make a picture of things, to set the world around me within a frame. It’s a small form of control in a world that is, I have found, full of chaos.
Once I start concentrating, my mood lifts. I don’t hear a thing. It’s the most pleasurable part of drawing, this sinking into the act of moving my pencil, not bothering with anything else. I like it when my mind, my very self, becomes one with this action. At times like this, I feel I can draw anything, and lately I’ve even tried sketching Rika when I think she’s not looking. Although maybe she’s peeking out of the corner of her eye, because often she’ll start smiling. I know she is pleased. While I still can’t quite render her face the way that I want, I’m no longer trying to make it look just like her. I now know that a true portrait has to capture something deeper, some essence that lies far below the skin. This is the hardest thing I’ve ever attempted, and invariably my sketch doesn’t turn out as I wish.
And so I have no choice, I start over. I try again. I suppose this is the process of all art. Try again. And again.
Maybe, too, it is part of the process of life.
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