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Dedication

For my sisters, and yours,
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1

‘You’ll be lonely in this city.’ My sister appeared as a disembodied head on the screen of my phone. I cradled the screen in my hand before my own face, looking into hers: the lift of her thin eyebrows, dark wells beneath her eyes. ‘Are you sure you want to come?’

Pallid sunlight filled the window behind her, the city she wasn’t inviting me to a scant presence beyond the glass. Her head was wrapped in a stained white towel, leaching a purply dye from her hairline. It made my scalp itch just to look at it. ‘You’ll be bored,’ she warned. ‘It’s not like you think. It’s a long way from home, Brooke.’

Since I’d left Japan that summer, I’d been living back at Mum and Dad’s, temping wherever the agency sent me and applying to arts programs with funding packages, wherever they might take me: Lancaster, Brighton, Glasgow. I was living in my childhood bedroom with a view of the other council house gardens, a little claustrophobic, my ideas of the future more or less adrift.

Mum had wallpapered the bedroom to her own taste while I was living abroad, but the walls underneath were still pockmarked from the art brut posters I’d tacked up as a teenager, and the fashion prints Izzy had pinned up before me, Parisian women sucking dainty cigarette holders. Our childhoods barely overlapped. Izzy was eleven years older and still treated me like a kid.

‘I won’t be lonely,’ I told my sister, her face freezing for a moment and then returning to me with a curl in her upper lip, a familial expression we shared. ‘I’ll have you.’

I’d just got the bus home from a shift at the university library, which housed the collections for the science, technology, and engineering faculties. I shelved books, made photocopies, and answered the telephone. ‘Hello, I’m a robot,’ I’d say in my most professional phone voice. No one ever reacted.

What I liked about the job was that they kept us moving: workers pushed trolleys of books, hot-desked, and roved the aisles looking for lost patrons. I’d temped for the library before, and they requested me specifically from the agency whenever they needed someone. I was good at finding things the database insisted were missing – misplaced texts, jewel-cased CDs, a dissertation from 1964. ‘Pray to Saint Anthony,’ the other, permanent library assistants would say, nodding at me, their arms crossed. I was scared I’d made them look bad. ‘Tony-Tony look-around.’

That’s why I was free to go out there and be with Izzy, step out of my own life for a six-week stretch in the lead up to Christmas – because of my stopgap existence, everything in-between. Mum liked to reassure me that I was a late bloomer, which made me think she was expecting something more to happen. I was twenty-seven. I liked to joke that she’d blinked and missed me blooming, that I’d bloomed elsewhere, out of sight.

On the call, I reminded Izzy I’d lived in Japan for almost two years, all by myself. ‘At least the language will be the same in Vancouver. Besides, what will you do without me? Who’ll look after Sunshine?’







I arrived in early November, a few days before my sister’s myomectomy, a procedure to remove an abnormal growth from her womb. Mum and Dad paid for my plane ticket. I was sent to Canada as a kind of proxy. Mum couldn’t get the time off work – she was a school counsellor, it was midterm – and thought I’d make a good nurse, given my own recovery. While I booked the flights on her credit card, hunting for the cheapest travel dates, Mum chatted about something called a ‘monthly nurse’. I think she was using the term incorrectly, as when I typed it into the search bar, the results were mainly about midwifery and postpartum confinement in the Victorian period. Monthly nurse did sound like something to do with menstruation, I supposed.

I’d been a miracle baby myself, born after a series of miscarriages once my parents had given up trying – a ‘spare’, Izzy called me. She had come easily, a honeymoon child from our mother’s first marriage – Mum’s first husband a void we never talked about. Mum treated me as if I was both blessed and terribly, temptingly precious, like I shouldn’t really be here at all. A late-blooming latecomer.

I had a lot of time to think on the plane. I had to fly down to London first, so the journey was around thirteen hours. I’d dashed through the airport to make my connection, travelling between terminals on a small bus through a grey labyrinthine concourse. On the flight from Heathrow to Vancouver, the entertainment system was broken on my screen; a flight attendant tried to reset it, but quickly gave it up for more pressing concerns. With nothing to watch for the nine-hour leg, I attempted to sleep in my upright seat. But there was a baby crying, a mother pacing the aisle, shushing. I couldn’t bring myself to eat airplane food; even the smell of it turned my stomach, and my head started to pound. After a while, my brain detected a pattern in the noise of the engines – or beyond the engines, a distant, strangely musical caw from the plane’s underbelly, an echoing sound like a human wail as we flew over the Rockies.

I wondered about Izzy’s resistance to my visit. She hated fuss, and liked to do things by herself, insisting she didn’t need any help, so her reticence to accept mine hadn’t surprised me – that’s why I’d framed my visit the way I had, as if I was really there to look after Sunshine and not Izzy at all, not really. It was the way she’d levelled that word at me: lonely. You’ll be lonely. Did Izzy never feel lonely, living so far from her real home, for so long? Or did she think I was especially vulnerable to loneliness, unable to make strong connections, as I had been at thirteen? But if you could unpick the shame from it, loneliness was only loneliness, no reason to stay away. It would be better to be lonely in a new place than to be lonely where I came from.

I landed in Vancouver in the dark. The plane banked as we descended from the sky, peninsula starred with lights, the ocean a black void pushing against the city’s outline. As distant skyscrapers came into view, I was hit by a wave of vertigo. The descent felt endless, the plane dropping and then rising again, circling the airport, the pilot’s voice an indecipherable staccato over the intercom. I folded my arms and dug my fingernails into my skin to distract myself from the lurch in my stomach.

It was after we’d landed that I felt something real: a pinch of excitement, a sick thrill of nerves. My head was swimming with fatigue, my hands shaking; I needed to swallow something sweet. Izzy had come to collect me and was waiting somewhere out there beyond the gate. It had been a long time since I’d seen my sister in the flesh – three years, come Christmas.

I dragged my suitcase along, craning my neck, when suddenly I was intercepted by another body thrown against my own. Torso pressed to mine, arms wrapped tight around me, mouth exhaling next to my ear. I squeezed the bulk of the body back before pulling away, looking into a woman’s face. It took me a beat to recognize my sister.

When I thought back on this moment later, I felt foolish – who else would accost me like that at the airport? But for a moment, I’d held on to a stranger’s body, searching only for the right words to extricate myself from their embrace. Neither of us were natural huggers.

‘Izzy,’ I said, laughing. ‘I didn’t recognize you.’

Izzy smiled and touched her palm to her face, as if to wipe away the scratch of my unruly hair. ‘You’re late. I’ve been waiting here for ages! What have you been doing, putting on makeup?’ Despite her complaint, I could tell she was excited – she didn’t get many visitors from home. She remained so uncomfortably close to me that I could see the pores in her skin. She wore no makeup at all, her hair clean-smelling and scraped back neatly from her face. ‘What’s that in your ear?’

My fingers went automatically to my triple helix. ‘Have you just not been looking at me when we talk?’ I laughed, although it was true that in person I could see changes in her that had eluded me on screen. ‘I got this in Japan.’

‘We don’t talk often enough, I suppose. You look well.’ She squeezed my shoulder with one hand and relieved me of my suitcase with the other, steering it towards the sliding doors and escalators of the station, asking me about the journey. She wore a long wool coat that covered her whole body, from her throat to the middle of her calves, and carried a homemade sign that read: ‘Party of Noone.’

‘Nice little pun,’ I said. Noone was our surname.

‘Thanks, I was pleased with myself. Did you watch any good movies on the plane?’

‘My screen was broken,’ I told her. ‘All I had to watch was the little plane avatar tracing lines across the map. The girl next to me kept pressing her bare feet into my leg.’

Izzy made a face to signal her disgust and sympathy. ‘I’m surprised she dared with all that metal in your face,’ she teased, looping her arm through mine, pulling me close to walk alongside her. ‘How did you even get through security? Are you warm enough in that jacket?’ She gathered me and the suitcase onto the train.

I’d landed at night, so there wasn’t much to see on the SkyTrain from the airport, just points of light kaleidoscoped by the rain-streaked windows, then a tunnel under downtown. Our reflections in the glass made companions of us, and the train rocked and whined until I nodded off on Izzy’s shoulder.

We climbed out of a taxi into the dark night in front of Izzy’s looming apartment complex, rain pelting the pavement and dripping from the concrete slab that beetled over the glass doors of the entrance. I glanced up at the puzzle of lit windows as the driver hefted my suitcase from the car boot and Izzy paid the fare.

We were in an older part of the city than we had been driven through from the SkyTrain station – those streets flanked by tall, anonymous glass towers. The outline of Izzy’s building had an austere presence, the concrete surface pitted and rough where the light touched it, with two curved columns portioning the facade into three. Black-railinged balconies jutted from the structure like ribs, and footlights illuminated the redbrick pathway from the street. The grounds seemed to have been landscaped with piles of large, jagged rocks, giving the impression that the building had emerged whole and intact from the Earth’s mantle. A monolith.

We splashed inside, entering an echoey lobby space, every surface painted a dreary deep green, except for an alcove of bronze mailboxes. There was a glass-fronted manager’s office just near the entrance, the desk abandoned, a coat hanging from the back of an office chair, and a bank of television screens showing black-and-white footage of the building’s communal spaces.

‘There’s a courtyard,’ Izzy said as she pressed the call button for the lift. ‘I’ll show you tomorrow.’

The lift deposited us in a sprawling hallway, its textured wallpaper marred here and there with a dirty handprint or black scuff lines, as though furniture had been dragged along the wall, and its carpet patterned with a swirling mass of faded orange and green leaves. Izzy’s apartment was just around the corner from the lift landing, and she paused to pull her keys from her pocket at the shadowy green door. ‘Oh, damn,’ she said, and reached over to turn the bulb in the dusty wall sconce. It buzzed and flickered to life.

Her seventh-floor one-bed was smaller than I expected, severely neat and a little spartan, despite the chew toys scattered on the rug. Sunshine greeted me like an old friend, spinning in dizzy circles and throwing himself at my legs. Here was my future guide to the city, with a blond bearded face and dark body, a white underbelly and a woolly coat that bellbottomed around his paws. The breed was anyone’s guess; he looked like he’d been crossed with a mashed potato.

‘That’s funny,’ Izzy said as the dog rolled over to show me his belly. ‘He doesn’t usually like strangers. We must smell the same.’ She took off her long coat and hung it in a cupboard in the hallway, then held out her hand for mine.

I’d been shocked when my clean-freak sister allowed a rescue into her home. ‘Lucie kept sharing pictures of him online,’ she’d said. ‘He was the only one left from this lab they raided. He looked so hopeful.’

We’d had a dog when I was small, a long-haired dachshund named Maxi. Mum and Dad adopted her to keep me company, but Izzy didn’t like her at first. She complained about the dog’s smell and the fur it shed in dark clumps and wisps on the furniture. But I remember her crying with me when Maxi died, holding my hand and saying she was sorry, so the dog must have grown on her in the end.

Now, looking around, I wondered if Izzy had craved the company, another soul to care for. Sunshine had been so mistreated in his past (‘I’ll spare you the details,’ Izzy said) that he required a strict regimen of medical and behavioural care. Izzy had prepared a small booklet for my reference, titled ‘Looking After Sunshine’ and printed in Comic Sans. It included a section on his likes and dislikes, and things to be avoided at all costs: skateboards, stairs, bridges, and tall men who walked with a limp. It was clear she loved the dog with a deep maternal efficiency.

I wheeled my suitcase into the living area, where a bookshelf sagged against the wall. A framed photograph of Mum and Izzy sat between a scented candle and a large amethyst geode, everything scrupulously dusted. ‘Mum’s pregnant in that,’ Izzy said when she noticed me looking, though the bump was obvious, Dad’s hand resting on it, the remainder of him out of frame. In the photograph, Mum and Izzy both wore their hair in two long dark plaits. ‘I think it’s with you. The age is about right.’ Our mother was ladylike, serene, melon bellied. I took after Dad.

A pair of porcelain hands, cupped as if in supplication, held some of Izzy’s white gold jewellery, small, tasteful pieces I’d seen her wear to family dinners. I recognized several cookbooks as gifts I’d sent over the years. They looked too clean to have been used.

‘What’s the crystal for?’

‘I don’t know, protection or something. It’s from Lucie; she’s all about that shit. She means well. Are you hungry?’ Izzy stepped into the galley kitchen and started banging around inside the cupboards, while Sunshine shoved his nose inside my suitcase and ran off with a pair of balled-up socks. ‘I could make you some noodles.’

‘Yes, please. My stomach thinks my throat’s been cut.’ It was an expression Mum used. I felt its foreignness as I said it aloud in Izzy’s apartment, though she herself sounded the same, just as she always had, just like us.

My last meal had been at breakfast time in the UK. My addled brain couldn’t work out how many hours that had been; I’d crossed time zones between our two kitchens, an eight-hour gap. My stomach growled and clenched as I unpacked the things Mum had sent over and set them on the coffee table: Bisto gravy granules, three tubs of Maykway curry, packet of Paxo stuffing, Quality Street chocolates. My body still felt in motion, the apartment thrumming in waves around me. ‘Is it okay if I take a shower?’

‘Go ahead. It’s the door next to the front door, on your right when we came in.’ Like it was possible to lose my way. There was only the bedroom and the hall cupboard’s concertina door to confuse it with.

The bathroom was windowless and dated, with a mint-green tub, toilet and sink; the linoleum had seen better days, and a large, tarnished mirror doubled the room. But Izzy’s towels were bright white, freshly laundered, and her shampoo smelled of coconut.

I brushed my wet hair out with Izzy’s bristle brush and then coiled it into a snake on top of my head, knotting it into itself as I couldn’t find any pins. I was still growing out an undercut Cecelia had given me. I touched the shorter strands of hair in the unfamiliar mirror, remembering the tiny bathroom in Ogaki: the blades whirring in Cecelia’s hand, the red woven bracelet circling her wrist, her breath on the nape of my neck.

Mum had given me a pair of new pyjamas for the trip and Izzy a matching set for the hospital. I put mine on and joined Izzy at the table, where she’d set a steaming bowl of noodles and a slice of buttered white bread. I waited for her to comment on my hair, the underside exposed, the rest in a twist of reddish curls on top of my head, but she was busy texting somebody. I could tell because she moved her lips slightly as she composed the message. It was late, so it must be someone from home. Or was it too early there? ‘Is that Mum?’

Izzy placed her phone face-down on the table, its surface covered with a plastic cloth, easy to wipe. ‘Just checking the weather for your first week. Lots of rain, I’m afraid. Eat your noodles and we can go to bed. You must be tired.’

The broth was salty and spicy, exactly what I needed. Izzy laughed when I placed the bread on top of the dish, to let the butter melt into the noodles. ‘You used to eat them like that when you were a kid.’ She ignored her phone when it pinged again, watching me twist my fork, watching me eat. For the first time I considered that her protests about my visit hadn’t been for my sake or born of her own stubbornness. Maybe my presence here meant the absence of someone else.

Izzy rested her chin on her fist. ‘You eat so beautifully now,’ she said. ‘You’d never know.’

She didn’t comment on my hair at all.
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That first night, Izzy changed into a baggy T-shirt inside her walk-in wardrobe. She’d left the door ajar, the contours of her body illuminated beneath the overhead light, her stomach swollen and rounded as if she was pregnant. She’d sent me photos of her bloated figure, but it was something else to see her struggle out of her clothes, the tenderness palpable.

She moved differently – different, at least, to the way she’d moved when I’d last seen her, at home, before I moved to Japan. She’d zip around the kitchen helping Mum with dinner, always throwing on a chic outfit to run out and meet old friends in town, and sweet-talking Dad for a lift. Dad and Izzy were close; he’d raised her since she was a tiny child. It wasn’t until I was a teenager that I’d found a photograph album from my mother’s first wedding, her face so young, put the dates together and realized that Izzy and I were half-sisters. When I asked Mum about it, she simply said, ‘Oh, I thought you knew.’

Now Izzy was showing me her stretchy elasticated trousers, of which she owned half a dozen pairs. ‘Do you remember when Mum used to make you take me clothes shopping?’ I asked, folding myself neatly under the covers at the edge of the mattress. Both nightstands were clear except for a matching pair of lamps, an alarm clock on her side, a box of tissues on mine.

‘She didn’t make me.’ Izzy squeezed a blob of cream into her palm from a tube, then rubbed it into her hands and elbows. ‘I just couldn’t bear to see you in those goth outfits of yours. God, remember that velvet hat you loved? Tragic.’

‘I think that was my grunge phase, actually.’

‘All that hanging around town, buying scarves and joss sticks from Quiggins with those gawky little friends of yours.’

‘Well, I was gawky, too,’ I said cheerfully.

On those shopping trips Izzy would turn me to face the changing-room mirror, tugging and prodding at straps and waistbands, then get fed up when I couldn’t make up my mind. She was always sighing over how skinny I was, and then sucking in her own stomach, though I was still technically a child and she’d have been in her twenties.

She sank into the mattress next to me, radiating heat where our bodies touched. ‘Bloody hell, Izzy,’ I said. ‘Aren’t you warm?’

‘Boiling.’ She rolled away onto her side and pressed a pillow between her thighs – to support her hips, she said, apologizing for turning her back to me, and put out the light. It was only dark for a moment, then the city lights pressed at the window, casting our bodies below the covers in an eerie green glow.

We’d shared rooms and beds before. We knew each other’s bodies, our humiliations and insecurities: she’d taught me how to tweeze my eyebrows and squeeze blackheads from her chin, both of us staring into the magnifying mirror on top of Mum’s dresser.

Izzy had left for Canada a few weeks before my sixteenth birthday, to build a life with a man who left her shortly afterwards, Martin Feathers. I always gave him his full name whenever I thought of him. Mum called him Marty-with-the-tattoos. After he left, Izzy stayed in the starter apartment they’d rented together – this one. It was odd to think that Martin Feathers, a person who’d become so obsolete to us, had once lived with my sister within these walls, had been the reason she’d left us in the first place. He might even have slept in the same bed we were sharing.

I was about to ask her about him when her phone buzzed against the surface of the nightstand. She swore and reached out to silence it.

‘Izzy, are you seeing someone?’ I asked into the room. ‘Am I in the way?’

‘Of course not,’ she scolded me. ‘Why would I keep something like that from you?’

‘I can think of lots of reasons.’ I spread out beneath the covers on my back. ‘He could be, like, a Hells Angel. Or really hairy. Or a secret agent. I’ve kept my own liaisons quiet for these exact reasons.’

‘Very funny. But no. I’m alone. Well, not quite.’ She looked pointedly at Sunshine, who snored like an old grandad from the carpet, the lump of him obscuring the band of light beneath the doorway. The gap was abnormally large, the door ill-fitting in the frame. Before coming to bed, Izzy had administered an array of pills and serums to the dog, which she promised to explain to me when I was up to it.

A small plastic animal crate sat in the corner of the bedroom, its interior lined with an old plush robe Sunshine had taken a fancy to when he first arrived from the rescue centre. He’d carry all sorts of things in there: a dirty stuffed chipmunk Lucie had bought him, an odd sock, bits of old receipts. Izzy enforced a strict embargo on removing him from the crate or taking things from him in there. He needed to be afforded a space that was entirely his, free from human interference – she liked to allow him some autonomy, she said. He seemed to prefer sleeping on the carpet.

Izzy and I struggled to sleep – it was strange to be lying next to one another. She turned her whole body to face me, support pillow and all. We whispered to each other about family holidays, as if we were scared to wake someone. Maybe we imagined our parents on the other side of the wall, instead of Izzy’s neighbour, whose three-year-old sang herself to sleep.

‘Don’t those shadows look like the Babadook?’ Izzy said, pointing into the sick green dark.

‘Where?’ I was surprised Izzy had seen the film. Ghost was more her scene.

‘From the curtains, on the ceiling. There, see?’ Her breath brushed my ear. ‘Ba-ba-dooook!’ she croaked.

‘Fuck off, Izzy!’

It was the last thing I said to her before we quieted down and I finally drifted off, dreaming myself back onto the SkyTrain, my head against my sister’s narrow shoulder.

Izzy kept her phone by the bed each night, and checked it whenever she woke, the bright square lighting the room. She got up to use the bathroom frequently, one of her symptoms. In those first days, hunger would gnaw at my stomach at around four a.m. I’d eat a piece of toast in the dark box Izzy called a kitchen and then crawl back into bed. I always washed my hands but Izzy detected crumbs in the sheets. She swore she could smell butter.

Izzy worked the day shift at the restaurant right up to her surgery, so I had some time to kill. She’d leave in mornings black as midnight and return not long before sunset. I’d hang out with Sunshine or put him in his harness and take him for walks, alert for any signs of discomfort. Izzy made me promise not to exert the dog too much, citing a degenerative spinal condition the vet was seeking to stave off. No frisbee in the park for our happy little mutt. No tussling with animals larger. Though Izzy paid into a pet insurance plan, Sunshine’s conditions were all pre-existing, so these instructions protected her financial security as well as the health of the dog. She told me that even a couple of X-rays had set her back thousands of dollars. She spoke at great length about the dog’s care and not at all about her own impending procedure.

It was through these short, circular walks with Sunshine that I oriented myself to the neighbourhood traffic, its steamy coffee-shop doorways dripping with wet coats and umbrellas, green-awninged grocers with discounted pumpkins spilling onto the street. Where we’d grown up, all the houses looked the same, but here the blocks were lined with a patchwork of weathered apartment buildings, concrete towers, and bright clapboard houses split into flats. Red handprints splattered windows and a severed foot hung from a tree – leftover Halloween decorations. Sunshine kicked off at a yard scarecrow, and people laughed at him in the street.

It was possible to follow Izzy’s street all the way to Stanley Park and be on the seawall in about twenty minutes, longer if I took the dog. I’d done this on my first full day while Izzy was at work, hitting the park and then turning towards ocean, the smell of pine resinous in the wet. A golden aspen, startling against the grey slate of sea, released its yellow leaves over the two of us, in the throes of a gorgeous death scene.

Pedestrians stopped in their tracks to say a kind word to Sunshine – the dog had a happy demeanour, his mouth open in the guise of a smile and his tongue lolling from his mouth as he trotted along. ‘So cute!’ they’d say, or ‘Sweet little guy!’

The name Izzy had chosen was a big hit. ‘Sunshine?’ they’d repeat in near-delight. ‘Hi, Mister Sunshine!’ They asked a lot of the same questions, to which I had no answer: what breed is he, how old, was it difficult to train him, how big will he get? ‘I think this is it,’ I’d say, sheathing my hand with a poop bag, ‘he’s not a puppy any more,’ adding, ‘I’m sorry, he doesn’t like strangers,’ when he snubbed their advances. I encountered more skateboards and more tall men with limps than I ever had before, sending Sunshine into a spin. In these moments, he produced a guttural noise and lashed out like something from The Exorcist. The transformation was extreme. One man got to his knees to croon ‘I love you’ into Sunshine’s ear outside Lucky’s Donuts. I paused with bated breath for Sunshine’s reaction as he weighed the man up, friend or foe? He licked sugar from the man’s fingers before dismissing him.

Almost spectral with jetlag, I walked the gridded streets as if I hadn’t quite arrived with my body, Sunshine pulling me along by the purple lead, having all these interactions. I’d heard Vancouver was unfriendly, but with a dog it seemed nobody would leave you alone. No matter how incorporeal you felt, they’d confront you with your own existence.

I’d wake up famished and energetic, excited to explore, but burn out quickly after cooking eggs, confused by something as simple as someone crossing my path on the street. My body temperature careened all over the place, overheating on a street corner one minute and shivering inside my jacket the next. I had to remind myself to drink water, guzzling a glass down just as Sunshine lapped from his bowl when we returned to the apartment.

These were familiar symptoms from my first days in Japan. My arrival there had felt somehow sudden and surprising, despite the fact that I’d gone through a lengthy application process that included a panel interview at the Japanese Consulate in Edinburgh. When they asked me why I wanted to work in Japan, I floundered for a way to answer the question without simply saying, I want to be far away. I had a dog-eared copy of Jun’ichirō Tanizaki’s The Makioka Sisters in my bag under the plastic orange chair, and my hand reached for it automatically before my eyes fell upon a floral brooch one of the panellists had pinned to their blouse. ‘I love irises,’ I said, entering what I can only describe as a sort of fugue state in which I enthusiastically regurgitated the contents of a TV show about Japanese gardens that I had watched some time before with my parents, sitting between the two of them on the sofa.

I’d graduated a couple of years earlier with an English degree, was broke and still living at home, commuting to my admin job and imagining myself trapped forever in my childhood bedroom. Part of me wanted to follow in Izzy’s more worldly footsteps, or even to one-up her – working abroad in Japan for a couple of years sounded a lot more exciting than emigrating to Canada with your boyfriend. Later, I found out that Cecelia’s interview had been held on the same day at the Consulate, and I sifted my memory for any flash of a silver-blonde curl, half convincing myself we had brushed elbows in a doorway.

When I finally dropped my bags inside my little apartment in Ogaki – the address scrawled on a piece of paper in my purse – I felt a surge of panic. I’d poured my future into this moment, and now I was stranded in a sleepy castle town I’d never heard of, entirely alone.

I met some of my fellow English teachers at orientation. The program rep, Tanaka-san, walked us along the market street pointing out local delicacies and monuments to Bashō – the poet had ended his most important journey and resulting masterwork in Ogaki. We crowded a row of street vending machines, buying green tea and peach juice, putting our coins into the slot and laughing like children before Tanaka-san moved us along. He showed us how to use the town’s spring water wells, using only the ladles provided to fill our drinking bottles, never contaminating the water with our hands. Three old men were sitting on the stone steps around the well, filling large plastic containers and encouraging us to try the water. I didn’t have a bottle with me, so I cupped my hands and Tanaka-san ladled a cold splash of water into them. I brought my hands to my mouth. ‘Samui ne,’ said one of the old men cheerfully, an arm braced across the worn knees of his trousers.

Although I’d felt a bit abandoned in Japan at first, I didn’t feel like a tourist. I’d ride my bike to the train station, thinking I have a job, I’m really here! My trip to Vancouver had the same sort of urgency, a visitation shaped by service and love.

I tried cooking for my sister. I thought she’d be sick of the kitchen from her long days at the restaurant, but she’d bring food home or purse her lips at my amateur attempts at tuna salad or spaghetti puttanesca; my curry tasted nothing like Mum’s. Izzy invented errands to keep me busy, sending me out to pick up toiletries or library books her friends had recommended – on fertility diets and attachment styles, with titles that taught me new meanings for words like breadcrumbing – though she never appeared to read them. Izzy didn’t believe in sitting around and made it her goal to prevent me from doing so. She circled art galleries on tourist maps, knowing I was into that sort of thing.

On Tuesday, Izzy didn’t arrive home at the usual time. I started to worry – she’d looked especially tired the night before, with heavy grey shadows beneath her eyes. I’d already walked Sunshine twice and fell asleep with him on the sofa while I waited for my sister. It was almost midnight at home, and I must have slept heavily because it was a dream-soaked sleep, the contours of which fell away with the buzz of my phone from the arm of the sofa. It took me a few moments to realize where I was, the dog stretched out beside me with a battered stuffed lamb, its threaded eyes eaten away.

Staying late, Izzy had texted. Last minute, sorry! Eat without me.

I sighed. I needed something to keep me awake, otherwise I’d never get myself on West Coast time. I went into the bathroom, splashed water on my face and ran my fingers through my hair, then slicked on a smear of purplish lipstick. ‘Sorry, Sunny,’ I told the dog. I gave him a treat to keep him busy while I slipped out the front door.

Tuesday was the Vancouver Art Gallery’s entry-by-donation evening; it was also discount day at the local cinema, and there was a nice-looking Italian restaurant offering a deal for fifteen-dollar pasta. I’d done my research before I came. I’d earned about twelve hundred quid in my latest stint at the library, so I had spends, but I wasn’t sure how long I’d need it to last, what kind of work I might get when I returned home. I had a list of queer art spaces I wanted to check out, but most of them were on the other side of the city, east over the bridge, and I didn’t have my bearings yet. There was a warehouse venue that put on drag musicals and dance parties, and I thought I might take Izzy along before the end of my trip for a gentle post-surgery celebration, if all went well with her recovery. We’d never done anything like that together before.

I’d gone to the gallery for the Giacometti exhibition, but was disappointed to find it was over. For all my careful planning, I’d mixed up the dates. In my head, I’d been expecting to see Dog again. We’d met before, at the Tate Liverpool, before I went to Japan. I loved it because, when I saw it, the sculpture felt like me; I had an impulse to get down on all fours in the gallery space. All sorts of words flooded my brain, like hangdog and gaunt and lope. The figure felt very alive, as if I’d seen myself through sheets of rain, slinking around a street corner in a busy city. I could feel the brittle cradle of the pelvis under my own skin. It felt much more like me than Standing Woman or Woman with Her Throat Cut, which I’d stared at for a long time, unmoved. The gallery label for Dog read: Self-Portrait, bronze, 1951.

The VAG was offering a Cindy Sherman retrospective, which took up each of the large ground-floor rooms of the gallery. I’d never seen Sherman’s work before. Around that time, I’d fastened on to women artists working in their eighties and nineties. I liked to hear them talk, watch footage of them moving purposefully around their studios, lodged inside their insights and eccentricities: Louise Bourgeois building cells guarded by huge spider sculptures, calling them existence; Paula Rego filling her studio with costumes and mannequins, drawing chapters in the lives of childhood toys.

I picked up a thin pamphlet about Sherman’s photographs and videos to read as I wandered the rooms. The first was darkened for a film rolling on the wall – an animated short, depicting the artist as a paper doll. Sherman’s cut-out figure tried on dresses until she was returned to a plastic sleeve by a gargantuan hand. Opposite the film, a light shone over a book of photographs called A Cindy Book. It followed Sherman through childhood and adolescence, a kind of family album. The exhibition pamphlet told me that Sherman had started to make it when she was six years old. She’d circled her face and body in green ink and written ‘Thats me,’ underneath every permutation of herself. The photos were numbered and glued inside what looked like a school exercise book, the pages yellow with age. Thats me, Thats me, Thats me, the photographs said, devoid of apostrophe, the artist’s handwriting seeming to change over time – sometimes in pencil, sometimes in the green marker pen. In the pamphlet, Sherman explained her impulse behind the creation of A Cindy Book as a way of finding herself in the family – she was much younger than her older siblings. I looked at the book for a long time, especially the family photographs, that thick green line marking her out – there I am, it seemed to insist, among the others.

My altered state had created a kind of delay or gap, and somehow I found myself swept along inside a tour group. A guide walked us around the gallery’s white rooms, describing notable moments in Sherman’s career. Most ground-breaking was her Untitled Film Stills, a series of seventy small, mostly black-and-white glossy photographs. Sherman had made many of the images inside her own apartment, the guide told us, recruiting friends to help her shoot as she posed in wigs and costumes, the cityscape behind her a rear screen projection on her apartment wall. Though she wasn’t recreating any particular film scenes, there was something familiar and uncanny about the images. These were not self-portraits, but a catalogue of female types – pure persona, the guide said. But the photographs felt intimate to me, the women vulnerable, lost in thought or on the precipice of crisis. There was something transfixing about seeing them hung together on the gallery wall, as if they all belonged to the same cinematic universe.

After the tour, I wandered back there, to Sherman’s film stills. One of the pieces in the exhibition was worth more than three million dollars, but they couldn’t tell us which one because it would cause both a security risk and a terrible crowding of the artwork. Something told me it was none of these small, modest images – the artworks grew larger in scale as I walked around the exhibit, the costumes more elaborate – but they were my favourites. I closed my eyes and tried to picture myself as a ’60s film starlet with heavy kohl and backcombed hair, my skin smoothed to greyscale. After a while, I noticed the guide standing behind me. She smiled when I looked at her. ‘It’s the orange one,’ she whispered, fingering the silver amulet around her neck. ‘Over there.’

‘Oh.’ I laughed. ‘I’m not looking for that.’ The sound of stiletto heels echoed off the white walls. ‘Why aren’t these self-portraits, did you say? Do the costumes obscure who she really is? Can’t they tell us anything?’ I resisted the urge to reach out and touch the glass. Wasn’t it still her, underneath? That could be me, That could be me?

The guide spoke for a while about Hitchcock and French New Wave cinema without seeming to answer my question; maybe I’d missed some nuance, something Cecelia could have explained to me later, in bed. I smiled and smiled as the guide talked, then I thanked her and traced my steps through the exhibition space. I wondered if Izzy would be home yet.

I bought a child’s set of mixed pastels and an art card of one of the film stills in the gift shop. I chose number thirteen, because Sherman played a glamorous blonde, reaching for a book about dialogue on a high shelf. Crimes of Horror, one of the other spines blared. THE MOVIES, said another. The photograph reminded me of the stacks at the library back home, where I’d get bored doing shelf revision between the rolling bookshelves with their arcane handles and fantasize about all manner of things: Cecelia discovering me balanced on a kick stool, her face lit with forgiveness, a lusty tumble onto the green carpet.

I left the gallery and walked back to Izzy’s place along Robson Street with the tourist map in my jeans pocket, rain pounding the pavement around me. I’d forgotten to take the umbrella Izzy had set aside for me, so by the time I reached the apartment I was soaking wet. I greeted Sunshine and dried my hair on one of Izzy’s pristine bath towels.

I placed the art card on Izzy’s shelf with the truncated family portrait – Izzy, Mum, baby bump, Dad’s hand. Izzy noticed it instantly when she arrived home, full of apologies for her lateness.

‘It’s only nine o’clock,’ I said, already on the sofa in my sweatpants.

Shrugging out of her coat, she picked up the Sherman and made a face. ‘You finally made it to the VAG, then?’

‘I was waiting for the cheapo night. It was good timing on your part.’

Izzy went to the hallway to hang up her coat. ‘Sorry, again. We were just swamped. Did you eat? Something more than toast, I hope?’

‘I’m good.’ I went to the shelf to look at the film still more closely. Gelatin silver print. Almost poetry. There was an ominous air about the image, the girl looking up and over her shoulder, as if reaching for the book was somehow transgressive. I realized that of all the film stills, this one looked the most like Cecelia, with her bleached blonde hair and vampy aesthetic. I slipped the art card under Izzy’s amethyst, to keep it safe.
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The interior of Izzy’s apartment building was curious, with corridors branching off all over the place, patterned wallpapers from the ’70s, psychedelic carpets, and potted ficus plants lining the lobby. From the street the building looked starkly symmetrical, almost brutalist – though scarred by weather and eroding at the edges – but on the inside it seemed to sprawl according to its own internal logic, like a warren. I walked the same path each day from Izzy’s apartment to the lift and out through the lobby, but I could swear I noticed changes. A mirrored surface where I expected to find an exit. A happy-face sticker smiling from the wrong door.

The building was named the Leonora, after a woman who had won a local Mother’s Day contest for exemplary mothering, according to a framed, decades-old newspaper article near the bronze mailboxes in the lobby. Clutching Izzy’s household bills and supermarket flyers, I skimmed the yellowed article – it was scattered with phrases like ‘family values’ and ‘sanctity of motherhood’. The headline ran: Meet City’s Monumental Mom.

Standing in front of the newspaper print felt a little like discovering a time capsule, and I had an urge to bury it on the grounds. Izzy had given me a cursory tour of the narrow interior courtyard, which was entirely hidden from the street and seemed to serve mainly as a smokers’ den, judging from the butts collected beneath the gnarled, woody lavenders in the flower beds. But she hadn’t shown me the basement rooms yet – for laundry, rubbish and such – and I was reticent to go down there alone, even in the middle of the day.

Sometimes I ran into an old woman roaming the halls or grounds in a housecoat rich with grime, her face pressed into a permanent scowl. I was walking Sunshine the first time I noticed her beyond the building. She appeared like a sentry on a street corner as I passed, then trailed behind me at a distance, muttering to herself and wearing the housecoat even in public, her grey hair loose. She’d looked frayed, pecked, and crumby, as though she’d been feeding the pigeons. When we reached the glass-fronted lobby of the Leonora, I held the door open for her. She snapped crossly at me to let it go. ‘I can do it myself!’

‘Sorry.’ I turned and let the door bang shut behind me. I kept my back to the door as I waited for the lift, but she didn’t come inside. I felt her eyes burning a hole in my jacket. Sunshine strained at the end of the lead towards the window, and when I turned, I caught her tapping the glass.

When she noticed me looking, her hand dropped and her face became a mask. With the scowl gone, she looked somehow absent, with large, striking features, her jaw puddled with soft jowls, her cheeks hollow. I pulled Sunshine away.

‘Oh, her?’ Izzy said. ‘She’s part of the furniture. She’s rude as fuck to everyone, don’t worry, it’s not just you.’ I sat on her bed as she packed a bag for the hospital, stuffing it with thick maxi pads. ‘It’s like always being on your period,’ she said when she saw me looking. ‘But worse.’ Her symptoms had started years before with sharp cramps and unpredictable bleeding. She’d endured menstrual clots and rushes of blood that had surprised her at work and in hotel beds, sheets soaked in red, a ruined sofa. A terrible embarrassment in the restaurant kitchen, her friend Sasha mopping the tile. She used the word flooding.

This wasn’t her first visit to the specialist about her condition – she’d been reporting her symptoms for years and had been sent for numerous exploratory scans. But over the last eighteen months or so things had grown rapidly worse. ‘It feels like I’m going in to have a baby or something,’ she said, a hand on her bloated stomach.

Or something. I mimicked the rapid breathing I’d seen couples do in Lamaze classes on American sitcoms. ‘Breathe,’ I told her. ‘Breathe.’

She laughed, mirthlessly. ‘We call her Medusa. Bit sad, really. I hope I never get like that.’

‘Why Medusa?’

‘Because of her hair? I think so anyway. I can’t remember where I heard it. She’s been here forever. Gets a bit curious about the new ones. Or the new ones are curious about her. I hardly see her now.’

‘But she must have been here when you moved in?’

‘Yeah, I’m sure she was. Come to think of it, I saw more of her after I got Sunshine. But there was this whole drama about a dog turd in the hallway. I think some of the older residents were playing detective.’

‘Sunshine! You wouldn’t do that, would you?’ I scratched behind the dog’s ears.

The dog watched Izzy closely as she packed, his head twitching back and forth, accounting for each secreted object. Every now and then he let out a strained little whine, as if he recognized that she was going away. I thought briefly of one of Sherman’s film stills – a suitcase open on the bed, a woman pressing her back against the wall, her eyes squeezed shut. I could have sworn there was even a dog in the image, but my memory could have been playing tricks.

‘You’ve got to admire the way she clearly doesn’t give a fuck. I hope I give less of a fuck when I’m old.’ I tilted my head. ‘Fewer fucks?’

‘Really? I hope I still care.’ She cut the tags off her new silky pyjamas and folded them into the bag. ‘A nightie would’ve been better. Why did Mum get me the same as you? She should know.’

Izzy had been told to pack for up to four days, just in case, hopefully out in two, and folded in her most matronly nighties – white cotton, calf-length and billowy – along with the pyjamas.

‘The PJs can be your party clothes,’ I said.

‘Ha.’

It wasn’t just that Izzy preferred nightdresses but that a nightdress would be easier for her after the operation. Mum should know because of the hysterectomy she’d had more than a decade earlier – those visits we made to her hospital ward, ignoring the urinary catheter bag hanging indiscreetly at the side of her bed. Izzy making a promise to do all the vacuuming when she came home.

‘I’d love to draw her,’ I said. ‘Medusa.’ There’d been something commanding about her wrinkled face, the arch of her noble nose and fleshy, broad jaw.

Izzy’s phone pinged, then pinged again. She picked it up and stared into the screen.

‘You should get that attached to your hand,’ I said.

‘Sorry. Lucie’s messaging me by the minute. Wishing me luck.’

I wanted to ask Izzy if she was scared, to excavate any complicated feelings she might have about the myomectomy, the hopes she had for life after. But I was scared I might make her feel worse, violate her stoicism. I kept saying how are you feeling about everything instead, which at once felt too general and like some sort of salvo.

‘How are you feeling about everything?’ I reached out a hand and thumped her shoulder. ‘Really.’

‘Okay.’ She smiled ruefully. ‘I just want to get it over with.’

In truth I was a little jealous she kept turning to Lucie, when there I was standing right in front of her. But why would she turn to me? Serious about her role as big sister, she never had before, not really. With me, she brave-faced. I had no idea how to make a way for her to open up. We were fixed in our old, lifelong positions, like Giacometti’s bronze statues.

‘Imagine how you’ll feel when you come out,’ I tried. ‘Not straight away, obviously. But in a few weeks, or months. You can go swimming again.’

She exhaled, dropping the phone onto the bed. ‘I suppose that’s true. Whatever happens, I’ll be glad to be rid of this.’ She pressed her hands over her swollen stomach, making a sort of triangle slightly to the right of her bellybutton. ‘It’s like carrying something knotted inside you the whole time. It’s not soft, you know? It’s hard. Like a big firm muscle. Feel it.’

I leaned across the bed and reached out my fingers, but hesitated, holding back. ‘I’m scared I’ll hurt you.’

She grabbed my fingers and prodded them into her stomach until I felt a hard, irregular lump through the fabric of her shirt. I even thought I felt a sort of bumpy ridge, like a misshapen elbow or an unripe star fruit. It shifted beneath my fingers.

‘Oh,’ I said, pulling my hand away. ‘Sorry. It’s like … a spare knee or something.’

Izzy snorted. ‘To be honest, it’s hard to remember what my body felt like before, so I’m really not sure how I’ll feel after.’

‘Are you scared?’

‘Yes.’

‘Of the pain?’

‘Not really. Well, yes. It’s not going to be nice, but I can’t be a baby about that. It’s more the outcome that …’ She tucked several pairs of underwear into the bag’s side pocket. ‘But I can’t wait any longer, in case it gets bigger. If it keeps growing like this, there’ll be fewer options.’ She pulled the zipper closed and finally met my gaze. ‘That should do. Don’t worry about coming in with me; I’ll take a cab in the morning. You stay here with Sunshine.’

‘No, of course not. I’ll walk Sunshine while you shower, then come with you.’

‘There’s no need.’

‘I’ll come straight back if you really want me to. But I want to be there. Will you let me, please, Izzy?’

‘If you want,’ she relented, rolling her eyes, and I clapped my hands, startling the dog.

Under the covers that night, I thought I heard a soft cry. I held my breath; I felt Izzy holding hers. I turned towards her, but she kept her back to me, the shape of her body clearly outlined by the light coming in through the window. Wisps of her hair tipped in that eerie green.

I wanted to hold her, like maybe I would have done, once, when we were younger. But she was holding herself stiff as a board, braced for any attempt against her defences. I put my outstretched hand in a star against her back. She flinched. ‘I’m okay,’ she said. ‘Honest.’

‘You’re upset.’

‘I’m not upset,’ she insisted, her voice perfectly even. I sat up and passed her a tissue from the box on my nightstand, brushing it against her bare arm. She took it.

‘I’m sorry I’m not better at this,’ I told her. ‘I wish I knew—’

‘I’m not upset.’ She sniffed, crumpling the tissue. ‘I’m looking forward.’ She reached over and patted me awkwardly. ‘I need my rest. Go to sleep. I’m not upset.’

‘You are looking forward,’ I agreed, trying to strike the same note of confidence. ‘Night, Iz.’ I turned away, but shifted a little closer to her in the bed, so I could feel her body heat, our breath rising and falling together. My body remembered the feel of the growth inside her and shuddered. With a horrid clarity, I thought: knuckle. That’s what it had felt like. A joint of meat. I tried to put the thought out of my head, afraid that Izzy might intuit my revulsion and push me away. But the thought pressed itself against me, knuckle, knuckle, and my dreams were full of the abattoir, splattered with red and rich with gristle.

When I woke in the morning, her bag was gone and the bed was empty but for me.
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When I got to the hospital, Izzy was still in theatre. Under the knife, I thought, and shivered. I was surprised; her surgery should have been over. ‘That can’t be right,’ I told the nurse. ‘Are you sure? It’s Isobel Noone, like midday, but with an “e” on the end.’

The nurse looked at me like I was talking nonsense.

‘Did something happen? I’m her sister.’

The nurse deftly ignored my concern and advised me to go home. It was a routine procedure, she said. But Izzy had had so many problems. Last year she thought she had appendicitis. When they opened her up, her pelvis was full of ‘bad blood’ from a burst cyst. Why did the language sound so garish and at the same time so mechanical? Cyst. Uterine. Fibroid. The words were probably from the moon, etymologically speaking. Or madness. Or entrails.

I wasn’t sure what I should do at the hospital window, the nurse having already dismissed me. Should I demand to speak to a doctor? Buy something for Izzy from the gift shop and have it waiting for her when she came out of surgery – an oversized, overstuffed animal in the chair by her bed where her sister should be, like one of Paula Rego’s studio creatures?

I traipsed back to the apartment to wait. I crossed the intersecting red bricks of the wet pathway and passed under the dripping concrete lip over the entrance, bumping into an old-timer Sunshine was fond of in the lobby. I’m not sure he recognized me without the dog. Neighbours would sometimes stop me to pet Sunshine, but they never asked my name. ‘Enjoy your walk,’ they’d say politely, and we’d head out into the rain.

November was all rain, even when it wasn’t. Early that morning, Sunshine had been circling a scent while I stood unwashed and looking like death, swaddled in a hoodie on the street corner. I could hear rainfall all around me, dripping from the barren oaks lining the pavement and sloshing in the gutters as cars drove by. But I couldn’t feel the rain, and when I went back inside, my clothes were dry. The raindrops must have missed me.

The relentless quality of the rain reminded me of tsuyu in Japan, those wet weeks as spring cleared the way for summer and the fruit ripened, baskets of yellow, red, and purple plums for sale along the market street. The rain came in gentle, insistent waves, the atmosphere humid and monotonous. Our elderly neighbour, Yamamoto-san, had warned us it was coming – she’d effortlessly recruited me to water her houseplants and overstuffed balcony garden whenever she went to stay with her son in Okayama. But still I’d been surprised at the contrast – temperate afternoons ceding to dull, wet skies and mould blooming in freshly bought loaves of bread, between the pages of books, on a jacket hung near the window.

I pushed the key into the lock and swung Izzy’s green door open, kicking off my scuffed boots in the hallway. Sunshine was snuffling the living room rug intently; I must’ve dropped toast crumbs at breakfast. ‘Sunshine, aren’t you going to say “hello”?’ In reply, he sneezed.

The empty rooms were fraught with suspense. I checked my phone in case I’d missed a message from the hospital. While Izzy was at work, it had been almost pleasant to have the apartment to myself. Now the place felt vacant despite the presence of my sister’s well-worn belongings, a cavity full of odd furniture that didn’t rhyme, like a sad waiting room.

My apartment in Ogaki had been decorated with tatami mats and sliding shoji, the translucent paper panels making the interior walls feel somehow permeable – to light and shadow, the noise of insects and traffic, and the vibration of footsteps. The apartment was inside a small four-storey building close to the river, a quick bike ride to Liquor Mountain, which sold foreign foods as well as booze. I’d inherited a green bicycle and most of my furniture from the teacher who’d lived there before me. In fact, I’d had to pay for them, though I drew the line at using the stained futon mattress and went out to buy my own. I cycled everywhere, including to the mattress shop, which had posed some difficulties on the way back, and I had to pull over to
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