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ABOUT THE BOOK

Two prostitutes are murdered in Tokyo.

Twenty years previously both women were educated at the same elite school for young ladies, and had seemingly promising futures ahead of them.

But in a world of dark desire and vicious ambition, for both women, prostitution meant power. Grotesque is a masterful and haunting thriller, a chilling exploration of women’s secret lives in modern day Japan.
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Calculated at a rate of 120 yen to the U.S. dollar, the monetary figures in this book would convert approximately as follows:

¥1,000 = $8

  ¥5,000 = $40

¥10,000 = $80

  ¥50,000 = $400

¥100,000 = $800

¥1,000,000 = $8,000

¥10,000,000 = $80,000

In Japan the school year begins in April and ends in March of the following year. It consists of three terms, separated by short vacations in the spring and winter, as well as a monthlong summer break. Students attend elementary school for six years, middle school for three years, and high school for three years.




ONE • A CHART OF PHANTOM CHILDREN

• 1 •

WHENEVER I MEET a man, I catch myself wondering what our child would look like if we were to make a baby. It’s practically second nature to me now. Whether he’s handsome or ugly, old or young, a picture of our child flashes across my mind. My hair is light brown and feathery fine, and if his is jet black and coarse, then I predict our child’s hair will be the perfect texture and color. Wouldn’t it? I always start out imagining the best possible scenarios for these children, but before long I’ve conjured up horrific visions from the very opposite end of the spectrum.

What if his scraggly eyebrows were plastered just above my eyes with their distinctive double lids? Or what if his huge nostrils were notched into the end of my delicate nose? His bony kneecaps on my robustly curved legs, his square toenails on my highly arched foot? And while this is going through my mind, I’m staring holes in the man, so of course he’s convinced that I have a thing for him. I can’t tell you how many times these encounters have ended in embarrassing misunderstandings. But still, in the end my curiosity always gets the best of me.

When a sperm and an egg unite, they create an entirely new cell—and so a new life begins. These new beings enter the world in all kinds of shapes and sizes. But what if, when the sperm and the egg unite, they are full of animosity for each other? Wouldn’t the creature they produce be contrary to expectation and abnormal as a result? On the other hand, if they have a great affinity for each other, their offspring will be even more splendid than they are. Of that there can be no doubt. And yet, who can ever know what kind of intentions a sperm and an egg harbor when they meet?

It’s at times like these that the chart of my hypothetical children flashes across my mind. You know the kind of chart: the sort you would find in biology or earth science textbooks. You remember them, don’t you, the kind that reconstructs the hypothetical shape and characteristics of an extinct creature based on fossils discovered deep in the earth? Almost always these charts include full-color illustrations of plants and beasts, either in the sea or against the sky. Actually, ever since I was a child I was terrified of those illustrations because they made the imaginary appear real. I hated opening those textbooks so much, it became my habit to search out the page with those charts first and scrutinize them. Perhaps this proves that we are attracted to what frightens us.

I can still remember the artist’s re-creation of the Burgess Shale fauna. Derived from the Cambrian fossils discovered in the Canadian Rockies, the chart is full of preposterous creatures swimming around in the sea. The Hallucigenia crawls along the sediment on the ocean floor, so many spines sticking out of its back you might mistake the creature for a hairbrush; and then there’s the five-eyed Opabinia curling and contorting its way around rocks and crags. The Anomalocaris, with its giant hook-shaped forelimbs, prowls through the dark seas in search of prey. My own fantasy chart is close to this one. It shows children swimming through the water—the bizarre children I have produced from my phantom unions with men.

For some reason I never think about the act that men and women perform to produce these children. When I was young my classmates would make fun of boys they didn’t like by saying things such as, “Just the very idea of touching him makes my skin crawl!” But I never thought about it. I would skip the part about the sex act and go right to the children and the way they would turn out. Perhaps you can say I’m a little peculiar in that regard!

If you look closely you’ll notice that I’m “half.” My father is a Swiss national of Polish descent. They say his grandfather was a minister who moved to Switzerland to escape the Nazis and then died there. My father was in the trade business, an importer of Western-style confections. His line of work might sound impressive, but in fact the products he imported were poor-quality chocolates and cookies, nothing more than cheap snacks. He might have been known for these Western-style sweets, but when I was growing up he never once let me eat one of his products.

We lived very frugally. Our food, clothes, and even my school goods were all made in Japan. I didn’t go to an international school but attended Japanese public elementary schools. My allowance was strictly supervised, and even the money allotted for household expenses fell short of what my mother felt was adequate.

It wasn’t so much that my father decided to spend the rest of his life in Japan with my mother and me. He was just too miserly to do otherwise. He refused to spend a single cent unnecessarily. And he, of course, was the one who determined what was and wasn’t necessary.

To prove my point, my father kept a mountain cabin in Gunma Prefecture where we spent the weekends. He liked to fish and just put his feet up while he was there. For the evening meal it was our custom to have bigos, prepared just the way he liked it. Bigos is a Polish country-style stew made of sauerkraut, vegetables, and meat. My Japanese mother hated fixing it, of that there can be little doubt. When my father’s business failed and he took the family back to Switzerland, I hear my mother cooked Japanese white rice every night and my father scowled each time she set it on the table. I stayed behind in Japan by myself, so I can’t be sure, but I suspect that was my mother’s revenge on my father for his bigos—or, on second thought, for his stingy selfishness.

My mother told me that she once worked for my father’s company. I used to indulge in romantic visions of a tender love blooming between the young foreign owner of a small company and the local girl who worked for him. But in fact, as the story goes, my mother had been married before, and when that didn’t work out she returned home to Ibaraki Prefecture. She worked as a maid in my father’s house, and that is how they met.

I had wanted to ask my mother’s father to give me more details, but now it’s too late. He’s senile and has forgotten everything. In my grandfather’s mind, my mother is still alive and remains a cute little girl in middle school; my father, my younger sister, and I do not even exist.

My father’s Caucasian, and I suppose you could describe him as small-framed. He isn’t particularly attractive, but he isn’t ugly either. A Japanese person who met my father would have a difficult time trying to pick him out on a European street, that much is certain. Just as all “Orientals” look the same to whites, to an Oriental, my father was just your typical white man.

Shall I describe his features? His skin is white with a ruddy touch. His eyes are memorable for being a faded, mournful blue. In a flash they can gleam with cruel intensity. From a physical standpoint his most attractive feature is his shiny brown hair with its brilliant golden luster. It’s now gone white, I suppose, and balding at the crown. He wears somber-hued business suits. If you ever see a middle-aged white man wearing a beige button-up raincoat even in the dead of winter, that would be my father.

My father’s Japanese is good enough for an average conversation, and there was a time when he loved my Japanese mother. When I was little he would always say, “When your dad came to Japan he planned on going home as soon as he could. But he was struck by a bolt of lightning that left him paralyzed and unable to return. That lightning was your mother, you know.”

I think it’s the truth. Well, I think it was the truth. My father and mother fed my sister and me on a diet of romantic dreams just as though they were giving us candy. Gradually the dreams wore thin, until in the end they wasted away to nothing. I’ll tell that story in due course.

The way I saw my mother when I was little and the way I see her now are completely different. When I was little I was convinced that there wasn’t a woman more beautiful than she in all the world. Now that I’ve grown up, I realize that she was just average-looking, and not particularly attractive even for a Japanese. Her head was large and her legs short; her face was flat and her physique poor. Her eyes and nose crowded her face for space, her teeth stuck out, and she had a weak character. She yielded to my father in everything.

My father controlled my mother. If my mother ever talked back he would lash out at her with a volley of words. Mother was not smart; in fact, she was a born loser. Oh? Do you think I’m being too critical? It never even occurred to me. Why am I so unforgiving when it comes to my mother? Let’s just keep that question in mind as we go along, shall we?

The one I really want to talk about is my sister. I had a sister who was a year younger than me. Her name was Yuriko. I have no idea how best to describe her, but if I were to come up with one word, it would be monster. She was terrifyingly beautiful. You may doubt that a person can be so beautiful that she is monstrous. Being beautiful is far preferable to being ugly, after all—at least that’s the general consensus. I wish I could give people who hold that opinion just one glimpse of Yuriko.

People who saw Yuriko were first overwhelmed by how gorgeous she was. But gradually her absolute beauty would grow tiresome, and before long they would find her very presence—with her perfect features—unnerving. If you think I’m exaggerating, the next time I’ll bring you a photo. I’ve felt the same way about her all my life, even though I was her older sister. I have no doubt you’ll agree too.

Occasionally I have this thought: Didn’t my mother die because she gave birth to the monster Yuriko? What could be scarier than two ordinary-looking people giving birth to a beauty beyond all imagination? There’s a Japanese folk tale about a kite that gives birth to a hawk. But Yuriko was no hawk. She didn’t possess the wisdom and courage that the hawk symbolizes. She wasn’t particularly cunning, and she wasn’t evil either. She simply had a face that was diabolically beautiful. And that fact alone surely worried my mother no end, what with her own ordinary Asian features. Yes, that’s right, it annoyed me too.

For better or for worse, my looks are such that you can tell at a glance I have some Asian blood. Maybe that’s why people like my face. It’s just foreign enough for the Japanese to find interesting, and just “Oriental” enough to charm Westerners. Or so I tell myself. People are funny. Faces that are imperfect are said to have character and human charm. But Yuriko’s face inspired fear. The reaction to her face was the same whether she was in Japan or overseas. Yuriko was the child who perpetually stood out from the crowd, even though we were sisters and even though we were born within a year of each other. It’s strange, isn’t it, how genes are transmitted so haphazardly? Was she just a mutation? Maybe this is why I imagine my own hypothetical children whenever I look at a man.

You probably know this already, but Yuriko died about two years ago. She was murdered. Her body was found half naked in some cheap apartment in the Shinjuku area of Tokyo. They didn’t know who the murderer was at first. My father did not get upset when he heard the news, and he didn’t return from Switzerland either—not even once. I’m ashamed to say that as his dear beautiful Yuriko grew older, she degraded herself with prostitution. She became a cheap whore.

You imagine Yuriko’s death shocked me, but it didn’t. Did I hate her murderer? No. Like my father, I really didn’t care about learning the truth. Yuriko had been a monster all her life; it was only natural that her death would be unusual. I, on the other hand, am perfectly ordinary. The path she followed was clearly different from mine.

I suppose you find my attitude chilling. But didn’t I just explain? She was a child who was fated from the beginning to be different. Fortune may shine brightly on a woman like that, but the shadow cast is long and dark. It was inevitable that misfortune would come eventually.

My former classmate Kazue Satō was murdered less than a year after Yuriko died. The way she died was exactly the same. She’d been left in a first-floor apartment in the Maruyama-chō neighborhood in Shibuya, her clothes in disarray. They said that in both cases more than ten days had elapsed before the bodies were discovered. I don’t even want to imagine the condition they were in by then.

I’d heard that Kazue worked for a legitimate company by day, but by night she was a prostitute. Gossip and innuendo swirled for weeks after the incident. Was I horrified when the police announced that the culprit was the same in both murders? Well, to be honest, Kazue’s death was far more shocking to me than Yuriko’s. She and I had been classmates. Also, Kazue was not pretty. She wasn’t beautiful, and yet she died exactly the same way Yuriko did. It was unforgivable.

I suppose you could say that I was the conduit who led Kazue to Yuriko and to their lengthy acquaintance, so in the long run I contributed to her death. Maybe Yuriko’s bad luck somehow crept over into Kazue’s life. Why do I believe that? I don’t know. I just do.

I knew a bit about Kazue. We were classmates at the same prestigious private high school for girls. Back in those days Kazue was so skinny it seemed her bones would grate together, and she was known for the ungainly way she carried herself. She wasn’t at all attractive. But she was smart and she made good grades. She was the kind of person who would spout off in front of everyone and make a show of how intelligent she was because she wanted to attract attention. She was proud and had to be the best at everything she did. She was perfectly aware that she wasn’t attractive, so I suppose that is why she wanted to be fussed over for other things. I got a dark feeling from her—a negative energy so palpable I felt I could take it in my hand. It was this sensitivity of mine that attracted Kazue to me. She trusted me and began going out of her way to talk to me. She even invited me over to her house.

After we both advanced to the university affiliated with our high school, Kazue’s father died unexpectedly and Kazue changed. She devoted herself to her studies and began to pull away from me. Now when I think about it, I realize that it was probably because she was more interested in Yuriko. My beautiful sister, one year younger than I, had been the talk of the school.

At any rate, it seems that something happened with those two. Two people who were such complete opposites in looks, intelligence, and circumstances end up as prostitutes and then get killed and abandoned by the same man? The more you think about it, the less likely it seems that you could find an account more bizarre. The incidents with Yuriko and Kazue irrevocably changed my life. People I’d never seen before would catch wind of the gossip and poke their noses into my business, bombarding me with all kinds of intrusive questions about those two. Disgusted, I clammed up and refused to speak to anyone at all. But now my personal life has finally settled down. I’ve started a new job, and all of a sudden I want to talk about Yuriko and Kazue so badly I can hardly stand it. I’ll probably keep on talking even if you try to interrupt me; with my father in Switzerland and Yuriko dead I’m completely on my own. I feel I need someone to talk to—or maybe I just need to think about this weird incident myself.

I have Kazue’s old letters and things that I can refer to, and even though it’ll probably take some time to tell the whole story, I plan to keep going until I’ve unloaded it all—every detail.

• 2 •

Let me fast-forward for a minute. For the last year I’ve been working part-time for the P Ward Office in Tokyo. P Ward is located in the eastern part of the city. Chiba Prefecture lies just across the wide river.

There are forty-eight licensed day-care facilities in P Ward, and since most are operating at full capacity they maintain waiting lists for admission. My job with the Day Care Section of the Welfare Division is to help investigate wait-listed applicants. “Does this family really need to send its child to nursery school?” That’s the kind of question I have to answer with my investigations.

There are any number of unbelievable mothers in this world of ours. If there are those who feel no qualms about putting their children in day care just because they want to go out and have fun, there are also those who are so used to relying on others they have no confidence in their own ability to be good mothers. This kind of mother would prefer asking a day-care center to raise her child. There are also stingy families who won’t pay for nursery schools—even though they’ll pay the regular school fees—because they insist it’s the responsibility of the public welfare system. How is it that mothers today have grown so depraved? The question has caused me considerable distress.

“Why is someone as striking as you involved in such mundane work?” I’m asked this time and again. But I’m not really that beautiful. As I’ve pointed out more than once, I’m half European and half Asian, but even so, my face is far more Asian than European and so less intimidating as a result. I don’t have the model-like features that Yuriko had, nor am I as statuesque. And now I’m just a pudgy middle-aged woman. At work I even have to wear one of those less-than-flattering navy-blue uniforms! But even so, I’ve got someone interested in me, it seems, which has become a nuisance.

It was about a week ago that a man named Nonaka said something to me. Mr. Nonaka is around fifty, and he works in the Sanitation Division. Normally he’s in Government Building Number One. But from time to time he’ll make up an excuse to come by the day-care section in the Annex—which everyone refers to as the Outpost Office—and he and the section chief in my department will share a laugh or two. Whenever he stops by, he uses the opportunity to cast furtive glances in my direction.

I believe that he and the chief are on the same baseball team. The chief plays shortstop and Mr. Nonaka plays second base, or something like that. I don’t much care what they do, it just makes me angry to see someone from a completely unrelated office coming over here during office hours for no better reason than to chat. “Mr. Nonaka’s got his eye on you!” says my colleague, Ms. Mizusawa, who’s eight years younger than I am. She’s started teasing me, and this has made me even more disgusted.

Mr. Nonaka always wears a gray windbreaker, and his complexion is brown and his skin dry, probably from all the cigarettes he smokes. He has a greasy glint in his eye, and whenever he stares at me, I can feel his black eyes scorching holes in me, just as if someone had pressed a hot brand against my skin. It makes me feel queasy. And then Mr. Nonaka said, “When you talk, your voice is high-pitched, but when you laugh it’s low. Eee-hee-hee-hee. That’s how you laugh.” And then he went on to say things like, “You may be polished and proper on the outside, but inside you’re downright dirty, aren’t you?” I was completely caught off guard. What would give this complete stranger the right to come and say something like that to me? I’m sure my dismay showed on my face. Mr. Nonaka looked over at the chief with some confusion, and then they went out somewhere together.

“What Mr. Nonaka said sounded like sexual harassment to me,” I complained later to my section chief, and a look of embarrassment washed over his face. Oh, I see what’s going on here! I thought. Just because I’ve got foreign blood in my veins, you think I’m more argumentative than a normal Japanese! Leave it to the Westerner to file a lawsuit, right?

“I agree that it wasn’t appropriate to say what he did to a coworker,” the section chief said, after some deliberation, making it sound as if it wasn’t cause for concern. And then he started shuffling the papers on his desk, trying to look like he was putting them in order. I didn’t want to start an argument, so I didn’t say anything more. If I had, it would have just made him angry with me.

I hadn’t brought a lunch with me, so I decided to go to the cafeteria in Building Number One, which was only a short walk away. I don’t like being where people gather, so I seldom go there. But the building is new and has a very nice food hall for employees. A bowl of ramen is only ¥240, and you can get the lunch special for ¥480. The food was supposed to be good too.

I was shaking pepper over the bowl of ramen on my tray when my section chief came up behind me.

“You’ll make it too spicy with all that pepper!” He had the lunch special on his tray: fried fish and cooked cabbage. The dried bonito flakes sprinkled atop the cabbage looked like metal shavings, and the cabbage reminded me of bigos. Scenes from my childhood played across my memory: the dinner table in our mountain cabin—silent as death, my mother looking miserable and my father eating with wordless gusto. Caught up in my memories, I must have spaced out for a minute, but the section chief didn’t seem to notice. “Shall we sit over there?” he asked, smiling.

The section chief is forty-two, and because he plays catch during his lunch break he comes to work every day in his sports gear and pads up and down the hall the rest of the day in sneakers that squish when he walks. He’s the kind of guy who is constantly concerned with his physique, is perpetually tanned, and is so full of vigor it’s depressing. I usually don’t get on well with men like that, but I found myself slipping into my usual habit. What would our child look like, if we were to have one?

If the child were a girl, she would have my fair skin. Her face, a melding of the section chief’s square-cut chin with my oval face, would be attractively round. She would have the chief’s slightly upturned nose and my brown eyes, and she would inherit his sloping shoulders. Her arms and legs would be sturdy for a girl, but given her vitality they’d be fairly charming. I was pleased.

I followed the chief to the table. The enormous cafeteria was filled with the chatter of employees and the clatter of cafeteria workers bustling in and out with trays and other utensils, but I felt they were all watching me. Ever since the incidents with Yuriko and Kazue, everyone knows everything. I couldn’t stand thinking that they were staring at me.

The chief peered into my face. “About what happened earlier,” he began. “Mr. Nonaka didn’t mean anything by it. He was just trying to be friendly, I suppose. If that’s sex-harass”—he used an abbreviation—“then half of what any man says would qualify, right? Don’t you think so?”

He was grinning at me. His teeth were short, like those of plant-eating dinosaurs, or so I thought as I gazed at his mouth. I was reminded of the illustration of the Cretaceous Period. Our child would probably have a row of teeth like that. If she did, the shape of her mouth would be inelegant. Her fingers and her knuckles would be conspicuously stubby and, on her large hands, would be too angular for a girl. The child that the section chief and I would have had been cute earlier, but now she had transformed into something else completely. And I was growing angrier by the minute.

“Sexual harassment, I’ll have you know, also includes assassinating another person’s character in that way.”

My protest was delivered rapid-fire, but the section chief countered in measured tones. “Mr. Nonaka was not assassinating your character. He simply stated his observation that your spoken voice and your laughing voice are different, that’s all. Now clearly it’s not appropriate to tease someone that way, so let me apologize for him. Will you let it go? Please?”

“All right.”

I acquiesced. I didn’t think there was any point in continuing the discussion. There are perceptive people and there are dimwits. The section chief fell into the latter category.

He chewed his fried fish with his short little teeth, the thick coating of batter scattering over his plate with a dull rustling sound. He asked some harmless noninvasive questions about my workload as a part-timer. I answered perfunctorily. And then suddenly he lowered his voice.

“I heard about your younger sister. That must have been awful.”

This is what he said, but what he meant was that, on account of Yuriko, I must be particularly sensitive to what others say and do. I’ve met his type any number of times—the kind of man who thinks he can get away with pretending to know how I feel. I pushed the white onions that were floating on top of my ramen aside with my chopsticks and said nothing. Onions smell, so I hate them.

“I didn’t know a thing about it; boy, was I shocked! Wasn’t her killer the same man who was arrested in that Office Lady Murder last year?”

I glared at the section chief’s face. The corners of his eyes were turned down and virtually dripped with curiosity. The child that I would have with the section chief had now become crude and hideously ugly.

“It’s still under investigation. They can’t say anything conclusive.”

“I heard she was your friend. Is that right?”

“She was a classmate.” Had Kazue and I ever been friends? I would have to give that idea further consideration.

“I’m really interested in the O.L. Murder, as they call it. I suspect you hear that from a lot of people. It just boggles the mind. What would drive her to do something so shocking? How could she have had such dark impulses? I mean, wasn’t she a career woman employed by some construction-firm think tank in Otemachi? And a graduate of Q University on top of it. Why would such an elite professional become caught up in prostitution? You must know something about it.”

So there it was! Yuriko had already been forgotten. If a woman who is beautiful but has no other redeeming value turns tricks until she’s ancient, no one gives it a second thought. But Kazue’s turn to prostitution left everyone racking their brains to figure out why. A career woman by day, a prostitute by night. Men everywhere were beside themselves trying to work that one out. That the section chief would lay bare his curiosity in this way struck me as particularly offensive. He must have noticed my expression because he began to stammer out an apology.

“Oh, I’m sorry. I’m being callous.” And then he added, as a joke, “It’s not sex-harass, so please don’t be angry!”

Our conversation shifted to his Sunday baseball games. When he invited me to come watch one sometime I nodded appropriately and finished my ramen, making every effort to appear nonchalant. Finally, I understood. Mr. Nonaka wasn’t interested in me. He was interested in the Yuriko-Kazue scandal. Wherever I go those scandals pursue me.

And just when I thought I had finally found a worthwhile job! I was tired of this worrisome chain of events at my workplace, but I didn’t feel like resigning. It wasn’t just the job. It was that a whole year had passed since I’d started working there, and I found comfort in the regularity of the hours.

After I graduated from the university and before I took the job at the P Ward Office, I did all kinds of things. I worked for a while in a convenience store, and I went door-to-door trying to sell subscriptions to a monthly study guide. Marriage? No. I never gave it a moment’s thought. I’m really proud to be a middle-aged, part-time, unattached freelancer.

That night, before I went to bed, I fantasized about the child I would have with Mr. Nonaka. I even drew a picture of it on the back of an advertisement leaflet. The child was a boy with very dry skin. He had Mr. Nonaka’s fat gabby lips and short stocky legs that made him swagger when he walked. From my side he took big, bright white teeth and tapered ears. I was pleased to see that the boy’s features gave him a demonic look. And then I thought about what Mr. Nonaka had said to me. “When you talk, your voice is high-pitched, but when you laugh it’s low. Eee-hee-hee-hee. That’s how you laugh.”

His observation had shocked me; I’d never paid attention to my own laughing voice. And so I tried laughing there by myself. It’ll probably come as no surprise that the laugh I produced was hardly natural. I wondered which parent my laughter resembled. But I don’t have any recollection of either my father or my mother ever laughing, so there was no way to judge. This was because the two of them never really laughed much. Yuriko, too, never raised her voice in laughter. She simply smiled mysteriously, maybe because she knew smiling showed her beauty to greatest effect. What a strange family! Suddenly the events of one winter day came flooding back.

• 3 •

Let’s see. I’m thirty-nine years old now, so it must have been twenty-seven years ago. We spent our New Year’s family vacation in our mountain cabin in Gunma; I suppose I should call it our “vacation cottage.” It was just an ordinary house, no different from the surrounding farmhouses, but my father and mother always referred to it as our mountain cabin, so that was what I called it too.

When I was little, I could hardly wait for our weekends at the cabin. But once I entered junior high it became a real hassle. I hated the way the people there made such a fuss over my sister and me and our family—silently comparing us to each other. It was mostly the local farmers. Still, I couldn’t very well stay behind by myself in Tokyo over the New Year’s vacation, so off I went to Gunma—reluctantly—in the car my father drove. I was in my first year of junior high; Yuriko was in sixth grade.

Our cabin was in a small enclave of about twenty or so vacation homes of varying sizes and styles clustered at the foot of Mount Asama. With the exception of one third-generation Japanese family, almost all the houses were owned by foreign businessmen who had Japanese wives. Although an unwritten rule, it was as if Japanese people were not allowed in. In sum, it was a village where Western men married to Japanese women could escape their stifling Japanese companies and come to catch their breath. There must have been some other interracial children like my sister and me, but either they were already grown up or they weren’t living in Japan, because we rarely saw any young people. That New Year’s we were the only children, as usual.

On New Year’s Eve my family and I went to a nearby mountain to ski. On our way back we stopped by a hot spring with an outdoor bath. As always this was my father’s idea. He seemed to enjoy startling people with his foreign presence.

The outdoor bath was built alongside a river. The pool in the middle was for mixed bathing, but there were pools on either side partitioned off for single-sex use. The women’s side of the bath was surrounded by a bamboo hedge, so you couldn’t see in from the outside. As soon as we started taking off our clothes in the changing area, I began to hear the murmurs.

“Look at that girl.”

“Why, she looks just like a doll!”

In the changing room, in the passage to the bath, and even from within the steam of the bath waters, the women whispered among themselves. Old women stared openly at Yuriko without the least bit of reservation, and young women made no attempt to hide the shock on their faces as they nudged one another with their elbows. Children, too, went out of their way to draw closer and stare with their mouths agape at the naked Yuriko. That’s always the way it was.

Ever since she was a baby, Yuriko had been used to being ogled by perfect strangers. She’d strip naked without the slightest hesitation. Her body was still undeveloped and childlike, showing not the slightest suggestion of breasts. But even so, with her tiny little face and her fair complexion, she looked just like a Barbie doll. To me she looked like she was wearing a mask.

I had planned to take off my clothes, fold them carefully, and then walk down the narrow passage to the open-air bath while everyone was fixated on Yuriko.

“Is she your daughter?” a middle-aged woman sitting in a chair suddenly called out to my mother. She must have steeped herself too long in the hot waters of the bath because she looked hot sitting there, fanning her pink flesh with her damp towel.

Mother’s hands stopped midair as she was pulling off her clothing.

“Is your husband a foreigner?” The woman glanced in my direction. I lowered my eyes and said nothing. The idea of pulling my underwear off was now disconcerting. I wasn’t like Yuriko. I was sick and tired of being the object of curious stares. If I’d been by myself, I wouldn’t have been so obvious. But thanks to the fact that I was there with the monster Yuriko, I couldn’t slip by unnoticed. The woman kept pushing the point.

“So, I take it your husband’s not Japanese?”

“That is correct.”

“Well, that explains it! I’ve never seen such a pretty girl!”

“Thank you.” A wave of pride flashed across my mother’s face.

“But it must be odd to have a kid who doesn’t look a thing like you.” The woman muttered this casually as if she were speaking to herself. My mother’s face fell. “Hurry,” she said to me and gave my back a soft poke. When I saw how her face had hardened, I knew the woman’s words had hit home.

Outside, night had fallen and the stars were out. The air had turned cold. A cloud of white steam hovered over the bath. I was unable to see the bottom of the pool; it looked eerie, like a black pond. There was something glittery and white out in the middle.

Yuriko was floating on her back in the steamy water, looking up at the sky. Women and children, submerged in water up to their shoulders, surrounded her and stared at her wordlessly. I looked at Yuriko’s face and was horrified. I had never seen her look more beautiful. She was almost godlike. It was the first time I had ever had that experience. She seemed to be more an effigy than a human being, too beautiful to be a creature of this world.

Mother called out, “Yuriko, dear?”

“Mother?”

Yuriko’s clear voice rang out over the water, and the eyes that had been trained on her suddenly shifted to me and my mother. They returned to Yuriko once again and then pivoted back to me: eyes that were busy comparing, their curiosity overflowing. I knew it would not take long for them to determine which of us was the superior and which the inferior. Yuriko wanted those around her to see that she was nothing like her mother and older sister, and that is why she had answered when Mother called. That’s the way my younger sister was. Yes, you’re right. I never once felt any love for Yuriko. And my mother without a doubt had to do regular battle with the odd feeling that the pink woman had just mentioned.

I stared at Yuriko’s face. Her brown hair clung to her exceptionally white forehead. Her brows arched in a bow. And her large eyes slanted downward slightly. Child though she was, the bridge of her nose was straight and perfectly formed. Her lips were plump, just like a doll’s. Even among interracial children, a face as perfectly proportioned as Yuriko’s was hard to find.

As for me, my eyes turned upward and my nose was as aquiline as my father’s. To top it off, my body was squat and pudgy like my mother’s. Why were we so different? I couldn’t figure out how Yuriko had managed to inherit a face that was so superior to that of both her parents. I searched madly for some trace of them in her features, but no matter how hard I looked, I could only conclude that she was some kind of mutation.

Yuriko turned back to look at me. Strangely, the beauty that earlier had been so incredible that it seemed divine had now suddenly vanished. Without thinking, I let out a scream.

Startled, my mother turned toward me. “What’s wrong?”

“Mother, Yuriko’s face is creepy!”

I had suddenly noticed what it was: Yuriko’s eyes gave off no light. Even a doll’s eyes will have a white dot painted in the center to suggest light, won’t they? As a result, a doll’s face is sweet and charming, yet Yuriko’s eyes were dark ponds. The reason she had looked so beautiful floating in the bath was because the light from the stars had been reflected in her eyes.

“That’s no way to talk about your little sister!”

Mother pinched my arm hard under the water. The pain caused me to scream again, even louder.

“If that’s what you think, you’re the one who’s creepy!” she said, with palpable loathing. Mother was angry. She had already become Yuriko’s slave. By that I mean she worshiped her beautiful daughter. She was utterly intimidated by the fact that fate had given her such a lovely child. If Mother had admitted Yuriko’s creepiness to me, I wonder if I would have been able to trust her. But Mother’s outlook was different. I didn’t have a single ally in the family. That’s the way it looked to me when I was in junior high.

That night there was a big New Year’s Eve party at the Johnsons’ cottage. Usually we girls were not permitted to attend the adult parties, but since we were the only children in the entire mountain resort that night, we were included. Yuriko, my parents, and I headed along the dark path to our neighbors’ house. Snow was falling lightly. The trip took several minutes, and Yuriko, who loved festive displays, skipped the whole way, kicking happily at the snow.

Johnson was an American businessman who had not owned the cabin long. His face was handsomely chiseled, his hair a golden brown. He was the kind of man who looked good in a pair of jeans, like the actor Jude Law. But I’d heard that he had a few screws loose.

For example, he took an ax and chopped down the saplings that had been planted in front of the bedroom window because, he said, they blocked his view of Mount Asama. He whacked a few miniature bamboo stalks off at the root and stuck them in the ground where the saplings had been, not even bothering to plant them properly. The community landscaper was furious. Johnson, of course, was delighted with the way the bamboo looked. I remember hearing my father scoff. “Well, leave it to an American to be satisfied with short-term remedies!”

Johnson’s wife was a Japanese woman who went by the name of Masami. It seems she had met Johnson while working as a flight attendant. She was a beautiful and vibrant person, but she still found time to be friendly to Yuriko and me. She was never without her perfectly applied makeup or her humongous diamond ring, even when she was out in the middle of the mountains. She wore these like armor—behavior that struck me as downright odd.

When we got to the party, I found that the Japanese wives had left the main room where the party was and were squeezed into the tiny kitchen, a habit I found peculiar. One by one they were bragging about their own cooking. It almost sounded like they were quarreling with one another.

Occasionally foreign women would visit one of the families in the resort. When they did, they would sit on the sofa in the living room, conversing elegantly, while the white men stood around the fireplace drinking whiskey and speaking in English. It was weird to see each group forming such perfectly separate spheres. Only one Japanese wife would ever enter the circle of laughing men: Masami. She’d stand at Johnson’s side, and occasionally I’d hear the cloying trill of her high-pitched voice cut across the monotonous murmurs of the men.

When we got inside, Mother immediately headed toward the kitchen, as if eager to claim a spot. The men called my father to the fireplace and handed him a glass of liquor. I didn’t know what I was supposed to do, so, at a loss, I trailed after Mother to the kitchen, squeezing my way into the circle of housewives clustered there.

Yuriko latched on to Johnson, leaning against his knees as he perched in front of the fireplace. She was doing her best to play up to him. Masami’s diamond ring sparkled as it caught the glow of the fire and shot flecks of light across Yuriko’s cheeks. Just then I was struck by a wild fantasy. What if Yuriko wasn’t really my sister? What if she was really Johnson and Masami’s daughter? They were both so handsome. I can’t explain it clearly, but if it were true, I could accept Yuriko. Even her monstrous beauty would take on a more human dimension. What do I mean by human? Well, that’s a good question. I guess what I’m trying to say is that it would have made her ordinary, as if she were just a sneaky little pest, like a mole or something.

But—unfortunately—Yuriko was the offspring of my own mediocre parents. Wasn’t that the very reason she had become a monster who possessed a too-perfect beauty? Yuriko glanced over at me with an air of self-satisfaction. Don’t look over here, you freak! I thought to myself. I had a sick feeling. When I lowered my head and let out a sigh, Mother shot me a sharp look. I imagined her saying from deep in her heart, You don’t look a thing like Yuriko, do you!

Without warning I began to laugh hysterically. When I didn’t stop, the women gathered in the kitchen all turned to stare at me in shock. It’s not that I don’t look like her! It’s that she doesn’t look like me, isn’t it? This response, I felt certain, was the perfect counter to my mother’s statement. Yuriko’s existence had forced my mother and me to take up enemy positions. I laughed when I realized this. (I have no idea if my junior high school laugh was the same low laughter that Mr. Nonaka of the Sanitation Bureau referred to or not.)

After the clock struck midnight and everyone toasted in the New Year, my father told Yuriko and me to head home by ourselves. My mother was still in the kitchen and showed no signs of budging. She looked so imbecilic I was suddenly convinced that, if she was clamped to the spot, she would be able to live forever right where she was. I was reminded of a turtle we’d kept in our classroom when I was in elementary school. It would always stretch its crooked legs out in the muddy water of its tank, raise its head, and sniff the dust-laden air of our classroom with a stupid look on its face, the nostrils in its big nose quivering.

The mind-numbing Year Out/Year In TV show had started as I searched for my muddy boots from among the piles of shoes that had been cast off and scattered across the floor of the wide entry hall. When the snow melts, the roads up in the mountains turn to mud, so even foreigners followed the Japanese practice of removing their shoes when they came inside. My old red rubber boots were as cold as ice when I slipped into them. Yuriko started to pout.

“You can’t call our cabin a cabin. It’s just a stupid old ordinary house. I wish we had a fireplace like the Johnsons’. That’d be great.”

“Why?”

“Masami asked if, next year, we could have the party at our house.”

“Well, too bad. Daddy’s too stingy.”

“Johnson was really surprised about that. He couldn’t believe we were going to a Japanese school. Why do we have to live like the Japanese when we look so different from everyone else? It’s just like he says. I’m always being teased and called gaijin and asked if I can speak Japanese and stuff.”

“Yeah, well, no use crying to me.”

I yanked the door open and stepped out ahead of Yuriko into the darkness. I don’t know why I was so angry. The cold air stung my cheeks. The snow had stopped falling, and it was pitch-black. The mountains were there looming over us, pressing in around us, and yet they had dissolved into the darkness of the night and were completely invisible. With no light but a flashlight, Yuriko’s eyes must have turned into those black pools again, I thought. I couldn’t bring myself to look at her. I became frightened just by the knowledge that I was walking alone through the darkness with a monster. I gripped the flashlight and started running.

“Wait!” Yuriko shrieked. “Don’t leave me!”

Eventually Yuriko stopped screaming, but I was too scared to turn around. I felt as if I were walking with my back to an eerie pond, and something was crawling up out of it and chasing me. Angry to have been left behind, Yuriko was running after me. When I finally turned around, her face was directly in front of me. I gazed slowly over the white sculpted features of her face, now illuminated in the light reflected off the snow. Her eyes were the only features I could not see. I was scared.

“Who are you?” I blurted out. “Who the hell are you?”

“What do you mean?”

“You’re a monster!”

That made Yuriko angry. “Well, you’re a dog!”

“I hope you die!”

And with that I took off. Yuriko snatched at the hood of my jacket from behind and pulled on it so tightly she made me bend backward. But I still managed to give her a hard push. She was smaller than I was, and I caught her off guard. She let go and tumbled backward, arms flailing, into a snowbank along the roadside.

I ran home without looking back again and, once inside, I locked the door. After a few minutes there came the sound of pathetic knocking, just like in a cartoon version of a fairy tale. I pretended not to hear.

“Please! Open the door. It’s cold out here.” Yuriko was crying. “Open the door! Please. I’m scared.”

“You’re the one who’s scary! It serves you right!” I ran to my room and crawled into bed. I could hear Yuriko banging on the front door hard enough to break it down, but I pulled the blanket over my head. Just let her freeze to death! I thought. It’s true. I longed for this from the very bottom of my heart.

I fell asleep before long, only to be awakened by the unpleasant smell of sour liquor. What time was it? I wondered. My parents were standing at the door to my bedroom arguing. My father was drunk. Because of the light pouring in from behind them, I couldn’t make out the expressions on their faces. My father wanted to get me out of bed for a scolding, but Mother stopped him.

“She wanted to let her little sister freeze to death,” he complained.

“No, she didn’t. Besides, nothing happened.”

“Well, I want to know why she’d do such a thing.”

“She feels inferior to her sister, that’s all,” my mother argued, her voice low. Listening to what she said, I wondered why I’d been born to such a family, and I couldn’t stop myself from crying.

You wonder why I didn’t refute my mother’s claim, don’t you? But maybe I couldn’t deny feeling inferior. I didn’t understand my feelings at the time. And maybe I didn’t want to admit that I truly hated Yuriko. I mean, she was my little sister; wasn’t I supposed to love her? For so long I had been in the viselike grip of this sense of duty—a sense telling me that I was indeed morally obliged to love her.

And then the spectacle I beheld in the bath that night and again at the party liberated me from the pressure I had been feeling. I couldn’t put up with it any longer. I just had to say what I felt.

The next morning there was no sign of Yuriko. Mother was downstairs pouring kerosene in the stove, a sour look on her face. My father was sitting at the breakfast table, but when he saw me approach he stood up to meet me, his breath reeking of coffee.

“Did you tell your sister, ‘I hope you die’?”

When I didn’t answer immediately he slapped me hard across the face with his thick palm. The smacking sound the slap made was so sharp it made my ears burn. My cheek stung with pain. I covered my face with both hands to ward off future blows, but I’d fully expected this kind of reaction. He’d been hitting me ever since I was little. First he would beat me and then he’d unleash a torrent of verbal abuse. It was often severe enough to require medical treatment.

“Reflect on your sins!” he ordered.

Whenever my father chastised Mother, Yuriko, or me, he always ordered us to reflect on our sins. He didn’t really believe in apologies.

At kindergarten I’d learned that when you did something wrong, you said, “I’m sorry.” And then the aggrieved party would answer, “That’s all right.” But this was never the way it worked at my house. Those words didn’t even exist for us, so punishment always escalated into a major production. Yuriko looked creepy—so why the hell should I be the one “reflecting on my sins”? I suppose my indignation showed on my face, because my father slapped me again with all his might. From the corner of my eye I glimpsed my mother’s pinched profile as I toppled to the floor. She didn’t try to come to my defense. Instead, she pretended to concentrate on pouring the kerosene into the stove so as not to spill a drop. I scrambled to my feet, fled upstairs, and locked myself in my room.

Later that afternoon a deathly silence stole over the house. It seemed that my father had gone out somewhere, so I tiptoed out of my room. I didn’t see Mother. Taking advantage of the moment, I slipped into the kitchen and ate the leftover rice right out of the container, scooping it into my mouth with my fingers. I took the orange juice out of the refrigerator and drained the carton. Then I found the pot with the bigos that had been left over from yesterday’s lunch. The fat from the meat had solidified on the surface in white gobs. I spit into the pot. My orange-juice-laced spit clung to the shreds of overcooked cabbage. I was pleased. My father especially liked his bigos with overcooked cabbage.

I looked up when I heard the sound of the front door opening. Yuriko had come back. She was wearing the same jacket she’d worn last night and a white mohair cap I’d never seen, which had to be one of Masami’s. It was a little large for her and came down low on her forehead, almost covering her eyes. Masami’s stinky perfume filled the room. I glanced again at Yuriko’s eyes, to confirm my earlier discovery. This beautiful girl with her creepy eyes. Yuriko made not the slightest attempt to speak to me before she bounded up the stairs. I clicked on the TV and settled down on the sofa. I was watching a New Year’s comedy quiz show when Yuriko came into the room, toting a backpack and her beloved Snoopy dog.

“I’m going to the Johnsons’. I told them what you did, and they said it was too dangerous for me to stay here and I should stay with them.”

“How nice. Now you don’t ever have to come home again.”

I was relieved. In the end, Yuriko spent the entire New Year’s vacation with the Johnsons. Once I came across Johnson and Masami on the road. They both waved and said “Hi,” their faces wreathed in smiles. I said “Hi” right back with a big smile of my own. But in my heart I was thinking, Johnson, you idiot! And what a stupid cow you are, Masami!

I couldn’t care less if Yuriko never came home. She could become the idiot child of the idiot Johnsons for all I cared.

• 4 •

The following year, my father’s shop went under. Well, no, it wasn’t just his shop, it was his entire business. As the Japanese grew more affluent, so too grew demands for imported confections of higher and higher quality, and consumers began to ignore the cheap candies that were my father’s specialty. Father closed his shop. He had to sell off everything in order to meet his outstanding debts. Obviously, he had to let the mountain cabin go. He even had to sell off our little house in North Shinagawa, our car, everything.

Once he closed his business, Father decided to return to Switzerland to try to make a new start. His younger brother, Karl, had a hosiery manufacturing business in Bern and needed help in managing the accounts, so it was decided that we would all move to Switzerland. This decision came just as I was preparing for the high school entrance exams. I had set my sights on entering a top-level school, the kind of school that would never enroll a dimwit like Yuriko. I’m talking about the school that Kazue and I attended. Let’s just call it Q High School for Young Women, shall we? It was the elite preparatory school affiliated with Q University.

I asked my father to let me move in with my mother’s father, who lived in P Ward, so that I could at least try to pass the high school exam. And if I did pass, I could commute to school from my grandfather’s place. At any rate, I was determined to foil any attempt to ship me off to Switzerland with Yuriko.

Father frowned at my request at first, complaining that Q High School for Young Women was expensive and would cost way more than we could afford. But since Yuriko and I hardly spoke to each other—ever since the incident at the cabin—he decided my plan was the best course to follow. I had him sign an agreement stating that if I made it into the school of my choice, he would promise to provide the funds I would need to cover the cost of my schooling up through graduation. Even though he was my father, he couldn’t be relied on without a written agreement.

It was decided that I would continue living in P Ward with my maternal grandfather, who lived alone in a government-funded apartment complex. He was sixty-six years old. A short man, his arms and legs were delicate and his physique small. There was no mistaking him as my mother’s father. He was the kind of person who struggled to appear fashionable, even though he had no money, so no matter where he went he always wore a suit, and he slicked back his salt-and-pepper hair with pomade. The smell of pomade so permeated his tiny apartment, it almost made me choke.

I’d never really seen much of my grandfather until then, and I was nervous about the prospect of living with him. I had no idea what to say to him. But once I actually moved in, my fears became moot. My grandfather talked nonstop in a high-pitched voice all day long. It wasn’t as if he needed me around for conversation, he mostly just talked to himself.

That is, he repeated the same thing over and again, chattering on and on. I suspect he was delighted to share his home with someone as taciturn as myself. I was nothing more than a receptacle for his endless prattle.

Surely my grandfather found it inconvenient to have a granddaughter suddenly deposited on his doorstep. But there can be little doubt that he was grateful for the allowance my father provided. At the time, my grandfather was living off his pension. From time to time he’d make a little extra cash by doing odd jobs around the neighborhood; he was a sort of resident handyman. But I suspect he hardly had enough to live on.

What was my grandfather’s occupation? Well, that’s hard to say. When we were children, my mother told us that when Grandfather was young he’d been good at catching watermelon thieves, so he decided to join the police force and be a detective. That’s why I was certain he’d be strict, and I was afraid of him at first. But in fact, the opposite was true. My grandfather had not been a detective. What had he been? Well, that’s what I’ll explain next. It might take some time, so please bear with me.

“It’s not easy for us to go visit your grandfather, because he’s a police detective,” my mother would say. “He’s very busy. Besides, he’s always got a lot of people around him who have done bad things. But that doesn’t mean your grandfather is bad. No indeed. It often happens that bad people are drawn to good people. Well, for example, people who’ve broken the law will come by your grandfather’s place to apologize and to talk about how they plan to mend their ways. But there’s always someone who’s just bad to the bone. That person might hold a grudge against your grandfather for arresting him, so when he comes to visit he comes for revenge. It would be dangerous for children to be around if that happened.”

Listening to these stories as if Mother were describing something in a distant land, I’d get excited, imagining a scene from a television crime drama. My grandfather’s a police detective! I’d brag about it whenever one of my friends stopped by. But Yuriko never looked very impressed and would always ask Mother why grandfather was a detective. I guess she didn’t think having a detective for a grandfather was particularly thrilling; I have no idea what went on in her head. But my mother’s answer was always the same. “Your grandfather was very good at catching watermelon thieves. His father owned giant fields in Ibaraki Prefecture—that’s where the thieves lurked.”

I passed the entrance exam to Q High School for Young Women just before my parents and Yuriko set off for Switzerland, so I loaded up a little truck with my futon, desk, school supplies, and clothes and moved from North Shinagawa to my grandfather’s apartment in the government housing project. P Ward is in the scruffier part of downtown Tokyo, in the so-called Low City. It’s mostly flat there, with hardly any tall buildings. A number of large rivers run through the ward, slicing it into smaller sections. The large levees along the rivers obstruct one’s line of vision. The surrounding buildings are not very high but, because of the levees, they look oppressive. It is in fact a very peculiar area. Just beyond the levees, an immense volume of water flows by at a normally languid pace. Whenever I’d climb the banks of the levees to gaze down into the brownish water of the river below, I’d imagine all the different life-forms swirling around beneath the surface.

On the day I moved in, my grandfather bought two cream puffs from the local shop. They weren’t the kind you’d get at a bakery, but the kind with the hard puff pastry shell and the custard filling that I hate. I didn’t want to hurt Grandfather’s feelings, so I finished it, pretending to savor each bite. As I ate I studied Grandfather’s face, trying to figure out what about him resembled my mother. Although they shared the same slight build, their faces looked nothing alike.

“Mother doesn’t look like you, Grandfather. Who does she take after?”

“Oh, she takes after no one, that mother of yours. Some relative long dead must have been the one to pass his looks along to her.”

Grandfather pulled the cardboard cake box apart, as he answered, and folded it flat according to the directions on the outside of the carton. He tucked it, along with the paper wrapping and string, atop the shelf in the kitchen.

“I don’t look like anyone either,” I said.

“Well, we’ve got that kind of characteristic in our family.”

Grandfather was a man of habit. He rose punctually at five every morning and began tending to the bonsai trees that cluttered the veranda and the narrow space of the entry hall. Cultivating bonsai trees was his hobby. He’d spend over two hours each morning tending to them. Next he’d clean the room, and after that he’d have his breakfast.

As soon as he woke he’d start prattling in the Ibaraki dialect of his hometown. Even while I was washing my face or brushing
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