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Blue coral (Heliopora coerulea), Shiraho reef flat, Section B-4.
Ishigaki Island, Yaeyama District, Okinawa Prefecture

Photograph: L. Otsuka

This section of the reef experienced significant damage from unauthorized harvesting during the reporting period. First-stage coral recruitment was observed at affected sites within eight weeks of the disturbance event. Long-term recovery monitoring is ongoing. See Appendix C for full damage assessment.
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Chapter One

The Color of the Water
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The heat was the first thing. Not the view from the airplane window — though the water below was an impossible gradient of greens and blues, the kind of color I’d spent years trying to capture and never quite could — but the heat, pressing against the cabin door before it even opened. A wall of warm, wet air that settled on my skin like a second shirt.

I stepped off the plane at Painushima Ishigaki Airport and the humidity closed around me. It wasn’t the dry blaze of a mainland summer. This was tropical weight, the air saturated and alive, carrying the sweetness of plumeria and something green and vegetal underneath — sugarcane, maybe, or the jungle that crowded the hills behind the runway. My camera bag strap slid against my collarbone, already damp.

The terminal was small and bright. Families reuniting, divers in board shorts hauling gear bags, a group of elderly tourists in matching hats following a guide with a flag. I moved through them the way I always did — observing, cataloging, keeping a professional distance that I’d long ago stopped noticing was also a personal one. A woman at the car rental counter laughed at something her colleague said, and the sound was warm and unhurried in a way that mainland laughter rarely was.

Outside, the taxi driver loaded my bags without conversation. The drive from the airport to Ishigaki City took twenty minutes along a road that wound past fields of sugarcane taller than the car, their pale tassels catching the afternoon light. Between the rows, I glimpsed the ocean — turquoise, absurdly vivid, as if someone had adjusted the saturation beyond what reality should allow. The driver had the windows cracked despite the air conditioning, and salt air mixed with the mechanical cool. He hummed something I didn’t recognize — a melody with a strange, sliding quality that didn’t resolve the way Japanese folk songs usually did.

I’d been to Okinawa’s main island once, years ago, for a magazine shoot. Naha had felt like a smaller Tokyo with better weather. Ishigaki felt like a different country. The buildings were lower, the streets wider, the pace visibly slower. We passed a gas station where two men sat in plastic chairs watching the road with the patience of people who had nowhere else to be. A cat slept on a concrete wall topped with a ceramic shisa — one of the guardian lion-dogs that watched over doorways here, its mouth open in what might have been a roar or a laugh.

The guesthouse was on a side street near the center of town, a two-story concrete building with a faded blue awning and a hand-painted sign: Hoshino House. The owner was waiting in the doorway.

“Otsuka-san?” He was in his mid-fifties, compact, with the deep tan of someone who spent most of his time outdoors. His smile was immediate and genuine. “Takeshi Hoshino. Welcome to Ishigaki. You look like you need a cold drink.”

“I look like I’ve been in transit for nine hours,” I said, “which is probably the same thing.”

He laughed — a short, approving bark — and took my larger bag before I could protest. The guesthouse interior was cool and dim, the air conditioning working hard against the afternoon heat. The common room had mismatched furniture, a wall of bookshelves stuffed with paperbacks in three languages, and a window that framed a narrow view of the port’s masts between two buildings.

“Your room is upstairs, second on the left. Bathroom’s shared, sorry — the plumbing in this building has opinions. Breakfast is seven to nine, just rice, miso, whatever fruit is good that week.” He set my bag at the foot of the stairs. “You’re here for the reef photos, yes? The conservation report?”

“That’s right. A nonprofit called Pacific Shore Alliance — they need images for their annual report. Coral restoration, community involvement, that kind of thing.”

“Good, good. The reef needs friends.” He leaned against the counter, settling in for what I’d learn was his natural state: talking. “You should meet Nakamura-san while you’re here. Haruto Nakamura — retired marine biologist, been on the island three years now, writing a book about traditional fishing. Knows everyone. Very friendly man, always at the Sunday market, always at the izakaya. He could introduce you to the right people.”

“That would be helpful,” I said, making a mental note. Contacts were currency on assignments like this. “Is he around?”

“Should be. I’ll connect you — he stays at a place near the port, comes by here sometimes for coffee.” Takeshi waved a hand vaguely, encompassing the island’s small-town interconnectedness. “Everyone knows Haruto.”

He paused, then added, as if it had just occurred to him: “He was supposed to come by yesterday, actually. For the coffee. Didn’t show.” A shrug. “Probably went to Iriomote for the day. He does that — takes the ferry, wanders around, comes back sunburned and happy. The man loves these islands more than most people who were born here.”

“I’ll catch him when he’s back,” I said.

My room was clean and spare. A single bed with crisp white sheets. A window that opened onto the street, admitting the sound of a motor scooter and, distantly, the low horn of a ferry at the port. I unpacked methodically — camera bodies in the small safe, lenses in their padded cases on the desk, clothes in the narrow closet. The ritual of settling into a temporary space. I’d done it in Reykjavik, in Manaus, in Cape Town, in Hokkaido. Unpack the equipment first. The equipment is the reason you’re here. Everything else is logistics.

I stood at the window for a moment. Between the buildings, the harbor water caught the late afternoon light and threw it back in fragments — green, gold, white. A fishing boat motored in slowly, its hull stained with rust and salt. Someone on the deck coiled rope with the loose, automatic gestures of a body that had done this ten thousand times.

I raised my camera, framed the shot through the window glass, and stopped. Not yet. I’d been on the island for forty minutes. The light would be better tomorrow, and I didn’t know enough yet to know what I was looking at.

I put the camera down and went to find dinner.

The streets near the port were livelier than I’d expected. Misaki-cho, the bar district, was a narrow grid of izakaya and small restaurants, their sliding doors open to the warm evening, the sound of conversation and the clink of beer glasses spilling onto the sidewalk. Paper lanterns glowed orange and red. The smell of grilling meat — Ishigaki beef, Takeshi had told me, famous enough to have been served to world leaders — mixed with the sharper scent of garlic and soy and something unfamiliar and sweet, maybe the local sugarcane spirit.

I chose a place at random: small, eight seats at a counter, a woman in her sixties working the grill with quiet efficiency. I ordered Yaeyama soba and an Orion beer. The soba arrived in a clear broth with slices of pork and a pink-edged fish cake, the noodles round and slightly chewy, nothing like the buckwheat soba I knew from Tokyo. The broth tasted of bonito and sea — clean, light, the kind of flavor that belonged to this specific latitude.

I ate slowly. Around me, the other diners talked in voices that rose and fell in a rhythm I couldn’t follow. Not just the words — the cadence was different. Softer vowels, longer pauses, a tendency to let sentences trail into laughter rather than conclude. From somewhere deeper in the district, I caught the faint sound of a stringed instrument — three strings, a buzzing plaintive tone that seemed to carry the entire history of these islands in a single sustained note.

I finished my beer, paid, and walked back to the guesthouse through streets that smelled of salt and plumeria and warm concrete. The stars were extraordinary. I stopped on the corner and looked up and the sky was so full of them that the familiar constellations were hard to pick out, crowded by thousands of dimmer stars I’d never seen from a city. The Milky Way was a visible band, a smear of light across the zenith, and for a moment I felt the vertigo of being on a very small island in a very large ocean under a very old sky.

I went inside, brushed my teeth, and lay on the narrow bed listening to the sounds of the port through the open window: water against hulls, a distant engine, someone laughing. I fell asleep faster than I had in months.

* * *
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The next morning I drove a rental car south along the coast road to Shiraho.

The road narrowed as it left the city, the buildings thinning to scattered houses and then to fields — sugarcane again, and pineapple, the plants low and spiky in their red-earth rows. The ocean appeared on my left, startlingly close, a band of impossible blue beyond a fringe of beach grass and pandanus trees. The sky was enormous. I’d forgotten, in six years of city apartments, how much sky there was when buildings got out of the way.

Shiraho was a village the way the word was meant before it became quaint. Low houses with red-tiled roofs and walls made of coral stone — rough, porous, pale gray blocks stacked without mortar, weathered smooth by decades of salt wind. Bougainvillea cascaded over the walls in shades of magenta and orange. Hibiscus grew in untended profusion along the lane, their blooms open and flagrant in the morning heat. The streets were barely wide enough for the car. A boy on a bicycle coasted past, not looking at me. A woman in a wide-brimmed hat knelt in a garden, pulling weeds with the unhurried patience of someone who would still be here tomorrow and the day after that. A cat — orange, enormous — watched from a gatepost with the flat authority of something that owned everything it could see.

The air was different here than in the city. Cleaner, saltier, without the diesel and food smoke. I could hear the ocean before I could see it — not waves crashing but a gentler sound, a sustained exhalation, the reef breaking the open sea’s energy into something the shore could absorb.

I parked near a hand-lettered sign that read WWF Coral Reef Conservation Center — Sangomura and walked toward the beach. The path led through low vegetation — sea grape, beach morning glory, a tangle of vines I couldn’t name — and then the ground changed. Sand gave way to coral rubble, fragments of every size and shape, smooth and sharp and sun-bleached. I picked my way carefully. My sandals were wrong for this. Everything about me was wrong for this — my mainland shoes, my mainland pace, my mainland assumption that a beach would be sand.

And then I was at the water’s edge, and I stopped thinking about my shoes.

The reef flat stretched out before me like a flooded garden. The water was shin-deep and so clear it seemed to magnify rather than obscure — every detail of the bottom sharpened and vivid, as if seen through a lens. Coral formations spread in every direction: branching staghorn in whites and pinks, massive brain coral in muted greens, and something else, something I hadn’t seen before in any of the reef systems I’d photographed. Blue coral. Not blue like a painted surface — blue like deep twilight, like the last light before full dark. The colonies were large, some of them wider than my arm span, their surfaces ridged and ancient-looking.

I waded in without deciding to. The water was warm — not the refreshing cool of a mainland beach but blood-warm, almost body temperature, so that the boundary between skin and sea blurred. Small fish darted away from my ankles, quick silver shapes that reformed behind me as if I were a rock in a stream and they had already forgotten I was there. The bottom was uneven — hard coral, patches of sand, the occasional soft depression where something had burrowed. My feet found a rhythm: step, test, settle. The reef was not a surface to walk on but a structure to negotiate, alive and irregular and demanding attention.

The sound changed: the village behind me went quiet, replaced by the soft complexity of water moving through coral — hissing, clicking, a faint percussive rhythm that wasn’t quite silence and wasn’t quite music. Underwater, the reef had its own acoustics. I’d read about this — the snap of pistol shrimp, the grinding of parrotfish teeth on coral, the low-frequency hum of the reef itself, a sound too deep for the ear to consciously register but present as a feeling, a vibration in the bones of the feet.

I brought the camera up. Crouched low, the water just below the lens. The blue coral filled the frame, and behind it, the reef flat receded into a gradient of turquoise that deepened toward the reef break where the ocean began in earnest. The light was extraordinary — mid-morning, the sun high enough to penetrate without surface glare, every color saturated. I took thirty shots in five minutes, moving slowly, adjusting for the way the water bent the light.

There was one section, maybe twenty meters out, where the coral was different. Not a different species — the same blue coral, the same branching formations — but more vivid. The color was deeper, almost luminous, as if the coral were lit from within. The fish were thicker here too — parrotfish, wrasses, a school of something small and silver that moved as one body. I waded toward it, shooting, and had the strange sense of stepping into a room that was more alive than the room I’d just left.

I told myself it was the light. An angle, a depth change, the way the morning sun hit this particular patch of reef. I had photographed bioluminescence in Vieques and phosphorescent plankton in the Maldives. I knew how water played tricks with color. This was just good light on healthy coral.

I lowered the camera and stood in the warm water, my feet on the ancient reef, and looked at the blue coral with my own eyes. Without the viewfinder between us. It was still there — that quality of being more present than its surroundings, as if this particular patch of reef was paying attention.

A heron landed on a coral outcrop ten meters away and regarded me with one golden eye. Behind me, in the village, someone was hanging laundry. The sheets snapped in a breeze I couldn’t feel from the water. Everything was ordinary. Everything was ordinary, and the coral was blue, and I was standing in the warm sea on an island my mother had left at nineteen and never explained why.

I hadn’t planned to think about that. I hadn’t come here to think about that. I was here for the assignment — two weeks of photography, a clean portfolio of images showing reef restoration in progress, a check from Pacific Shore Alliance that would keep me solvent for another three months. Ishigaki was a job. The fact that my mother had been born here, in this prefecture, on one of these islands, was a coincidence I’d noted and filed and had no intention of investigating.

My mother, Sachiko. Who had made onigiri with a particular fold I’d never seen anyone else use. Who had hummed melodies with that same sliding, unresolved quality I’d heard in the taxi driver’s song. Who had, once, when I was twelve and we were watching a nature documentary about coral reefs, pressed her hand flat against the television screen and held it there for three full seconds before walking out of the room without explanation. Who had died three years ago in a hospital in Yokohama, her hand in mine, without ever telling me why she’d left an island that — I was beginning to understand, standing in its warm water — was one of the most beautiful places on earth.

I raised the camera again and took twelve more shots of the blue coral. Each one was technically excellent. Each one was taken from a distance I knew how to maintain.

This was what I did. I went to beautiful places and I recorded them and I left. I had a hard drive in my apartment in Yokohama with folders organized by country, by year, by assignment. Thousands of images of places I’d passed through. I could pull up any one of them and tell you the f-stop and the shutter speed and the time of day. I could not tell you what any of them smelled like, or what it felt like to stand there, because I had been behind the camera, and the camera was the point.

The tide was coming in. The water rose from my shins to my knees, warm and insistent, tugging gently toward the reef break. I walked back to shore, the coral rubble sharp under my wet feet, and dried them on the edge of the path. A woman in the nearest house was watching me from her doorway — not unfriendly, not friendly, just watching, the way you watch a bird that has landed somewhere it doesn’t usually land. I nodded to her. She nodded back, a small motion, and went inside.

I drove back to the guesthouse to download my files. In the rearview mirror, the ocean was a flat, bright line, the color of something I didn’t have a name for yet.
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Chapter Two

What the Tide Leaves
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I spent the next morning in Ishigaki City with my camera, trying to learn the place the way I always did — through the viewfinder, at a safe distance, one frame at a time.

The city center was organized around the 730 Crossing, an intersection named, Takeshi had explained at breakfast, for the date in 1978 when Okinawa switched from American-style right-hand driving to the Japanese left. A small monument commemorated the change — a stone pillar at the corner that most people walked past without noticing. I noticed. I noticed everything. It was my job and my affliction.

From the crossing, the streets fanned out in a grid that was half beach town, half working port. Shiyakusho Street ran north toward the city hall and a farmers’ market where women in sun hats sold papayas and dragon fruit and bundles of a dark green seaweed I didn’t recognize. The air smelled of fish and diesel and the sweet, yeasty scent of a bakery that opened at six. I photographed the market: the hands of a woman arranging star fruit in a pyramid, the light falling through a canvas awning onto a display of shisa figurines in six different sizes, a child eating shaved ice in a plastic cup, the syrup running blue down her wrist.

Good images. Clean, well-composed, the kind of thing Pacific Shore Alliance would use for their social media. I took them efficiently and felt nothing in particular.

The heat built through the morning. By ten, the streets had that particular subtropical stillness — the movement of air slowing to nothing, humidity pressing down like a hand on the back of the neck. The concrete absorbed the sun and radiated it back, so that walking felt like moving through two kinds of heat: the one falling from the sky and the one rising from the ground. Shop awnings provided thin strips of shade. A man watering plants in front of a hardware store nodded to me as I passed, the hose spray catching the light in a brief, glittering arc. The water on the hot pavement steamed.

I ducked into a konbini for water and stood in the air conditioning longer than I needed to, watching through the glass doors as a delivery truck inched past. A man on a scooter stopped at the crossing and waited for the light, though there were no other vehicles in sight. Island patience. Island time. I was aware of myself as someone operating at a different speed, a different frequency, a mainlander’s restless efficiency that felt almost rude here.

I bought a can of jasmine tea and drank it on the corner, the condensation dripping onto my knuckles. The port was visible from here — the tops of ferry masts, the crane of a loading dock, the flat gray of a coast guard vessel. Seabirds circled above the fish market in loose, unhurried spirals. The smell of the sea was everywhere, underwriting everything, a constant baseline beneath the city’s surface scents of exhaust and food and concrete.

Takeshi had said Haruto Nakamura would be easy to find. “He’s everywhere,” he’d said over breakfast, pouring coffee with the casual abundance of someone who considered hospitality a moral obligation. “Check the farmers’ market, check the port, check the izakaya after six. The man has more friends on this island than people who were born here.”

But Haruto wasn’t at the farmers’ market. And when I asked the woman selling seaweed — a round-faced woman in her sixties who spoke with the slower, softer cadence I was starting to associate with longtime islanders — whether she’d seen Nakamura-san recently, she paused for a beat longer than the question warranted.

“Not for a few days,” she said. “He’s probably on one of his trips.” She smiled and turned back to her display, and the conversation was over in a way that felt less like an ending and more like a door quietly closed.

I told myself I was reading too much into it. I’d been on the island for two days. I didn’t know the rhythms yet, didn’t know what a normal pause looked like versus a meaningful one. The seaweed woman probably closed conversations with everyone that way — brisk, efficient, back to work. Not everything was a signal.

I walked back through the crossing as the midday heat peaked. The shadows had contracted to narrow strips along the building foundations. A cat — tabby, this one, thinner than the orange sovereign of Shiraho — dozed in a doorway with the absolute commitment of a creature that had mastered the art of not caring. I envied it. I photographed it. Same thing, probably.

* * *
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That evening I returned to Misaki-cho.

The air had cooled by a single degree — enough to notice, enough to make walking pleasant rather than endured. The sky over the port had turned the color of a bruised peach, pinks and golds fading into a deep blue at the zenith. The first stars appeared above the dark mass of Mt. Omoto to the north.

The district transformed after dark. The paper lanterns were lit, throwing warm amber light across the narrow streets. The izakaya doors stood open, and from each one came a different mixture of sounds: conversation, laughter, the clatter of plates, and underneath it all, from somewhere I couldn’t quite locate, the thin, buzzing voice of a sanshin.

I followed the sound. It led me down a side street to a place smaller than the one I’d eaten at the night before — six seats at a wooden counter, a chalkboard menu on the wall, and a man sitting on a low stool in the corner playing the three-stringed instrument with the focused attention of someone who had forgotten there was anyone else in the room.

He was in his mid-thirties, lean, with sun-darkened skin and the kind of hands that had done a lot of different kinds of work — callused across the fingertips from the strings, rougher on the palms. He wore a faded T-shirt and shorts and no shoes. His feet were bare on the wooden floor, and one of them kept time — not tapping, exactly, but pressing and releasing, a subtle pulse that drove the rhythm of the song.

The song itself was unlike anything I’d heard on the mainland. It had that sliding, unresolved quality — the same quality I’d noticed in the taxi driver’s humming, the same quality my mother’s melodies had carried. The notes bent and wavered, reaching for a resolution that kept drifting just out of reach. It should have been sad. It wasn’t. It was something else — something that held sadness and sweetness in the same breath, the way the island held its beauty and its heat together without contradiction.

I sat at the counter and ordered an Orion beer without taking my eyes off him. And then, because it was what I did, I reached for my camera.

I framed the shot quickly — the musician against the dim wall, the sanshin’s neck cutting a diagonal across the frame, the lantern light catching the edge of his jaw. I took three shots in rapid succession, the shutter sound masked by the music. The images would be beautiful. The grain of the wood, the tension in his fingers, the way his bare foot pressed the floor.

He finished the phrase he was playing, let the last note sustain and decay, and looked directly at me.
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