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Translator’s Note 

Until 2010, Japan had a fifteen-year statute of limitations on the crime of murder. 


French Doll 

Dear Asako, 

Thank you so much for attending my wedding the other day. 

I was worried all through the ceremony that when you saw the crowd of my relatives who’d come from that country town you’d remember the events that took place back then, back in that town, and be upset. They never seem aware of how rude they are sometimes. 

The only good thing about that town I grew up in is the sparkling clean air. The first time I realized this—that besides the clean air the town had little else to recommend it—was seven years ago, after I’d graduated from high school and gone on to a women’s college in Tokyo. 

I lived in the college dorm for four years. When I told my parents I wanted to go to Tokyo for college, both of them were dead set against it. 

Some lowlife might trick you, they argued, and force you into prostitution. Then what? What’ll you do if you get hooked on drugs? Or get killed? 

You were raised in the city, Asako, so I’m sure you’ll laugh when you read this, wondering what could possibly lead them to these ideas. 

“You watch too much 24 City,” I countered, naming one of my parents’ favorite TV shows, but the truth is I’d often imagined the same kind of frightening scenario. Still, I desperately wanted to go to Tokyo. 

“What’s so special about Tokyo?” my father shot back. “There are other colleges in our prefecture that offer the major you’re interested in. If it’s too much to commute to school from home, apartments are cheaper here. And if anything happens, you can always come home. We can all rest easy.” 

“Rest easy? Are you kidding? You’re the ones who know best how petrified I’ve been the last eight years living here.” 

Once I said this, they stopped their objections. They’d allow me to go to Tokyo, but on one condition: that I didn’t live alone in an apartment, but in the dorm. I was fine with that. 

I’d never been to Tokyo in my life and found it a totally different world. When I got off the Shinkansen train the first time, the station was packed—people as far as the eye could see. There were probably more people in the station alone than in the whole town I’d just come from. But what surprised me even more was how people managed to walk without bumping into each other. Even as I wandered around, stopping to check the signs to take the subway, I was able to arrive at my destination without colliding with anyone. 

I was surprised, too, when I got on the subway. Passengers hardly ever talked to each other, even when they’d gotten on board with others. Occasionally I’d hear someone laugh or people talking, but those were usually foreigners, not Japanese. 

Until junior high I’d walked to school every day, then ridden a bicycle, so the only time I’d taken a train was a couple of times a year when I went with friends or family to a neighboring town to a department store or shopping mall. During the hour-long ride we never stopped talking. 

What should I buy? It’s their birthday next month so I should get them something. What should we have for lunch? McDonald’s or KFC?...The way we acted—talking the entire way—wasn’t so outlandish, I don’t think. There were lots of people talking and laughing throughout the train, and nobody objected, so I always thought that was how you acted on trains. 

It suddenly struck me that Tokyo residents don’t notice their surroundings. They have no interest in the people around them. As long as the person sitting next to them isn’t bothering them, they couldn’t care less. Not a speck of interest in the title of the book the person across the aisle from them is reading. Even if the person standing right in front of them is carrying an expensive designer bag, nobody notices. 

Before I realized it, I was crying. People might think I’m homesick, I thought, a hick lugging a huge bag around, sitting there blubbering. Embarrassed, I wiped away the tears, glancing nervously around me, but not a single person was looking at me. 

Right then it struck me: Tokyo was a more wonderful place than I’d ever imagined. 

I didn’t come to Tokyo for the upscale shopping or all the great places to have fun at. What I wanted was to melt into the crowds of people who didn’t know about my past, and vanish. 

More precisely, because I’d witnessed a murder, and the person who committed it had not been caught, what I wanted more than anything was to disappear from his radar forever. 

Four of us shared a dorm room, all from rural places far from Tokyo, and the first day in the dorm we vied with each other in bragging about our hometowns. My place has the most delicious udon noodles, one said proudly, mine has a hot springs, mine has a famous Major League Baseball player who lives near my parents’ house, said another. That sort of thing. The other three girls were from the countryside, but at least I’d heard of the towns they came from. 

But when I told them the name of my town, none of them even knew which prefecture it was in. 

“What kind of place is it?” they asked, and I answered: “A place where the air is sparkling clean.” I know you of all people would understand this, Asako, that I wasn’t just saying this because I had nothing else to be proud of. 

I’d been born in that rural town and breathed the air there every day without ever giving it a second thought. But the first time I became aware that the air was so very pure and fresh was just after I entered fourth grade, the spring of the year the murder took place. 

One day our social studies teacher, Ms. Sawada, told us, “You all live in the place with the cleanest air in all of Japan. Do you know why I can say that? Precision instruments used in hospitals and research have to be manufactured in a completely dust-free environment. That’s why they build factories that make these instruments in places where the air is pure. And this year a new factory was built here by Adachi Manufacturing Company. That the top precision instrument maker in Japan built a factory here means this town was chosen because it has the cleanest air in the whole country. You should all be very proud of living in this wonderful town.” 

After class we asked Emily if what the teacher said was true. 

“Papa said the same thing,” she replied. 

That decided it. Since Emily said so, we knew our town really did have clean, pure air. We didn’t believe it because her father, with his fierce look and glaring eyes, was some higher-up in Adachi Manufacturing. We believed it because he was from Tokyo. 

The town didn’t have a single mini-mart back then, but none of us kids minded. We accepted things the way they were. We might see commercials on TV for Barbie dolls, but we’d never actually laid eyes on any so we didn’t particularly want one. Far more precious to us were the fancy French dolls that people in town proudly displayed in their living rooms. 

Still, after the new factory came, a strange new sensation started to arise among us. From Emily and the other transfer students from Tokyo, we started to detect that the lifestyle we’d always thought was perfectly normal was, in fact, inconvenient and behind the times. 

Everything about these new residents’ lives was different, starting with where they lived. After Adachi Manufacturing came to town, the company built an apartment building for employees, the first building ever in town over five stories tall. It was designed to harmonize with the surroundings, but for us it rose up like a castle in some far-off land. 

One day Emily invited some of the girls in her class who lived in the West District part of town, where the building was, to her apartment on the top, the seventh, floor. The night before, I was so excited I couldn’t sleep. 

Four of us were invited to her place: me, Maki, Yuka, and Akiko, all friends from long ago, raised in the same neighborhood. 

When we entered Emily’s apartment it felt like stepping into a foreign land. The open floor plan was the first surprise. We had no concept at the time of an LDK—a combined great room type of living-dining-kitchen space—and were surprised that the places where you watched TV and cooked and ate were all a single unit, with no walls separating them. 

We were served English tea in teacups we kids would never have been allowed to touch if they were in our house, with a matching teapot, and on matching plates were tarts with a variety of different fruits I’d never seen before. The strawberries were the only fruit I recognized. I stuffed myself, enraptured, but felt as if something wasn’t quite right. 

After eating we decided to play dolls and Emily brought out a Barbie doll and a plastic, heart-shaped dress case from her room. The Barbie doll was dressed exactly as Emily was that day. 

“There’s a shop in Shibuya that sells the same outfits that Barbie wears, and my parents bought it for me for my birthday last year. Right, Mama?” 

All I wanted at this point was to get out of there. 

Right then one of the other girls said, “Emily, could you show us your family’s French doll?” 

“What’s that?” Emily shot us a blank stare. 

Emily didn’t own a French doll. And she had no idea what we were talking about. I’d been feeling deflated, but hearing this, I perked up. It was only natural that Emily didn’t know about French dolls. In the city they were an obsolete status symbol. 

The old Japanese-style wooden homes around our town all had one thing in common. The room closest to the front door, a sitting room, was done in Western style and was sure to have a chandelier and a French doll inside a glass display case. People had owned French dolls for ages, but about a month before Emily moved to town it suddenly became popular for the local girls to go from house to house to admire the different dolls. 

At first we just went to friends’ houses, but soon we started dropping by other people’s houses in the neighborhood. It was a rural town and we knew almost everyone by sight, and the room was right next to the entrance, so hardly anybody turned us down. 

Before long we began compiling Doll Memos, as we called them, ranking the French dolls we’d seen. Back then kids couldn’t snap photos easily like now, so we drew pictures of the dolls in notebooks with colored pencils. 

Mostly we ranked them according to how pretty the dresses were, but I liked looking at the dolls’ faces. I felt as if the dolls people chose reflected their personalities, and the faces of the dolls seemed to resemble the faces of the mother and kids in the family. 

Emily said she wanted to see some French dolls, so we took her on a tour of the ten best in our rankings. Emily was sure that the other children in her building hadn’t seen French dolls before either, so she invited a few to join her and we all trooped off to various homes in town along with children whose grades and names we didn’t even know. For some reason a few boys tagged along, too. 

The person in the first house we visited said, “Oh, so you’re on the French Doll Tour?” We liked the term so much, that’s what we dubbed our outing that day. 

The French doll in my house was ranked number two on the list. The neckline and hem of the pink dress were fringed with soft, pure-white feathers, with large purple roses adorning the shoulders and waist. But what I really liked was how the doll’s face looked a bit like mine. I’d added a small mole under the right eye, like I have, with Magic Marker, which upset my mother. I also liked that it wasn’t clear how old the doll was supposed to be, whether it was a child or an adult. 

“Isn’t it great?” I boasted, but the city kids had already lost interest, and I remember being bitterly disappointed. 

After we’d visited the last home Emily said, “I guess I like Barbie dolls better after all.” I think she said it innocently enough, but that one statement from her was all it took for those French dolls, up till now the most radiant things in our lives, to suddenly appear worthless. After that day we stopped playing with French dolls, and my Doll Memo disappeared into the back of a drawer. 

But three months later the words French doll were on everyone’s lips in town, because of the so-called French Doll Robbery. I wonder how much you know about this incident, Asako. 

At the end of July, on the evening of the summer festival, French dolls were stolen from five houses in town, my house included. There was no other damage to the houses, and no money stolen. Just the French dolls missing from their glass display cases. A strange affair all around. 

The festival was held on the grounds of the civic center on the outskirts of town, with the Obon dances starting around 6 p.m., a karaoke contest at 9, and then the whole event winding up at 11 p.m. The neighborhood association provided watermelons, ice cream, somen noodles, and beer free of charge, and there were a few stalls selling shaved ice and cotton candy. It was a big event for the town. 

The homes the French dolls were stolen from, including mine, had two things in common. First, the whole family was out at the festival, and second, none of the houses had locked their front doors. Most houses in town were like that at the time, I think. When people were asked to deliver something to another house, they would just open the front door when no one was at home and place the package inside. It’s just what people did. 

Since we’d had our little French Doll Tour, the police right away pegged it as a prank by children, but the perpetrator and the dolls were never found, and eventually it was shelved as some unexplained, odd event on the night of the festival. 

I remember my father getting angry with me: “It’s because you kids had that tour, that’s why. Some child who didn’t have a French doll at home got jealous and stole them.” 

Our summer vacation started with that incident, but still we went out every day, from morning to evening, to play. We especially liked the pool at our elementary school. We’d spend the morning at one of our houses doing our summer homework assignments, then go to the pool in the afternoon, and even after the pool closed at four we’d stick around the school grounds playing until it got dark. 

Nowadays even rural elementary schools have put in place various crime prevention measures, not allowing anyone, even kids, onto the grounds on days when there’s no school, but back then we could play until dark and no one said a word. 

Sometimes, even, if we went back home before “Greensleeves” started playing over the town PA system, announcing that it was 6 p.m., our parents would ask what was wrong, whether we’d quarreled with our friends. 

Right after the murder that day, and many times afterward, I told everything, all I could possibly recall about it, to the police, to teachers at school, to my parents, to the parents of the other children, and to you, Asako, and your husband. But here I’d like to write down the events one more time, in the order they occurred. For what will probably be the very last time... 

On that day, the evening of August fourteenth, a lot of the kids we usually played with had gone to relatives’ houses for the Obon holiday, or had relatives visiting theirs, so it was just five of us playing in the school grounds—me, Maki, Yuka and Akiko, and Emily. 

The four of us from town either lived with our grandparents, or our grandparents and relatives lived in town, so Obon wasn’t a particularly special day for us and we went out to play like always. 

Most of the people from the Adachi factory who’d moved here from Tokyo were out of town for the holiday. Emily, though, was still in town because her father worked through the holiday, she told us that day. Later, at the end of August, they were going to take a family vacation to Guam. 

The French Doll Tour had introduced a little awkwardness into our relationship with Emily, but that soon passed and we were all friends again. One reason may have been Emily’s enthusiasm for playing Explorers, which was popular then. 

The pool was closed through the Obon holiday, so we played volleyball in a corner of the school grounds, in the shade next to the gym. All we did was form a circle and pass the ball back and forth, but we were really into it, aiming to pass the ball a hundred times without missing. 

That’s when that man appeared. 

“Hello there, do you girls have a second?” we heard a voice ask. 

A gray work shirt with yellowish-green tinge, work pants, a white towel wrapped around his head. 

The sudden voice threw Yuka, who was out of form that day, and she missed a pass. The man picked up the ball, which had rolled toward him, and came over to us. Smiling broadly, he said the following quite clearly: 

“I’m here to check the ventilation fan for the changing rooms in the pool, but I totally forgot to bring a ladder. We just need to tighten a few screws, so could one of you ride piggyback on my shoulders and help out?” 

Nowadays elementary school pupils would have been on their guard in a situation like this. Schools are not necessarily seen as safe places. If we had been aware of that, I wonder if we would have avoided what happened. Maybe we should have been taught to scream and run away if a stranger talked to us? 

In our small, rural town, though, the most we’d been warned was not to get in a stranger’s car if he told us he’d give us gum or candy, or told us our parents were sick and he’d take us to them. 

So we weren’t at all suspicious about this man before us. I don’t know about Emily, but I think that’s how the others felt. In fact, when we heard the words help out we vied to be the one chosen. 

“I’m the smallest, so you could piggyback me easiest,” one of us said. 

“But what if you can’t reach the fan? Shouldn’t I go since I’m the tallest?” 

“But can either of you tighten screws? I’m good at it.” 

“What if the screws are hard to turn? I’m really strong, so I think I should do it.” 

Those are the sorts of things we said, I think. Emily didn’t say a thing. As if sizing us up, the man looked from one to the other. 

“Can’t be too small or too big...,” he said. “And if your glasses fall off, that’s no good. And you might be a bit too heavy....” 

Lastly he turned to Emily. 

“You’re just right,” he said. 

Emily glanced at us with a slightly worried look. Maki, perhaps disappointed that Emily had beaten her out, suggested we all help. Good idea, the three of us agreed. 

“Thanks,” the man said, “but the changing room is kind of small and if everyone comes it’ll be hard to work, and I don’t want anyone to get hurt. So could you all stay here? It won’t take long. I’ll buy you all ice cream afterward.” 

How could we object to that? “Okay, then,” the man said, took Emily by the hand, and led her across the school grounds. The pool was beyond the spacious grounds, and we went back to playing volleyball before the two of them had disappeared. 

We played for a while, then sat down in the cool shade of the steps at the entrance to the gym and chatted. They’re not taking me anywhere for summer vacation. I wish my grandpa’s house were a little farther away. Emily’s going to Guam next week. Is Guam part of America? Or a country called Guam? I don’t know....Emily’s so lucky. She has on a Barbie dress today, too. Her face is so pretty, too. You call those kind of eyes almond eyes, right? She looks so cool. And her father and mother look like goggle-eyed aliens. Her miniskirt is so cute. Emily has such long legs. Oh, did you hear? Emily’s already started that. What do you mean—that? Sae, you really don’t know? 

That was the first time I’d ever heard the word menstruate. 

The girls in school were assembled to hear about this the year after, in fifth grade, and my mother hadn’t talked to me about it yet. I didn’t have an older sister or any older girls among my relatives, so I was clueless about what they were talking about. 

The other three either had older sisters or else their moms had told them about it, and they began explaining it to me as if displaying some astounding knowledge. 

Menstruation is proof that your body’s able to have babies, they said. Blood drips out from between your legs. Huh? Are you saying Emily’s able to have a baby? That’s right. Your older sister, too, Yuka? That’s right. I’ll probably start mine soon so Mom bought me some underwear for that. What? You, too, Maki? Girls who are big start in fifth grade, they say. But you, Sae, you won’t start till junior high. By high school everybody has it, they say. You’ve got to be kidding. I mean, no junior high girls have babies. That’s because they didn’t make them. Make them? Sae, are you saying you don’t know where babies come from? Oh, yeah—when they get married. Honestly! Girls do dirty things with boys, that’s how. 

I hope all this stupid stuff I’m writing won’t make you rip this letter up. 

Caught up in our conversation, we suddenly noticed that “Greensleeves” was playing, the signal it was 6 p.m. 

“My older cousin’s coming over with his friend today so they told me to come home by six,” Akiko said. It being Obon, we decided it best to all go home early, and we went off to fetch Emily. As we crossed the grounds I turned around and saw that the shadows had lengthened considerably since we’d been playing volleyball. I suddenly realized how much time had passed since Emily had gone, and grew concerned. 

The pool was surrounded with a wire mesh fence but the gate was unlocked, just shut with a wire. I think until that year it was always like that in the summer. 

From the gate you walked up some stairs and there was the pool, with two prefab buildings, changing rooms, beyond. The one on the right was for boys, the left for girls. As we walked next to the pool I thought how very quiet it was. 

The changing rooms had sliding doors, and of course were also unlocked. Maki, in front, was the one who opened the girls’ room. 

“Emily—are you finished?” she called out as she slid open the door. “Huh?” she said, tilting her head. No one was inside. “I wonder if they finished and she went home,” Akiko said. 

“Then what about the ice cream? Maybe he only bought Emily some,” Yuka said, peeved. 

“That’s not fair,” Maki added. 

“What about this one?” I pointed to the boys’ changing room, but there was no sound from inside. 

“She’s not there. There’re no voices. See?” 

It was Akiko, still facing us, who reluctantly slid open the door to the boys’ changing room. The other three of us held our breath. “Wh—?” Akiko said, turning around and then letting out a scream. 

Emily, head pointed toward the entrance, lay on the drainboards in the middle of the floor. 

“Emily?” Maki ventured fearfully. Then all of us called out her name. But Emily lay there, unmoving, eyes wide open. 

“Oh my God!” Maki shouted. If at that moment she’d said “She’s dead!” we might have been so terrified that we’d have dashed right home. 

“We have to tell people,” Maki said. “Akiko, you’re the fastest runner, so run to Emily’s house. Yuka, you go to the police station. I’ll look for a teacher. Sae, you keep watch here.” 

As soon as Maki told us what to do, the others ran off. That was the last time the four of us acted together. I don’t think what I’ve said differs much from the testimony the other three gave. 

The four of us girls were interviewed together many times about what preceded the murder, but we weren’t asked in detail about after we found the body. And we haven’t talked much with each other about the murder, so I don’t know that much about what the others did after this. 

What I’m going to tell you now is just what I did. 

Alone in the changing room after the other girls left, I looked over again at Emily. She had on a black T-shirt with a pink Barbie logo written across the chest, but the shirt was rolled up so high you could barely make it out. I could see her white stomach and the slight swell of her breasts. Her red checked pleated skirt was rolled up, too, and the bottom half of her body, with no panties on, was exposed. 

I was asked to guard her, but I felt like if any adult were to come they’d yell at me for letting her body be exposed like this. “The poor girl!” they’d scold. “Why didn’t you cover her up?” I hadn’t done this to Emily, yet I felt as if I’d be the one they’d blame. So hesitantly I stepped inside the changing room. 

The first thing I did was use my handkerchief to cover up her open eyes and mouth, which had liquid dripping out. And, avoiding looking at Emily, I held the T-shirt with my fingers and rolled it down. There was white, sticky stuff all over her stomach, though at the time I had no idea what it was. I rearranged her skirt, too. As I crouched down I saw her panties, all crumpled up and tossed aside at the lowest row of lockers. 

What should I do with her panties? I wondered. I’d been able to rearrange her shirt and skirt without touching her body, but that wouldn’t work with her panties. I glanced at Emily’s long, white legs, spread apart, and saw blood flowing down her thighs from her crotch. 

That’s when I got scared and ran out of the changing room. 

I think I was able, even realizing she was dead, to rearrange her clothes because she’d been strangled and there wasn’t any blood. The second I was out of the changing room, though, the pool in front of me frightened me, and I froze. In a short space of time the sun had gotten really low and the wind had come up. I stared at the tiny ripples on the surface of the pool and felt as if I were going to be dragged in. They say that during Obon—the festival for departed spirits—if you go swimming the dead will grab your leg. Every year I heard this warning, and now it rattled around in my head and I had the sudden illusion that Emily was going to arise and, to take me with her to the land of the dead, push me into the pool. I closed my eyes and crouched down, head in hands to stop up my ears, and kept on shrieking so loud it felt as if my throat would burst. 

Why couldn’t I lose consciousness? If I could have made myself faint, the situation I find myself in now might be very different. 

I’m not sure how long I stayed like that, but the first one to appear on the scene was you, Asako. I’m sure you remember what happened after that, so here I’ll simply write about what happened with me. 

Yuka returned with the local patrolman. Then right after that my mother showed up, worried that I hadn’t come home and aware that something had happened. She put me on her back and carried me straight home. I cried for the first time after I got home. I think I cried even more loudly then than when I was screaming by the pool. 

My mother didn’t press me at first about what had happened. As I lay down on some zabuton cushions, she gave me cold barley tea, gently rubbed my back, then murmured, “I’m glad it wasn’t you, Sae.” 

As her voice sank deep into my head I closed my eyes and fell asleep. 

What I’m writing here isn’t much different from the testimony I gave right after the murder. I think all four of us gave pretty clear testimony, considering the kind of incident we’d witnessed. 

Even now, though, I feel regret about the one thing we couldn’t say for certain, the one thing none of the four of us could recall. 

I can see all that happened that day very clearly in my mind, like images on a TV screen, but for some reason the one thing I can’t recall is the man’s face. 

“The man had a white towel wrapped around his head.” 

“He was wearing gray work clothes.” 

“Weren’t they a light greenish color?” 

“How old was he? He looked like forty, or maybe fifty.” 

Though we had an overall impression of the man, we never could recall his face. Was he tall or short? Heavy or thin? Was his face round, or more narrow? Were his eyes big or small? What about his nose, his mouth, his eyebrows? Did he have any moles or scars? Even when his appearance was broken down into details like this, all we could do was shake our heads. 

One thing, though, was for certain. We’d never seen him before. 

For a time the murder was the sole topic of conversation in our small, rural town. Once a relative of mine came by to ask me more about the murder, just out of curiosity, and my mother chased him away. People started talking about the French Doll Robbery and linking the two incidents. Maybe, they said, there’s some pervert in our town or nearby who likes young girls. Whoever stole the dolls maybe wasn’t satisfied with them and murdered a cute-as-a-doll young girl. People whispered these rumors as if they were entirely plausible. 

The police started questioning people in the places the dolls were stolen from again, so almost everyone started to see the two incidents as the work of one criminal, a pervert who liked young girls. 

But I wasn’t convinced. Because I was the one whose appearance would best be described as that of an innocent young girl. 

Ever since the murder, if I let my attention wander I start to visualize Emily’s dead body. It’s a black-and-white image— only, the blood trickling down her thighs is bright red. And in my mind my face gets superimposed on Emily’s and my head starts to ache. And as I hold my throbbing head, one thought runs through my mind. 

Thank God it wasn’t me. 

I’m sure you find this an awful thing to think. I have no idea what the other three girls thought. Some of them might have been so sad for Emily, and some might have been wracked with guilt, wondering why they couldn’t have saved her. For me, though, it was all I could do to worry about myself. 

What came after Thank God it wasn’t me was Why Emily? And I had a clear answer for that. It was because, of the five of us, she was the only one who’d reached adulthood. It was because she was a grown-up that that man did awful things to her and murdered her. 

That man—the murderer—was looking for a young girl who’d just become an adult. 

A month passed, then half a year, then a year, and still the criminal hadn’t been found. I believe it was three years after the murder that you moved back to Tokyo, Asako. I wonder if you realize I am writing this letter because of the promise we made then. 

Time passed, and as people in town spoke less of the murder, the fear grew stronger within me. Even if I didn’t remember the murderer’s face, he might remember mine. He might think we knew his face and come to murder me and the other girls. Until now adults around us had kept an eye on us, but they were gradually slacking off. Perhaps he was waiting for us to start doing things on our own again, without any adults around.... 

I had the constant sensation that the murderer was watching me. Through gaps in a window, from the shadows of a building, from inside a car. 

I was terrified, absolutely petrified. I didn’t want to be killed. And in order not to be, there was one thing I had to avoid at all costs. 

I could never grow up. 

Still, as time passed, even though I’d occasionally sense someone watching me, the murder faded from my mind a little, too. In junior high and high school I was in the wind instrument ensemble, and the intense practice sessions kept me so busy practicing every day, I had little time to consider the past. 

This doesn’t mean that I was mentally and physically ever free of the murder. I realized this—was made to realize it— when I was seventeen and a junior in high school. 

Seventeen years old and I still hadn’t had my first period. I might have been small, physically, but that didn’t explain why I hadn’t started menstruating. Maybe I was still within the acceptable age range for a first period, but my mother suggested I have a doctor examine me, so I went to the gynecological department at the prefectural hospital in the next town over. 

It takes a lot of courage for a high school girl to go to an OBGYN clinic. But I realized that up till then I hadn’t given any thought to menstruation, and though I had an idea why this was the case, I imagined that couldn’t be the reason I hadn’t yet had a period. It would be terrible to have some kind of actual gynecological problem, I thought, so I steeled myself and went. 

There was a private OB-GYN clinic in our town, but the last thing I wanted was for people in town to spot me going there. I’d barely talked to any boys, let alone gone out with any, but couldn’t stand the thought of ugly rumors flying around. So I went to another town to get checked out. 

The tests showed nothing out of the ordinary, and the doctor said it might be psychological. “Are you experiencing any kind of stress at school or at home?” he asked. 

When I learned that periods can start, and stop, because of psychological reasons, it made sense. If I become an adult I’ll get killed, I thought. If my periods start, I’ll get murdered. I had been suggesting this to my body all along, at first consciously, then gradually unconsciously. Even if I didn’t consciously think of the murder very often, it had still been constantly at work in the deeper recesses of my mind. 

The hospital recommended counseling and regular hormone injections, and I said I’d talk it over with my parents. That was the last time I went to the hospital. I reported back to my mother that they’d found nothing wrong and that I was just a little late. 

I was praying even more now that my period wouldn’t start before the statute of limitations on the murder ran out. 

Even if I left the town, got lost in the crowds in Tokyo, and lived among people who knew nothing of the murder, who knew but that I might run across the murderer again? But my body, still not that of an adult, would keep me from harm. That’s the sense of security I sought. 

I didn’t hope so much that the murderer would be arrested, and the murder brought up all over again, but more that the statute of limitations would come quickly and I would finally be freed from the past. 

This had nothing to do with the promise I made to you, Asako. 

Still, I never dreamed I would ever see you again. 

After graduating from a women’s college with an English degree, I was hired by a medium-size company that mainly dealt with dyes. Whether you’d graduated in the sciences or the humanities, all new employees spent the first two years assigned to the laboratory. They did this to teach us what kinds of products the company was dealing in. 

This was the first time since high school chemistry class that I’d touched test tubes and beakers, and the first time I’d ever seen one of those analysis devices that cost tens of millions of yen. Gas chromatography, liquid chromatography—they explained what these square, boxy devices did, but it flew right over my head. But the company logo on the side of the machines did catch my eye. 

Adachi Manufacturing. So these were made at the factory back in my hometown with its pure, clean air, I realized, and felt a sudden closeness to them. At the same time, a sense of disgust welled up, as if that town had been lying in wait for me. This complex mix of emotions stayed with me starting shortly after I was hired. 

It was in the spring at the beginning of my third year in the company that the head of the laboratory approached me about a possible marriage candidate. This was right after I’d finished my two-year stint in the lab and had officially been assigned to the accounting department. 

“He’s the son of a cousin of the managing director of one of our top clients. He saw you somewhere and asked to be formally introduced.” 

If the head of the lab had spoken to me privately about this, I probably would have turned him down, even though it was one of the company executives asking. I wasn’t, after all, someone who could consider getting married. But he asked me—loudly—in front of my coworkers, just as all of us who’d joined the company at the same time were gathering our belongings in the lab in preparation for moving to the various departments to which we’d been assigned. He handed me the man’s photograph and personal history right then and there, and my coworkers crowded around, dying of curiosity. 

I opened the folder with the photo of the man, and some of the other women voiced their approval—“Looking good!” When I looked at the man’s CV the men in the lab voiced theirs, too: “Impressive!” Seeing their reaction, the head of the lab said, “What do you think? Pretty amazing, eh?” egging them on. “He’s quite a catch for you,” some of my colleagues said. “This is your big chance!” I’d completely lost the opportunity to turn him down flat and ended up replying that I’d be happy to meet the man. 

But why would an elite man like that, a graduate of a top university working in a top corporation, and a stylish-looking guy, ask to meet someone like me, a nothing office worker in a third-rate company, and think I might be a suitable marriage partner? What was I doing when he spotted me and got interested? Thoughts like these ran through my head over and over before the day of our first meeting, and I arrived at one conclusion: he must be mistaking me for someone else. 

We avoided the usual stiff omiai meeting with go-betweens present and instead arranged for just the two of us to have dinner. But actually that made me feel depressed. I was earning my own living now and finally able to talk with men like everyone else, but I’d never had dinner alone with a man I’d just met. 

I was wearing a spring like pink dress recommended by one of the busybody women hired at the same time as me. I arrived at the hotel lobby where we were to meet and soon after, a man came up, the same one in the photograph. This was Takahiro. 

Very cheerfully and politely he apologized for asking my boss to set things up, and thanked me for coming on my day off. I floundered a bit, unable to get out a decent reply. We went up to the Italian restaurant on the top floor, and after settling in I handed him a copy of my own CV, unimpressive as it was. 

But he set it on a corner of the table without a glance. 

“You grew up in —— Town, didn’t you?” he asked. 

I gulped when he mentioned the name of that town, the one with the pure, clean air. He went on, a smile on his face. 

“I lived in that town too, for three years, from sixth grade in elementary school to the second year of junior high. We were two years apart in school, so I don’t imagine you remember me.” 

Remember? How could I when I didn’t even know him? If he’d been in sixth grade that meant I had been in fourth. That was the year the factory was built and the school was suddenly crawling with transfer students. 

“I’m sorry you don’t remember,” he said. “But we played together once. The French Doll Tour. You were the one in charge and took us to see all the dolls.” 

Ah—so he was in that group. Still, I couldn’t recall which child he had been. But he changed the subject before I could relive the sense of defeat I’d had then, and before I could think much about the French Doll Robbery. He lived in the town three years, so naturally he knew about the robbery, perhaps even knew I’d been caught up in it. Maybe he was avoiding the topic out of consideration for me. 

Takahiro worked in sales, in a division dealing with watches, so he had many opportunities to visit Switzerland, and as he was reminiscing about my hometown one day, how it reminded him a bit of Switzerland, he’d happened to catch sight of me again and had wanted to meet me. 

“Where was this?” I asked, and he said it was at what he
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