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ONE

REUNION

1.

I used to think I’d never forget her, no matter where I ended up, no matter how many years passed, no matter what happened to me.

But once I saw her name in that article on the web, I realized I’d forgotten everything about her—her name, her existence, the time we’d spent together, what we’d done, and of course the fact I’d believed I’d never forget her.

Kimiko Yoshikawa.

For a second, I wondered if maybe it was somebody with the same name, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that it was the Kimiko I used to know.


Kimiko Yoshikawa, 60, an unemployed Shinjuku resident, appeared in Tokyo District Court on Dec. 23 for her first public hearing. Yoshikawa has been charged with blackmail, abduction, and battery. She allegedly confined the victim—a woman in her twenties from Ichikawa, Chiba—to a room in her Shinjuku apartment, where she battered the young woman over a 15-month period. During the arraignment, Yoshikawa invoked her right to remain silent. Her attorney entered a plea of not guilty on her behalf.

In opening remarks, the prosecution stated that the victim moved in with Yoshikawa in 2017 after a period of prolonged housing instability. The two initially lived together without incident, but the defendant began to take control of the woman’s personal belongings and social life, monitoring her movements. On multiple occasions, the defendant threatened the victim, telling her she’d ‘never survive on her own’ and subsequently breaking her will to escape. She was eventually locked in the apartment under the defendant’s control and was repeatedly beaten and forced to follow the defendant’s orders. The incident came to light last May, when the woman escaped and alerted the authorities.



I read the article three times, and once I had, I tried to exhale the huge lump that had formed deep in my chest. My fingers were trembling. It was her. Kimiko. It had to be her.

I searched the name “Kimiko Yoshikawa,” which brought up one similar article, and another report just a few lines long, both detailed with only the bare minimum. My other returns were websites suggesting names for baby girls or offering fortune-telling based on the kanji in a given name. On the internet, my Kimiko didn’t exist outside the information I’d already found.

I tried to put my thoughts in order. I went back to the page I’d first read and checked the date: January 10, 2020. Three months ago. And the article said the incident itself took place last year, in May 2019.

No matter how carefully I read, I couldn’t wrap my head around that day, that year. I understood that it had been three months since Kimiko’s first court date, but I didn’t understand what that meant for the victim and the others involved. How had they been affected? How had everything unfolded in court? What would happen to Kimiko? Where could I go to find out?

I had no idea how police investigations or prisons worked. What came to mind were bleak gray cells, handcuffs, stone-faced judges, courtroom sketches—ham-fisted scenes I’d seen on crime shows or in the news.

And Kimiko’s face.

Kimiko the way she looked those few years we’d lived together, back when I was young, some twenty years ago. The article said she was sixty. I couldn’t believe it. Of course, two decades had passed. I was forty now, but attaching the number sixty to Kimiko’s name seemed somehow unreal.

I closed my eyes and told myself I’d be okay. I had nothing to do with what had happened in Kimiko’s Shinjuku apartment. There was nothing to worry about. I didn’t know what Kimiko had been doing these past twenty years, we weren’t in contact—in no sense did we have anything to do with each other. All that was long past, finished. Whatever else she’d done wasn’t public knowledge—I couldn’t find any articles on her besides the one about this incident. Not on the internet, at least. It’s okay, I told myself over and over. It’ll be okay.

When I finally looked up from my phone, I was surprised to find the room heavy with the deepening blue of evening, the shadows around me growing thicker. On my low table was a plate of spaghetti topped with boil-in-bag Bolognese—untouched. In the drawing gloom of night, the pasta no longer looked like food.

I kept waking up that night, and when morning came, I’d barely slept.

Backlit by the spring morning sunlight, my curtains looked like giant sheets of white construction paper. I closed my eyes against their brightness and watched colors appear and burst behind my eyelids. Dark blue, deep red, yellow—and then Kimiko’s face appeared.

She gathered her long unruly hair in a black tail and said with a smile, I’ve got so much hair I bet I could hide a whole black cat in here. I laughed—we all did. That old house. Its small rooms, clutter everywhere except the entryway, which was always neat and tidy. The rule was you could only have two pairs of shoes out front because the entryway was where good luck entered and the bathroom was where it exited, which meant both of those parts of the house always had to be immaculate.

I closed my eyes and tossed and turned, trying to shake off the images in my head. But things I’d long forgotten to even remember came back to me one by one, as if linked hand in hand. The squeak of the warped hallway floors became our laughter and the swirl of the familiar woodgrain on the ceiling became someone’s cigarette smoke. My memories were whispering to me.

Makeup left scattered in front of the mirror, cheap particle board furniture stuffed with clothes and underthings in the closet, baskets stacked full of cup ramen in our little kitchen. The images awoke even the scent of the days when we’d lived there.

I lay curled in bed worrying for about half an hour before I finally sent a message to our work group chat.

—Good morning, everyone. This is Ito. I’ve had a cough since yesterday. I don’t have a fever, but just to be on the safe side, I think I’d better take the day off. I hope that’s okay.

The person in charge of scheduling wrote back right away.

—Understood. We’ll be deciding on COVID policies at the beginning of next week, so I’ll keep you updated. Given everything that’s going on, I also need to let management know you’re not feeling well. Feel better soon!

—Thank you! I think it’s probably a normal cold, but if I get a fever, I’ll let you know right away. Thanks again.

Until the middle of last month, people still didn’t quite believe how quickly the virus might spread. There were a lot of opinions flying around, and most people said it was basically the flu, so there was no need to be scared, no need to wear a mask. It felt like the world was suspended between nerves and bizarre excitement, but life was still well within the bounds of normalcy.

But between the end of February and beginning of March, as news from overseas grew more and more terrifying, rumors of Japan’s own lockdown finally started flying.

And then five days ago, the government declared a national state of emergency, and the tension that had been gradually building burst. The virus was no longer just a story on the news—there was panic-buying in the supermarkets. Masks, hand sanitizer, disinfectants, and toilet paper vanished from the drugstore shelves, and soon after, people disappeared from the streets. All kinds of new measures were put in place where I worked. I had a part-time job as a salesclerk at a take-out deli run by a major supermarket. We had locations throughout the city, but my branch was in the shopping district a few minutes’ walk from my apartment.

Ours was a small shop, with about thirty sides and salads in lines across the counter and in the cold case. Customers could choose what they wanted, and we’d pack their choices into plastic containers for carryout. We only sold the food—everything was made fresh off-site at a central facility each morning, so we didn’t even have a galley kitchen, and the deli space itself was so small it couldn’t fit more than four people at a time. In the three years I’d worked there, the menu had never once changed, and I began to wonder if the people who stopped by day in and day out—we had a lot of regulars—ever got tired of our food, but in fact, the monotony seemed to give them a sense of comfort. Our sales were good, and our shop was so popular we always had a line out the door at lunch-and dinnertime. By late last month, though, you could tell something was off: most of our customers disappeared, and when they did show up, they got into arguments about whether to wear masks—we even got phone calls complaining that we weren’t taking enough measures to protect customers in the store.

Tucked into my futon, I thought about how maybe I shouldn’t have messaged my coworkers that I had a cough. Why had I lied? What was I thinking, saying I had a cough at a time like this? I had no idea.

After a moment, I picked up my phone again, went back to the article about Kimiko, and slowly reread the whole thing. My mood grew even darker, and my limbs felt heavy. I decided I was glad I’d taken the day off, even if I hadn’t used the best excuse. In my current state, I didn’t think I could manage even something as simple as standing behind the sales counter.

I climbed out of bed, grabbed a bottle of barley tea from the fridge, and drank it down. Then I went to the closet and pulled a large shoebox down from the shelf.

The corners of the box were squished, and its lid was slightly torn; it was filled with old letters, notebooks, and datebooks.

Long ago, it had contained a pair of high heels my mother bought somewhere or other, but its sides, once dark blue, were now completely faded. I remembered my mother putting on those spotless white shoes and prancing around in them, not a care for the tatami mats. She was so happy that she kept wearing them, even once we sat down on the floor for our meal of instant ramen. I asked her for the empty shoebox and filled it with notes from school friends, clippings from manga and magazines, and stickers. Any time I found something I wanted to hold on to, I put it in the box. I’d moved a lot over the years, leaving things behind, losing them, but somehow the box remained. I didn’t normally take it down to look through its contents, though. Seeing it now, I felt like it wasn’t mine, that I’d inherited it from someone else, but something had compelled me to keep it all these years.

I opened the lid and found my navy flip phone and its charger in one corner of the box. The phone was what I was looking for, but seeing it made my heart skip a beat. Wondering if it would still work, I connected it to the charger and plugged the charger into an outlet. I waited thirty minutes and then held the power button. Slowly, the little screen brightened, coming back to life, and the phone chimed.

I’d changed my phone number and cut my old ties in the hopes that no one would find me, but I’d left my old friends’ contact information in here. Maybe somehow I’d known that I might need them again.

There were only seventeen people in the address book.

Kimiko’s name was in the K’s. I scrolled down from there until I found Ran Kato and selected her name to see the phone number. Next, I went to the M’s—Momoko. Momoko Tamamori. I made a memo of both numbers in my smartphone.

I didn’t know where Ran Kato and Momoko Tamamori were or what they were doing now.

The last time I saw them was when they were leaving that house. We’d all been twenty, or thereabouts. I hadn’t contacted either of them even once since then. If I hadn’t stumbled across the article about Kimiko yesterday, I might not have even remembered they existed.

The time we’d spent together in that house came back to life, the voices and faces playing out on the screen of my mind, a mess of clips spliced together, dropping in and out of focus. I didn’t think either of their phone numbers would still be working, and I didn’t actually want to speak to either of them. But they were the only ones I could talk to about Kimiko. Only they could share the unease I was now feeling.

Because I was afraid that Kimiko might have blabbed about our time with her.

Maybe during the police investigation of Kimiko’s apartment, they’d found evidence from back when we lived together, and even now, behind closed doors, they were making inquiries about Ran, Momoko, and me. The thought of it made me antsy. Nobody had come for me yet, but there was a chance they’d contacted Ran and Momoko for questioning first.

Logically, what we had done was probably already outside the statute of limitations. The punishment might not be all that severe. The three of us had been young, and we’d been acting under Kimiko’s orders. But then what about Kotomi? Whose fault was it that she was dead? Could we really say we had nothing to do with her death?

The more I thought about it, the more an elusive, uneasy fear weighed down on me. Dread pressed silently down on me, like a giant sheet of iron, until tears threatened. What should I do? Should I pretend I never saw the article in the first place, lose Ran’s and Momoko’s numbers, and keep my mouth shut? Or should I maybe tell the police what I knew?

My imagination ballooned with worse and worse scenarios, blotting out everything in sight. How were Ran and Momoko? What were they even doing now, and where? I knew their old phone numbers wouldn’t work. But since they wouldn’t work, there was no harm in calling . . . I set my phone down next to me and covered my head with the duvet as though that would erase everything. With the afternoon light blocked out, I blinked dimly, studying the humid, dark warmth of spring. And then I nodded off.

I know I dreamed, but the contents escape me—all I know is that it was a bad dream. Why is it, I wonder, that I always know it’s a bad dream, even when I don’t remember who I saw or what I did and only know that I dreamed. Like a dark, unstoppable wave, the nightmare chased me down. When I woke up, my chest and back were drenched in sweat. And then I called Ran Kato.

The phone rang six times before she answered with a bright “Hello?” I could feel my jaw trembling with nerves.

“Yes, hello. Is this . . . Ran Kato?”

“Yes,” she replied in a voice that had grown deeper. It was Ran. I couldn’t believe it.

“Oh, uh, this is Hana.”

“Hana?”

“Yes, um, Hana Ito? We lived together, a long time ago.”

After a shocked silence, Ran said, “Hana? That Hana?”

“Yes, that Hana. Sorry to call you out of the blue like this.” I switched my phone to my other hand and pressed it hard against my ear. “I honestly didn’t think the number would work. I really am sorry.”

“What’s happened? How did you get my number?”

“I had a copy of it in my old phone.”

“Oh.”

I heard her sigh.

“I’m sure this is a surprise to you. Sorry about that.”

“No, it’s not that . . . I just can’t quite believe it. It’s been so long.”

“It has. Sorry. I’m actually calling you about Kimiko.”

I could hear children laughing raucously beyond Ran. The sound of women chatting, too. The noises grew more distant, and I knew Ran was moving away from them.

“When you say Kimiko, you mean that Kimiko?”

“Yeah.”

“What about her?”

“I found an article about an incident involving her yesterday.”

“What?”

“On the internet.”

“What exactly do you mean by ‘incident’?”

“She was arrested. I was shocked, too. The trial’s already begun, and I know it’s a long shot, but I was worried it might have something to do with us, so I wanted to talk with you—”

“Hold on a minute,” Ran interrupted. “What is this? I don’t understand what you’re talking about. Why was she arrested? And how would that have anything to do with us? Did she talk?”

“No, nothing like that, but Kimiko, apparently she was keeping a girl locked in her apartment, and she hurt the girl, and that’s why she was arrested. It’s probably . . . the same as back then, but this time she got caught. And if they start poking into her past, all of that might, you know, might come out. I don’t know if that’s actually going to happen, but it freaked me out.” I bit the bullet and asked her, “Has anyone . . . contacted you? The police, or anyone like that?”

“Of course not.” Ran laughed like she thought I’d said something stupid, but her tone was also faintly uneasy.

“I’ve been worried about it since yesterday, and I’ve been wondering if maybe I should go in and talk to the police.”

“What?” Ran sounded surprised. “Talk to the police? About what?”

“About back then, about the things I know about Kimiko.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me.” Ran had lowered her voice, but somehow her tone was more forceful. But then I heard someone call Ran’s name, and she called back “Okay!” in a cheery voice.

“Listen, I’ve got a guest who’s just showed up.”

“Of course. Sorry to have bothered you.”

“Hana, where are you living? Tokyo?”

“Yeah.”

“Maybe we should meet up and have a chat. I know it’s hard with corona and everything . . . but I think it would be better if we didn’t talk about this over the phone.”

“Yeah, I think we should definitely do that . . . Oh, Momoko, I have her number, too, I don’t know if it works yet, but I should call her, right, see if she can come?”

“Don’t bother,” Ran curtly replied.

“Why?”

“I’ll tell you when I see you. But Hana? Don’t, under any circumstances, go to the police. Okay?”

“Okay.”

We picked a place and time to meet and then hung up.

2.

Ran carried herself differently now than she had twenty years ago.

She was still as small as I remembered, but she’d put on some weight, which made her body look somehow unbalanced. If she hadn’t seen me first and raised her hand to catch my attention, I would have had a hard time recognizing her, even though there was almost no one in the café.

Ran wore a puffy cotton ecru tunic and a mask so large it hid almost half her face. Her low ponytail was dyed light brown, but white hairs at her hairline caught the light and glowed, revealing a haphazard root touch-up. There was still a hint of her old self around her eyes though, swept with a confident brown eyeshadow and a thick layer of mascara.

Her forehead was as narrow as ever, and I was reminded of one late night where the three of us—Ran, Momoko, and I—had measured and compared our foreheads, our eyes, all the parts of our faces. Ran had liked makeup even back then. I knew next to nothing about that sort of thing, and she’d laughingly wondered how her techniques would change the way I looked. She tried a slew of products on me, and when she was done, the three of us looked at my face and exploded with laughter. Seeing Ran before me now, remembering how we’d been back then, I was overwhelmed by how much time had passed, and I felt a twinge deep in my heart.

We didn’t exchange the kinds of cheerful pleasantries used to greet an old friend. No “Long time no see” or “How have you been?” We just ordered our drinks. With her mouth hidden behind her mask, I couldn’t make out Ran’s expression, but she had the air of someone working to move not even a muscle, and in that stillness, we were silent.

After our two iced coffees arrived, I tried to start the conversation by saying I was glad Ran had recognized me, but she replied curtly that she knew it was me because I was dithering at the entrance. She’d been fidgeting with her phone, but now she stopped and removed her mask. Her brick-red lipstick had smeared on the inside.

“So, about Kimiko,” Ran began, “what did she do? I tried to search for information, but I couldn’t find anything.”

Ran asked as though she was carrying on our conversation from the phone; she didn’t seem particularly nervous.

“Was it on the news? Did it seem really bad?”

“Not exactly.” I’d bookmarked the article on the website, so I pulled it up now and handed it over to Ran. She studied the phone intently, scrolled down, and then again gazed at the screen.

“How did you find this?” she asked when she was done, sliding the phone back across the table to me.

“I was reading an article about some other incident on Yahoo, and you know at the bottom it’ll suggest all these articles about similar things, right? Same kind of content, stuff from years ago, links to local newspapers from places you’ve never heard of, and there were these links. And I was just clicking through the links over and over, and I came across this one.”

“Shinjuku, huh . . . not Sancha.” Ran furrowed her brows. “It said Kimiko was sixty. I guess that means she was forty back then, right. About the same age as us now.”

“Yeah.”

“Now that I look back on it, she was completely nuts,” Ran spat. “I can’t believe her. I mean, imagine if we started picking up twenty-year-old girls and living with them like that now. Absolutely crazy.” She shook her head. “Back when we were living together—I mean, I guess we did do some pretty sketchy things. But we were what, twenty? It was a long time ago. I don’t think there’s any way it would come back to haunt us now.”

“But what if her apartment, if there are things . . . like a stack of cards from back then, I was thinking if the police found those and asked her what they were. And if she talked, they might still question us about what happened, even if they don’t plan on charging us with anything. We’re probably past the statute of limitations, but what we did, it’s . . . we don’t know what might blow up into a problem.”

“So you thought you’d go to the police and tell them you knew her way back when and that you have information?” Ran’s eyes widened with shock. “You’re overthinking things.”

“You think so?”

“Absolutely. You’re getting carried away. And it’s not like what we did was that big of a deal, you know? That’s what I think. Definitely not something you should be worrying yourself sick over two decades down the line. Kids now do way worse things than we ever did then.”

“Are you sure?”

“Positive.” She thought a moment and said, “And besides, she made us do it.”

“But Kotomi died, and I still don’t know what actually happened, but I feel like we got her involved, and with the way things ended—”

“Which one was Kotomi? Oh”—Ran nodded—“the hostess from that club in Ginza where you were side hustling.”

“Right.”

“No, no, that’s got nothing to do with us. That was on her . . . Don’t you remember what happened? I mean, her death was a shock, but . . . Wait, don’t tell me you still think it was your fault.”

“Well, no, but . . .” I shook my head.

“Of course it’s not. Those people were crazy.” Ran shrugged. “That’s why you should just relax. Turn that frown upside down. Don’t look at me like that. There’s no point in worrying about something that happened so long ago it’s already basically forgotten, dead and buried. Of course you were upset when you came across Kimiko’s name. You weren’t expecting to be reminded of her. And her keeping a girl like that, kind of a similar situation, I know. I get it. But I’m telling you, it’s okay. If you’re worried about a worst-case scenario, just remember the police already have her. I mean, that stuff from before, you’re better off forgetting it. We were young and stupid, let’s keep our skeletons in the closet.”

“Keep our skeletons in the closet.”

“Exactly. And shouldn’t you be more worried about corona anyway? How’s it been for you? My kids’ school got canceled, and it’s absolute hell. This whole virus is awful. You doing okay?”

“Well, I . . .” I took a deep breath through my nose. “I guess it’s been fine for me. I live alone.”

Ran stirred her iced coffee with her straw and nodded along. We were in a café in front of Jiyugaoka Station. Ran was apparently living somewhere along the Toyoko Line, and she’d told me this place was convenient because she could get here without any line changes, and the trains came often. The café was part of a chain, and its facade was floor-to-ceiling glass. Ran hadn’t bothered to ask me where I was living, what I was doing, or what I’d done after everything happened.

“There’s almost nobody out. Normally it’s so crowded. I guess everyone’s keeping themselves at home.”

It was true that there were only a handful of people on the street outside the café, though that might also have been because the sky had been heavy and overcast all day, throwing the whole neighborhood into sunken darkness.

“But time comes for us all. I mean, we’re already forty. I didn’t think I’d ever see you again. We said our goodbyes and kind of scattered.”

“You never changed your number, so I was wondering, did Kimiko ever try and get in touch with you after that?”

“No,” Ran said. “I can’t say I remember everything from back then, and I don’t want to either . . . Remember we were all so confused and flustered when we left? And that was the last time. But I feel like it must have been worse for you, Hana. You were the one she liked the most. I mean, can you imagine being trapped like that, terrifying. She was totally nuts. We were so young, just kids, really, and we had no idea what we were doing, it really is awful.”

“Um, I know I mentioned it on the phone, but about Momoko . . . You said I shouldn’t bother trying to get in touch. Did something happen?” I asked.

“Oh, Momoko.” Ran shook her head. “Do you remember how she had that terrifying little sister. The one that was drop-dead gorgeous, but her teeth were so disgusting you wanted to die. She came by sometimes? Well, Momoko had a huge fight with her and her boyfriend over money, and after that, Momoko went missing, though I don’t know all the details. I just heard the rumors. After we left, I kept in touch with Momoko for a while, but then she disappeared.”

I sighed.

Ran’s voice grew louder, as though she were practicing lines for a play or something. “We were mixed up with a bunch of crazy people, huh. We had no idea what we were doing.” Her exaggerated voice rang through the café. Almost no one was inside, and the few customers they did have were alone, everyone wearing a mask. From a speaker somewhere in the ceiling came the faint sounds of bossa nova. From the sink behind the counter, I could hear the clinking of plates being washed and the voices of the staff talking to each other. None of the other customers were speaking. An older man sitting in a chair a few tables down opened his newspaper with a loud rustle, and my eyes met his when he glanced our way. I took a sip of water and checked the mask dangling from my jaw with the tips of my fingers.

“Anyway, what’s done is done. I’ll say it again, that was a long time ago. It’s in the past. You don’t need to be worrying about it, okay, Hana? And Hana?” She met my eyes, unblinking. “Do not, under any circumstances, go to the police, okay? There’s no point in it. I am a hundred percent sure it would be nothing but trouble for you. So I’m counting on you to not do it, okay? We’re good, right, now that we’ve talked it over here today? So just forget about it, seriously.”

I nodded.

“We’re good, right?”

“Yeah.”

And then we fell into a lengthy silence. Ran hunched over her drink, staring at a single spot on the table. I could see the fatigue in her expression. I felt like I must have something else I needed to tell her now that we were together again, something important. And maybe she was feeling that same need. But I didn’t know what it was I needed to say or how to find the right words to say it.

“Well, I think I’d better head out. Oh, and Hana.” Ran straightened as though to shake it off. As she readjusted her mask, she continued, “Could you erase my number? I’ll be sure to erase my history of your calls and texts.”

I couldn’t speak, and in the face of my silence, Ran checked the receipt, left money for her coffee on the table, put her bag over her shoulder, and stood up.

“Well then, I’m off. Try not to get corona.”

With those parting words, Ran left the café, but even once she was gone, I couldn’t quite bring myself to leave. There were things I should have been thinking about, but my mind wasn’t working. I didn’t feel like eating, but I hadn’t had anything since that morning, so I should’ve been hungry—I wondered if I should order something.

As I glanced over the little pictures on the menu, I heard something unexpected. A distant rumbling, as though something huge were trundling along, though what it was, I couldn’t say. After a few moments, I realized it was a peal of thunder. Just as I glanced through the glass storefront, rain came pounding down, all at once. The raindrops were so large I felt like I could see each of them individually as they passed through my field of vision, and I watched as the people walking along the street covered their heads with bags or their hands and made a run for it. The rain grew even heavier, beating down on the asphalt and on the awning of the store diagonal to the café, bouncing back into the air again, sending up a faint white vapor.




TWO

FORTUNES

1.

It was summer when I first met Kimiko. I was fifteen at the time.

One morning, not long after the start of what was going to be my final summer vacation of junior high, I woke up to find a strange woman sleeping next to me on the futon where my mom was supposed to be.

I couldn’t see her face. She was wearing my mom’s pajamas, but I could tell right away that the woman snoring soundly with her back to me was not my mom.

Propping myself up on my elbow, I pulled away for a moment, then decided that it was no big deal and went back to sleep. My mom worked at a small bar not too far from where we lived, and this wasn’t the first time she’d brought home friends and girls from work to stay the night.

The next time I woke up, the woman was nowhere to be seen. Instead, the pajamas she’d been wearing were neatly placed on top of the futon, which had been folded up. They were the same old pajamas my mom had been sleeping in for years, but now they looked pristine, like they were on display at a store. I couldn’t take my eyes off them.

We always hung our clothes and underwear to dry on the curtain rod over the window, and we’d just grab whatever we wanted to wear when we needed them. Our room was messy and littered with junk, so the corner with the futon and the pajamas had a gravity all its own, like someone had taken a piece of pencil-smudged notebook paper and carefully erased one white spot.

My mom and I lived in a small town at the edge of Higashimurayama in a cramped, run-down tenement house hidden away from the main street.

In between a pair of detached houses facing the street was a gravel path about three meters wide. To find the entrance to our building, you had to head down that path and then turn left. The front was so old and dirty you could barely make out the writing over the door: “Evergreen Hills.” The entryway always made me think of some ominous cave, and the hallway it led to was lit with nothing but a few dingy bulbs, so it was always dark, no matter how sunny it was outside.

Evergreen Hills was a two-story wooden building. Both floors had four identical rooms, but the only person living in the building, aside from my mom and me, was the middle-aged landlady, who occupied one of the back units upstairs. The sliding wooden doors separating the units were so flimsy even a child could kick them down, and each unit had a small entryway. Beyond that was a kitchenette, and then two rooms one after another, each about four-and-a-half tatami mats. At the end of the first floor was a communal bathroom, though we were the only people using it. We were surrounded by buildings on all sides, so even when we had the windows open, all we could see was a wall of concrete. We barely got any light.

Mom rented both units on the first floor: one to the right and one to the left as you entered the building. Most of the time, Mom and I were on the right-hand side.

The one to the left was supposed to be my dad’s, but it never felt like anybody lived there. Other than a TV set and some bedding, there was nothing in there—only some clothes hanging in the closet. After all, my dad never stayed home for long, even when he was around.

At the time, I had no idea what he did for work. He was tanned and well-built, so he must have been working construction or driving trucks or doing some sort of day labor that called him away for long stretches. (I remember one time in elementary school I heard him call my name from some big truck as I was walking home.) For a while, he brought friends over—men dressed in the same kind of work clothes—and they’d have yakiniku, or maybe hot pot, and drink sake. But those nights soon came to an end.

Whenever my dad did come around, he was always nice. He’d bring me things: a badminton set, stuffed animals he must have gotten at an arcade, things like that. Sometimes he’d come home in the middle of the night, wake me up, and say, “Hey, you’re gonna love this,” and feed me pieces of sushi.

I didn’t have anything against my dad. But I spent so little time with him that I never knew what to say—so when he was home, I’d get weirdly nervous and self-conscious. I couldn’t wait for him to leave again. I also worried that he could tell how I felt. I knew he wasn’t a normal father, but on some level, I felt like maybe it was unfair of me to think about him that way. The whole situation made me feel bad about myself.

By the time I was in my last year or two of elementary school, my dad came around less and less, then not at all. Where he went, what happened to him, to this day I have no idea. I only found out later on, but apparently he had another home, another family, somewhere else.

My mom was easygoing, so I could more or less do what I wanted, but she didn’t offer me much in the way of family life. She liked having fun and drinking, even though she couldn’t hold her liquor. She had lots of friends and always just went with the flow. Way back when, she went to a technical high school in the neighborhood, and after graduating, she started working full-time at a nylons factory. She used to brag about how she was the leg model when the higher-ups came from the main office to visit the factory. But she only stayed at that job for a few years. She found work at a hole-in-the-wall bar in town with some friends, then moved on to another, then another—that was when she had me.

Even as her daughter, I could tell she wasn’t a typical mom. She was petite and looked a whole lot younger than the other kids’ moms at school. There was something childlike about her face, and she was always smiling, optimistic, and upbeat, though every time she drank, it made her cry. Not for any real reason though. I guess you could say she was an emotional drinker, somebody who couldn’t separate drinking, having a good time, and bursting into tears.

I never heard her complain or say anything bad about my dad. But she didn’t seem particularly attached to him either. Even after he disappeared, she didn’t seem fazed. Now and then, she’d tell me stories about how terrible her own mother had been before they stopped talking, but always in a lighthearted way, and only after she’d drunk enough to get sentimental.

What my mom liked was company. People were always hanging out at our place: hostesses from the bars where she worked, friends her customers had introduced her to, or local friends she’d known for years. When nobody else was around, and it was just me and her, I always got nervous. As a rule, we didn’t see much of each other though. My mom slept while I was at school, woke up in the afternoon, put her makeup on, and headed out to work in the evening, then came home in the middle of the night.

There was only one other kid in the neighborhood whose home life was similar to mine, and we got along well. From the time we were in elementary school, the two of us didn’t have a curfew like the other kids. Other kids had to be home in time for dinner or weren’t allowed to go certain places—and their parents apparently didn’t want their children spending any more time with us than they had to. Other kids were definitely not allowed to come over to our houses to play. I had another close friend at school, but she was always running off with the other kids as soon as the last bell rang. I remember I asked her why one time. At first, she was reluctant, but then she told me, “My parents said weird grown-ups are always coming over to your house. They say I’m not allowed to go because your family’s not normal.” Well, that wasn’t some baseless rumor or horrible lie—it was the truth. And there wasn’t anything I could do about it.

When I got to middle school, I started to notice things by my friends’ faces, by their attitudes. I could tell right away which kids were from normal homes and which ones weren’t. It was like we were wearing different-colored hats. In a normal home, you wouldn’t wake up in the morning to find a woman you’ve never seen before sleeping in the futon next to yours. The sight of neatly folded bedding and pajamas probably wouldn’t make you feel all warm inside. It wouldn’t leave you so spellbound you wouldn’t know how to look away.

I folded up my own futon, doing it the same way the woman had, then set it next to hers. I was alone in the room, and there wasn’t anybody in the kitchenette either. I slipped into my sandals, hopped across the hallway, and opened the door to the other unit. Inside, the TV was on full blast. When I stepped in, I saw the woman sprawled out on the floor, back to the door, watching a talk show. The head of our ancient electric fan rotated slowly to the right, then back to the left, creaking loudly every now and then.

Noticing I’d come in, the woman turned her head and gave me a big smile, though she didn’t get up. Her expression was so natural that I wondered if she was somebody I’d met before. But she wasn’t—she’d apparently slept the whole night next to me, but this was the first time I’d seen her face. A second later, she went back to looking at the screen, her shoulders shaking as she laughed at the talk show. I stood still at the threshold between the kitchenette and the room, watching the TV, the fan, and the woman.

“Wanna eat something?” the woman asked me, stretching. The show was over. It had just gone to commercials. “I’m starving.”

We went over to the kitchenette to make some instant ramen.

She was taller than I was, and her arms and legs were really long. Her wild, raven-black hair was gathered loosely behind her neck, and the ends fanned out over her giant white T-shirt, which had something written in English on it. Standing at a slight distance, I watched the water heat inside the aluminum saucepan.

The woman ripped into the packages, tipped the noodles into the water, and separated them with a pair of chopsticks. Then she poured in the seasoning packets, mixed everything together, and divided the meal evenly into the two bowls I’d set out. She tried to peel off a wonton stuck to the edge of the pan, but couldn’t manage with her disposable chopsticks, so in a cheery voice she said, “Forget it. I’ll bring the whole thing over,” motioning toward the room. I pulled over the stripped kotatsu that had been resting against the wall, and we sat down across from each other and slurped.

“It’s summer vacation, right? You going anywhere?”

I hummed vaguely, not a real yes or no. I hadn’t been feeling the summer heat a moment ago, but suddenly I broke out in a sweat. I reached over and turned the air conditioner on to high.

“You and Ai aren’t going anywhere?”

Ai was my mom’s name.

“Not really . . . we don’t go places.”

“Huh . . . Hey, what’s your name? Mine’s Kimiko.”

“I’m Hana.”

“Hana . . . Who gave you that name? Ai?”

“I . . . I don’t know,” I answered in a small voice.

“Oh, okay.”

“You’re, um, my mom’s friend, right?”

“Uh-huh.”

That’s where the conversation stopped, and we went back to eating our ramen in silence. There was a game show on TV, and the old AC unit wheezed away. I heard the faint sound of an ambulance outside, drawing closer for a moment, then fading into the distance.

“How do you write ‘Hana’? Do you have a Chinese character for that?”

“Just the normal one. Flower.”

“For my name, it’s ‘ki’ like yellow, ‘mi’ like beauty, and the usual ‘ko,’ like child.”

I nodded, as vague an answer as before, and lifted my bowl to drink the broth. Bowl in both hands, I looked over at Kimiko. She had already finished eating and was resting her elbow on the table. Our eyes met, and I had to turn away. But again, I stole a few more glances at Kimiko’s face over the top of my bowl. She didn’t look like any other woman I’d ever seen before.

Obviously, every person has a unique face, but there was something so captivating about hers, something I couldn’t quite explain with my middle school vocabulary. Even though she’d just gotten out of bed and was barefaced, she looked striking: full eyebrows, defined double eyelids, long, thick eyelashes, eyes and brows close together. I was drawn to her prominent nose and the wisps of hair from her temples down to her ears, damp with sweat and curled up in little rings.

More than beauty or a pretty face, what I saw in her face was strength.

She reminded me of the hero from a popular girls’ manga series I loved to read in elementary school. Part of it was set in ancient Egypt, so the main character was a dashing young pharaoh. Watching Kimiko crack her neck and rearrange herself in front of the TV, I could almost see the pharaoh’s lines appearing in a speech bubble over her head, the whole scene contained within an inky black frame. The thought made me smile.

“I could really go for a soda. Wanna come?” Kimiko asked when she came back from putting the bowls in the sink. We didn’t freshen up to head out, just walked down the street to the nearest convenience store.

“You guys have two units, but you still sleep in one, huh?”

“Where we ate the ramen, we call that the TV room. We keep the futons in the other one, and that’s where we sleep.”

“So you have a separate living room, nice.”

“It’s not that fancy,” I said, looking at the ground.

“Well, who wants to sleep alone, right?”

The rays of the summer sun were so piercing I had to squint, and I could sense the heat sinking deeper into my skin with every breath I took.

Evergreen Hills was right behind my middle school.

We followed the gray wall surrounding the school for a couple of minutes and turned left at the corner, toward the school’s main gate. The convenience store was right across the street. Students weren’t allowed to go into the store in our uniforms, but it was a rule that everybody at school broke. The bright leaves of trees planted inside the school grounds climbed over the wall and cast deep blue shadows on the narrow strip of sidewalk asphalt.

As we got closer to the school gate, I could see a group of people there, talking and laughing. Some students came to school over the break—for clubs and things—but that wasn’t what these people were doing. They were the delinquents—the bad kids.

Two of them were third-years, same as me. There were a bunch of other juvies with them, too, including a guy in tobi work pants with hair bleached the color of straw, and a girl who’d already graduated, her bleached hair shooting up from the top of her head like a fountain and her eyebrows as thin as insect antennae. I knew who she was. She was a famous rebel at our school, and the other kids were her usual crew.

The girl with the fountain hair hadn’t gone on to high school, instead apparently getting involved with a motorcycle gang and some local guys who worked construction. She was also known for wearing oversized socks—“loose socks,” we called them—all the time, no matter what. Loose socks with baggy tracksuits, loose socks with flip-flops. Some kids even said she wore loose socks to bed. She had the names of all the guys she’d ever been with tattooed on her arm and had an older sister who worked at a famous boutique at 109 in Shibuya. She was the kind of person people feared and respected.

I did what I could to avoid making eye contact with them, but one of the girls from my year saw me and started shouting. I didn’t say anything back, just kept my mouth shut tight and my eyes on the ground. Their lives at home weren’t that different from mine, but I hadn’t gone bad the way they had. At the same time, I was obviously nothing like the other kids who studied and went to cram school, who ate meals with their families and went on vacation. In school and out, I was the kind of kid everybody avoided and felt sorry for at the same time.

On top of that, our apartment was really close to school, so most of my classmates knew where I lived. Some of them even came to spy on me—just for fun—to see how old and dirty our building was. Of course, the kids at school weren’t all from families with money. Lots of them lived in huge housing complexes or cheap apartment buildings, but there weren’t any other kids who lived in a tenement house like mine, with a shared toilet and no baths or showers—at least not anybody in my grade.

“Friends of yours?” Kimiko asked with a smile.

“No, not really.”

“I think they’re talking to you.”

“No, they’re not.”

“Oh, okay.”

We went into the convenience store, and Kimiko picked out the soda she wanted, grabbed a basket, threw in some bags of potato chips and dried squid, then said to me, “Hey, get whatever you want. They’ve got ice cream.” I was only tagging along so she could get something to drink, so I hadn’t brought any money for myself. Besides, the heckling from the kids across the street had put me in a dark mood. I was surrounded by ice cream and juice, but I didn’t want any of it.

“Hey, did your mom tell you she might not come home for a bit?” Kimiko asked as she riffled through the plastic packages lining the baked goods aisle.

“No.”

“How do you guys stay in touch? Pagers?”

“Yeah, but I can call her at work if I need to,” I said. “You mean, she’s not going to be at work for a while either?”

“It sounded like she was going on a trip or something. She said she’d give you a call. Hey, what do you do for food?”

“Oh . . . um, there’s ramen, and . . .”

“What do you do for money?”

“We have a can at home, and I just use what my mom puts in there.”

“You don’t run out?”

“No.”

“You pay for electricity and everything out of that?”

“Yeah, when the bill comes in the mail.”

When we left the store, the sun was beating down even brighter than it had when we’d gotten there.

There were more kids across the street now, and they were getting louder. For a second, I wondered if the scary guidance counselor was going to come out of the school and tell them to break it up, but it didn’t look like that was about to happen. Some of the scarier teachers weren’t afraid to rough up kids who got mouthy or gave them attitude, but even those teachers didn’t mess with the kids who had gang connections or who actually fought back. With those kids, the same teachers would act like they weren’t like other adults, like they got where students were coming from.

When my classmates saw me again, they started jumping around and laughing even louder than before.

“Hey, Bibinba!” they shouted.

I squeezed my eyes shut. I was naturally melanated and dark all year round, even though I didn’t play sports and never went outside. Because of my tanned skin, some of the meaner kids at school called me Bibinba after a Sanrio character that had been popular in elementary school. (It didn’t help that Bibinba sounded like binbo, which meant “poor,” and those kids knew it, too.) When they saw me, in school or not, they’d hop up and down and act like they were holding spears as they gleefully chanted “Bibinba, Bibinba! Poor old Bibinbo!”

“Are they saying bibimbap? Like the food?” Kimiko asked me as she glanced in their direction.

I couldn’t answer her—I couldn’t even bring myself to shake my head. What they were doing was so immature, even elementary school kids wouldn’t do it these days, but it still hurt me every time. In that moment, I was so embarrassed that Kimiko, somebody I’d just met, saw me for who I was, how I was treated, just like that. I was so ashamed that I wanted to vanish, right then and there. My face got hot, and I felt a prickle inside my nose. If I let go for even a second, the tears were going to come pouring out of my eyes. I walked on, staring at the toes popping out of my sandals, breathing out what I was holding inside, little by little.

“Bibinba! Hey, Bi-Bi-Bi-Bibinba!” One of them called, making a song out of it, and the rest of the kids burst out laughing. Normally they just ignored me. We lived in different worlds. So when they kept on coming after me that day, it came as a real surprise and I didn’t know what to do. I kept on walking, pretending I couldn’t hear them. I wanted to get away from them as quickly as I could.

When I finally reached the corner and snuck a look over my shoulder, Kimiko wasn’t there.

Lifting my head to look back, I saw her crossing the street with the plastic bag from the store swinging in her hand. I was so shocked I almost jumped. What was she thinking? She walked right up to the group as naturally as if she’d been heading that way all along.

I gulped and craned my neck to try to see what was going on. While we were in the store, some other kids had shown up on motor scooters and custom bicycles with chopper handlebars. Some of them even seemed to be drinking or maybe huffing something and whooping excitedly. What if they beat her up? Or set her hair on fire with a lighter? How old was Kimiko anyway? My thoughts tangled up inside my head.

My heart was pounding so hard now I was sure it was about to pop, but the kids, who appeared skeptical at first, started to smile as if amused. Somehow, Kimiko looked like she was having a normal conversation with them. I couldn’t see her face from where I was, but from the way she was standing, putting her weight on one foot, she seemed relaxed. A few minutes later, I even heard them laughing together. I started to wonder if maybe Kimiko knew one of them, but that couldn’t be true.

I stood there under the bright white heat of the sun, watching as Kimiko and the kids talked and laughed, apparently enjoying themselves. It looked to me like they were welcoming this strange visitor, like they were enjoying having an adult show up and take an interest in them. They even looked kind of excited. After maybe ten minutes, Kimiko gave them a wave like she was saying, “See ya,” then made her way over to where I was, shopping bag swinging once again. Behind Kimiko’s back, I could see Loose Socks exaggeratedly thrusting her hands up, saying something that made everybody laugh. Kimiko smiled and waved back at them.

“Nice to be young,” Kimiko said once she’d walked up to me, a grin on her face. “My soda’s all warm now.” She laughed loudly. Stray strands of her dark hair clung to her sweaty forehead and the back of her neck.

2.

I spent the next month living with Kimiko. It was my entire summer break.

My mom called now and then. She came home every once in a while, two, maybe three times. When she did, the three of us would eat sukiyaki together, then my mom would go off on another one of her trips.

She never really talked to me about it, but at the time she had a boyfriend, and she was staying at his place a lot. I didn’t know his real name, but I knew that his friends called him Snoozy because he spoke and moved so slowly.

My mom had never been the perfect mother. But she’d never left the house for days or weeks straight before, so it scared me when Kimiko told me that she might not be coming back for a while. Kimiko was with me, though, so I adjusted to my mom not being around.

I couldn’t tell if she had asked Kimiko to stay with me so she could go to her boyfriend’s place without having to worry about me, or if there was some other reason Kimiko was there. Neither of them said anything about it. Three days after she showed up, Kimiko said she’d be back later and came back that evening with a big brown faux leather bag. That night, the two of us made pork belly on rice.

Kimiko and my mom had met out drinking a few years back, through Mama Junko, who ran the bar by the station where my mom worked. Kimiko and Mama Junko, who was almost sixty, had known each other for ages. I’d met Mama Junko a few times, too, but she always made me feel uncomfortable. Recently, Kimiko and my mom crossed paths again. Kimiko was thirty-five—two years younger than my mom. They’d never worked together.

I didn’t really understand the relationship they shared, but it seemed to me like Kimiko looked up to my mom, and my mom was always looking after Kimiko. But maybe I only thought that way because I knew my mom was older. When I actually saw them talking, my mom was the one who was always complaining, venting about whatever was going on in her love life, gossiping about customers from the bar and the hostesses she worked with. She’d go on and on while Kimiko sat there, listening patiently and throwing in supportive comments. When they got together, my mom looked and acted even more childish and helpless than usual.

“Ai’s the best, isn’t she?” Kimiko said one night after we’d turned off the lights and gotten into bed. We put our futons next to each other and slept in the same room, just like my mom and I did. “She’s so generous.”

Before Kimiko, whenever my mom’s friends and acquaintances came over and she wasn’t home, every single one of them had said something critical about her. And they didn’t just gossip about my mom; the things they said always made it sound like they felt bad for me, too. You must be lonely, Hana. Ai’s so fun, but she’s not the most responsible person. It’s not fair to you, Hana . . . I never knew if these people had any kids of their own, but the lives they led weren’t that different from my mom’s. That’s why they kept turning up at our house. But they all seemed to want to tell me that my mom was failing motherhood. And I could tell they were genuinely sorry for me, so I never knew how to respond.

Which is why I was caught off guard when Kimiko actually had something nice to say to me about my mom that night. I was tickled. “You . . . you think so?”

“Oh yeah,” Kimiko said. “She’s such a good person.”

“A good person?”

“Yeah. And a good listener.”

“I guess she is.”

“Do you know what she’s calling herself at the bar now?”

“She changed her name again?”

“Uh-huh. To Airu. ‘Ai’ is love, obviously, and ‘ru’ is tears.”

“She’s so picky about her names. But, wait, if she’s going by Airu, that means people are still calling her Ai-chan, right? What’s the point of changing it?”

“You’re right, everyone’s still calling her Ai-chan. But her astrology lady said that the number of strokes in a name really, really matters. Ai never messes around when it comes to that kind of thing, you know?”

“Yeah . . . What about you, Kimiko? Do you believe in stuff like that?”

Kimiko took a few seconds to think, then said, “Feng shui, maybe?”

“Feng shui? What’s that?”

“It’s the idea that all the directions, like north and south, have colors that are supposed to go with them. South goes with green, I think, and north goes with white.”

“The colors have rules?”

“Yup.”

“What happens when the right color goes with the right direction?”

“You invite good luck into your home.”

“You do? To any home? What if it’s a really small one, and not a real house?”

“I don’t think it matters what kind of house it is,” she said with a smile. “As long as you keep your entryway clean—and any rooms with running water, too. Oh, and don’t forget yellow. When you put yellow in the west, that’s supposed to attract money.”

“The color yellow attracts money?” I said, bewildered.

“Sure does.”

“Hey, Kimiko?”

“Yeah?”

“You have the character for yellow in your name, right? Do you think that gives you good luck with money?”

“I don’t know,” Kimiko laughed. “Maybe?”

“Do you think you’d be rich if you dyed your hair yellow and moved way out west somewhere?”

“I wonder.”

Now I had to chuckle. The Kimiko I was picturing in my mind wasn’t blonde. She had hair as yellow as the yellow in a box of crayons—like a kid’s drawing of a lion, or maybe like a sunflower—and that made her eyes and eyebrows stand out even more.

In the dark, I tried to recall what colors we had around the house, but I couldn’t remember any. It did occur to me, though, that the place had gotten cleaner and brighter since Kimiko came. Before, I only washed the dishes when the sink got full, and I left my dirty clothes on the floor until there wasn’t enough space for me to lay out my futon. The landlady took care of the shared bathroom, and we never bothered to sweep the hallway. That was how we’d always lived. Kimiko, though, folded the clean laundry as soon as it was dry, and she always washed the dirty dishes and put them away as soon as we were done eating. The entryway looked a lot nicer, too. Whenever I got home and saw our sandals neatly lined up inside the door, I felt happy in a way I couldn’t even express.

“Kimiko, do you think my mom and I should live somewhere else? Somewhere nicer?”

As I asked, I thought about the times kids from school followed me home to see where I lived.

“What do you think?”

“Sometimes I think we should.”

“You do?”

“I know Mom’s on her own, but I feel like we could make it work, if we tried harder, we could live somewhere else, somewhere more normal . . . a real apartment or something.”

“Mmm.”

“But mom is always spending money on other things. Like clothes. And drinking.”

“Mmm, yeah.”

“And her boyfriends.”

“Hmm . . .”

“She doesn’t care about where she lives. To her, a home is just a place to sleep. She hates moving, too. She doesn’t see the point. This is what we’ve always had, you know? So why would we want anything else? But, yeah, home is the last thing on her mind. The very last thing. Well, she’s never here anyway. She always has somewhere else to go. So I guess it makes sense for her, but . . .”

As I told Kimiko these things, things I’d never said to anybody, my cheeks grew hot.

Kimiko made a sound like she was waiting for me to continue, but I felt like I couldn’t breathe and had to stop. I was glad it was night and the room was dark, so she couldn’t see my face. I fell asleep without saying another word. In the morning, when I woke up, I saw Kimiko’s folded futon and a wave of relief came over me. Then I closed my eyes and went right back to sleep.

The summer Kimiko and I spent together was like no summer I’d ever known before.

We fried karaage in the kitchenette, and she showed me how to add garlic to make it taste better. I’d learned how to make simple dishes so I could feed myself, but that was the first time I’d ever done anything with garlic. We held our fingers up to each other’s noses, laughing at how smelly they were.

We took a lot of walks, too. Kimiko said she’d never spent so much time in my neighborhood before, even though she’d been to the bar where my mom worked lots of times to see Mama Junko. We’d walk to the station, which was thirty minutes away on foot, to look around the shops there, and when we were done, we’d keep going, down streets with nothing but houses on them, sweating away. No matter where we went, the summer sun was scorching, and if you were close enough, you could probably hear our skin sizzling under the heat. When we went out wandering like that, we’d stop by for a bath on the way back. We didn’t have one particular place we went, though. It was fun to go to bathhouses we found while we were walking around. Kimiko would nod along no matter what I said, and whenever I told a joke, no matter how bad it was, she’d crack up. I’d always thought of myself as a shy, boring person, but when I was with Kimiko, I became somebody else, somebody happier. New, unexpected thoughts would pop into my mind, one after another, and I’d just keep on talking and laughing. At first, I felt like I was pretending to be someone else, but the more Kimiko smiled and laughed with me, the more I started to feel like maybe this was the real me.

We ate somen noodles a lot, or got bento at the store and brought them home. Sometimes Kimiko would take me to the izakaya by the station and let me eat all the yakitori I wanted. One time, she fed me sea grapes, umibudo, for the first time in my life. Kimiko never kept her money in a wallet. She carried her bills and coins loose in her pockets, and I was always worried they were going to fall out without her realizing.

Sometimes, when we were walking back from eating out, we’d go by the bar where my mom worked. We never went inside though. I could hear the karaoke music echoing through the walls, but I couldn’t tell if it was Mom singing or not.

One night, the local shrine had a night market. I didn’t feel like going because I thought I’d run into other kids from school, but Kimiko wanted to check it out, so we went.

As evening fell and gave way to night, the heat of the day faded and everything around me began to sparkle and shine. The red splotches of goldfish swimming in rippling water, the neon of the glow-in-the-dark bouncy balls, the soft clouds of cotton candy as sweet and fragile as memories, the sound of the pop guns at the shooting gallery, and the cheers from the crowd. The summer night filled the air with energy and a sense of wonder, and before I knew it, it had filled my heart, too.

Maybe because it was night and everyone was feeling carefree, kids from school were more friendly, coming up and actually speaking with me. All of us kids sat down on the stone steps together and ate shaved ice and other snacks we’d gotten from the stalls. When I first saw my schoolmates, Kimiko had nudged me to go talk to them and stepped away, but before long, she joined the group and started chatting with everybody like it was the most natural thing in the world. She bought the whole group juice and snacks and told everybody she and I were related. So you mean Hana’s your niece? You look more like a sister than an aunt . . . I always wanted a big sister like you. The whole group looked at me with admiration.

Let’s go get some yakisoba. When Kimiko made the suggestion, we headed over to the stall together. In the excitement of the moment, one of the girls hooked her arm around mine. Brimming with a pride I’d never known before, I laughed like I never had and told jokes that made them giggle and shriek. All I could think was how fun it was to have Kimiko there, and how I wished things could stay that way forever.

But that was just a dream.

When summer ended, on the first day of the new semester, I got home from school and Kimiko wasn’t there. Her big brown bag was gone, too. I waited and waited, but she never came back.

Around midnight, when I couldn’t stand the hunger anymore, I went to the store to get something to eat. I kept an eye out on my way, thinking maybe I’d find Kimiko in the neighborhood. But I didn’t see her anywhere.

When I got back to the room with my bento, my appetite had disappeared. I couldn’t bring myself to touch the food.

Everything was in exactly the same place—the kotatsu, the unfinished walls, the lampshade, the TV, the electric fan—but it felt like everything had changed.

I got down in the corner and hugged my knees, listening for some sound, some sign—anything. Over and over, I imagined Kimiko opening the door and saying she was back. But that didn’t happen. Every time I blinked, the weight in my chest grew heavier. It was like the whole room was plunging deeper and deeper into darkness and taking me along with it.

I pressed my palms against my cheeks and took deep breaths. Then I shook my head, as if I could shake away the loneliness and fear that were dragging me down. After a while, I realized I was incredibly thirsty. I got up and walked to the fridge to get some water, but as soon as I put my hand on the door, I knew something had changed. When I looked inside, I expected to find almost nothing, but the fridge was stuffed full of ham and hot dogs and kamaboko, cans of tuna and peaches, melon buns and juice boxes.

Still holding the corner of the door, I crouched down and stared at the food, unblinking.

It was Kimiko. She’d sent me off to school, then gone to the store to buy a feast. All for me.

She must have decided that she was going to leave that day and bought everything so I wouldn’t be hungry. Item by item, she filled the fridge. For me. When I understood, my heart nearly burst. I stared into the faint yellow light from the back of the fridge, unable to move.

3.

After Kimiko left, my mom started turning up again.

It was almost too easy, how my mom and I slipped back into our old life, as if the month I spent with Kimiko had never happened.

I don’t know how many times I asked my mom where Kimiko had gone, or how I could reach her, but she never gave me a straight answer. Where did Kimiko live before? Why did she show up out of nowhere and stay at our house like that? And why did she leave without even saying goodbye? My mom gave me vague answers like “She probably came here because she didn
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