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CHAPTER ONE

One day toward the end of April, between classes, I unzipped my pencil case and found a folded triangle of paper between the pencils.

I unfolded it to see what was inside.

“We should be friends.”

That’s all it said. Thin letters that looked like little fish-bones, written in mechanical pencil.

I quickly folded it up and slid it back into my pencil case. Taking a breath, I paused a second before looking around the room as casually as possible. The same group of classmates joking around and howling, the usual break between classes. I tried to calm myself down by repeatedly straightening my textbooks and notebooks, then I sharpened a pencil, taking my time. Before long, the bell rang for third period. Chairs legs screeched across the floor. The teacher walked into the room and class began.

The note had to be a prank, but I had no idea why those guys would try something so subtle after all this time. I sighed in my mind, settling into the usual darkness.

Only that first note was left inside my pencil case. After that, they were taped to the inside of my desk, clinging to the underside, where my hand would easily detect them. Whenever I found a note, I got goosebumps. I scanned the classroom, careful not to get caught, but it always felt like somebody noticed my reaction. I was overtaken by a strange anxiety, at a loss for how to act.

“What were you doing yesterday, when it was raining?”

“If you could go to any country in the world, where would you go?”

Pieces of paper the size of postcards with simple questions written on them. I always went to the bathroom to read them. I would’ve thrown them away, but unable to decide where, I ended up stuffing them behind the dark blue cover of my planner.

Nothing seemed different after the notes started.

Almost every day, Ninomiya and the others made me carry their backpacks, or kicked me like it was nothing, or whacked me on the head with their recorders, or made me run around for them. But the notes kept showing up, and the messages grew longer. They never used my name, and they were never signed, but when I took a good look at the handwriting, I started wondering if maybe it wasn’t Ninomiya or any of those guys, but someone else entirely. But I knew it was a dumb idea, and all my other thoughts crowded that one out of my mind, leaving me feeling even worse.

All the same, checking each morning for a new note became my little ritual. I started coming in early, when there was no one in the classroom, and it was quiet, a faint smell of oil in the air. It made me feel good to read those little letters. I never lost sight of the possibility that this might be a trap, but something in those notes made me feel safe, however briefly, even with all my distress.

At the start of May, just before vacation, I got a note saying, “I want to see you. Meet me after school. I’ll be there, from five to seven.” There was a date and a simple, hand-drawn map. I could hear my heart throbbing in my ears. I read the note so many times that I could see the words before me, even when I closed my eyes. I spent the rest of the day wondering what to do and thought of nothing else during recess, to the point that my head started to hurt and I lost my appetite. There was no doubt in my mind that when I showed up at the spot, Ninomiya and the others would be there waiting, ready to deliver the beating of a lifetime. Seeing me show up, they’d circle around and revel in their latest game at my expense. Things were only going to get worse.

But I couldn’t just forget it.

When the day came, there was nothing I could do to settle down. The whole day in class, I kept an eye on Ninomiya and his friends as best I could, but I couldn’t detect any significant change in their behavior. Eventually one of them noticed and said, “Hey, what’re you looking at?” and whipped one of his classroom slippers at me. It smacked me in the face then dropped to the floor. He told me to pick it up, so I did.

By the end of the day, I was so worked up that I was feeling queasy. As soon as last period was over, I ran almost all the way home. As I was running, I asked myself if I was really going, what the hell I was doing, but no matter how I thought it through I couldn’t say for sure. I had the feeling that anything I chose to do would turn out wrong.

When my mom saw me come home, she said hi from the couch where she was sitting and then turned back to the TV. I said hi back. A voice on the TV was delivering the news. It was the only sound in the house. Every room was quiet, same as always.

“I’ve been in the kitchen all day,” my mom said.

I grabbed the carton of grapefruit juice from the fridge, poured a glass, and drank it at the counter. My mom looked over and told me to drink it at the table. A few seconds later, I heard the sound of fingernails or maybe toenails being clipped.

“You mean making dinner?”

“Uh-huh. Can’t you smell it? My first pot roast, tied up with string!”

I wondered if my dad was actually coming home for once, but decided not to ask.

“You want to eat soon?”

“No. I need to go to the library for a bit. Later is fine.”

My town has a big tree-lined street that goes on for blocks and blocks.

This is the route I took to school. To get to the meeting place, you turned left exactly halfway down the street with the trees, onto a side street leading to a sandy lot that barely qualified as a park.

Since I had left the house at four, there was no one at the spot when I arrived. I took the chance to catch my breath. There was a kind of bench made from tires on their sides, and a concrete whale, and between them a sandbox not much bigger than a mattress, littered with candy wrappers and plastic bags.

Among the trash, I could make out all these dry clumps of dog or cat crap. The way the sand stuck to them, they almost looked like tempura. I tried to count the individual nuggets, but new ones kept popping up. The whole sandbox was probably full of them. Then it hit me. Whoever called me here might force me to eat them. The back of my throat burned. I emptied my lungs, in an attempt to make the taste of the crap go away, but the thought alone made me sick.

The mouth of the whale was big enough for two people my size to fit inside. The paint had worn away so much you couldn’t tell what color it used to be. People had tagged its back and its head with permanent marker. The lot fell in the shadow of an old apartment complex, and the ground was almost black, like something rotting.

I had some time to kill, so I walked back to the tree-lined street. I sat down on a metal bench, let out a huge sigh and breathed in slowly. I kept thinking how I’d made a mistake coming here, but if I hadn’t, and Ninomiya and the others didn’t get their way, I’d pay for it in the end. I told myself it didn’t really matter what I did. Nothing would change.

I sighed again and looked up, feeling a little dazed. Not long ago, the trees were just a bunch of black trunks, but now their leaves were showing, and when the wind blew you could hear them rustle. I took off my glasses and rubbed my eyes, then looked up the street again. As usual, the world was flat and lacking depth. My eyes took in the scenery like a postcard, but when I blinked, it slipped from view, replaced by a new scene.

A little while later, still basically unable to think, I returned to the spot. I saw someone sitting on the tires with her back to me. A girl in her school uniform. This was a surprise. I looked around the lot for somebody else, but there was no sign of anyone.

I approached her cautiously. When I stopped near the mouth of the whale, she heard my footsteps and turned to face me. It was Kojima. From class. She stood up and looked me over, dropping her chin slightly. I did the same.

“The letter?”

Kojima was short, with kind of dark skin. She never talked at school. Her shirt was always wrinkled, and her uniform looked old. She never stood up straight. She had tons of hair, and it was totally black. So thick it never fell flat. The ends shot out in every direction. She had this dark spot under her nose, like dirt or maybe hair, and she got made fun of for it. The girls in class picked on her for being poor and dirty.

“I didn’t think you’d come,” Kojima laughed, smiling uneasily. “Were you weirded out?”

I couldn’t think of what to say, so I shook my head. For a minute both of us just stood there silently.

“Sit down,” Kojima said. I nodded and tried, but I couldn’t sit right on the tires.

“It’s not like I have something to tell you. I just thought we should talk, the two of us. Honestly, I felt like we both needed it. I guess I’ve felt that way for a long time now.”

Kojima stumbled every few words. I realized this was the first time I had heard her voice. The first time I had ever seen her face straight on. It was also the first time I had ever talked like this with a girl. My palms were moist. I was sweaty all over. I didn’t know where it was safe to look.

“I’m glad you came.”

Her voice wasn’t high or low, but it was firm, like there was something at its center, holding it together. I kept on nodding. Kojima noticed and seemed reassured.

“You know the name of this park?”

I shook my head.

“Whale Park. See? The whale’s right there. Well, I guess I’m the only one who calls it that.” She laughed. I imagined myself saying it. Whale Park.

“Like I said, I’ve wanted to talk for a while. That’s why I wrote you those letters. But I didn’t think you’d really come. I’m kind of in shock right now.” She was rubbing her nose and speaking faster than before.

I nodded at this.

“I want to be friends,” she said, looking at me. “I mean, if you’re okay with that.”

I didn’t understand what she was saying, but I agreed. I felt a surge of misgivings. What did it mean for us to be friends? What was a friend supposed to do? I couldn’t bring myself to ask. Sweat dripped down my back. Kojima smiled. She looked really happy to hear my answer. She let out a breath and told me she was glad. Then she stood up from the tires and brushed off the back of her skirt with both hands. Her skirt had these huge creases crossing the lines of the pleats. The pockets of her blazer were bulging with what looked like scraps of tissue.

“Happamine.” She sounded like she was sighing, but never broke her smile as she looked down at her feet. In my head I was, like, happawhat? I wanted to ask her what she said, but I wasn’t sure of when or how to ask. I wound up saying nothing.

“Can I write you another letter?”

“Yeah,” I said. My voice cracked. My face was hot.

“And give it to you?”

“Yeah.” I nodded.

“You’ll write back?”

“Yeah,” I said. This time I spoke at the right volume. What a relief.

We stood there for a while, not saying anything. I could hear crows cawing somewhere far away.

“Bye.”

Kojima smiled and looked at me, then gave me a tiny wave, spun around and walked up the side street leading to the street of trees.

She didn’t look back. Not even once. In my eyes, it looked like there were two of her, almost overlapping, getting smaller and smaller. I wasn’t sure how long you were supposed to watch someone walk away, but I watched until I couldn’t see her anymore. I could still see the square bottom of her skirt swing like something heavy, swatting the backs of her calves. Even after she had completely disappeared, the bulky action of her skirt stayed with me.

“Not so fast, Eyes.”

Class was over, but I turned around, because I had no choice, as rotten as I felt. One of Ninomiya’s friends grabbed me by the neck and dragged me back into the classroom. This happened all the time. Ninomiya was in the middle of the room, sitting on a desk. That was his style. When he noticed me, he laughed, then said, “Hey buddy.” He told me to shove a stick of chalk up my nose and draw something hilarious on the blackboard with it, something that would make them shit their pants. His friends all cracked up. One of them dragged me to the blackboard and the rest of them circled around to watch.

I’d known Ninomiya since elementary school.

Even then, he was the center of attention. He was the best athlete in our grade, but he also got straight A’s, and he had a chiseled face that anybody would consider beautiful. We were all supposed to wear a navy sweater, but he wore whatever color he wanted. His hair came down to his shoulders. His older brother, three years ahead of us, was even more popular. The two of them were school celebrities. Ninomiya gave off a special aura. There was always a crowd of kids who wanted to be friends with him. When we entered middle school, he started wearing his hair tied back and making girls laugh with his jokes, but it wasn’t just the girls. When Ninomiya told a joke, everyone who heard it laughed. He was always at the top of the class and took upper-level classes after school while the rest of us were struggling with our homework. None of us could keep up with him. Not even the teachers.

“Hurry up.”

I stood there paralyzed and silent.

“You never learn, do you? We’ve been doing this how many years now?”

Ninomiya threw up his hands in disgust. His friends doubled over laughing. They couldn’t get enough of this. That’s when I saw Momose, standing with his arms crossed, a little behind the wall of kids.

Momose had shown up in middle school. His grades were just as good as Ninomiya’s, and I heard they went to the same advanced after-school classes. I had never exchanged words with Momose. He was always with Ninomiya, but he never said much, and I never saw him get worked up like the rest of the kids. For reasons I didn’t understand, he watched gym class from the bleachers. While he was no match for Ninomiya, he had a face that anyone would describe as handsome, and both of them were at least four inches taller than me. Momose always had this expression that told you nothing about what he was thinking. He never bullied me directly. He just stood off to the side, crossed his arms and stared.

“We’ve got places to be,” said Ninomiya. “We’ll have to save your masterpiece for another day. Make all three pieces of chalk disappear and you can go.”

Ninomiya told the others to stick two of the pieces of chalk up my nose. He waved the third piece in front of me like a sardine and said, “Come on, Eyes, where’s your please and thank you?” He kicked me right in the knee with the instep of his foot.

Whether they were kicking or punching or pushing me, Ninomiya and his friends were careful not to ever leave a mark. When I got home and saw I had no bruises, I always wondered where they could have learned this kind of trick.

They kicked me in the knees and thighs, but never hit the same place twice. One of them booted me in the chest, like he was checking to see how soft I was. They pushed me, threw me into a wall. I staggered and crashed into a desk. Happens all the time, I told myself. It’s nothing. It happens. I waited for it to end.

Pulling me up by my hair, they forced the chalk up my nose and made me eat the other piece. I bit it with my front teeth.

Ninomiya and his friends just watched, laughing like crazy.

Thus far I had been forced to swallow pond water, toilet water, a goldfish, and scraps of vegetables from the rabbit cage, but this was my first time eating chalk. It had no smell or taste. They yelled at me to chew faster. I closed my eyes and broke the chalk apart inside my mouth, focusing on chewing, not on what it was. I heard it crunch. The broken pieces scraped the insides of my cheeks. My job was to keep my jaw moving and to swallow, so I swallowed. Chalk coated the inside of my mouth.

I did this for all three pieces. One of them yelled, “Lemonade! Lemonade!” and brought me a plastic cup streaked with paint and full of a dirty milky liquid. Chalk dust dissolved in water. Pushed against the wall, cup pressed into my face, I drank it all. As the liquid traveled down my throat, I felt the urge to vomit, and the next thing I knew I had thrown everything up. Tears and spit dripped from my nostrils and my eyes—dry heaving, both hands on the floor. One of the guys asked me what the hell I was doing and stepped back, but he was clapping. Cheering. They pressed my face into the mess and said, “Clean it up.” Everyone was smiling, laughing.

That was the first day I wrote back to Kojima.

I had never written anyone a letter, and I had no idea what to say or how to say it, but with my freshly sharpened pencil, I wrote whatever came to mind, then erased most of it, until finally I had something I could keep. Try as I might, I could never seem to fill more than a single page. We only ever wrote about unimportant things, but over time we came to understand each other. To make sure no one saw me, I showed up at school before anyone else and stuck my note inside Kojima’s desk. The morning after that, I would pick up her reply and read it in the bathroom. We never made a rule about it, but neither of us said a word about school or being bullied.

When I finished a letter, I took off my glasses and held the paper close to my left eye so I could read the words I wrote. Rereading them gave me a headache, but only on one side of my head.

I had a lazy eye.

What my right eye struggled to see was part of what my left eye saw. Because everything had its blurry double, nothing had any depth. I had a hard time touching things even when they were right in front of me. I would miss. It didn’t matter if I used my fingertips or my whole hand. I was never certain that I was touching the right thing, or touching it the right way.


Hi Kojima. I read your letters a bunch today. You’re using a mechanical pencil, right? I use a regular one.

To answer your last question, I guess my hobby is reading, but I don’t know if I have a favorite book or type of book. Talk to you soon.

Hey hey. Thanks for your letter. It rained so hard today. It was so loud under my umbrella I thought it was about to rip. On my way home, by the Yokoyama building, a huge truck drove through a puddle and splashed water all over me. It was like something from a manga. If it was, what do you think the speech bubble would say? Maybe I suck at it, but I like writing letters. I’m excited to get your next one.

Hello. It’s nighttime and the wind is blowing like crazy.

I think writing is hard. It’s probably harder than talking. Maybe I’ll get better if I practice. I’m trying. I’ve been sitting at my desk for over an hour and this is all I’ve managed to write. Talk to you soon.

Hey again. Thanks for your letter. My midterm came back, and I’m devastated. I barely passed! I won’t ask you what you got, but I’m sure you did way better than me. Oh yeah, your speech bubble idea was super funny. If another truck rushes by and splashes me again, that’s what I’m going to say!

By the way, this is my second time trying to write this letter today. The first time didn’t work out, so I gave up and started sewing. Nothing too advanced, just a little cross-stitching. I really wanted to make a cushion cover, but I didn’t have a cushion, so I used what I had to sew these small flower-shaped things. I really like making stuff like that. My hobbies right now are writing letters and sewing. Can’t wait for your next letter.

Hi. How are you? I said in my last letter that I was having trouble writing in my own voice. I think I know why. It’s my pencil.

I like 6B pencils because they almost never snap. When I was writing, I realized something. Your voice reminds me of a 6B. I’m not sure if this is going to make sense, but it’s like they’re soft and rigid at the same time. Almost unbreakable. Sorry for not making sense. Just thought I’d give it a try.

It’s 8:30 at night. I have to do my geography homework. Bye for now.

Hello, hello, good evening. Well, I bet it’s morning by the time you read this.

How’s the weather over there? It’s raining where I am. It’s not supposed to be this rainy in May, but it is. Yeah, it’s raining.

More importantly, though, how many times do I have to ask you to tell me what books you like? Is it a big secret? I’ve never read a whole book for fun, so I was just curious. I’ve read . . . let’s see. Oh wait, in elementary school, I think I read some Chinese history book that we had on the borrow-a-book shelf. I can’t believe I just remembered that. If I hadn’t written you this letter, I would never have remembered that.

By the way, I wanted to ask you. What is it you like about reading? I forgot to ask before. Do you think it’s fun? Language class is enough reading for me, but tell me if you ever find something interesting. My house is just like what you said about your house. So boring. It’s funny, but when I read some Chinese history book that we had on the borrow-a-book shelf. I can’t believe I just remembered that. If I hadn’t written you this letter, I would never have remembered that. I’m doing nothing, I get this feeling like I’m fighting something. Stuck . . . fighting. It never goes away, even when I’m in bed, even when I’m walking around. There’s a year and a half left of middle school, but if everything goes smoothly, we have three more years of high school after that. We’ll be doing the same thing for years. Don’t you think that’s weird? I do.

What do you think the future is going to be like? I think about that stuff a lot. What if the world really ends in 1999 like everyone says? But if it doesn’t, nothing’s gonna change, though, right?

Hey, I have an idea. You can tell me if you don’t like it.

I almost don’t want to say it, but I’m going to. What if we met up again on the second Wednesday of next month? It was a Wednesday the other day when we met at Whale Park. It can be our day. If you don’t like the idea, you better keep it to yourself. Just kidding. You can tell me. Write back.

Hello. Today felt like summer. I can’t believe May’s already over.

Thanks for the pad of paper, by the way. It’s great. I’ll use it when I’m done with the one I’m using now.

Thanks for saying yes to meeting in the fire stairwell. I don’t know how to put it, but I think we’ll be more comfortable up there. It’s quiet, and it has a nice breeze. No one will bother us. Just take the elevator all the way to the top. Open the door on the right and you’ll see the stairs. You’ll see what I mean. I’ll be waiting there on Wednesday, two weeks from now. I’m looking forward to it. See you soon.



I was thinking of Kojima in a completely different way.

Not like it was anything new, but it got harder and harder for me to watch and listen to the other girls in our class bullying her, just like it was stressful knowing that Kojima watched me being bullied. I didn’t want to hear them, but we were all in the same room, and my ears couldn’t block them out. I didn’t want to see it, but I couldn’t keep my eyes closed.

To them, I was “Eyes.” They called me over and made me do random things, or knocked me down, or made me run for my life around the track at recess while they watched me from inside. Ninomiya and his friends laughed at me, as usual, from the windows. They called Kojima “Hazmat” and said she smelled like fish or worse. I watched them send her to the store. I saw them kick her the same way they kicked me. Once, I saw them yell, “Time for a bath!” and dunk her head in the fish tank.

In her notes, Kojima was energetic and alive, an entirely different person from the girl I saw in class. Whenever I saw things happen to her, I got this sharp pain in my chest, but as bad as it hurt there was nothing I could do. I didn’t want her knowing that I saw her. I had to look away, pretending not to watch.

That year, like the year before, our class had to prepare for the chorus competition and the formal assembly that came after.

A bunch of classes were cancelled in preparation for the big night, giving Ninomiya and his friends ample opportunity to bully me harder. After school and in the halls and in the schoolyard, excitement filled the air, but I was still taking orders from Ninomiya, and getting kicked in the chest. At lunch they sent me to buy them snacks. I always ate my lunch alone. So did Kojima.

“Buddy, you need to have that eye looked at.” It was a Saturday, after class. We were back in homeroom, and Ninomiya was tapping my head with a ruler. “Don’t worry, I’ll fix you.”

On any normal Saturday, the kids who weren’t in clubs would have gone home by now, but today, we were allowed to stay at school and practice for the competition or work on our costumes. Ninomiya told me I was going into the locker where we kept the cleaning supplies.

“Just being around you makes me sick.”

He sat down on a desk, put a black elastic in his lips, and drew his hair into a ponytail.

“Doesn’t he make you sick?”

The unpopular girls he was addressing were so embarrassed that they blushed, but they smiled at him and nodded.

“You get it, Eyes? Nobody wants you around.”

They tied my hands with a jump rope, stuffed a rag in my mouth, and shoved me in the locker.

“Don’t go anywhere,” Ninomiya said, “or you’ll be in there all week.”

One of the guys pushed me to make me fit. The door clanged shut.

This wasn’t my first time inside a locker. I was no stranger to the dust-clogged air and muted darkness. Whenever this sort of thing happened, I just started counting in my head, not thinking about anything else. When I got to a hundred, I went back to one and started over. I never asked myself how many hundreds I had counted or how much time had passed. I tried not to think anything or feel anything or let my mind wander. Just worked my way through the numbers, saying them inside my head. But the whole time, I could hear the voices of my classmates, talking and practicing their songs. They jumbled with the voice in my own head, reciting number after number.

I couldn’t tell how long I had been in there, but at some point I noticed the room was silent. I had to go to the bathroom really bad. Holding it in gave me goosebumps. I held my breath and listened closely for a voice. Nothing. It seemed like it had easily been an hour since they locked me in the locker, but it could have been two, or even more. I had no idea.

I had to pee so bad it hurt. The thought of what awful things would happen if Ninomiya saw me leave made me consider peeing then and there, but I had to get out. I tapped the door of the locker with my toe. When I kicked it hard, the door screeched open. I squinted at the light. The classroom was deserted. I tiptoed into the hallway and looked out the windows and down onto the field. Some of the kids who had been messing around in homeroom were out there throwing a ball and yelling. I wanted to know if Ninomiya was with them, but I couldn’t tell.

I slipped the jump rope from my wrists and headed down the empty hallway to a bathroom. I sat down in one of the stalls and breathed, trying to work through the knot in my stomach. What would happen if they found out that I’d left? What would they do to me? The thought kept coming back. My patience had run out. It felt like my heart wanted out of my chest. I could never get used to the burden of these questions. Maybe they would cut me some slack if I explained I had to use the bathroom. Maybe Ninomiya had forgotten I was in there and gone home. It was all that I could think about.

Trying to think about something else, I imagined what would happen the next time Kojima and I met up. I had high expectations. There were only ten more days until the day we promised to meet. I pulled out her notes and read through them again. Not all of them, which would have been impossible, but the ones I liked the most. I carried them around, as I had from the start, stuffed inside my planner. The rest of them were on my bookshelf in my room, inside the slipcase of my dictionary. I read them whenever I was in my room.

When they were stuffing me into the locker, I hadn’t seen Kojima in the classroom. I wondered if she made it home okay. Her stiff-looking hair appeared before my eyes. I found myself remembering how the girls had said her breath stank during chorus practice and shut her mouth with tape. I felt pressure on my chest. I remembered how hard one of the tall girls laughed when they ripped away the tape. I even remembered what she said: “At least now your lip’s clean.” I sighed and put the notes away. I asked myself if Kojima ever felt this way after she saw me being bullied. It was a hard question to ask.

I heard voices approaching. Whoever they were, they came into the bathroom. I felt myself stop breathing, and I froze. I panicked, but silently unlocked the stall, so that they wouldn’t see that it was locked, then pressed a hand against the door so that it wouldn’t open.

Two of the guys.

At first I wasn’t sure who, but in no time I recognized that one of them was Ninomiya from the way he talked. My heart was beating so hard I thought he must have heard it. To try and slow it down, I clenched my teeth. So many things spiraled through my mind. I couldn’t breathe right.

Ninomiya was on the other side of the door, in here with someone else.

The other voice was almost too low to hear. I knew it was another student, but
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