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Part 1

Ki

起



In the beginning1—

In the beginning I choose kishōtenketsu, the Japanese version of the four-part narrative structure that flows from Chinese poetry. I need something. I have too much story and not enough shape. I overflow my banks.

And here is a form I can fit in the palm of my hand. Better yet: a form that does not require conflict. (When in my life have I not shied away from conflict?)

The first part of kishōtenketsu is ki.

“This opening verse takes history or persons as its subject, and using metaphors and associations thereof, a variety of developments begin to unfold,” explains Yang Zhai, a Chinese poet and scholar of the Yuan dynasty.2 All I have to do is set up the situation.

Kishōtenketsu. Four parts. Simple, I think, just follow along.

The problem is: nothing is ever as simple as I imagine.





The Dragon King
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RYŪJIN

The Dragon King who controls the tides and lives in a palace at the bottom of the sea.

I

Listen—

In the presence of a story—if the story is a good one—time collapses.

This is why I am always telling it.

* * *

Once upon a time, long, long ago, my people knew a fundamental truth: the sea was coming for them. It was not their enemy—as island folk, much of their livelihood depended on fishing—but it was not their friend. The ocean was honored with the kind of reverence that looks a lot like fear.

Then the nation of Japan was isolated from the world. Years earlier, they had seen glimpses of the West in the black ships that sailed toward China, belching a putrid smoke that foretold doom. Afraid, they shut up their ports one by one, and settled into two centuries of isolation, protected by powers fiercer than any fleet: the ocean and the gods.

Eventually the people began to fear more and believe less, and the nation that had once hid from others showed its face, opened its mouth, and began to swallow everything around it.

Around this time my ancestors left their islands and sailed across the sea. My mother’s father’s family sailed from Hiroshima to California around 1898; her mother’s family sailed from Okinawa to O’ahu around 1905. At least they ended up close to the water. They could see it, smell it.

My father’s family, on the other hand, left Taiwan in 1972, and settled in the landlocked Midwest, transplanting their roots to a place where the lakefront is called “the beach.”

In the suburbs of Chicago, my father had to find water wherever he could. When I was a child, he’d ready his tackle box in darkness, light leaching in only as he drove to Twin Lakes, the closest body of water that contained the largemouth bass he coveted. After catching a few fish off the pier, he’d toss them right back in.

I’d wake to find him humming in the kitchen in his khaki Bass Pro hat, returning the Styrofoam tub of earthworms to the fridge next to his jar of chou dofu, washing the fish stink off his hands. I could not understand the attraction.

When I see a bonefish slide through the water, I get the shivers, he explained when I asked. I was surprised. My father primarily traded in humor or advice; I had never heard him wax poetic or get the shivers, from cold or fear or otherwise.

Then again, when I was a child, his body hadn’t yet begun to shut down. Nor had my mind. In that kitchen, both of us were as intact as we would ever be.

II

Once upon a time there was no clear demarcation between gods and men, good and evil, heaven and earth, for the fabric separating the world had not yet stiffened. Then there lived off the coast of Japan a young man named Urashima Tarō.1 He was by all accounts a kind and gentle man who fished like all his ancestors before him, who made only enough to feed his belly, and who loved the ocean as much as my own father.

While walking along the shoreline one day, Tarō found a turtle beached in the sand. Turtles were auspicious; diviners would place their hands on their shells and examine the cracks for portents,2 looking for the answer to the question we have always wanted to know: How can I be safe?

Tarō helped the turtle back into the water. He wasn’t looking for anything in return, but as soon as the turtle touched the waves it transformed, as animals in these stories often do, into the beautiful daughter of Ryūjin, the Dragon King. She invited Tarō to her father’s palace at the bottom of the sea.

What luck, he thought. The Dragon King was the god who controlled the wind and the rain and who possessed the jewels that caused the tides. He could be mercurial, his benevolence and brutality two sides of the same shell. Remember the time he broke all the jellyfish’s bones.3 Remember the time he used his jewels to help Empress Jingū conquer Korea.4 (The Dragon King sometimes lies in wait and other times goes and eats; the gods, it seems, love imperialism.)

The villagers looked upon the Dragon King with awe, the same way they viewed the sea itself. Living by the water, you never forgot what the sea can give—the abundant catches that fueled life in the fishing villages, good weather for voyages—and what it could take: the fishermen whose bodies the ocean kept like a secret in its deep and endless grave. The mothers warned their children of the drowned men who follow the funayūrei—the ghost ships.5 Beware the dead and their grasping hands.

The people paid their respects. In Okinawa, the people knew that life began and ended in Nirai Kanai, the underwater realm of the gods. In Taiwan, they worshipped Mazu, the patroness of the seas. In Japan, they commemorated Susanoo-no-mikoto, who watched over the storms, and Ebisu, who watched over the fishermen, and in the tenth month, they celebrated the festival of the Dragon King.

For it is said that if you give the gods their due, they will give bounty right back to you.6 Otherwise, how easily gods can become monsters. These are the stories that burn in your memory, that make the world readable, that keep you alive.

Now, though, our young fisherman Urashima Tarō did not have to worry about the wrath of the Dragon King, for he had the sea princess at his side. They dove into the water past the epipelagic zone, the twilight zone, and the midnight zone, until reaching the ocean floor, where they entered the Dragon King’s wondrous palace, whose walls were built of coral and fish scales and whose floor was covered in rugs of silk and sealskin.7

In gratitude for saving his daughter, the Dragon King offered Tarō her hand in marriage. (Tarō learned what we all know: a king is not so scary when you have his favor.) When the fisherman accepted, he was showered with jewels and food in three long days of eating and dancing and festivity.

After his stomach was full beyond bursting, he remembered that his own parents must be worried. He had now been gone for several days.

The princess gave him permission to return to land for one night only. Before he left, she gave him a black lacquer box. Take this, she said, and whatever happens, do not open it. He promised.

When he arrived on shore, nothing was as he remembered. Look at the pile of scrap where his house had once stood, smell the putrid funk of decay. And his parents—where were his parents?

He asked a passing child what had happened to the village. She looked at him in bafflement. Who are you? she asked.

I’m Urashima Tarō, said Urashima Tarō.

Urashima Tarō? the girl repeated. That’s a name from legend. The man who disappeared.

She led him to a graveyard, the only part of the village that remained the same, where on a moss-covered stone he saw his parents’ names. Here his crumpling knees, here his tears. One day in the Dragon King’s palace down below is the equivalent of one hundred years up above. He did not know.

After he gathered himself, he thought he might as well return to the sea. There was nothing left for him here.

But the Dragon King would no longer have him. He had chosen the land, and now the sea said no. In despair, Tarō opened the box he had promised never to open. It released a puff of smoke. When it touched his face, he turned into an old man.

And so Urashima Tarō lived out the rest of his days on land, a man among phantoms.

When you hear this story, do you think it is better to be the parents, dead, or Urashima Tarō, alive, lost in a time no longer his own?

III

Here’s another story. Once upon a time my father took me on a fishing trip to a tiny island off the coast of Belize. I was twenty-two, in my final spring break, vacillating between depression and anxiety over a future whose shape I could not see.

(When you hear once upon a time, you understand what kind of story you are hearing. A folktale. A fairy tale. When you hear once upon a time, you know to suspend your disbelief.)

This was my first fishing trip with my father, though he had taken both of my sisters before.

I like taking you girls on individual vacations, he told me, but people always stare. They think I have a very young wife. (And it was true that at the hotel on our stopover, the concierge had asked my father and me how many beds we wanted.)

All week it rained on that island, a glorified sandbar containing three huts and six people. My father fished and I read and wrote, and we both soaked in the peace that comes with isolation.

This trip was the longest my father and I had ever spent alone together. As we ate the jacks he caught with fry bread and watched the sea, I felt no particular compulsion to instigate deep conversation. Back then I thought time stretched out in front of us, limitless.

(In a year I would be hospitalized again; in seven years, he would be dead.)

On our return trip to the main island, a storm struck our three-person boat, pummeling us into one wave and then the next. Despite our captain’s efforts we were knocked back, and knocked back. We had not appeased the Dragon King.

I cannot accurately describe the sheets of water or the motion—it was as if we would be swallowed. I only knew two things: one, that we would die; and two, that this thought was irrational.

I stoked both thoughts equally in my heart until my father grasped my slick hand and said Lord save us over and over.

It was then that fear gutted me. My father was my reality tester. Am I sick? Is this okay? I’d always ask him. Is this true? Now his face was scrunched shut, barraged with water.

So if he thought we were going to die, then we were going to die. I knew what the ocean could do. When I was a child my father’s own cousin had disappeared on a diving expedition off the coast of Taiwan, his body never found.

Our boat rolled in the swells while my father prayed. Though I’d spent much of my life wooing death, I had not imagined it could happen like this, without my consent. Oh Lord, my father said, oh Lord, our fingers interlacing until later—how much time later, I have no idea—the bow hit the shore.

My father had loved fishing on that little island. He never went back again.

Over the years I’ve recounted this event many times, modulated for high drama or laughs or feigned nonchalance—this weird thing happened. Each time you tell a story, you can massage the tale to fit your needs. You can gauge the audience’s reactions, alter the form or the tense or the point of view. With a little maneuvering, a little emphasis here and a little de-emphasis there, you can make an ending seem happier.

But not always.

Six years after our trip to Belize I received the call that my father was dying. I was twenty-eight, recently married—too young for such news, I thought, though I did not know how old was old enough. I walked the streets soaked in my own tears, imagining every possible way his death could take place, every kind of way it could unfold.

Some people, some Christians, expected my father to heal. They possessed a certainty I did not. They hearkened to the power of God. I believed in such power—the was, the is, the is to come—I just also believed in his ability to withhold it.

The Dragon King gives and the Dragon King takes. With the flow-jewel he could make the waters rush in, with the ebb-jewel, he could make the waters recede. The tumors turned my father’s skin first dry like rice paper, then shriveled and shrunken like nori. Though my mother labored over him daily with her lotion and her love, only in the bathtub did my father’s itching body have a moment of relief.

When I was with my father, he was alive. When we sat around the fire, he was there and I was there and it was now. When I was not physically with him, I saw him transforming into something that once was, a ghost of a living man.

I do not want my father as myth. I want my father as father.

IV

Let’s begin again, for the closer we are to the beginning, the farther we are from the end.

Once upon a time my father threw his own ashes into the sea. This sounds like a story but it’s true. On the very last fishing trip before he died, he told my sister Kristi: It takes a long time to get a permit to scatter your ashes here in Hawai’i, so I’m just gonna do it now.

He opened a little tin that held his own clipped fingernails and flakes of dried skin. He sprinkled them into the water.

The ashes of my father fell down, down, down. Time on land passes differently than time under the sea. The sea embraces its fixedlessness.

By the time the ashes floated into the palace of the Dragon King at the bottom of the ocean, my father was dead. On land three weeks passed between when my father stood there in Hawai’i and when his body lay silent in our home. But in the abyssal zone, twenty thousand feet deep, it is always dark. How can you tell one morning from the next? The natives of this zone—the hagfish, the vampire squid—had to invent their own ways of marking time, of counting days till the end.

Urashima Tarō was a fisherman, not a native of the ocean floor. Without sunlight as a guide, time washed around him like a current.

* * *

My father would not have liked the story of Urashima Tarō. He loved a classic Hollywood story with clear conflict and a tidy conclusion and a plot that sucked you in immediately. He would sometimes turn off a TV show after fifteen minutes, saying, It did not capture my imagination. He did not like a sad or ambiguous ending, though in his own stories, we couldn’t always tell if we were heading toward a moral or a punch line. Was that a joke? my sister Cori once asked him, after he made a comment out of the side of his mouth. He paused for a moment, then responded: Was it funny?

In Urashima Tarō’s tale, there is no valiant warrior who slays the Dragon King, who in this tale is more absent than evil. There is no triumphant hero’s return.

These kinds of folktales are hard for me to remember because their plot structures wobble in the middle, fracture, do not go where I expect them to go. They never reach the climax I anticipate. They do not provide the catharsis I want, the happy ending wrapped in a bow. I want Hansel to trick the witch into the oven. I want the woodcutter to kill the wolf.

But in this tale that has no villain, there is only a young man living out his days in a world to which he no longer belongs.

V

Tell me a story, my three-year-old says every time I bathe her. Except it is 2022, and I have no more stories. The ones I invent are milquetoast and meandering, peppered with characters from her favorite TV shows. The End, I say as soon as possible. She can always sniff out a false conclusion. What happened to X, she says. I want a longer story, she says.

When she is clean, she yells Papa, and my husband bounds into the bathroom, lifts her water-wrinkled body into her pink hooded towel, and swings her around in the air as she giggles.

Afterward I add more hot water for my own bath, dip my foot to check the temperature.

Be careful, J. Don’t step on their legs, my father says. For here are my two little sisters, crowding the tub, and here is my father, sitting on the lid of the toilet, reading the Chicago Tribune. We are all so young. Look at his tinted aviators, his clavicle as sharp as his scalpel.

He washes our hair, our tiny bodies. We pour water on each other’s heads. He lifts us up, for in this story, and this story only, my sisters and I are one. (Remember: Once upon a time. Remember what kind of story this is.)

He wraps us in our huge giraffe towel, our face covered by folds of fabric. We’re going to Disney World, he whispers into the terry cloth, lifting the cocoon into a fireman’s carry. We have to catch the plane. He holds us horizontally and zooms us to Florida.

We’re climbing up the stairs to our hotel room, he says, lifting his knees high, jogging in our upstairs hallway. Here’s Mickey! he says. Oh, you don’t like Mickey? He runs away in a zigzag formation.

After a brief vacation, he says, time to fly back to O’Hare, my beauty, and this is the worst part of the trip—when we have to go home.

We draw it out as long as we can. In the cocoon it smells like dryer and wet and our own breath, and even after we are old enough to peel back the towel to see our upstairs hallway, we do not want to. Me in my towel, my sisters in theirs, my daughter in hers—our fathers lifting us—there we are, children suspended.

Here I am, in the bathtub, a grown woman with her face underwater, lurching for air.

* * *

In the presence of a story—if the story is a good one—time collapses.

This is why I am always telling it.

But the reverberations of a collapse spread outward. Shock after shock after shock. Sometimes, when my husband carries our daughter after her bath, swings her in the air, I close my eyes. Sometimes I turn away from the sea.

Neither the Dragon King nor the turtle shell of divination tell me the thing I most want to know, which is: How do you escape from a collapse unscathed? How do you avoid being buried?

In this story, the only thing I know is terror. And that terror is a god.





Automythologies I
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KAPPA

Water-loving yōkai who enjoy cucumbers and sumo wrestling and are known for attacking humans in rivers.

The problem is that the story of my father and me is also the story of my illness and me, in the sense that all my stories spiral around illness. How sick I am of this.

Each time I open my archive—the hardback smiley-face journals from elementary school, the notebooks whose covers I collaged in high school, the staid black Moleskines from college—I am searching for the demarcation between Before and After.

Colloquially it is called a breakdown. But the term mental breakdown sounds like a singular event, as if your brain snaps as easily as fingers, or twigs.

A clean break, my doctor father once told me, is the easiest kind to repair.

The other kinds of fractures have crooked edges. Shards. Fragments that must be pinned to fit.

* * *

In May 2017, I woke in a youth hostel in Tōno, a little village tucked in the basin of a mountain range in the northeast prefecture of Iwate. I was twenty-eight, on a four-month writing fellowship to Japan. In less than two months I’d discover my father was dying; for now—blessed ignorance. I could look at the men passing in the street without a clutch in my chest. When I woke, I felt excitement, not the cold shock of remembrance.

The hostel’s sole guest, I waited for my breakfast in a long wooden room, looking through the enormous windows at the rain falling on the even more enormous mountains, astonished at the scale of the landscape. I was from Chicago; I had never even used a parking brake.

Minutes later the proprietor, a middle-aged woman wearing a lacy pink apron, appeared with a heaping tray. A salmon wedge, a cup of soup, a glistening egg with neon yolk. Yogurt spooned with berry jam, a toasted slice of shokupan. Seaweed salad in a little bowl. I looked at each tiny treasure and wanted to cry.

Back in the cramped Tokyo studio that served as my home base, my breakfast consisted of whichever of yesterday’s leftovers could fit in my refrigerator, an appliance so short that when I purchased a liter of milk, I had to decant it into two water bottles.

As she watched me eat, pleased at my delight, the woman asked about my plans for the day. Luckily, this was a question I understood in Japanese—a rare occurrence—though as I tried to align the verbs and nouns in my mouth to respond, I found I could not.

Kappa, I said finally, giving up. It was a word I’d only seen in print, and despite the way I’d practiced my vowels at home, I still pronounced it like the Greek letter.

She looked at me in confusion. I attempted the word again, shortening my long, nasally Chicago A’s.

Oh! she said, after another attempt. Kappa!

In her mouth, the first syllable sounded like cop, the p popping like a little bubble. I nodded, flooded first with relief, then embarrassment. She pointed at a shelf on the wall, where sat a large green stuffed animal with wide eyes, a yellow beak, and dark petals atop its head—a toy that would fit right alongside Badtz-Maru and Keroppi. Looking at its smile, you would never guess that this creature was once best known for invading human’s anuses to retrieve the ball of flesh that held their souls.

After I explained in simple nouns the places I planned to visit, the woman left me alone. I savored the flavors and textures of my meal, for here I could eat as slowly as I wanted. In Japan I was funded by grant money. I was beholden to no one. I hadn’t had a bipolar episode in five years. It looked, and felt, a lot like freedom.

* * *

The village of Tōno is famous for being the cradle of Japanese folklore, the place where Yanagita Kunio, the man called the father of folklore studies, meticulously cataloged local lore into the 1910 compendium Tōno monogatari, or The Legends of Tōno. I was in Japan to write a young adult fantasy novel set in a world based on such stories, and so to Tōno I went.

Several of the tales in Yanagita’s book concern the kappa, one of the most famous of all yōkai, the Japanese creatures and monsters and spirits of legend.

Yōkai are the frightening figures I’d encountered as a child in my brightly colored Japanese Children’s Favorite Stories picture book, though there the word yōkai was never used. I didn’t understand yōkai as a category until after graduate school, when—sick of myself, sick of writing about myself—I began to dive into these tales.

Despite my obsession with yōkai, I had trouble explaining to people what they were.

Yōkai are what Usagi Yojimbo fights, I said to my sisters and cousins, who like me had grown up reading Stan Sakai’s manga about a ronin rabbit.

Yōkai are like the oni from Momotarō, I said to Japanese American friends. Think of Spirited Away. Think of Totoro and Pokémon.

Yōkai are like the equivalent of orcs and Ents and the Loch Ness monster and Big Foot and demons and ghosts, I said to everyone else.

I knew this was a pale comparison. I still struggle to form a brief, coherent answer. The kanji that make up the word yōkai refer to strange apparitions; they can be understood as beings that occur as a result of a supernatural event. Yet every book I’ve read on yōkai also touches on the slipperiness of its definition. As yōkai scholar Komatsu Kazuhiko cautions: “Yōkai has a broad range of meanings and these meanings are not fixed.”1

To say they are spirits is to ignore all the yōkai who are defined by their visceral flesh. To say they are monsters is to flatten hundreds of different characters into one, to overlook all their individual personality traits, their mischief and humor and honor—and yes, their anger and violence and thirst for revenge. (Many kinds of yōkai could easily be categorized as monsters, and many could not.)

Yōkai, more broadly, are the uncanny, the answer to the question Why is this happening?2 Yōkai are a way to make the formless concrete, to try to give a name to the nameless thing that keeps us up at night.

Yōkai are dynamic, transforming over the centuries as people discover or invent new ones, as other yōkai die out or disappear. And though yōkai can be playful—appearing frequently in comic forms, in manga and its precursors, in games—they reflect a culture’s questions and fears.

“Yokai begin where language ends,” writes yōkai scholar Michael Dylan Foster.3 And yet here I am, trying to explain, mouth gaping open.

* * *

By midmorning Tōno’s rain had dissipated, leaving only mist rolling down the mountains. I hopped on a little red pedal-assisted electric bicycle that I borrowed from the hostel. On the website I’d read the word electric and thought it would be like a moped, useful for getting me up and down miles of Tōno’s hilly terrain. I imagined a vehicle that would require courage, or at least a thick pair of pants.

Instead, the electric bike looked exactly like a regular bike. When I pressed the electric-assist lever on the handle, it felt like a push from a not very strong child.

Help, I thought, pedaling as hard as I could up the inclined roads. Though I possessed what my ama—my father’s mother—called daikon ashi, my legs were stuffed with fluff, not muscle. I stopped frequently to rest, gazing at the flooded rice paddies whose surface, unmarred by ripples, reflected the mountains like panes of glass.

That was the thing: I always needed to rest. Even here—a place where I did not have to report to anyone and all my notebooks were fresh and blank—I knew how travel could tip a person over. Here I was separated from my husband, family, therapist, psychiatrist, and regular schedule, and I couldn’t even take my regular medications. In lieu of Adderall, which is illegal in Japan, my psychiatrist had to prescribe a less effective stimulant.* Neither my insurance nor my Chicago pharmacy would allow me more than a thirty-day supply of the controlled substance, and Japan wouldn’t allow pharmaceuticals in the mail.

When I tallied the time spent trying to acquire this medication before my departure—hours spent researching, or on the phone with the consulate, multiple pharmacies, my insurance company, and the Japanese version of TSA—I came up with almost a full workweek, for which I received nothing except another Blue Cross Blue Shield customer service rep telling me Sorry, the agent you spoke to earlier was wrong.

At the last minute, my father learned from another doctor a loophole that would allow me two months’ worth of pills. When I first received his voicemail laying out his plan, I was upset that he had done this without consulting me. By the time I called him back, half an hour later, I was grateful. (And now, years later, due to the vagaries of phone syncing, this is the last voice mail I have from him.)

Still, the sixty-day supply did not cover the entire four-month fellowship. In Japan I managed my intake, deciding which days were going to be Big Days, worthy of a pill, and when I would have to droop through a morning of writing into an afternoon nap.

The days in Tōno counted as Big Days. I pedaled, sweating the entire way, to Denshō-en Park, where images of the kappas’ smiling faces greeted me from every corner, and where I paid two hundred yen for a kappa fishing permit. After being handed a kappa sun hat and a fishing pole baited with cucumber—the kappa’s favorite food—I followed a stream to a spot called Kappabuchi, one of their favorite hangouts.

The kanji in the word kappa mean “water child,” an apt name for a river-haunting creature the size of a three-year-old (or six-year-old or ten-year-old, depending on who you ask). And who you ask is important. To understand the story of the kappa you have to travel backward.

The characteristics that bridge visual depictions of kappa across time, from present day to the medieval scrolls, are the carapace on its back and the shallow indent on the top of its head, which contains its life energy. If this liquid spills, the kappa will weaken or die. While very strong, kappa are also unfailingly polite. When one is bowed to, it will usually bow back—thereby spilling its life force. This is good to know if you attempt to conquer one in a sumo match.

The contemporary kappa—the image that greets visitors in the gift shops and on the hostel owner’s shelf—is cute and cuddly, but if you go back in time, its image is much more frightening. It looks like a gaunt hybrid of a monkey and a frog. The first textual mention of kappa appeared in the fifteenth century, and by the seventeenth century they were believed to be “aged soft-shell turtles that took on humanoid form.”4 The older stories emphasize the malevolence that accompanies kappa’s mischief. It might drown your horse. It might drown you and eat your liver. In this way, the stories of kappa were protective: children knew to stay away from the rivers where kappa might live.

Yet the kappa is also capable of bestowing blessings. Around the Kappabuchi stream I found a child-size shrine where visitors had placed ema, the wooden plaques available at shrines and temples, upon which worshippers can write prayers. They’d also left offerings of stuffed animal kappa and a variety of breast-shaped handicrafts: tan breasts with dark crocheted nipples and pink fabric breasts with nipples of red buttons. Mothers who left tokens here, I learned, would be granted plentiful breast milk. (I had no child and did not leave anything. A year and a half later, staring at my low milk supply, I regretted this decision.)

I dropped my fishing pole into the water and waited. The cucumber bobbed in the water. But my father was the fisherman in the family, and I didn’t know his secret ways. The kappa knew I was an interloper and did not bite.

In a photo from this day, I look thrilled, squatting in approximation of a kappa crouch, holding one hand up in a broad wave. In the other hand I grasp a fishing line, the thread I saw as explicitly connecting me with the past.

* * *

I love how The Legends of Tōno skirts the edges of my known world. The collection, published in 1910, firmly situates the kappa among humans. Yanagita relied on a twenty-five-year-old Tōno local named Sasaki Kizen for the stories, and Sasaki relied on his elders. One tale goes:

When she was young, Sasaki Kizen’s great-grandmother was playing with friends in the garden when she saw a boy with a dark red face behind three walnut trees. It was a kappa. Those big walnut trees are still there. The area around the house is now filled with walnut trees.5

The year it was published is a year I have touched. In 1910 my great-grandmother—my mother’s father’s mother—was a twenty-one-year-old living in Japan.

I met this great-grandmother once, in 1992, when I was three and she was one hundred and three. She would die shortly after this visit, my last direct ancestor who had ever lived in Japan.

Say hello, my mother said. Hello, I said grimly. The halls of the nursing home smelled of antiseptic and diaper cream and my great-grandmother herself was a small wrinkle lying in a sea of sheets. I asked to go outside.

While my mother and grandparents continued their visit, my father and I sat in the van with the sliding door open, eating stacks of turkey circles and butter crackers and sweaty squares of cheese. By the time I finished the dessert—one melty Andes mint whose dregs I sucked off the foil—it was time to go home.

The fact that I can’t remember anything about my great-grandma yet can describe the specific food in every section of my Lunchables package accurately reflects both my three-year-old interests and my memory in general.

* * *

As I biked through Tōno’s green expanse I worried about how I would later capture what I was seeing. I struggle with writing about physical space, for the same reason that in Tōno I often lost my way: a lack of spatial reasoning, combined with a faulty mind’s eye.

I have a hard time understanding where my body is in relation to anything else, and I can’t easily recall faces. At the library where I worked before leaving for the fellowship, I could speak to a patron for twenty minutes and still not recognize them the next day. When I went through a battery of psychological testing as a seventeen-year-old, the psychologist timed me as I tried to put together a three-dimensional wooden puzzle, a boat shape halved in a complicated way.

I can’t do it, I said, after five minutes of twisting the pieces, trying to force them together like a baby with two blocks.

You have to keep trying, he said. I’ll keep timing you until you get it. I tried. I pivoted. I rotated. I wondered how long he would let me struggle. The pieces would not fit.

My frustration and embarrassment spiked as time went on. This test was supposed to show what was wrong with me. I wanted it to illuminate the shadowy part of my brain and deem it exceeds expectations, but as the man watched me blankly, I knew that it would not.

All my life I’d tried to compensate for these mental deficits by taking copious notes and photographs. The inability to imagine landscapes and worlds was the whole reason I was in Japan; I’d applied for the fellowship explaining that research could only get me so far. I need to put my feet in the dirt, I explained. Without seeing a place with my own eyes, I could not evoke it in my writing.

I have no sense of what any of these characters or settings look like, a friend once said of my stories. Well, at least I have a sense of the emotional landscape, said my sister Cori, who always knew how to cushion a blow.

Taking a break from cycling, I looked at the Tōno basin and the mountains surrounding me and wrote in my journal: It’s as if I’m at the bottom of a bowl—the very last udon noodle, ready to be slurped—which, years later, does not re-create much.

* * *

In Tōno, unlike the rest of Japan, kappa can have both red and green faces; both kinds appeared in the shop windows and restaurant displays. The illustrations, however, did not depict the kappa that The Legends of Tōno described: “In a house by the river . . . women have become pregnant with a kappa’s children for two generations. When the kappa children are born they are hacked into pieces, put into small wine casks, and buried in the ground. They are grotesque.”6 (At what point, I wondered, did those women know they were pregnant with kappa? Was it only when they saw the hairy heads and bright red faces emerge from their wombs? Or was there some earlier indication that something in their body was not quite right?)

* * *

In the ninth and tenth centuries some eminent scholars, possessed of rarified knowledge, were known to have a special relationship with yōkai. Such scholars, it was known, could also resurrect the dead.7

Yet by and large, for many generations, yōkai tales like those of the kappa children endured through oral transmission—from grandparents to grandchildren, or through social games like the Hyakumonogatari Kaidankai, in which a group would light one hundred candlewicks, and each player would take a turn telling a frightening story and blowing out one wick until all the light was snuffed out.8

During the Edo period, these popular stories began to appear in printed formats, and by the end of the nineteenth century, they’d captured the interest of academics and the urban literati on a large scale.

Yet the first yōkai scholar of the modern age dedicated his work to erasing yōkai. As a proponent of Western scientific thought, philosopher Inoue Enryō believed all yōkai could be explained (explained away) through existing or forthcoming knowledge.9

Yōkai, he thought, represented a type of thinking both backward and backwoods. There he is with a taxonomy and a red brush, gleefully x-ing out monsters as modern explanations—static electricity, magnetic fields, wind patterns—killing off yōkai one by one.

But while a creature can be killed—or exorcised10—by a single person, the idea of a creature cannot. As long as there are things we fear and do not understand and for as long as we are still trying to understand them, there will be yōkai.

* * *

Yanagita Kunio resisted Inoue’s approach. He argued for acceptance of ambiguity, believing that yōkai were relevant because they had historically played (and still currently play) an important cultural role. Whether or not they exist was somewhat beside the point.

He was more concerned with weeding out what he considered genuine tales—ones that had a historical footprint, a lineage in the oral tradition of a local culture—from ones that contemporary people had invented whole cloth.11

You could say—I could say—that what makes a story true is not whether it is literally based in fact, but whether at some point, someone believed that it was true.

As I looked through Yanagita’s papers cataloged at the Tōno Folktale Museum, I wondered: How do you sift through all these tangles of threads to find the ones that accurately tell the story of an entire people? For that matter, how do you tell the story of a single person?

* * *

You could say that this story begins when I was eighteen, the year I formally received my diagnosis. Or you could say that the diagnosis was simply wrapping paper, a rubber-stamping of something that began long, long ago.

Lacking a memory, I try to follow my childhood through an extensive paper trail. My notebooks started at age five and expanded obsessively at age nine, filling three large bookshelves plus a stack of orange milk crates and banker’s boxes. Then there is my virtual archive—my LiveJournal is 94,282 words; my Xanga is 35,040—the slush of documents on various hard drives.

People have spoken of my journaling as compulsive. Certainly, at times, my mania extended to graphomania; once, as a teenager, I filled every page in a journal in less than a week. From the time I was a child I worried over who would take care of my papers when I died. I figured if I became a famous enough writer, someone—a university?—would want them.

I don’t know much, but I know the story begins before the doctors wrote the word bipolar next to my name.

* * *

Did it begin in 2006, when I was seventeen, the year of my psychological testing, the year of my first hospitalization? When I wrote: My parents have determined I am having a mental breakdown . . . I would have to agree.

Or earlier, when I was a freshman in high school, and chose to research bipolar disorder for my school project, though I wouldn’t receive the diagnosis for another four years? When I wrote: I have two minds, one tells the other what I should do. I listen to this other mind too much, it makes me feel separated from myself.

Or even earlier, when I was twelve and started carrying four pink Benadryl to junior high every day to quell my racing thoughts? When I wrote: I will kill them with cyanide and then I will chop them up and pulverize them into a pulp and mash them up. When I advocated for mass suicide in a school assignment, so the world would know that we students were too stressed? When I drew a graveyard with the caption: Here lies Jami, who died of too much homework.

She’s always had a dark sense of humor, said my mother in the principal’s office.

These diatribes peaked around my thirteenth birthday, as if whoever tossed me over the wall of adolescence did not throw me far enough and I broke open at the seam. In an expletive-laden entry written in purple marker, I write, I hate them. I am really going to commit suicide. I hate them.

The seventh-grade guidance counselor recommended therapy. (Perhaps this is where I begin: the point at which other people began to be afraid of me.)

The therapist said I was depressed. I’m her father, my father said, and I don’t think she is depressed.

Do you want to keep going to therapy? my parents asked me.

I did not like therapy and each time I cried so hard I could not eat dinner after. No, I said.

Are you depressed? my parents asked me.

At thirteen, I already knew the truth.

To my parents, I said: No. Of course not. No.

* * *

Two points make a line, yet I still have trouble getting from there to here. My journal operates in jump cuts when I want a slow pan. Everything else is lost in the margins.

In high school, I formed these entries into the beginnings of a novel. In college, I used them as the backbone for the fragmented essay that got me into graduate school. In grad school, I refashioned the entries into scenes, filling in the gaps with attempts at physical description and atmospheric detail. But I do not know how to show. I only know how to tell. At best these additions were stilted stage direction, at worst voluminous upholstery attempting to disguise a warped frame.

* * *

“A funny thing happens when you’re always writing, when you begin to narrate your life as you live it,” writes Larissa Pham in an essay where she accidentally lies, misremembering an event until she digs through her own archive. “The crisp, fat braid of the story begins to overtake the impressions of memory—and it’s true that was partly why I kept a diary, to pull a sieve through the disorganized world.”12

If my journal functioned as a salve while I was writing it, it functions as a source of disorganization now. Trying to piece together the sheaves of loose-leaf paper and the half-filled notebooks, I begin to hate these old journals, their physical and psychic weight.

I also find evidence that journaling might actually contribute to memory loss: A 2018 study shows that people who recorded an event (through photos, writing, or documenting on social media) later had worse recall of the event itself than people who did not record it at all. The researchers concluded that “using media may prevent people from remembering the very events they are attempting to preserve.”13

Once, in a cable car suspended high above Sydney, my father asked me to stop writing in my notebook; he wanted me to look outside at the vista below. We’re in Australia, he told me. You should experience it.

My mother defended me: That’s how she experiences it.

However, after writing things down, I often have no memory of the experience at all.

* * *

When I look through my old journals, I am searching for the cordon sanitaire. Susan Sontag, in her oft-cited Illness as Metaphor (indeed, in narratives of illness, one cannot escape it), imagined a physical border between her kingdom of the sick versus the kingdom of the well, of which “everyone who is born holds dual citizenship . . . although we all prefer to use only the good passport, sooner or later each of us is obliged, at least for a spell, to identify ourselves as citizens of that other place.”14

Yet mapping the terrain of my mental illness is futile. Any story I tell is a narrative choice, a question of aesthetics: where to aim the camera lens, and most important, what to leave unfocused.

“What is placed in or left out of the archive is a political act, dictated by the archivist and the political context in which she lives,” writes Carmen Maria Machado in her genre-bending memoir In the Dream House, its own reckoning with an archive.15

The archive of my life is the archive of my ghosts. Reading it, you would think my entire life was haunted.

Every date I don’t record: remember, I was happy then.

* * *

When researching yōkai I want to find the Ur-Tale, the origin story, behind each creature. I don’t read Japanese, and didn’t grow up in Japan, and do not know what attributes of each folktale were considered the main point—the equivalent of the wolf saying the better to see you with—and which details do not matter.

Folktales resist such efforts to designate an official canon. In the introduction to his Guide to the Japanese Folktale, directed at children, Yanagita writes about how the stories might deviate from the versions a child had heard before: “It does not mean that one or the other is a mistake or your memory is wrong . . . While the same story is being recalled over and over, it is only human that . . . those interesting parts are told in special detail and the rest are gradually overlooked or changed.”16 In Tōno, I took 434 photos over three days. I wanted to make sure I had enough documentation. I did not yet know what part of the story constituted the interesting parts.

* * *

We write to remember, but we also write to forget. My notebooks functioned as a place to store my thoughts so my brain did not have to contain them.

The problem with the journals is that I cannot find my way back. Many of my entries are brief, bullet-pointed, meant only to function as a trigger for the rest of the scene. Fifteen years later, reading them, I am often baffled. Who was V, the boy from MySpace? Who was Kylie, and why did I think she deserved to die? It is an argot I can no longer parse. The past, in this way, is unknowable to me.

The other problem is that I only look through the archive through the lens of my illness. I only seek portents. I ignore the large swaths of time where my mind was still, and my parents and I orbited each other in a gentle sort of stasis. This, too, was my life.

Is it a comfort that every historian, ethnographer, archivist faces such issues? (It is not.) Yanagita’s version of folklore studies is, as contemporary yōkai scholar Michael Dylan Foster describes, “a discipline driven by nostalgic sentiment, informed by a desire to incorporate aspects of the past into the construction of life in the present.”17

Though he is known as the father of Japanese folklore, Yanagita, a citified outsider, did not gather most of the tales in The Legends of Tōno. The collection is his literary version of the folktales collected by Sasaki Kizen. Sasaki was the one who lived among the people, whose great-grandmother’s encounters with ghosts appear in the work, who had thought these stories important enough to remember. Yanagita, however, was the one who published them. The one who gets the credit.

I can only read the Japanese folklore scholars in translation, and many of their critical works were never translated into English at all. Sometimes I can only find fragments of arguments, embedded in criticism and commentary written by white male scholars over the past one hundred and fifty years. Other times, I simply am not looking in the right place. Lacking enough context or source material, I struggle to initiate my own conclusions, hamstrung by the links already presented.

Without my translator Lisa Hofmann-Kuroda, for example, I would not have understood Yanagita’s role in prewar Japanese nationalism. (Folktales and fairy tales often play this role across cultures. The Brothers Grimm, who claimed their tales were “purely German in their origins,”18 also contributed to rising nationalist sentiment.)

As Lisa writes, explaining the work of scholars Marilyn Ivy19 and Gerald Figal:20

Yanagita’s project of collecting folktales and beliefs cannot be understood outside Japan’s larger project of modern nation-building. This project required for legitimacy the invention of a narrative that implied the existence of a timeless Japanese “people” with certain unchanging characteristics . . . The project of “inventing” Japan was necessary to form a cohesive national identity as Japan extended its empire across the Asian continent.

Here, then, lies the seductiveness of folklore, and the ways it can be used to centralize power. “Yanagita . . . read[s] tales of tengu and other monsters as narrative embodiments of a collective
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