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Epigraph

Nothing

in the world

is usual today.

This is

the first morning.

—IZUMI SHIKIBU
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Hovering deep underwater with her black hair fanning out all around her like squid ink, Kai stretched her hands toward her twin sister. Kishi was her mirror reflection. They shared the same chestnut-brown eyes and lightly freckled noses. They shared the same broad shoulders and long legs that rippled with muscle from a lifetime spent swimming. But people could tell them apart if they knew where to look. Kishi’s right ear stuck out like an anemone flower while Kai’s did on the left. Kishi’s belly button was an innie while Kai’s was an outie. Kai was also a lefty. But in this moment beneath the sea, the only difference that mattered to Kai was that Kishi was wearing her white diving headscarf. Kai hadn’t earned hers yet.

The current ruffled the triangular point of Kishi’s headscarf and the hem of her white diving skirt. As Kishi extended her arms, Kai expected to feel the pressure of their palms meeting. Instead her hands met a slick, invisible membrane. The gap between her hands and her sister’s hands was about the length of a chopstick. Kai frowned and pushed against the clear barrier. It didn’t give. She tried again. Impossible. Only then did Kai notice the fear and desperation in her sister’s eyes.

“Kai,” Kishi said, her voice muffled and air bubbles streaming from her mouth. “Stay away from the ghost wall.”

Kishi’s eyes went glassy. Her hands slipped off the membrane. Kai jolted awake.

Her heart was pounding. In the blur between sleeping and waking, she didn’t know where she was. But then she inhaled the warm tart breath of her sister. The gray and white contours that at first seemed like a distant hilly landscape turned out to be the side of Kishi’s head and the bedroom wall behind her. They lay on the futon facing each other, their noses almost touching. Her sister was fine. It had just been a dream. As her heart rate went back to normal, Kai rolled onto her back and stared up at the thatched ceiling. What was a ghost wall? Jellyfish were transparent. Did that mean they were going to encounter a giant jellyfish today? Or was she simply nervous about diving solo for the first time? Some villagers thought being identical twins meant that they shared special powers like the blind shamanesses who communicated with the gods and the dead. Though Kai and Kishi could finish each other’s sentences, they weren’t psychic. She didn’t have a clue what the dream might mean.

As the sky pinked and purpled through the latticed window, her eyes fell on Aunt Hamako’s tool belt, which had been hanging limply from its peg across the room since she died six pearl seasons ago. The knife. This was her chance, while Kishi was asleep. Mama had the blunt diving knife specially made as a birthday gift for Hamako, with freshwater pearls embedded where the blade met the base. Kai had always admired it. Slipping out of bed, she grabbed her own knife from her tool belt. Then she tiptoed across the room and swapped it for her aunt’s, running her index finger over the luminescent sea-green pearls, shaped like baby teeth and glimmering in the low light. An ache rose in her throat that she quickly pushed down. Crying is for gentlemen writing poetry in the capital, Hamako used to say, pretending to sob uncontrollably into her sleeve. We pearl divers don’t have time for tears. 

She’d been more like a big sister than an aunt, regaling the twins with bedtime stories and village gossip and taking them out on boating and hiking adventures. She was the one who taught them the names of trees and flowers and picked out the constellations in the night sky. Hamako found joy in everything she did, and Kai wanted something of hers on this important day.

“Kai, what are you doing?”

She whirled around, hiding the knife behind her back. Kishi sat up on the futon, her hair disheveled and her plain wide-sleeved top falling off one shoulder.

“Nothing,” Kai said. “Just thinking about Hamako and wishing she could be here today.”

Kishi crossed her arms and narrowed her eyes. “Put it back,” she said.

Kai tucked the knife inside the waistband of her trouser skirt and held up her empty hands. “Put what back?”

Snorting with disbelief, Kishi marched across the room. Kai slid between her and the tool belt. When Kishi grabbed her arm, Kai jerked free and danced away. But Kai realized her tactical mistake as Kishi grabbed Hamako’s tool belt from the peg.

“I knew it,” Kishi said, pulling out the plain-handled knife. “Put it back.”

“Hamako would want me to have it,” Kai said.

Kishi raised her left eyebrow. “Right, because you were her favorite.”

“Why do you care if I use her knife?” Kai snapped. “You already had your day, Miss Perfect.”

They were both supposed to graduate to solo dives last month after passing the final test, where they had to hold their breath underwater while Mama counted to fifty and then dive down to the seafloor thirty times in a row without a break. But on her last trip, Kai scooped up three mussels, breaking Mama’s rule that they only bring up one mussel at a time. Like Hamako, Kai liked to grab as many as she could. These didn’t even need to be pried off the rocks. It seemed like a waste, to leave behind mussels that begged to be taken.

How many times have I told you not to do that? Mama said when she surfaced.

Pearl diving is risky, Mama—you’ve said it yourself, Kai argued.

We don’t need to make a risky thing even riskier, she retorted. You swim one stroke at a time, and you take one mussel at a time.

We could also be possessed by foxes when we go to the cemetery, Kai countered, since spirit-possessing foxes were said to lurk near burial grounds. That doesn’t stop us from visiting Hamako.

That’s not the same, Mama said. Why do you have to be so stubborn?

I’m not being stubborn, Kai shot back. You’re being stupid.

She hadn’t really believed that Mama would punish her. But that’s exactly what happened. Kishi did her ceremonial first solo dive while Kai seethed in the boat. Ever since then, Kai had been the meek, obedient daughter, bringing up only one mussel at a time.

Kishi puffed up her chest with righteousness. “It’s going to set Mama off if she sees you with that knife,” she said.

“She’s only going to know if you tell her,” Kai said.

Kishi clucked her tongue. As she marched toward the bedroom door, Kai grabbed her by the sleeve and said the worst thing she could think of: “If you tell her about the knife, I’m going to tell her about the village chief’s son.”

Kishi gasped and wrenched her sleeve away. “You only think about yourself,” she said. “That’s why nobody likes you.”

Blinded by a rage that only her sister could provoke, Kai pinched Kishi hard on the fleshy part of her underarm. When Kishi shrieked, she felt a twinge of guilt. She loved her sister yet sometimes hated her with the intensity of the deepest, darkest point in the sea. There was no in-between. Kishi dropped Kai’s knife and came at her with both hands raised, shoving her hard in the chest. Kai stumbled into the wall with a sharp scream. Pushing off the wall, she charged at Kishi. Suddenly the bedroom door slid open.

“Girls, what is going on?” Their mother stood in the doorway with a wide stance, her fists on her hips and her elbows out. She was already dressed for the boat in a white linen swim skirt and a padded indigo jacket to ward off the early morning chill.

Alarmed at the prospect of losing her solo dive, Kai jerked her body to a halt as if she had puppet rods and strings attached to her limbs. Kishi stepped in front of Kai’s knife on the floor, blocking it from their mother’s view.

“Nothing, Mama,” Kai said as Mama’s gaze shifted to Kishi, the one who could be counted on to tell the truth. Kai held her breath and waited to see what would win out, anger or solidarity. 

Kishi’s shoulders slumped. “Nothing, Mama,” she said.

Their mother gave them each a warning look, then slid the door shut. Kishi picked up Kai’s knife from the floor and tossed it on the futon. Then she turned her back to Kai and started to get ready, banding her hair at the nape of her neck. Kai kept Hamako’s knife to spite her.

Usually Kai was the sluggish one in the mornings, the last one in the boat. But today she couldn’t get away from Kishi fast enough. Kai threw on her diving skirt and jacket, then opened the bedroom door with a bang and crossed the living room, where Mama kneeled by the hearth in the middle of the floor packing jars of dried mussels and wineberries into a lunch basket. In the entryway, Kai stepped into a pair of woven sandals. The front door of the thatched cottage faced a small cove where their fishing boat and a small rowboat rested on the pebbly beach. Standing on the veranda, she gazed at the Freshwater Sea, a rosy mirror beneath the breaking sun.

Trays and buckets had been left scattered along the veranda where they shucked their catches. They used every part of the mussel, scraping out the meat and laying each piece out to dry in the sun, setting aside the half shells to be sold to artisans. Any pearls that they found, they cleaned and stored in jars hidden beneath the pantry floor. Twice a season, they sold the pearls, which came in a rainbow of colors, to the noble houses in Chowa, the capital of the Heiwadai Empire.

Last autumn, at the end of pearl season, Kai and Kishi accompanied Papa to the capital for the first time so that they would know what to do when their parents grew too old to make the journey. The trip took a full day, traveling to the southern end of Biwa Province by boat to Nishi Port, and then by oxcart on bumpy roads over a mountain pass. Their pearls had been in high demand because of the emperor’s coronation ceremony, which meant the ladies and gentlemen of the court all had special wardrobes made. Chancellor Fujiwara had named the reign of the new emperor—who’d just had his coming-of-age ceremony—the Era of Everlasting Peace. This made everyone laugh, since the emperor would probably still be a young man when his era ended. Once the emperor had a crown prince come of age, the chancellor would force him to retire and put his son on the throne. That was how the chancellor had stayed in control for three decades.

Kai had mixed feelings about her first trip to the capital. She’d been in awe of the grand villas with their beautiful gardens, and loved the bustling streets where gentlemen in tall black lacquered hats rode sleek horses while ladies traveled in palm leaf carriages with the hems of their silk robes dangling beneath the doors. At the same time, she’d never been made more aware of her family’s commoner status. The attendants in the great houses had looked at them with distaste, as if they were rats who had come to eat up all the rice.

Kai grabbed two empty buckets from the veranda and placed them in the fishing boat. Then she went to the shed, which stood to the right of their cottage and was surrounded by wineberry bushes. Opening the door, she picked up a stack of shallow round baskets and a pail of coal. The coals went into a little heater in the middle of the boat. Kai always thought about Hamako while she did chores because she and Kishi used to pass the time as they shucked mussels or picked wineberries repeating the fairy tales that their aunt had told them. One would start with “Once upon a time,” and then the other would follow with the next line. Sometimes they changed the stories to make them better, like the tale about the virtuous Princess Hase, whose poetry once soothed a roaring river. The princess’s jealous stepmother ordered a servant to take Hase to the mountains and kill her. But the servant disobeyed and hid Hase in a mountain cottage. And that’s where Kai and her sister departed from the real story. Instead of the emperor coming to rescue the princess, they decided that a band of tiny house fairies, samurai with toothpick-sized swords, trained her every night in the art of the sword, and that a blind shamaness taught her how to control the river using her poetry. Princess Hase then conquered the empire and got her revenge by sending a flood of river water to the capital that carried her evil stepmother out to sea.

As Kai poked the hot coals with a stick, her throat felt raw. It had been a long time, maybe a year or more, since she and Kishi had told a story together. The last time she tried, Kishi had shrugged and said, Aren’t we too old for fairy tales?

Hamako wasn’t too old for fairy tales, Kai pointed out. But after that Kai gave up, and she wasn’t sure what hurt more, that they’d stopped honoring Hamako’s memory or that she’d lost this connection with her twin.

Tossing the stick to the sand, Kai held her chapped hands over the coals for warmth. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Kishi and Mama emerge from the house arm in arm. Kai and Kishi had been so excited last summer when they shot past their mother in height. They were now a head taller. But that was also when things began to change between them. Kishi used to despise the village boys just as much as Kai did. There was an old superstition that twins were monsters, a curse from the gods. When they were born, the midwife told Mama and Papa to pretend they only had one baby and keep Kishi, the oldest, and get rid of Kai. Mama told the midwife that girls were revered in pearl diving families and therefore she saw twin girls as a double blessing. These boys had treated them like lepers, and for as long as Kai could remember, the boys would shout, “Go away, dirty mermaids!” and throw rocks at them.

Lately these same boys kept trying to get Kishi’s attention. Sometimes on the walk to town to trade dried mussels for millet, a boy would grab the bag from Kishi’s hands and try to get her to chase him. Sometimes the boys wrestled each other to the ground and called out to her to watch. Last week, the village chief’s son fell into step with them and began bragging about the pheasant he’d shot from a thousand paces away. Judging from his soft cheeks and hands, Kai doubted he could shoot a bird if it flew in front of his face. He’d always been smug, which was surprising given that he was short and stout and had buckteeth. As he walked with them, Kai realized he’d slimmed down and caught up to them in height. His teeth no longer seemed too big for his face, and his voice cracked as he boasted about how he was sure to win the archery contest at the summer festival. When Kishi giggled, Kai rolled her eyes. But whenever Kai made fun of her sister for encouraging the boys, Kishi accused her of being jealous. Maybe she was. They were identical twins, yet the boys liked Kishi better.

Kai hadn’t been sure if she’d started walking faster or if Kishi and the chief’s son started walking slower. By the time she reached the rock they called the sleeping cat rock, just past the grove of ginkgo trees where they used to play games of hide-and-seek, her sister and the boy had lagged far behind. Kai sat on the cat’s back to wait. Suddenly they veered off the path. Wondering what could have caught their attention, Kai went to look. As she neared the spot where they left the path, she heard the chief’s son speaking in a low teasing voice and her sister giggling. Kai stepped around a ginkgo tree and found Kishi in his arms. She gasped, and Kishi jumped away from him, her face beet red. When Kai warned her later that she was deluding herself if she thought the chief would allow his son to get involved with a pearl diving family, Kishi stormed off and didn’t speak to her for two days. Kai wasn’t being mean, just truthful. She didn’t see the chief’s son rowing their boat.

“Mama, look,” Kishi exclaimed. “Kai must have been possessed by an industrious spirit. She’s done all the chores.”

“Yes, I like this new Kai,” Mama said, her dark brown eyes crinkling into crescent moons and a smile playing on her full lips. “No need to call the exorcist.”

Kai glowered at her sister. “Your jokes are almost as dumb as a certain boy in town,” she said.

Kishi stuck out her tongue, and when she sat down on the bench, Kai noted that she left a significant gap between them. Mama climbed in and stored the lunch basket beneath her seat across from Kishi. They always sat in the same spots. The place next to their mother and across from Kai remained empty. 

The sky was on fire now and the sea glowed a deep shade of pink. Mama held her hands over the heater, nine strong slender fingers and one mangled pinkie that had been caught in the rocks years ago, when she reached her teens and started to dive on her own. She’d managed to rip the tip of her finger off and surface while she still had air. Rocks didn’t have teeth or nails or any other kind of weapon. Yet they were a pearl diver’s most dangerous enemy.

On the day Hamako died, Kai and Kishi had been in the boat moving mussels from the baskets into the buckets. Suddenly their father threw off his tunic and dove into the water. Their mother, who had just surfaced, immediately went back down. Kai had used an oar to pull Mama’s basket toward the boat and Kishi had leaned over to pick it up. Then they stepped up on the bench, held hands, and waited. Kai knew that Kishi was counting the seconds like she was. When they reached twenty, Kai looked at Kishi and they wordlessly agreed that it was time to jump in. As they bent their knees and leaned forward, Mama broke through the water. Papa came up seconds later holding Hamako, her eyes unseeing, her hand torn and bloody from the rocks. Ever since then, Mama had a one-mussel rule. Even though Kai could hold her breath longer than anyone in the family, Mama argued that she’d need that extra time if something went wrong. Kai understood her fear, but she didn’t have the patience to do it her mother’s way. Diving for mussels was boring and repetitive. Hunting for the giant crinkly octopus in the rocks or the spotted flatfish camouflaged in the sand was what made being underwater worthwhile. Then she would scoop up as many mussels as she could to make up for lost time.

But ultimately Mama held the power over whether Kai could dive alone. So she swallowed her pride and played by her mother’s rules. Now that her day had come, she could not figure out why Papa was taking his sweet time getting ready. Tired of waiting, Kai jumped out of the boat and ran back to the house. When she stuck her head inside the door, he was clamping his broad-brimmed straw hat on his head. The hat was too small for him, leaving a red welt on his forehead by the end of each day. Kai and Kishi spent a lot of time debating whether his hat was too small or his head was too big. But Papa insisted that it was a fine hat, and that the snug fit kept him from napping while they were on the boat.

“Papa, come on,” Kai said. “It’s time to go.”

“Quick, hurry,” he said with a broad grin that showed off his squat square teeth. “Before the mussels run away.”

“Before Mama changes her mind,” she said darkly.

He palmed her head with his large calloused hand. “Go easy on her,” he said. “She’s trying to keep you safe.”

“We don’t even know for sure that Hamako tried to take extra mussels,” she groused. Hamako would not only bring up two mussels in each hand, but she’d even tuck a fifth one in her tool belt.

Papa sighed. “When terrible things happen, sometimes we have to find a reason, something to blame, in order to keep on going,” he said. “If it makes your mother feel better, then what’s the harm? The fate of the Heiwadai Empire doesn’t rest on whether you bring up one mussel or four.”

Kai nodded and looked down at her feet as they walked to the boat, wishing she could be more considerate like her sister. Once she took her seat, Papa pushed the boat into the water. Then he leaped in and walked on the benches to get to the front, his lean calf brushing her elbow. Papa liked to joke that the gods had made him out of spare parts. He was built like an ox in his upper body but had skinny bamboo poles for legs. His exceptional arm strength made him the fastest rower among the fishing villages that dotted this part of the Freshwater Sea. Every year he won the speed contest at the summer festival in honor of the sea gods. Even so, it was no secret that some villagers called him half a man for marrying a pearl diver. Papa said he’d rather be a half man than a monkey’s bottom.

As the boat glided toward the horizon, the sea breeze prickled Kai’s exposed thighs and she hunched over for warmth. Her stomach clenched and she felt a nervous buzz. But when she looked at Kishi for reassurance, her sister turned her soft gaze to the sea. She had the same dreamy look that she got when she was practicing the Dance of the Blue Waves for the summer festival, or when she was organizing her shell collection by color and size. But what was giving her that look now? The village chief’s son? Kai could not understand how her sister could like him at all.

She wished they could go back to being kids again. She didn’t like that their bodies were changing, their hips and breasts filling out their swimsuits. She didn’t like that the village matchmaker had started to approach families with girls their own age. And she especially didn’t like that Kishi would rather giggle and whisper with the chief’s son than with her. She wanted to go back to lazy afternoons on the beach when they played with their shell collections like dolls and built little driftwood houses and gave the shells ridiculously literal names like Spotty and Stripey. Back then if they had a fight, Mama and Hamako would separate them. Kishi would go inside and help Mama cook while Kai tended the vegetable garden with her aunt. But within minutes they’d be sending hand signals to each other, and soon they’d slip off together to spy on Papa in his hammock. They’d pretend that he was an ogre, and they’d clutch each other and shriek with laughter every time he turned to look at them.

These days they fought more and made up less. Kai wasn’t sure why.

When Papa stopped rowing, Mama rummaged in her knapsack. Then she stood up, holding out a white diving scarf with purple crosshatch marks. The scarf was folded into a neat triangle.

“O mighty sea gods,” she said, “I humbly present to you my daughter Kai, who carries on our family’s pearl diving tradition. We thank you for your protection and generosity.”

Kai felt a lump rise in her throat as she bowed and took the scarf from her mother. “I accept this honor and give thanks to Benzaiten,” she said, referring to the female sea deity whom all pearl divers revered.

Kai tied the scarf around her head, knotting the ends at the nape of her neck, and cast off her jacket. Then Kishi handed her a collection basket and attached the tether to the back of her tool belt. Hugging the basket to her chest, Kai stood poised at the edge of the boat. The dawn dives were always the hardest because that was when the sea seemed to be the most alive and the most strange. Pinks and yellows spiraled in the water like something out of a dream, and some part of her feared that once she dove in, she would be lost in that mad swirl forever.

Kai usually entered the water the same way Mama did, turning her back to the sea and falling in bottom first. Sometimes she copied Kishi, leaping sideways and scissor-kicking her legs. Poised at the edge, she decided from that day on she would go in the same brave way Hamako did, looking straight at the sea. Kai tossed out her basket and jumped into the water like a chopstick, arms at her sides and toes pointed.

The icy shock of the water was quickly followed by familiarity, comfort, and relief that what lay below was a cool cloudy blue. Once she broke through the surface, she treaded water near her floating basket and took in a slow deep breath, her lungs expanding until there was no more room in her rib cage. Then she plunged into the depths. After a few strokes, her muscles loosened and warmed. She thought she might feel lonely without her mother trailing her, but she didn’t. A school of minnows flitted past. A silvery fish blew kisses at her. Reaching the ocean floor, she swept her hands across the gravel, startling a crusty flatfish. 

When she found a dark blue oval, she pulled a half mussel shell from her tool belt and placed it with its rainbow interior faceup, to mark the area so that she could find the bed again. Then she used Hamako’s knife to pry off the mussel. Arcing her body, she rose toward the surface, following her tether to the black orb of her basket. As she neared the top, she let out her breath in a long slow whistle until her head breached the water. Wiping her eyes with her free hand, she dropped the mussel into the basket while her family clapped. She hugged the basket to her chest and grinned. She was officially a pearl diver now.

Kishi and Mama jumped in, swimming away from the boat with their baskets until the three of them formed a triangle. Then they went to work, plunging to the depths. On Kai’s third trip down, Kishi passed holding up four fingers, meaning she was swimming up with her fourth mussel. Had Kai not been underwater, she would have gasped. Kishi was throwing a silent challenge to see who could collect the most mussels. Even though Kai could hold her breath longer, Kishi was the faster swimmer. Kai knew she should ignore her sister. That would bother Kishi more than losing. But Kai was fiercely competitive, and the truth was she wanted to get back at Kishi. Not for the knife, but for sneaking off the path with the chief’s son.

To beat Kishi, she either had to swim fast or bring up more mussels on each trip. However, if their parents noticed, she’d be in trouble and they’d halt the morning dive. She decided to keep pace with Kishi as best she could and then grab as many mussels as possible on the last dive to beat her. Each time she and her sister passed each other, they flashed numbers. By the time Kai had reached nineteen, Kishi had twenty-one. Her muscles felt like overcooked noodles. With the water growing choppy, Papa was going to call them back to the boat at any moment.

Kai pried off a mussel with too much force, and it popped out of her hand into a patch of feathery seaweed. As Kai searched frantically for the lost mussel, Kishi puffed out her chest and arced toward the surface. She held up her index and middle finger twice. Twenty-two. No time, Kai thought. Whenever she chastised herself, she heard her aunt’s excitable voice in her head. Get a new one. Glancing up, Kai saw her mother’s silhouette pushing her basket toward the boat. She was done for the day. Kai darted to the spot where she’d plucked her first mussel that morning and scooped up four, two in each hand. Her lungs burned as she powered herself to the top with one last kick. When Kai broke through the surface, Kishi was bobbing next to her basket with a triumphant smile. Kai dropped all four mussels into her basket with a dramatic clatter.

“Twenty-three,” she announced.

Kishi’s smile faded. Mama stood up in the boat, hands on her hips. “Kai,” she said. “I can’t believe you. How do you expect me to trust you?”

Papa picked up the bamboo pole that he used to help them climb back in the boat. Before he could extend it to her, Kishi took a deep breath and disappeared underwater. Since she was a rule follower, she’d only bring up one more for the tie. All Kai needed was one to win.

“Kishi, Kai,” Mama shouted. “Get back in the—”

Kai dove, drowning out the rest of her sentence. She raced to the bottom, her strokes sloppy with fatigue. Kishi was already there, her black hair fanning out behind her scarf and the soles of her feet fluttering. Her hands brushed left and then right. She was having a hard time finding another mussel. Kai swam faster. She’d almost reached the bottom when a cold pocket washed over her and the seafloor went dark. She flipped around to look up. Whatever was passing overhead was massive. The moment the shadow passed, she hurried back to the boat.

“There’s something down there,” she said, out of breath. “Something big.”

Suddenly Kishi’s basket jerked and whizzed across the water. Kai’s heart jumped into her throat. Papa threw off his jacket and dove into the sea.

“Kai, get back in the boat,” Mama shouted, extending the bamboo pole.

But she had to go help her sister. Detaching the line from her tool belt, Kai followed her father. Papa was about two-thirds of the way down, holding the snapped end of Kishi’s tether and spinning in a frantic circle. Her own insides went loose and frayed at the sight of that rope. A high-pitched ringing filled her ears. No, this could not be happening. No, no, no. Kishi could not be gone.

A cold current rippled through her. A ghastly white claw—no, a giant beak—no, the skeleton of a whale—came between Kai and her father. But how could a whale carcass move so quickly? Then she saw Kishi was caught inside its rib cage, banging her fists in front of her face. She seemed stuck. Kai swam to her without considering whether it was wise. When she reached for Kishi, all she felt was slick fishy skin beneath her hands. That’s when the dream came back to her—the ghost wall. For a moment they mirrored each other, their noses and palms pressed against the clear surface. Kai realized Kishi hadn’t said “ghost wall” at all. She’d said, “Stay away from the ghost whale.”

Hamako had told them the story of the ghost whale, the bakekujira, a thousand times. How could she have forgotten? Kai pulled out the knife, the one that had sparked their fight, and stabbed the invisible skin. But the dull blade squeaked and slipped right off. Then she tried to grab on to the whale as it slithered by. But there was nothing to hold on to. All she could do was watch as the bakekujira flicked its bony tail and sped away, taking her sister with it.
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Kai broke through the surface, wheezing and coughing. Papa was climbing into the boat. With water dripping from his ashen face, he reached over the side and hauled her in. Mama had curled into a ball between two benches. Kai turned her back. She couldn’t stand to see her mother like this.

“It went that way,” Kai said, pointing farther out to sea.

As Papa rowed hard in one direction and then another in pursuit of shadows on the dappled water, Kai berated herself for not knowing what the dream had meant. Whenever Hamako had told the story of the bakekujira, she lit candles all around the bedroom. In the flickering glow, she’d drape a white robe over her head and extend her arms to play the white whale rescuing a fishing boat caught in a terrible storm. Instead of being grateful to the whale for bringing the boat safely back to port, the village chief ordered the fishermen to kill it, since one whale could feed the village all winter long. The fishermen refused.

When Hamako reached the part where the village chief harpooned the whale himself, she swooned and fell to the floor, lying still and silent beneath the white robe until Kai and Kishi tiptoed up to her and lifted the fabric. Then she would leap to her feet and the girls would scream. Whirling around in the robe, she played the whale’s skeleton, haunting the shore, scaring away the fish and attacking the fishing boats until the villagers finally appeased the bakekujira by throwing his murderer into the sea. To this day, a ghost whale sighting was considered bad luck and meant that the sea gods were angry. But Kishi didn’t deserve to be punished. I’m the one who breaks the rules, Kai thought. I’m the bad twin. What if the ghost whale had come for her but took her sister by mistake?

They rowed for what felt like an eternity, changing course every time Kai thought she saw a plume in the distance. By the time the sun was directly overhead, her eyes burned and Papa’s arms shook from the strain of rowing. Meanwhile Mama continued to rock and keen, a wild sound that pierced Kai through and through.

“We need to go back and get the other men to help look,” Papa said, wiping beads of sweat from his brow.

“No,” Kai said, her voice shrill. “We’ll lose too much time.”

“Kai, we’ll all be stranded at sea if I row for much longer,” he said.

“Then let me row,” she said, trying to wrest the oars from him. “Papa, please.”

The oars didn’t budge from his grasp no matter how hard she yanked. Letting go, she clutched her head and screamed at the sea.

“I’m sorry, Kai,” he said, tears brimming in his eyes as he turned the boat around.

When Hamako died, Mama had wrapped her in a towel and hugged her for the entire boat ride home. Kai couldn’t stop staring into her aunt’s vacant eyes. She didn’t feel sad, just cold and empty inside. She couldn’t believe Hamako was dead. She had to be pretending, like she did when she performed the bakekujira’s death scene. Kai was sure Hamako was going to pop up with a mischievous smile and exclaim, “Fooled you!” That numbness never went away, no matter how many pearl seasons passed with her aunt’s tool belt hanging unused on the wall.

Now Kai felt only pain, worse than a thousand jellyfish stings, as if one of the soldiers who came to collect goods from their village had carved her stomach out with a sword, which was what they were told would happen if they failed to give their share. 

When they reached their cove and the boat coasted toward the sand, Papa jumped out. But he was so exhausted that his knees buckled and he fell, scraping his hands and knees on the pebbly rocks. With great effort, he dragged their boat up onto the beach. Mama continued to wail. The wild, lost sound set Kai’s teeth on edge. She had to get away from her mother.

Kai grabbed two sloshing buckets of mussels and carried them to the veranda. Leaving them by the door, she went inside to change. Her chest began to heave as she stepped into their bedroom. First Hamako, now Kishi. Kai balled up her diver’s headscarf and tossed it in the corner. Then she pulled Hamako’s knife from her tool belt and hurled it against the wall, leaving a divot. Breathing heavily, she slumped on the futon with her head between her hands. Cold horror seeped from the earthen floor through the soles of her feet, radiating through her chest and out to her calloused fingertips. She’d picked a fight with her sister before a dive. How could she have been so stupid? After Hamako, she knew an accident could happen at any time. Hearing her parents come into the house, she quickly changed into a wide-sleeved white blouse that she tucked into a tan trouser skirt. She should have stayed on the veranda to shuck the mussels, to do at least one helpful thing. Kishi would have. But she didn’t. She couldn’t. Instead she went back to the fishing boat.

Her indigo jacket lay on the bench and she put it on, shivering in the harsh sun. A few minutes later, Papa dashed out the door and headed down the path toward the village. He would go find the other fishermen by the docks, and when he returned she would go with him to look. Her sister was out there somewhere. If Kishi were dead, she would feel it. Wouldn’t she?

The front door slid open and Mama walked toward the boat. She was clad in a teal silk robe with a seashell pattern that she once received as a gift from a noble house in exchange for their pearls. Even the village chief’s wife didn’t have a robe as beautiful as this one.

“I’m going to the temple to pray,” Mama said, her eyes puffy and red. “You should come with me.”

Kai shook her head. “I want to go back out with Papa.”

Mama’s face twisted into her pickled-radish look, cheeks sucked in and brow furrowed. “Let the men do what they need to do,” she said. “Come with me to the temple.”

“But I can help,” Kai said.

“They know how to do a search,” she said.

“I want to stay with Papa,” Kai said. 

Mama looked down at the sand, her face roiling with emotion. “You know how it is for our family here,” she said. “If you’re in the boat crying, you’ll make the men uncomfortable. I’m telling you—your presence will make it harder, not easier.”

Kai crossed her arms and set her mouth in a defiant line. Mama’s eyes flashed.

“Why do you have to be so stubborn?” she scolded. “Why can’t you listen? This wouldn’t even have happened if you two hadn’t been playing that stupid game.” Mama covered her mouth with her hand. But it was too late.

Kai felt her stomach lurch as if she’d fallen through a sheet of ice into the freezing water below. Kishi would still be here if she’d let her win. That’s what Mama was saying. 

“Don’t say that!” Kai shouted, even though she knew it was true. She climbed out of the fishing boat and pushed the two-person rowboat that Papa made them as a New Year’s gift last year into the water.

“I’m sorry,” Mama said. “Come inside and let’s both calm down. Kai, please.”

“No!” she yelled, hopping into the rowboat and rowing as hard as she could against the current. “I’m going to find Kishi.”

Mama sloshed into the water up to her knees. “Kai,” she called out, bereft.

Tears streamed from her eyes, turning Mama and the shore into a blur. Kai rowed until their cottage became a speck. Until her shoulders ached and the oars tore open blisters on her palms. When she could no longer take the pain, she pulled the oars into the boat and wiped the sweat and tears from her face with her sleeve. Bamboo Island bobbed to her left, rising from the sea like a frightened turtle shell. She looked in the direction of the village for boats but saw no signs of a search party. She could wait here for her father and the other men. Papa would say that what happened wasn’t her fault. But she wouldn’t believe him, and that would feel worse than Mama saying it was.

She took a jagged breath and wiped her face again with her sleeve. Her head ached from crying. Hamako used to take her to Bamboo Island to explore the lava caves. Between the beach and cliffs, she remembered passing a large burial mound. Hamako said the spot marked the grave of a monstrous carp who foolishly went to battle against the Dragon King, the sea god who lived in a coral palace deep in the Freshwater Sea. Other less imaginative villagers said a creature that big must have been a whale. Maybe the bakekujira would be drawn to it.

Kai rowed to the island. When she reached the shallows, she jumped out and lugged the rowboat onto the beach. The breeze whispered through the feathery-tipped bamboo on the hill while white clouds formed a mackerel pattern in the stark blue sky. The day was so shockingly ordinary and beautiful, she thought she must have dreamed the ghost whale. Any moment now, Kishi would say, “Wake up, sleepyhead. You’re going to miss your first solo dive.”

Kai’s last trip to the island had been just weeks before Hamako died. With the wind ruffling her shoulder-length hair into a lion’s mane, her aunt had charged ahead. Slow down, Kai had said. But low tide is the best time to go into the caves, Hamako had exclaimed. Don’t you want to save the snails? One of them could be a princess who will take you to visit the Dragon King. Kai had rolled her eyes because at least three pearl seasons had passed since she’d last rescued
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