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Praise for The Pond Beyond the Forest

“An honest, insightful, engaging, wise, and redemptive book about one woman’s reckoning with childhood neglect and C-PTSD, that will speak to anyone who seeks to heal their own intergenerational patterns of wounding—and to hold their life story with self-compassion.”

—Anne Liu Kellor, author of Heart Radical

“An intimate memoir filled with breathtaking detail. Complicated by her Japanese upbringing that demands obedience and self-sacrifice, Ito confronts her demons while striving to build a family of her own in the United States. A fascinating read that will resonate with anyone who has experienced unresolved childhood trauma.”

—Lori Matsukawa, journalist and author of Brave Mrs. Sato

“Shigeko Ito’s The Pond Beyond the Forest is a page-turning and candid memoir that chronicles the experience of parenting a teen while dealing with the fallout from one’s own childhood trauma. In turns hilarious and poignant, this memoir is so real. Many will see themselves in this story and no longer feel alone.”

—Theo Pauline Nestor, author of Writing Is My Drink

“Shigeko Ito tells a moving story of breaking the cycle and healing intergenerational trauma, offering hope to others that happiness and peace can be found in simply being who you are and living in the present moment.”

—Stephen Murphy-Shigematsu, clinical psychologist at Stanford School of Medicine and author of From Mindfulness to Heartfulness

“At the center of this remarkable memoir is a heartfelt desire of a mother to raise her child with love, to preserve her marriage, and, for these things to happen, to escape the grip that anxiety has on her . . . This balance teaches us something worth learning.”

—John R Wallace, PhD, senior lecturer emeritus of Japanese literature at University of California at Berkeley and author of Objects of Discourse

“Couched within a Japan-to-America immigrant’s tale, this memoir carries the reader along the universal human journey of seeking an authentic sense of self, free from the unconscious, intrusive, and invalidating beliefs embedded during childhood. Readers are sure to appreciate aspects of themselves or loved ones in Ito’s revealing and emotionally fraught self-accounting.”

—Boadie Dunlop, MD, professor of psychiatry and behavioral sciences at Emory University School of Medicine

“Shigeko’s memoir blends the voice of a storyteller with the perspective of a researcher. She confronts difficult life challenges by taking a narrative deep breath and moving forward.”

—Janine Brodine, retired professor, Department of English, University of Washington
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To all moms with unhealed childhood trauma




“Until you make the unconscious conscious,

it will direct your life and you will call it fate.”

—Carl Jung
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Preface


I was inspired to share my story in part to convey how profoundly my life changed after staying with an American host family in California as a high school summer exchange student. Once I met them, I realized I was being suffocated by my dysfunctional, loveless family and the highly restrictive nature of Japanese society.

The term “complex trauma” does not appear in this memoir, nor do other closely related terms such as “developmental trauma,” “attachment trauma,” “relational trauma,” or “complex PTSD.” It was through reflecting on what I’d written that I discovered their definitions seemed to perfectly capture my puzzling symptoms. Neuroscience has shown that prolonged or repeated toxic stress during childhood can alter the developing brain and nervous system, making the child more vulnerable to stress and leading to lasting impacts throughout life.

This, I realized, was what happened to me.

I hope my story brings to life how one middle-aged immigrant woman struggled with motherhood, marriage, and personal happiness while confronting the lasting effects of childhood emotional neglect. And how, by delving into the root causes of her lifelong struggles, she achieved greater self-awareness and acceptance so that healing could take place. Sharing this narrative may serve as an in-depth, longitudinal case study of an “invisible wound,” raising awareness about this often-overlooked condition among both mental health professionals and those who suffer from it. I also hope readers with similar struggles will feel less alone and find inspiration as they continue on their own healing journeys.

My host family’s lifeline and continuous support are why I’m happily living in the United States today. My fun-loving American host father was particularly enthusiastic about teaching me all kinds of idioms and slang—both useful and not-so-useful, albeit hilarious—and “trained” me to speak and banter in idioms. I’ve grown to love this colorful element of American English for its playfulness and humor, and “mastering” the vernacular makes me feel deeply immersed in American culture. You will find many of these idioms in my memoir.






Prologue Fish Dream


I’m five years old and I bring home a goldfish in a plastic bag of water. When I show it to my father and ask where I can put it, he suggests an empty aquarium that’s long been sitting in the basement. I go down into the dark basement and release the fish into the tank. But the tank seems too small, and I’m unsatisfied. Even though I wanted to keep the fish, I realize it would be happier in the big pond beyond the forest. So, I scoop it up with my bare hands and embark on the path to the pond. On the way, I accidentally drop the fish, and it flops around in the mud, gasping for air. After a moment of panic, I rescue it and resume the walk to the pond. When I arrive, I release the fish. Though it struggles at first, I’m relieved and heartened when it rights itself and swims away.






Morning Hell


October 2013

I was losing it. Sure, motherhood had been tough all along, but lately, I’d come to freaking hate this job that I had sacrificed both my career and myself for.

It was a school night in late October. I stood in the doorway of my tenth-grade son David’s man cave bedroom downstairs. He was still texting, even though he knew the rules: At bedtime, the phone was to be parked in the kitchen. His clothes were draped over the treadmill, and the TV was on even though he wasn’t watching it.

I erupted with fury. “How many times do I have to tell you, go to bed!” I stormed into his room and tried to grab his phone.

“Leave me alone!” He yanked the phone back from me. “If I’m tired in the morning, it’s my problem, not yours.” He shooed me out of his room and slammed the door.

My shoulders sagged in defeat. I’m merely looking out for your best interests, I wanted to shout but didn’t. Ever since he’d returned from summer music camp and our family trip to France, his temper had become explosive.

My husband, Peter, must have heard us because he came down and stood in front of David’s closed door.

“Listen to your mother!” he shouted. “Put away your phone and go to sleep.”

At first, I was glad he was on board with me for once, but when David didn’t respond, Peter threw up his hands. “Can’t keep doing this. Gotta get some sleep myself.”

As he headed upstairs, I followed him, placing my arm around his waist. “I want you to be more persistent and forceful, so we at least appear to be on the same page,” I said.

“Ease up on him,” he said, entering the bathroom. “Teens have weird circadian rhythms.”

“But it’s killing me.”

For two months, I’d tried everything to help David with his poor time management: turning off the modem at 10:30 p.m., demanding his phone be left in the kitchen, and militantly enforcing his 11:00 p.m. bedtime. I naively thought training him to sleep earlier would help him get up on time in the morning, but all it did was cause tremendous tension between us, especially when I tried to limit his Skype usage with his new girlfriend, whom he’d met at summer music camp.

“Just relax.” Peter squeezed toothpaste onto his toothbrush. “Things aren’t as bad as you think.” He said this casually, without looking at me, and started scrubbing his teeth. When he couldn’t even be bothered to interrupt his bedtime routine, it triggered in me that familiar pain of feeling shunned and ignored.

“Don’t ever say that again. It’s so dismissive.” I glared at him. “He’s not getting enough sleep and can’t get up. You don’t understand the hell he puts me through every morning.”

I waited for him to respond, but with his teeth brushed and thin lips tightly sealed, he went to bed. I barricaded myself in the bathroom, fuming.

Later, I snuggled on the couch with our Goldendoodle, Biscuit, and sipped a cup of chamomile tea. I should have gone to bed too. Instead, I watched videos of Saturday Night Live and baby wallabies on my laptop. The velvety feel of Biscuit’s ears, her warm body against mine, and the aroma of chamomile made me sigh. Another Groundhog Day. What’s the point? The patient, kind mother and wife I’d been when David was younger was gone. I felt like a total failure.

Beaten down, I longed to wake Peter, but he needed his sleep. He was the family breadwinner and worked long hours as a pathologist. I had to prioritize his needs. But these days, I felt increasingly resentful of his carefree nature—the very thing about him that I used to adore. It now struck me more as hands-off parenting and was a major source of friction between us.

What about my needs? I’d been burying them for so long that I couldn’t even identify what they were anymore.

I wanted to give David what I received too little of as a child—love, attention, and nurturing. I had willingly sacrificed an academic career for my family and became a stay-at-home mom. In the process, I’d grown numb to my ongoing identity crisis. But whenever I saw my incomplete manuscript moldering in a desk drawer, I felt pangs of shame and regret. A university press had requested it, and what had I done about it? Nothing. My resentment festered, but against who or what? I wasn’t sure.

The next morning, I woke up panicked from a nightmare. David had disappeared with my car, just like in the troubled-teen episode I’d seen on Dr. Phil. David’s friend had emailed me a photo of David driving my car, along with a portrait of me as an ugly ogre with steam blowing out of my ears, both of which he’d posted on Facebook. I was terrified, not only to be demonized like that but also that everyone would find out.

Drenched in sweat, heart pounding, mouth dry, I took a few deep breaths before prying myself out of bed and waddling in my sweat-soaked pajamas to the bathroom. Whew, thank God it was just a dream. After sipping some water, I glanced in the mirror. Dark circles ringed my eyes. The skin on my face had lost its elasticity, and the lines between my eyebrows had visibly deepened. Even my hair seemed to have lost its luster. And oh, my stubborn muffin-top midriff wouldn’t budge no matter how hard I tried to lose it. Neck and lower back pain made me consume Aleve like candies. People used to tell me I looked ten years younger than my age, but today? Damn, did I ever look and feel fifty-two. I made a lame attempt to pull out a few gray hairs and checked the time.

At 7:10 a.m., I braced myself. Showtime! David’s fancy digital alarm clock started blasting Classical KING at top volume. Nothing woke him up. Like a human snooze alarm, I went into his bedroom at five-minute intervals, nudged him—deep in sleep with his mouth open—and yelled, “Get out of bed!”

After thirty minutes, he finally climbed to his feet, saying, “I’m up, I’m up,” his eyes still half-closed as he headed to the bathroom. I crossed my fingers that his shower would be quick so I wouldn’t have to drive like a road-rager to get him to school on time.

The saving grace was that we lived close to the school. From the time I was in first grade I had to get up at 6:00 a.m. to catch a train, where I had to stand for an hour and a half on the trip to and from school. I often scurried to the station with a slice of buttered toast in my mouth. The train was so jam-packed I could hardly breathe. If I lifted a foot, I had to remain standing on one leg.

It was one of the many reasons I made sure David had a healthy breakfast: whole-wheat multigrain toast with peanut butter, pan-fried chicken-apple sausage, strawberry Greek yogurt, some fruit, and either milk or chocolate soy milk—all served on a ready-to-go plastic tray. On some days, I enjoyed cooking this feast for him. Today I took one look at the sausage in the fridge and realized I hated this whole maddening routine.

Peter came into the kitchen and frowned at the sizzling sausage. “You cater to him way too much. When I was in elementary school I got myself out of bed and ate breakfast on my own. I even made my own lunch,” he said.

His handsome hazel eyes were warm and gentle, but lately they couldn’t mask his disappointment at our continual family strife. Or maybe at me? His salt-and-pepper hair seemed noticeably grayer, but I pretended not to notice. I didn’t want to feel responsible, even though I sensed that my unhinged behavior of late was contributing to his stress.

Finally, David was ready, and he hopped in the car with his breakfast tray on his lap. I swerved through traffic, glaring at him as he shoveled ketchup-smeared sausage into his mouth.

“Mom, that was close,” he said. “You’re driving like a maniac.”

Although my heart still pounded from a near miss, I banged the steering wheel with one hand. “If we’d left five minutes earlier, I wouldn’t have to drive this way.”

No response.

“How many times do I have to tell you that you need better time management? I can’t go to sleep until you go to sleep because I worry that you may not get enough sleep. And that keeps Dad up, too, and then he gets mad at me for keeping him up.”

Why can’t he see that he’s the problem here? The trouble was that David’s textbook adolescent behavior—sleep issues, crankiness, mood swings, emotional volatility—was almost identical to my menopausal symptoms. On good days, I could keep my temper in check. But more often than not, our interactions turned into an adolescent versus menopausal Battle Royale.

He took a bite of his toast and turned to me. “You know, Mom, the issues you’re dealing with have nothing to do with me and Liz.” He was enraptured by that girl. “Liz and I have just exposed the issues you and Dad already had,” he said, while he continued to chew. “You should stop online shopping. That’s upsetting Dad more than my Skyping. You and Dad should see a marriage counselor.”

I couldn’t look at him. I often hid the purchases in my closet, only to return them later when I was overcome by regret and guilt . . . which made me the Queen of Returns. Peter called me a retailer’s nightmare. But I couldn’t stop.

The smirk on David’s face made me want to smack him. He thought he had it all figured out; he was the smart one in the family, and his parents knew nothing because we were stupid, ignorant, clueless, out of touch, or all of the above.

But did I keep my mouth shut? Of course not. I took the bait.

“Dad and I are doing just fine. Thanks for your concern, Dr. Phil.” The sweat beading up on my forehead announced the start of a hot flash. “You’re a major source of our problems,” I shouted. “You’re driving a wedge between us.” I felt a wave of resentment, feeling that despite everything I was trying to do for him—always at his beck and call—he was disrespectful and ungrateful. Sure, he was a teenager, but this was too much.

“That’s a good one; let me record that.” He whipped out his phone and started typing. “Okay, today Mom said, ‘You’re driving a wedge between us.’ Anything else you want to add?”

“What the hell are you doing?”

“I’m recording your comments in case I want to share them with my friends,” he sneered.

It was my nightmare come to life. “You’ve got to be kidding. You can’t reveal what’s going on in your family.” I imagined how it would spread at school. I’d grown up in Japan; in my family, public image was everything. I couldn’t shake this feeling, even after living in America for thirty years.

I was almost in tears, the back of my shirt drenched with sweat. “If you keep this up, I’ll take away your Skyping privileges.”

Liz. She worried me. Her soft, delicate voice, the twinge of sadness in her eyes when she smiled. She reminded me of myself as a teen. It was a terribly frightening thought.

David opened his door as though he was about to jump out of the moving car.

“David, don’t do that!” My heart pounded with the image of him getting seriously hurt.

He closed his door, seeming pleased to have gotten the reaction he wanted.

“It’s so dangerous,” I said. “Calm down. We’re almost there.”

When we got to school, he slid the breakfast tray onto the floor, grabbed his bag, and, without a word, got out of the car and slammed the door.

I drove home in a daze. Ever since the academic year had started, weekday mornings had been rough, but we’d never lashed out at each other like this. Warning bells went off in my head, even though I knew Peter would downplay it. He’d call David’s behavior typical and mine an overreaction, but lately I’d grown skeptical of his judgment.

During a recent wellness visit, David’s pediatrician had said to me, “Let him fail.”

I couldn’t imagine following that advice either. Still, something had to change. But what and how? Family counseling crossed my mind. But just the thought of hunting for a good therapist intimidated me.

This feeling of being at a loss reminded me of my early motherhood years when I’d been so exhausted, overwhelmed, and totally alone, not knowing where to turn for help. Except that now I had friends. I just didn’t want to burden them with my frustrations and complaints.

My mind flashed back to a glorious autumn day when David must have been three years old. We’d wandered around the Woodland Park Zoo together, and as we visited the giraffes, he gave me a gleeful little-boy smile, wearing his favorite Paddington Bear coat and stuffing his hands into the pockets. Where has my sweet boy gone? What’s gotten into him? Or into me, for that matter?

I knew emotions were contagious, and my losing it certainly wasn’t helping. But that morning I realized something terrible: I had no control over myself anymore.






Barabara Family


Circa 1960s to early 1980s

When I was growing up in Japan, family friends often used the mimetic word barabara to describe my family. It means separate, scattered, broken up, torn, or ripped apart, depending on the context. It’s generally used to describe a state of separation and disconnection, but it can also refer to the dismemberment of a human body, as in a barabara murder case.

I grew up not knowing much about my father, mother, and two brothers. They were hardly ever around, and we rarely communicated with each other, let alone ate meals together. We were like strangers who happened to share the same house, living separately in different spheres—an unusual arrangement in a culture that prizes close-knit families. In ours, family activities were minimal, except for a few occasions. There was the beach vacation we took when I was in third grade, and on some Sundays when my father was free, we dined out at a nearby restaurant above a car wash. Both my brothers joined in these Sunday outings, and we all dressed up as if we were going to church. While Dad’s beloved Jaguar was being washed downstairs, we ate corn potage with crispy, buttery croutons and juicy muskmelon dessert, using our best table manners. I relished every moment of our time together and wished it would happen more often.

My father was a tireless surgeon who founded his own hundred-bed hospital with over 120 employees, right across the street from where we lived. The hospital provided outpatient, inpatient, and emergency room services. Once a month (sometimes bimonthly), he was responsible for most of the nighttime ER care in the area. Every time I heard the loud wee-ooo wee-ooo of the ambulances, my heart jumped, but Dad was happy as it meant more opportunities to fill inpatient beds. “Working like a bashauma” (a carriage horse) was his favorite phrase to describe his work ethic. While I respected his seemingly bottomless stamina and was always amazed by it, even as a child I was concerned about the toll his lack of sleep and excessive adrenaline might take on his health.

I rarely saw him, as he split his time between the hospital and community engagements, such as the Rotary Club and Boy Scouts. But I knew he loved and cared about me deeply in his own way.

“Me ni iretemo itakunai,” he would say. “You are so dear to me that even if I put you in my eye, it wouldn’t hurt.” It was a term of endearment very similar to the phrase “apple of my eye” in English. He often showed his affection by giving me big hugs and kissing me on the cheek.

My mother didn’t work, but she had an extremely busy social life. Later on, she became heavily involved in the Girl Scouts and Soroptimists (a women’s high-society version of the Rotary Club), but when I was little, she was out every day with her socialite friends. One of them owned a bowling alley, and Mom spent hours each day bowling with them. They dressed like professional bowlers in colorful bowling outfits with matching shoes and bags to carry their monogrammed bowling balls. She became quite adept at the game, participated in tournaments, and brought home many trophies. When she wasn’t bowling, she shopped, dined out, or partied with her friends until late at night.

Once when I developed a very high fever and started to hallucinate, Mom showed genuine concern for me. I might have been five or six. While she held me on her lap, the moss-green duvet undulated before my eyes like waves. “Look, Mom,” I shouted, pointing toward the ceiling, “there goes Mighty Mouse!” Tears fell down her cheeks. “Why are you crying, Mama?” I asked, and she hugged me without saying a word. Days after I recovered, I overheard her say to someone, “When she asked me why I was crying, I knew she wasn’t too far gone.”

I had two older brothers, Jun-chan and Hiro-chan, respectively five and eight years older than me, but I hardly knew them as they were usually out doing their own things. I’ve always liked and respected Hiro-chan. He was stoic and didn’t say much, but he was kind to me and gave me a nice leather pencil case when I was accepted into middle school and a classy Parker ballpoint pen upon my high school graduation. Jun-chan, on the other hand, was a bully.

“You’re fat. You better lose weight,” he’d say to me in front of his gorgeous girlfriends, or, “Why do you always look like such a little kid?”

I’d stick out my tongue and pretend to ignore him, but his comments stung.

My father was very strict with Jun-chan. Once, Jun-chan chased me around the house with a small King Tut mask that terrified me. When I cried, Dad, infuriated, chased him until Jun-chan trapped himself behind a table. Dad shoved the table into his chest, and Jun-chan yelped. I sometimes wondered if Mom’s overprotectiveness toward Jun-chan might have dated back to those early years.

Hiro-chan (then a medical student) was still living with us when I was in middle school, but I didn’t see him much as he was either out or stayed in his room. He rarely interacted directly with Mom. One night, I came upon a note that looked like it had been written angrily and hastily. It read, “I need 50,000 yen (approximately 250 USD) by tomorrow for my war chest.” Mom then left the money on the table the next morning. This was his typical method of communication with her whenever he needed money. He was a heavy smoker and quick to anger, and his outbursts were usually directed at Mom.

“It’s like walking on eggshells around him,” I often overheard her say. She was afraid of him. One day he shouted at her for coming home late.

“If you keep that up, something bad will happen to Chako.” (Chako was my nickname.) He stormed upstairs to his room and slammed the door. That was the moment I realized he cared about me. When I shared this incident with his then-girlfriend (now wife) Kyoko-san, she told me he’d long been concerned about me.

I had a revolving cast of surrogate caregivers, many who worked at my father’s hospital. Even as a little child, I was an expert in tanuki neiri—“raccoon dog sleeping” or pretend sleeping. As the caregivers tiptoed out of my bedroom to go home, I’d open my eyes and start crying so they’d have to stay with me longer.

I was fortunate to have Yamada-san, a dedicated hospital business office worker, who provided some continuity in my care from infancy through primary school. She would carry me on her back in an onbuhimo (a traditional Japanese-style baby carrier) while she worked, then take me to her home overnight and bring me back the next morning. Her two daughters were much older than me but treated me like their little sister. When I developed jaundice, Yamada-san took me to the doctor. After each appointment, she took me to a toy store and bought me outfits and accessories to go with my felt dolls.

I liked Yamada-san and her family very much and enjoyed spending time with them. But by the time I reached middle school, I was old enough to be left alone, and she’d retired. After that, we rarely saw each other. When I occasionally ran into her on the way back from school, we were so happy to see each other. With tears in her eyes, she’d ask how I was doing, which made me tear up too.

I did not like the house I grew up in. Sure, it was built with fine craftsmanship and high-quality woods. There was a beautiful indoor rock garden lit up by an old-fashioned Japanese lantern with zillions of tiny white pebbles around its base. But the lack of windows made it gloomy.

And it was cluttered. There were piles of stuff everywhere, in every room, lining every hallway and the stairs. Every drawer in the house was jam-packed and difficult to open. Japan is a gift-giving culture, and we received many presents from my father’s patients’ families, especially during the two traditional gift-giving seasons in summer and winter. There were beautifully wrapped soaps, premium cooking oils, beer, and gourmet muskmelons nestled in attractive wooden boxes. But many of the boxes stayed unopened for months. Fancy oranges rotted before we had a chance to eat them. The rest of the gift boxes ended up stored away in two sheds outside our house.

It wasn’t my father’s patients or their families who were the problem. The major cause of this chaos was my mom, whose passion was shopping. Two rooms in our house had been turned into storage, mostly for her purchases. Once, I inadvertently opened the door to one of the rooms, looking for some loose coins in Mom’s handbag, without realizing my tutor was behind me.

“Wow!” she gasped. “What’s up with that room?”

Embarrassed, I slid the door shut. “Umm, it used to be Mom’s room, but it’s now a storage room.” I had no idea what might have been in the mountains of stuff that had been collecting dust for years.

The other storage room was even more disturbing. The only space available was at the front, just enough to store a small canister vacuum cleaner. The rest was taken up by box after box of unknown things piled nearly to the ceiling. The room had translucent shoji-screen sliding doors, and when I turned on the hallway light, I could see the shadowy silhouettes of a wardrobe cabinet, dresser, and mirror (the scariest of all). It terrified me to walk past this room, especially at night.

My deep-rooted fear of the world didn’t only come from those suffocating spooky rooms but also from Mom’s superstitious beliefs. She had a phobic reaction to anything that reminded her of Buddhist death rituals. Sticking chopsticks upright in a bowl of rice, wearing clothes inside out, and kita makura (a north-facing pillow because of how corpses are positioned at Buddhist funerals)—all of these things terrified her.

“If you cut your nails at night,” she warned me many times, “you won’t get to say goodbye to your parents on their deathbeds.”

I feared the numbers four (death) and nine (suffering), and never ever slept with my belly exposed during a thunderstorm. Why? Because of the thunder ogre, of course. It would snatch my belly button!

As a child, I learned to cope with loneliness and stress by seeking comfort from animals, including dogs, koi, and tadpoles my grandmother gave me. I especially enjoyed raising baby birds and feeding them millet (soaked in water overnight) using the tip of a chopstick. They grew attached to me and liked to be stroked or sit on my shoulder.

One day when I was in first or second grade, while playing with my very first bird, Pii-chan, I fell asleep on the tatami floor. I woke up and found her squashed beneath my back. I was grief-stricken and cried uncontrollably. The same thing happened to my second bird, Chii-chan.

When Mom saw me sobbing and holding the lifeless bird, she said, “If you keep killing animals like that, they’ll come back and haunt you as ghosts.” I was already afraid of darkness and ghosts. That night I cried myself to sleep.

Still, Mom and I shared one enjoyment: monthly shopping trips to Shinjuku Isetan, a high-end department store in the central district of Tokyo. One Sunday when I was ten years old we got up early to maximize the store’s open hours. Mom took extra time to apply makeup and put on a floral-print Leonard dress, Ferragamo heels, and a sapphire necklace with matching earrings. I wore an elegant velvety dress, black enamel Mary Janes with lacy, frilly ankle socks, and a floral headband. We took a taxi to Machida Station and bought round-trip tickets for the Romancecar, a luxurious, nonstop express train with seat assignments, to get to and from Shinjuku Station.

I loved riding this train; the seats were so comfortable. On the forty-five-minute ride, we ate ham-and-egg salad sandwiches and drank iced tea we’d bought from a cart full of tasty snacks and drinks.

Once we got to the department store, Mom spent at least an hour in the shoe section. I waited patiently on a leather ottoman facing a fragrance counter and observed well-dressed women sampling different perfumes. Mom then took me to the children’s clothing department, where they sold the brand Child. She liked Child clothes for their classy designs and muted colors. While I tried out several outfits handpicked by our usual sales representative, Mom disappeared. I was terrified she might have left me. The saleswoman reassured me and helped me find her. Mom had drifted over to the women’s clothing department, completely oblivious to the fact that she’d forgotten me. Mom was easily distracted.

When it was time for lunch, we went to the top floor and chose an Italian restaurant. We ordered spaghetti Bolognese. I enjoyed every bite. (I had developed a penchant for Italian cuisine as I sort of grew up on it, frequently ordering takeout from a neighborhood Italian restaurant.) In the midafternoon, we went to a coffee shop and had cheesecake with tea. This little break helped fortify us for the final hour or two of shopping before the long trip home. The day was a great reprieve from the drudgery of my usual routine.

[image: ]
The house was a place of darkness and emotional heaviness. When I was around eight, Dad found out Mom was having an affair with her bowling instructor and threatened to divorce her. The argument went on for days. I still remember one scene with a bunch of adults—many of them my father’s employees, along with some family friends—gathered at our house. One of them was the chief business administrator, Mr. Tamura, who’d always been at my parents’ side and was intimately involved in our family affairs. The atmosphere was somber and gloomy. The adults sat in the living room around my parents and stared at the tatami floor as they weighed in on whether my parents should divorce. We didn’t seem to have any relatives, or so I thought back then, but unlike most Japanese who prefer keeping things private, it was typical of my parents to involve others in making big decisions. During this period, I was afraid to come home. After getting off at the bus stop, my steps would get heavier and heavier as I approached our house.

One day when I returned from school, all of the curtains were closed and the lights were off. I found Mom sitting with clenched fists at the coffee table. There was a bleeding bite mark across one of her eyelids. When I asked her what happened, she said, “Dad bit me,” and started to sob.

When Dad came back from the hospital, the fight continued. I’d never seen him so violent before, and I was terrified. When he was about to hit her, I stood in front of her to protect her. He shoved me aside so hard I fell to the floor. I cried and rushed outside. I ran through the neighborhood thinking, Dad’s turning into a monster! It’s a madhouse. There’s nothing here for me. After running around the block several times, I became exhausted and went home, hoping their fight was over.

That night, Mom cried as she lay down on her bed. I tried to comfort her by hugging her and rubbing her back. I wished someone would comfort me. But I didn’t think of reaching out to anyone—and who would I have reached out to? I had to be strong for Mom and weather the storm with her. I lay next to her and continued rubbing her back as the Yokohama Line train passed thirty feet away, shaking the house.






Music Camp


July 21, 2013 to August 4, 2013

“Mom, I hate this,” David said during a call home from summer camp. “It’s like a cram school. We have to practice all day long except when we sleep or eat.”

“Wow, that sounds really tough.” I’d hated cram school too. I had been forced to attend after-school and weekend-accelerated classes designed to prepare students for the entrance exams to prestigious colleges. It was such a soul-crushing experience. I’d felt like a total failure because I couldn’t keep up.

Many of the students at David’s music camp were from the Seattle Youth Symphony Orchestra (SYSO). Others had been through the program before and knew the routine. He was discouraged, intimidated, and overwhelmed, and he worried he didn’t belong there. I felt his pain intensely but tried to stay calm and upbeat.

“You’ve just started. Give it some time, and you’ll get used to it,” I said, pretending to be unrattled. But after I hung up, I paced the kitchen trying to calm myself down. His competitive nature didn’t help, nor did his tendency to take things personally. He was being extra hard on himself—something I knew well. I sometimes wondered if I’d passed this trait on to him.

That evening, Peter reminded me of David’s tendency to exaggerate and be melodramatic. So, when David called on the third day, particularly frustrated over his lack of progress, I was better prepared.

A kid at camp had
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