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“Like a driven wave,


Dashed by fierce winds on a rock,


So am I: alone


And crushed upon the shore,


Remembering what has been.”


—Minamoto no Shigeyuki (13th century)




 


CHAPTER ONE


Uncle Satori says mastery is a well-worn path. (At least, that’s how my cousin Akiko translated it for me, though I rarely take her at her word.) If he’s right, then I am mastering a path of hatred, carving it deeper every day like the scars along my thighs. I wake up with a hatred that gnaws at me like hunger, and I feed that hatred with Akiko’s snores from the other side of the room. I feed it with the sight of my megalith suitcase spewed open beside my pallet, still not unpacked. And with the one unread email clogging my phone’s notifications that I can’t bring myself to read.


If I carve a path deep enough, then it will become a trench. A grave. Carve it deep enough, and I’ll never have to climb out.


In the three months since I arrived in Tokyo, I’ve made a routine that turns me inside out with exhaustion and keeps my thoughts on their well-worn trail. That’s what I came here for—a distraction, something to overload my senses and leave me to my self-devouring mind. No time to think about what came before or whatever might come next. Maybe my parents hoped I’d learn mindfulness here, or obedience, or drive, or at least a goddamned Japanese phrase or two beyond sumimasen—excuse me, forgive me, please pardon me for all the evil I’ve done. But no, all I’ve accomplished is that I’ve filtered my raw hate into something potent, clarified, lethal.


I have mastered the path of hatred, and I know now where it ends.


It ends with my revenge.


*   *   *


I leave Uncle Satori’s apartment with my anger burning through me like a grease fire. The sidewalks of Shinjuku are clean as ever: gray asphalt and crisp white lines and slender concrete fingers of apartment buildings thrust toward a crystal blue sky. Nothing like Seattle, where we smear our lives and our insides across every surface—yarn bombs knitted around statues and trees and signs, used chewing gum crusted against the Market Theater wall, ripe with our saliva and germs. I think that’s what my parents have never understood about our life in America: that we’re not meant to keep everything locked inside, preserving a uniform façade for everyone else’s benefit. Hideki and I lived our lives in a kind of purgatory, halfway between our parents’ stonewalled world and the wild, free-range one our classmates inhabited, never able to stretch out fully in either one.


I feed two 100-yen coins into a vending machine and crack open a hot can of Suntory Boss coffee (the boss of them all, I say to myself). Black-clad office workers in modest heels and starched white button-downs join me in an eerie, silent parade—our daily mourning processional. Right on cue, I see my favorite couple, husband and wife, walking side by side, not speaking, not making eye contact, and when we reach the corner, her hand darts toward his for a hasty squeeze before he turns the corner without a word.


I want to scream at them—interrupt our vow of silence. So do it, I imagine Chloe would tell me. Disrupt the status quo. Break free and make everyone know your name.


But it’s not yet time. When I get the guts to do it, it’s her name everyone will know. She’ll be the one to take the blame.


In the subway station, the train arrives with a polite ding. I’ve fantasized before about flinging myself in front of it, too fast for the white-gloved train pushers to catch. Clog up a million salarymen’s morning commutes. But it’s useless to throw myself in front of a train as it pulls into the station, as I’ve learned from my extensive research. The train’s already decelerating, and a lot of cities use recessed track wells so the average would-be suicide usually survives, albeit with grievous body blows and broken bones. Anyway, I didn’t come here with suicide in mind, though if it serves my goal, I won’t dismiss it. These fantasies, for now, are part of the dark need for vengeance beating inside of me. My death has to serve a purpose—make someone else suffer even more.


We all shuffle on, sucked inside like the pristine cars are a massive set of lungs. “Please take care that your typing sounds do not disturb other passengers,” the signs implore. I know my black metal playlist is seeping out of my cheap earbuds, but I don’t care. The other passengers look away, look down, look anywhere but at me.


I close my eyes and sink into the dark forests and ghost-filled castles of the black metal songs as though they’re a sludge, pulling me under. This playlist is all Chloe—it keeps my wounds nice and raw. One night in the summer camp art studios, when we’d been painting our canvases and each other, she snatched my phone to get us some music and declared my half-assed collection of ’70s soft rock and classical piano sonatas to be an unmatched tragedy. “Let me fix this for you,” she said. I think part of me believed she meant my life. She taught me how to kiss to the aching chords of Opeth and the thrashing drums of Cannibal Corpse and Sleater-Kinney’s refined rage.


It’s been over a year now since she chewed me up and spit me out. A year since I was dumb enough to believe that she (or anyone) could love a fucked-up, forgettable little girl like me. For ten short weeks at the PNW Summer Arts Camp, I was cool. I was hot. I wasn’t Saint Isaac’s Preparatory Academy’s punch line and punching bag. She showed me that all the tangled-up feelings I had for other humans didn’t have to stay inside my head. That I could trail love on her skin and smear hate on the canvas in a vicious dance, hot and cold.


The playlist starts over again. The trains get more crowded as we draw closer to the center of Tokyo: schoolgirls in uniform, holding down their pleated skirts to defend against perverts with camera phones, elderly women in quilt coats with bags of groceries, sneer-lipped kids my age punching away at their (respectfully silenced) handheld game consoles.


After Chloe released my carefully maintained feelings, I left camp and returned home to start school, locking them away again. But I didn’t forget that summer before my senior year when I was free. And so when we had our first long weekend in the fall, I hopped a bus down to Portland to see her. Her new girlfriend answered the door.


That’s when my Chloe problem really began.


I exit the Shibuya station onto the dense neon hub of iconic Tokyo. Maid cafés, hyperactive fashion shops, pachinko parlors, karaoke bars, and all the latest electronics advertised on retina-scorching five-story screens, with the scent of Asahi beer and boiling ramen stock drifting over it all. Shibuya is what Westerners think when they think of modern Japan. It’s bright, it’s shiny, but still there’s a scrim of silence laid over everything (the slot machine parlors blaring J-pop being the sole exception) and order, always order, even in the platform vinyl boots and gaunt ikemen cute boys. I reach the epicenter, the Shibuya scramble crosswalk, where a dozen peninsulas meet, crammed with pedestrians all waiting for traffic to stop so they can cross at once.


I plow my way through the orderly lines of pedestrians the moment the light turns. Maybe someday the streetlights will malfunction, and all the intersecting streets will be green at once and everyone will get crushed in the center of colliding cars.


I reach Satori Graphics, 4F, as the sign reads in front of the narrow concrete building. Nominally, I work in my uncle’s design firm. The job was part of my parents’ stipulation for allowing me to defer college to go “find myself” or “wait for a spot on Rhode Island School of Design’s wait list to open up” or whatever lame excuse I used. None of the explanations mention what happened to Hideki—the real reason they let me come to Japan at all. 


It’s a small business, fewer than thirty employees, and we mainly design websites, catalogs, fliers, menus, and signs for other small businesses around Tokyo. Mostly, though, it seems to serve as a halfway house for weirdo creative types who couldn’t hack it on Japan’s notoriously brutal high school and college exams or refused the typical salaryman work-as-life system.


I’m a “layout assistant” since I’ve refused to do serious artwork after what happened with Chloe. I place all the nontext graphical elements that Kenji, our junior illustrator, designs, then Mariko, the junior copywriter, fills in the Japanese because I’ve still barely learned a handful of Japanese characters. My cousin Akiko, who merits her own office because she’s the owner’s daughter, works as our junior team’s “project assistant.” Apparently that means her job is to nag the rest of us while she browses fashion sites, manages her not-so-budding J-pop lifestyle empire, or sneaks off with her boyfriend.


“Good morning, Reiko.” Kenji peers around his monitor as I flop into my desk chair. “Mm, I take it you beat Aki out the door again,” he says in English, then drums the butt of a black Sharpie against his lips.


“You know how she needs her beauty rest. Gotta snag her shooting star,” I say. But the little wrinkle appears between his eyebrows, underneath a fan of black bangs, that always shows up when he doesn’t understand. “Rising star,” I say. “Because she wants to be a pop star—”


“Right, right.” His face eases back into its usual soft smile before he disappears back behind his monitor. “I thought you meant … mm … never mind.” He pops the cap off of his Sharpie and resumes drawing on a wooden scrap.


Never mind. Everyone’s favorite euphemism for “it’s too much effort to try to put it in English for you.” Which is everyone’s favorite euphemism for “I can’t believe you’ve been here four months and still haven’t learned more than a few phrases.” I gesture to his piece of wood. “What’re you working on?” I ask him. “Some sort of viral marketing campaign?”


Kenji pauses; the slender bones of his hand tighten. “Mm…” He flips the piece toward him, hesitant, but then he extends it underneath our monitors toward me. “It’s an ema. A prayer board. You write your wishes on it and hang it up at a Shinto shrine.”


I glance at his precise columns of writing on one side, then flip it over to the other side. The ema is triangular, and Kenji’s used the shape to draw an elaborate wolfish head on the back. He’s a great artist—quick and precise in his work for Satori Design—but here, he’s showing a completely new style. It’s not just some cartoon corgi promoting a WiFi subscription or a cartoon bunny shilling a sale on dishwashing detergent. These prayers clearly mean a great deal to him.


Another kindling on the pyre of my hatred: people who are still capable of believing. In anything.


“I didn’t know you were religious,” I say, too casually, as I hand the ema back.


Kenji slips it into the breast pocket of his gray-and-black plaid shirt. “Shinto isn’t really—religion, you know. You don’t have to get the thing with the water on the head, any of that.”


“Baptized.”


“Right, that,” Kenji says. “Visiting shrines and all, it’s a tradition. I do it every week.”


Like Saint Isaac’s, with their weekly assemblies in the smaller chapel of Saint Isaac’s Prep. I remember one assembly in particular. Me standing in the front, tears blurring my sight as I read the court-ordered apology. I have come before you all today to beseech you for your forgiveness. I’ve sinned not only against God, but against each and every one of you … 


“Shinto’s just how I grew up. If something’s bothering me, or I’m hoping for something, then I go to the shrine and let go of those fears or hopes, whatever emotion it is, give it over to the spirits.” He smiles that self-effacing grin that folds shyly back on itself. “Then I can get on with whatever I need to do.”


What he needs to do. I’ve been carving my routine deeper every day, but I’m not making any progress on what I need to do. I need payback against Chloe, against Hideki, against my parents, even against Akiko. Hideki showed me I have to be sure I go far enough. I want a trail of scorched earth in my wake.


“Sounds great,” I tell him. But I have my own work to prepare. It’s like an itch, burning beneath my skin. I duck my head behind the monitor and carve the path of vengeance a little deeper into my mind.


Akiko staggers in twenty minutes before lunch, comically large sunglasses concealing her hangover eyes. Kenji hurriedly chucks the manga he’d been reading into his bag, and I let my boots slip off the edge of the desk. As usual, she’s dressed up for the red carpet, not for another day at the office: fur-trimmed jacket, embroidered skinny jeans, platform boots that ensure she’ll tower over the rest of us, and her lightened brown hair set in ringlets that bounce in time with her steps. We’re not her intended audience, though—that honor goes to Tadashi, her helicopter boyfriend, and whatever entertainment industry suit he’s bribing to invest in the aki * LIFE * rhythm brand.


She says something in Japanese, nothing I understand, but Kenji, Mariko, and Kazuo, a junior sales rep, bob their heads with varying levels of enthusiasm and mutter a few hais of compliance. Then Akiko turns to me and smiles, a vulpine look. “Reiko, I know you are not clever enough to have learned Japanese still, but I was just telling the others that we’re going to lunch together today.” She pauses to take a sip of coffee. “I have a big announcement to make.”


A big announcement. Just what I want to hear. I yank my long black hair into a sloppy ponytail and follow my co-workers back out to Shibuya. Mariko whines that we haven’t gone to the pancake café recently, but we find ourselves at the usual ramen-ya. We order at a vending machine at the front of the restaurant: just insert your money and punch the button with the photograph of the soup you want.


We scoot past the row of salarymen in matching suits, all facing the wall like naughty schoolchildren while they slurp their ramen. Mariko slides first into the booth, then Aki heaps her jacket and purse on Mariko, who scrambles to fold them and stack them neatly beside her. I slide onto the bench opposite Mariko. Kazuo slides in next to me, eyes never once lifting from his PlayStation Vita handheld console. I catch a glimpse of a busty sorceress charging a skeletal dragonlord on the Vita’s screen. Kenji squeezes in on Kazuo’s other side.


“I’ve landed a job,” Aki says, then says it again, louder, when no one responds. “I’ve landed a job performing at the Kuramagi Cultural Festival. And you’re all going to go with me.”


Kuramagi. Where’s Kuramagi? The others are offering half-hearted congratulations in Japanese, but my pounding pulse fills my ears. I don’t want to leave Tokyo. This is where I’ve mastered my path.


The waitress arrives and drops bowls of ramen down the length of the table, then passes a tray of gyoza, fried pork potstickers, toward Mariko. Aki arches one brow. “Oh,” Aki says, “I didn’t know you were eating things like that again.”


Mariko’s teeth catch the collar of her jacket and her head shrinks back, her pudgy cheeks shining with red.


“Anyway, this is a huge opportunity for the aki * LIFE * rhythm empire. I will need everyone’s help to make the festival a success. Kazuo?”


Huge opportunity. No. I can’t leave. I can’t break out of my routine. I squeeze my chopsticks so hard they break.


But they’re paying me no mind. Kazuo snaps at Akiko in Japanese, and Mariko giggles, once, into her jacket collar. I start to grin, drawn to their discord like it’s blood in the water. If I can get them fighting with each other, then maybe we won’t have to leave.


But Akiko’s hand shoots across the table in a flurry of lacquered nails and seizes his handheld game. She dangles it right over her deep bowl of ramen. Kazuo cries out, and the sorceress bounces up and down on the screen, her tinny moans thick as the rising steam in the dead silence of our table.


“I need you all to understand that this is a team effort. When we are in my father’s office, we are a team focused on the task of creating excellent graphics for his clients. But when you are with me, we are focused on the sole task of building my fan base. We are launching my career. Our careers. Even simple Reiko’s. Do not forget that I’m doing this for all of us.”


All of us. Another lie. We’re playing her media team for extra spending money. She’s playing pop star, vlogger, and dispenser of advice on fashion, love, and other topics for which she has zero qualification. Not only do I hate people who believe in things and care about things, but I especially hate people who have a high regard for themselves. And dare to think that others should care about them, too.


“To be fair,” Kenji says, gesturing with his chopsticks, “we’ve only seen a fraction of the money you’ve promised us.”


Akiko flings Kazuo’s Vita back at him. “And whose fault do you suppose that is?”


Kenji shrugs. “My portraits of you are selling pretty well on the e-store.”


“My posts on your Mixi profile get a lot of likes,” Mariko says.


“Then you’re—Reiko! What’s the phrase?” Aki snaps her fingers at me. “When he’s tugging himself. No, pulling himself.”


“Ah,” I stammer, “I don’t…” My head feels scrambled. I was going to plan something here—in Tokyo. I don’t want to be ripped away.


“Come on, keep up!” Aki snaps her fingers in front of my face. “Kenji is pulling—”


“Pulling his weight.” I manage to break through the fog and find my way back to my path. I don’t understand why we need to leave Tokyo.


“Yes. You’re pulling your weight. Everyone else—”


“’Sup, otaku?” Tadashi sways up to our table. Akiko’s talent manager-slash-sort-of-boyfriend never seems to lack funds to buy those shiny skinny jeans and shades and bleached-tip haircuts, but still mooches off the rest of us when we go out. He grabs a dumpling off Mariko’s tray, pops it in his mouth, and perches on the edge of the bench next to Akiko, stroking the bleached goatee that drapes his face like a bad taxidermy job. “Aki. Baby. Who loves you?”


Aki snaps her chopsticks apart with a sound like gunfire. “I hope you have more good news for me.”


“aidoruLOVE magazine is sending a journalist to report on hot new trends at the Kuramagi Cultural Festival.” Tadashi couldn’t look more pleased with himself if he’d turned our broth into liquid gold.


Aki juts her chin toward him, like she’s expecting more. “And?”


“And? And I’m gonna try to get them to write a feature on you.” He grins. “Duh.”


“But they haven’t agreed to it yet,” Aki says.


Tadashi plucks the pickled egg out of Aki’s ramen. “They will,” he says, custardy yolk oozing into his whiskers.


“Kazuo,” she says, “I need website updates. New sections. A feed of all the good press aki * LIFE * rhythm is getting.”


“Yup. I’ll code it later.” Kazuo runs one hand through his stubby fauxhawk while he plays.


“And Reiko,” Aki’s devious smile turns on me, “historic photo shoots for the historic village. Make it happen.”


I stare back at her. What the fuck am I supposed to know about Japanese history? How am I supposed to arrange costumes or anything in a strange village when I can barely say sumimasen? I stare into my bowl.


Kenji taps my shin under the table. “I’ll contact a kimono rental company,” he says. “Just worry about lighting and so on.”


His voice is kind, but it makes my insides convulse. “Okay. Sure.”


I don’t look up. The Reiko of a year ago would have devoured the glistening, tender pork cutlets and perfectly seasoned broth in three gulps, but I feel too wrung out and shrunken to even try now. I watch the steam wisp and curl through the air while Akiko chatters about plans for our weekend in Kuramagi village. The boys slurp down every last noodle of their ramen. Even Mariko valiantly manages to eat half her bowl, and Akiko sips at the broth. Tadashi slips the untouched gyoza in his pockets as we depart.


“You look shaken,” Kenji says to me, as we walk back to work.


I shrink into the hood of my jacket. “Why do we have to go to some backwater village?”


“What, the trip to Kuramagi?” His expression softens. “It pays the bills. Should be a pretty village, too. They’ve preserved all the original Edo-period structures and everything.”


I tighten my grip around my satchel and hurry my pace. I don’t know what to expect in Kuramagi. I don’t have a plan for what to do with my time, my thoughts. And when I don’t have a plan, the feelings—the anger—find their way back in.


I rush to the toilet and lock myself in. The programmable electronic toilet seat is sweltering hot against my thighs; someone left it set at max heat. As soon as I lean back, the toilet control panel speakers blast the sounds of rushing water right into my eardrums. Not my favorite conditions, but Akiko’s news forced me off my path, and I need to shepherd myself back on course. Everything’s been shattered since Hideki’s terrible act, and the only thing left is to shatter it more.


Before Hideki left for the medical corps, I’d already mastered the path of secrets, the trick of coiling them up tighter than a nautilus shell. There was always room for more secrets in the black hole of my soul. Crush them all down, make geological layers of them, but never let them see the light of day.


I study the bruises along my wrists and arms—those are from Hideki. But the thin parallel rows of scars along my thighs belong to me.


This hatred belongs to me. Chloe and Hideki and Akiko and my parents and the entire student body of Saint Isaac’s Prep can never take it from me. Only I have earned that right. I am mastering the path of hatred. The first slice runs only a fraction higher than my oldest scar, my favorite scar, the uneven one wrought by an unsteady hand. The scar of a girl who hadn’t yet learned how to unleash the violence that pumped through her heart. The blood wells up sluggishly, thick and already congealing, but the sting is what I crave. The sting of air on all the exposed pain rings clear and perfect through my hollow body.


I am in control. The next slice, right on top of the scar from the day Chloe ruined everything. The day those awful, bloody secrets were bared for all to see. But this blood is for me alone. No one else can see these scars, this smear of red on my shriveled-up thigh. And no one ever will.


The third slice—never more than three, never too deep, never too close together—goes on the other thigh, somewhere in between a scar from Hideki’s cruelty and a scar from Hideki’s failure. I slump back and let the wave of pain roll through me, loud as the tinny trickling sounds on the toilet speaker box.


I will make them pay.




 


CHAPTER TWO


Aki thrusts another cell phone at me. “Photo,” she snaps.


I take a step back and sigh. This has been my Sunday so far—photographing her with tourists at the cosplay gathering grounds of the Jingu-mae bridge in Harajuku. We’re crammed in here with Gothic Lolitas and sword-wielding Sephiroths and man-eating Titans and Malice Mizers, but she clears a space and strikes a perfect kawaii pose next to the pimply white American tourist: head cocked, one leg kicked back, two fingers spread wide in victory. “Say kawaii!” she hisses through a clenched-teeth smile, and the guy eagerly obliges.


I snap the photo and exit out to his phone’s home screen, then immediately wish I hadn’t—two plump cel-shaded anime breasts glare out at me from between the app icons. I all but toss the phone at him while Aki does her best to pretend she doesn’t understand his declarations of love.


It’s our last day in Tokyo, and Aki’s making me spend it in the Harajuku district to drum up free publicity for aki * LIFE * rhythm and her performance at the festival. “Tune in on NHK5 to see the big show!” she cheers in English between each song.


Tadashi keeps wandering off to answer his phone, Mariko’s already camped out at our usual table at the nearby pancake-serving bunny café, and Kenji’s tucked himself into the narrowest corner he can find to sketch the crowd.


And me—I’m playing Aki’s photographer even though I hate her frilly candy-blue maid costume and curly caramel-colored hair. But most of all I hate this camera. There was a time when you couldn’t pry the camera out of my hand, or the scissors I used to chop up my photos to make collages. But that time feels like a movie I watched long ago, falling asleep during all the good parts. A life that happened to someone else.


“And who are you supposed to be playing, my fair maiden?” The same guy is behind me now, smoothing the front of his silk-print dragon shirt. “No, let me guess. Is it Mako Mori from Pacific Rim? You’d look positively ravishing with a touch of blue in your hair.” He starts to reach for a lock. “Want to find out if we’re drift compatible?”


I jerk violently away from him. I’m shaking with disgust. He thinks he can speak so lewdly to me, that I exist for his adoration. These are the moments when I wish I knew just how to wield all my hatred. But I’m not prepared. No snappy rejoinders at the ready.


“I will carve your insides out,” I manage, my voice breaking as I say it. But even then, I only think of it because Chloe once hissed it at some woman on a camp field trip who acted disgusted to see us holding hands. Stupid. Stupid. Now Chloe’s back inside my head, her grating laugh, the cocksure way she wrapped my hand around the paintbrush and told me not to hold back.


The guy’s stammering out a response, but I’m just thinking of Chloe’s words about justice and freedom that always left me hungering for more. I walk away as Aki yells for me, but I ignore her and push through the sea of plastic claymores and wigs like exotic birds.


“Why do you let them call you names?” Chloe had asked, after I told her about Saint Isaac’s one late night at camp. How they toss slurs my way, gross Orientalist comments. “You can’t let them say that shit to you. They think they won’t have to pay? You’re an artist. You have power. This is your chance to take control.”


So I cut the head off another photograph of a student in a white-and-navy uniform. I painted the cathedral weeping with blood. I don’t even remember how the other collage elements got introduced—the guns, the guillotines, the gas masks, and mushroom clouds.


Subversive, Chloe said, standing back, looking at the carnage I’d wrought across the painting studio.


Disruptive, she said, as her arms found my waist.


I had been so sure she was right. That this was what real art was—not the silly elven princesses I’d drawn before, or photos I’d taken of my brother, his combat-haunted smile strained to breaking point. Art was violent and aggressive and charged. Art would set me free.


“Hey, Rei.” I’m heading across the bridge, into Yoyogi Park, and Kenji is calling my name, just loud enough for me to hear.


I start to walk past him, pretending not to notice, but guilt tugs me back and I turn toward his bench. “Hi.” I jam my fists into the pouch of my hoodie and watch his hands work.


It’s a sketch of the chaotic scene on the bridge, of course, but everything’s all inverted. The cosplayers and tourists and fashionistas in all their garish glory—they’re just background noise, a dull sea of gray. At the center, a skeletal girl with a sloppy braid stands, shoulders back, stance wide. Leather bracelets scale both of her forearms. Ones that perfectly match the ones I’m wearing now.


I look from the drawing toward Kenji’s face. He’s so intent, and he has these beautiful dark lashes framing his eyes, and the sloppy hair and wry wit and kindness, but … I can’t do this now. The antidepressants have chiseled away all semblance of a libido from me, and after Chloe, I don’t know if I can bear to be touched by anyone ever again. I squeeze my eyes shut and rock back on my heels.


Kenji glances up at me, and his face darkens. “Sorry. I don’t mean to be, mm, creepy. I just…” He twiddles the pencil between his fingers. “It’s practice. For the comic I want to draw.”


“What, and she’s your main character?” I start to roll my eyes, but manage to stop myself in time. He doesn’t deserve that. Of all of our team, he’s the one who doesn’t deserve to be hurt.


“Maybe.” One corner of his mouth twitches into a grin. “I’m still figuring out her backstory.” His gaze darts up at me, flashing like fish scales, before sinking again. “What her secret powers are.”


I sink onto the bench beside him. “Pretty sure she doesn’t have any.”


He shrugs and keeps drawing. We sit in companionable silence—I’d forgotten such a thing exists. Usually silence claws at me like a cornered animal, desperate for something to relieve the agony of everything going unsaid. I turn on my camera and snap a shot of Kenji working—it only seems fair, after all, to take his picture when he’s drawing me.


“Hey, nerds!” Tadashi calls, striding toward us as he shoves his phone into the back pocket of his jeans. “Kenji. My man.” He claps Kenji on the shoulder so hard it jostles both of us, then leans in and whispers something to him in Japanese. Kenji tightens on himself like a fist and shuts his eyes.


Then Tadashi rounds on me. “Rei-rei. Time for Aki to sing, don’t you think? Present our ninkai nanba wan star! Get some snaps! Help me work the crowd!” He pushes his fingers through the stiff peaks of his frosted bangs, then bounces off to boss around his equipment flunkies who are hauling amplifiers and synth boxes through the crowd.


“And that’s my cue to go.” I stand up and shake the concrete dust off the butt of my jeans. God, how are they so baggy on me now? They used to call me a pork dumpling back at Saint Isaac’s. I wish I could feel proud of myself for shedding the weight, but it’s just a side effect of my failed efforts to disappear.


“Not going to get more pictures for Aki’s portfolio?” Kenji asks, a teasing grin in his tone.


I roll my eyes. “I’ve got enough. See you at the café, or something.”


“Or something,” he echoes. “Yeah.”


I stroll along the pathway deeper into Yoyogi Park just as the frenetic strains of some technopop song blasts out of Aki’s amplifier. The same song I’ve heard her practice ad nauseum at the apartment.


The crowds have dried up this far into the wooded park; the clattering JapanRail trains and honking cars are reduced to nothing but a dull throb behind my eyes. The leaves are still mostly green in Yoyogi, though the overcast sky muffles everything with a gray filter, sapping away the color and life. No birds. No people. Nothing but the dim rustle of branches in the wind. Total, solitary silence. I hate it and love it—love that I have space to breathe and think, hate the thoughts that take the opportunity to crowd into my head.


I pass under a hulking wooden torii, the Japanese-style archway that marks the winding path toward Emperor Meiji’s shrine. Massive wooden racks holding sake barrels, wine, beer, and countless other offerings from around the world line the path. Emperor Meiji is a Shinto spirit now, because he ended the centuries of military shogun leadership and brought Japan into the modern era, which apparently meant opening it up to Western influence. Doesn’t sound like that great of a deal to me, but now Emperor Meiji gets to hang out with all the other spirits and drink sake and party all the time until someone petitions him with a prayer, like Kenji with his ema board.


I reach the main area of the shrine. The slate square, hemmed in by a variety of wooden structures with weathered green roofs, is empty save for a white-swathed Shinto priest meticulously sweeping the stones. A breeze snakes through the square, rattling the ema boards that dangle from the prayer wall and swirling dead leaves around my legs. The priest pauses, glancing up at me with a tiny frown before he returns to his work. I wrap my arms around my chest and shuffle deeper into the temple grounds.


I’m lost in my own homeland, ignorant of my own language, my culture, my customs, my heritage. I had to plead with my parents to send me here, revisit their birth land, or at least, that’s the excuse I used. They preferred to keep their heritage like a coffee table book to display at parties, not anything to look too closely at. The tech industry was their tribe, and Saint Isaac’s their religion. Their children were a newly compiled source code in constant need of upgrades. When Hideki went to Stanford, my parents were sure, so sure, at least one of them had served their purpose. And for a time, Hideki seemed so sure of it, too.


But that conviction didn’t stop him from swallowing that vial, burning a hole in his larynx, wrecking a kidney or two, failing every final exam, costing Dad a major contract when he had to leave the middle of a software sales pitch to drive down the coast. I, on the other hand, was already in San Francisco, in Hideki’s grad student apartment. He wanted it that way. He intended me to be the first art critic on the scene of his final masterpiece.
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