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			For the monster I could have become.
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			There are many triggering topics in this book such as suicide, violence/gore, sexual assault, both marital and child abuse, drug use, and accidental misgendering.

		

		

		
		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			I’d never looked at St. Vincent de Paul’s from a place of privilege before. I noticed tarnish on the metal rungs of the banister and wondered how much it would cost to replace the crumbling step – stuff I hadn’t even noticed when I was seventeen and frequenting the shelter on bitter winter days. Difficult to be spoiled enough for aesthetic to matter. Sure, St. Vincent de Paul’s couldn’t sweep the body lice under the threadbare rugs and I still woke up some mornings without shoes, but that would’ve been the case anywhere.

			The doorway still sported a couple of tiny plastic flags – one striped with blue, pink, and white, the other a proud rainbow. I knew who I was going to see and that she’d have a smile for me. That’s why I kept coming back.

			I hauled the stuffed floral suitcase up the short flight of stone steps, carbon dioxide exploding out from my tight lungs. A space heater hummed in greeting beyond the front door, but the temperature was no better inside than outside. The worn linoleum looked dirty despite the ‘Wet Floor’ sign in front of the intake desk for donations.

			“I’ll be right with you!” The ruddy-faced woman at the desk had her eyes on her phone’s touch screen, her candy red nails clacking away against the surface. Her greys were covered by the same vivid color she’d painted her nails. She looked up and, precisely as expected, beamed upon recognizing me. “Oh, Edward, it’s been an age. Look at you!”

			There was nothing I could do about the lines weathering my pallid face, making me look older than thirty-two, but my short brown hair was washed, and my clothes well-fitting and clean. I’d even dished out the cash for a brand new jacket to stave off the chill of early autumn.

			“Hey, Janice. I’m not here to check in.” I laughed a little, running a hand over the back of my head as my eyes dropped momentarily to the floor.

			“No?” Janice set down her phone. There was an intake sheet in front of her with names scrawled into boxes halfway down the paper. My heart lightened knowing I didn’t have to add my name to the mess.

			“No. I’m actually here to donate some stuff.”

			“That’s great!” Janice’s entire face was alight. “I knew things would turn around for you, but what happened?”

			I lugged the suitcase towards the desk with sore arms. One of the wheels was perpetually crooked, but it was still usable. “My grandmother died.”

			“Oh.” Janice blinked. “I’m so sorry. Were you close?”

			“No apology necessary, we hadn’t spoken in years,” I said dismissively. Grandma Victoria hadn’t stopped my parents from throwing me onto the street, nor had she made any attempts to reach out after the fact. “I was the only living relative, though. Sole inheritor.”

			“You’re kidding!” Janice got up and walked around the desk with her arms open. I caught a whiff of her heavily perfumed deodorant as she approached, like baby powder. “I’m so happy things have turned around, though I wish the circumstances were better!”

			I tried to relax into the hug, hands hovering over her back for a moment before I patted her shoulders. She’s been working at the shelter for dirt pay for at least ten years. I couldn’t imagine all the miserable things she’d seen people going through, so some good news must be refreshing.

			“It’s pretty surreal, still.”

			“I can’t even imagine!” Janice held my shoulders as she drew back, openly gushing. “Where are you living, then? Don’t be too specific if you’re not comfortable telling me!”

			“An apartment uptown. I had to negotiate with the building management, but they let me take over her lease as-is. Saves them the hassle of getting a cleaner to empty the place,” I half-joked, though I suspected that played a big role in my tenancy appeal.

			“That’s wonderful! Just wonderful.”

			“I’ve been cleaning like crazy for days,” I explained, “which brings me here.”

			“Yes – donations! What a lovely thoughtful person you are.” Janice crouched in front of the suitcase to find the zipper. “May I?”

			“Sure. I figured I’d leave the whole suitcase. Anything that you can’t keep could probably be pawned?”

			“We don’t get donations very often, you know,” Janice remarked. “I’ll have to talk to Charlie when he comes in tonight. We’ll take inventory, make sure everything is accounted for… Like you said, anything we can’t use can probably be sold and added to the dinner program fund.”

			“That’d be great,” I agreed. They were only able to provide meals once a week as some arrangement they worked out with the local food bank. The food was barely palatable but it’s better than nothing. I hoped they could splurge on some hot food for a few weeks in a row.

			Unzipping the suitcase, Janice let out a theatrical gasp. “Oh, a lot of clothes! This is wonderful, Edward!”

			“It’s less than it looks,” I admitted. “I used a lot of it to wrap up the delicate stuff.”

			There were several desk lamps that I didn’t anticipate they’d need. I’d actually thrown out most of the light fixtures – there’d been, frankly, a ludicrous number of them, and most of them were in poor condition. The antique figurines would hopefully fetch a good price. The flashlights and toiletries should be useful, and extra bedding was desperately needed.

			“Edward, this is wonderful.”

			I managed to smile through my self-consciousness. As much as I wanted to give back, it struck me as strangely patronizing, watching Janice light up as she went through the old things. I didn’t want praise. “It’s the least I could do. I haven’t even been through her storage yet, so I’m hoping to come back with more stuff.”

			“Don’t feel like you have to, but it’s certainly appreciated!” Janice beamed. “And you brought this all the way from uptown, too… I hope it wasn’t too much trouble.”

			“Not at all,” I insisted. “If it helps, that’s all that matters.”

			“Well, now I know what I’m doing with the rest of my afternoon!” Janice chuckled. “I’m going to have to write all this down. I should probably call Charlie and tell him to come in early, if he can. I’ll say hello for you!”

			“That’s great. Thanks, Janice.” The implication that I didn’t have to hang around while she sorted this stuff took a bit of weight off my shoulders. I wouldn’t have minded, per se, but I didn’t want to be fawned over for my ‘generosity’ anymore. Worse, if it turned out any of those antiques were worth something big, I didn’t want Janice to pretend I should take them back.

			“Don’t be a stranger, alright?” Janice urged with that painfully earnest smile. “Even if you’re passing through the area, pop in and say hi!”

			“I will,” I promised. “I like the hair color, by the way.”

			

			She preened as I took off through the door with one hand lifted in an awkward half-wave.

			I took the subway back uptown and spent the trip with my nose in a copy of Anne of Green Gables that I hadn’t seen since childhood, reading for the nostalgia factor. I nearly stumbled on my way off the train, forgetting not to walk and read at the same time. It was a fifteen minute journey from the station back to my new apartment, but it was a much easier trek without the suitcase, and I was used to dealing with the elements at their worst. The walk was refreshing in its own way, and life had been unrealistically pleasant since my grandmother passed.

			The late Victoria Barrett lived modestly in an open concept apartment where the thermostat didn’t work, the bathroom on the immediate left of the front door with a paper screen sectioning off an area for sleep. There was a single bookshelf by the television, a battered beige loveseat on the opposite end of an old rug, and a lone stool by the kitchen island in lieu of a dinner table. The decor was old-fashioned and floral. I locked the door behind me, hung my jacket, and wandered into the living room of the best place I’d ever lived in.

			It was about five o’clock, not yet dark. I thought I might try to sleep early, before the sun even set, but I found it hard to drift off in the shade of this place. Perhaps I wasn’t used to having a place that was mine, that was safe, because my mind kept playing tricks on me. People loved to walk by the homeless and pretend they didn’t exist. The lack of privacy was undeniable, and I still felt it; sensed eyes that weren’t there.

			If I didn’t sleep early, it would probably be another night of watching the clock roll around to three or four in the morning.

			I placed my bag on the floor before going to scan the bookshelves. Although they weren’t quite packed, the majority of the titles were the dense sort of epic fantasy I could never really get into. I figured I might start sorting which books I wanted to keep and which ones I’d donate. It was a mundane task that should put me to sleep in no time.

			I crouched to unload books from the shelves. I carried out the task robotically until I got to the unmarked journals, which caught my interest. I didn’t know Grandma Victoria that well – no one in the family kept in touch after I came out – but I wasn’t surprised to find that she was the sentimental journal-keeping type. Several journals, at that. When did she start keeping them, and how often did she write in them? She’d been in her eighties when she committed suicide, and her diaries only took up half a shelf, so they probably didn’t contain novel-length essays about her day-to-day life.

			I flipped one open and began to read.

			... Thinking of doing a ham instead of turkey, this Thanksgiving.

			... I miss going to parades. Might tune in to watch one if I can get the TV working.

			... Going to treat myself to a new blouse today.

			I skimmed through the rest of the diary with rapidly waning interest. No mention of me even by my deadname. No eye-catching gossip, nothing about a dark family secret. Dull.

			I stacked the diaries and considered what to do with them. Throwing them away gave me the sense of committing some great taboo, but I doubted I could donate them with the other books. The shelter would have no use for them. Stories were my life for so long, the only things that gave me a sense of safety, and even the boring hand-written ones deserved to be preserved. I hauled my laptop out of my bag and gave it some time to boot up. I picked up another diary to give it a read through while I waited, but the contents were pretty much the same as the last.

			Victoria hadn’t been an interesting person. The most shocking thing about her, in my opinion, was the way she died – I couldn’t fathom a reason a healthy woman in her eighties might commit suicide.

			I opened the Internet browser, unpracticed fingers fumbling over the keyboard as I searched for places that might take or re-purpose old diaries. I didn’t plan on looking past the first page of results where hope was scarce and limited.

			“Huh.”

			I clicked on the website link for ‘Otherside Book Exchange’. I might not have paid it much attention had the address not also been listed – it was at the corner of Fourth and Sheppard, only a few blocks away. I tried to recall if I’d seen it when I first came to the neighborhood, or on the way home, but drew up a blank. As I browsed the website, my eyebrows climbed high up my forehead.

			They accepted any book, so long as it was in readable condition. Journals included.

			I left the site open and closed the laptop, stretching until my joints popped. This task wasn’t supposed to be my first priority while tidying this place up, but it was good to know that Otherside existed. I moved from the loveseat onto the floor with the books, fully intending to resume making piles out of them, but my eyelids drooped and I couldn’t resist a yawn.

			I guess it was worth trying to sleep. I really was exhausted.

			I left a light on, on my way to bed.

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			In my experience, used bookstores and libraries are supposed to carry a familiar scent; something like vanilla straight from a bottle of extract. It comes from the lignin in the paper breaking down over time. Otherside Book Exchange surrounded me with books, smelling of nothing at all.

			I bent at the waist to set down the box of journals, eyes flickering from shelf to shelf. I didn’t see much through the dust-caked windows, but the sign on the door indicated someone should be there. It was two o’clock on a Wednesday; there was no reason to close shop early. Someone had to be working.

			And there was.

			I reflexively twitched away from the young woman I managed to overlook. She hadn’t come from anywhere; the girl was simply there. My eyes had skipped over her entirely. She had to be younger than I was, perhaps in her mid-twenties at most, with the kind of ash-brown hair that looked grey in certain lighting. She wore a hooded sweater, the faded burgundy color of old blood, a thin black choker, and an ankle-length grey skirt. She had a sallow tint to her skin that suggested she rarely saw the sun.

			“Sorry,” I said, and didn’t know why.

			The girl shook her head. It was jerky but slow, like a doll being moved about by its owner. An unpleasant feeling of dreaming while awake crept up on me, so I fixated on my reason for coming before the situation became any more surreal.

			“Do you work here?” I angled my body towards the box I brought, trying to call attention to the books.

			“I do.”

			There was something about the girl’s voice I disliked. A heavy element of something I’d come to resent, over the years. It didn’t fit her otherwise mannequin-blank expression.

			Pity. That’s what it sounded like.

			I swallowed resentment and took stock of myself, needing to identify whatever made me the target of her sympathy and fix it immediately. “I’ve got some books to unload. Can I leave them here, or do you need me for the filing process or something?”

			I’d hoped to abandon the journals without further discussion. I never thought a bookstore could rub me the wrong way before – libraries were once my haven, they allowed me to use their computers and read during thunderstorms – but instinct screamed at me to abandon ship.

			The girl shook her head again. “It is exchange only.”

			My brow furrowed as I tried to recall what the website had said. What, if anything, I could be misinterpreting. “I’m not returning them. I didn’t buy them here, they belonged to my grandmother.”

			“This is a book exchange.” The girl sounded altogether too patient and patronizing by proxy. “Not a bookstore.”

			I thought I’d free up a good deal of shelf space by unloading the diaries. I didn’t want to take up that room with more stuff I didn’t need.

			“I can’t just... donate them?”

			“We are at capacity. Sorry. You can leave a book for each one you take.”

			It was an uncommon business model. I didn’t know how they paid this girl for her work if they didn’t sell any of the books they took in, much less how they paid the rent on this piece of corner real estate. I was tempted to dump the old diaries at a charity shop instead, but they’d wind up being recycled. The last bit of Victoria Barrett gone. Even if I hadn’t loved her, the guilt would creep up on me eventually.

			What else would I replace the journals with, anyway? I loved stories. I figured I might as well see what they had; maybe someone had dropped off some dark romance or dystopian young adult novels.

			“How many books did you bring in, may I ask?” The girl came forward and bent down to pick up the box. I was about to warn her that it was heavy, but she appeared to have no trouble with it.

			“There are eight in there.”

			The girl carried the box over to a counter tucked off to the side, where I thought a cash register ought to be. The only things sitting on the desk were an old lamp and a small potted succulent. The girl switched on the lamp, but it added so little light that I wondered what the point of it was.

			

			She was odd. The way she moved, the way she spoke.

			I took a quick look for a name tag, but I must have missed seeing it. I only cared so I could go on being bitter with a moniker in mind. But alas, she wasn’t wearing one, so she was just going to be ‘her’ for the time being.

			I hovered briefly by the desk, momentarily watching the girl count, but I realized how awkward that would be, so I gravitated towards the nearest shelf instead. I’d browse and see what caught my interest.

			It looked to me that most of the people who dropped off books here had a similar idea as me. There weren’t many novels, and someone had attached a label to every spine of the otherwise unmarked books. They listed names and dates. Both, sometimes. Were those the names of the writers? I guessed I’d find out whenever the girl was done checking out Victoria’s diaries.

			Nothing in particular called me towards one book over another. I wandered and skimmed the rows at eye-level to start with. I wound up taking the first journal on a whim; it was old, and labeled with the name ‘Nicholas Panther’, which was probably the coolest name I’d ever seen. I took a second one from another shelf because the spine shimmered with iridescent crisscrossing lines. I hoped a third would catch my eye by the time I came around to the spot I started, but I wasn’t that lucky.

			I looked over at the girl, then. She was only halfway through the diaries. I’d tried to be quick about my selections, but I still thought it was taking her an absurdly long time.

			She didn’t look up, but she must have felt my gaze. “You have brought in eight books.”

			My throat went tight with the effort of containing a sigh. “I’ve picked out two.”

			“Then you will need six more,” she stated, like I couldn’t have done that simple math on my own or needed reminding how a one-for-one exchange worked.

			“Great.” I tucked the books under one arm. I was tempted to grab the rest at random, but thought I might as well search for a title I knew. I started another circuit of the shelves.

			“You can leave any books you will be taking with you on my desk, while you browse,” the girl suggested.

			“Oh, yeah, thanks.” I diverted my course and rested the journals on the corner of the table. The girl’s pale hands flicked through one of Victoria’s diaries, perhaps checking for quality; she was going far too fast to be skimming. Once she got to the last page, she took a rubber stamp, pressed it into a black ink pad, and marked the inside of the back cover. Gently, she blew on the round ‘Otherside Book Exchange’ logo until it was dry.

			Her eyes – flat grey – lifted to meet mine. Only then did I realize I was watching her.

			“Do you have any book recommendations?” I asked to cover my discomfort.

			“None in particular,” she replied, slow with contemplation. “Each one holds a unique story.”

			Yes, I almost said, the alternative was called plagiarism. I held my tongue and nodded instead.

			“Be that as it may, would you like a place to start?” Closing the diary, the girl slipped out from behind the desk. She led the way to a corner I hadn’t spent much time investigating. It didn’t appear special in any way, but the girl took a moment to caress the spines of a couple of the books. I didn’t keep track of which ones they were.

			“Thanks.”

			“Please take all the time you require.”

			I started looking over the books there, and the girl drifted back to her desk. I sensed I shouldn’t touch them unless I was going to take them home. The problem was that the names weren’t compelling enough on their own; there was no one famous or familiar on the shelves.

			I grudgingly plucked a book from the midst of some of the thicker ones and opened it to the middle. I wanted to know whether someone really even bothered writing in this thing consistently.

			Curiously, it wasn’t in English. I couldn’t recognize Japanese at first glance, but I thought it a pretty accurate guess, given that it was written vertically. The fact that it was in a foreign language wasn’t the surprise, though; someone had gone through and translated every line, every page, in minuscule writing between columns. Sentences went from left to right, like in manga. I held the book close to my face.

			March 16, 1984.

			The subway to Yokohama is always crowded. The ongoing construction of Minato Mirai brings in many workers from Kotobuki. I suppose I am among them, as I only go into the city for work. Mother insists that I should leave early in case of delays. I tell her that the trains always run on time and that I should be fine; she has never taken the subway, so I think she underestimates its speed. I explain it anyway to put her mind at ease.

			My client tonight is the respectable Mr. Shishidō. He invited me to a charity gala and provided me with a very beautiful dress. He will pay me 30,000 yen for my company tonight. That will cover our groceries for the next three weeks, I hope, with Haru and Kichirō growing so rapidly. Kichirō is of that age at which he can never seem to eat enough. So long as we eat frugally, we should be able to get by until the rent is due. I am hoping to impress Mr. Shishidō. If I do well and hold my liquor, he might hire me again to maintain the illusion that we are lovers. He was specific in that he wanted me to convince his coworkers that I am his girlfriend. I agreed, as I have done so for stingier men. I hope he doesn’t kiss me. I won’t push him away if he does, but I may ask that he pay me extra.

			I will depart shortly, but I will help Mother prepare dinner before I go.

			March 17, 1984.

			When I was in Yokohama yesterday, I saw a whole host of new shops looking to hire help. I am going to write a resume and submit it to as many different places as possible. I would really love a steady job.

			Mother used to work at a tea shop before her pain grew too severe. I know she misses it. If possible, I will give preference to any tea shops I encounter.

			My eyebrows were high. I found myself intrigued enough by – I checked the book’s spine – ‘Yuma Murakami’ to keep reading.

			Yuma was a resourceful person, to be caring for the family in her mother’s stead. And selling companionship? It didn’t seem like she was selling sex, but I knew firsthand how it could make your skin crawl to have strangers pushing boundaries.

			March 20, 1984.

			I had a private meeting with Mr. Shishidō today. He told me it was to convince his coworkers that our facade at the gala was real, but I think he just wanted to spend more time with me. We chatted over dinner and drinks, and he very kindly drove me home when I became concerned that it was getting too late to take the subway safely. He is a sweet man, and he gave me a considerable tip for my time. I would like to see him again.

			March 22, 1984.

			Girls my age look forward to the weekend

			Hold on.

			

			Wait… Was Yuma a minor?

			My back stiffened in alarm. I reread, and then barreled on to find evidence that Yuma was safe after the outing with Mr. Shishidō.

			March 22, 1984.

			Girls my age look forward to the weekend, an opportune time to catch up on homework and see friends. I do wish I had attended high school. I see these girls on my way into the city and wish I could smile like that, so carefree and genuine. My smiles break easily.

			I was contacted the other day by a man called Mr. Ide. He was very charming over the phone, and even more so in person. Mr. Ide claims I am even prettier than Seiko Matsuda, which I do not believe, but I thanked him nonetheless. We spoke over coffee and he agreed to hire me. He would like me to attend his brother’s wedding with him to ‘show up’ the groom. It is taking place out of town, but he has offered to pay for my own hotel room. He requested that he stay with me overnight for an additional 100,000 yen, but I declined. I am ashamed to admit that it was tempting. That much money would help Mother and my brothers live comfortably for some time. Even so, I know they would not want me to risk my safety even more for money. I would not break my vow for anything less than 1,000,000 yen.

			I will be attending the wedding on April 1. I still have a dress that was given to me by Mr. Noguchi for his ex-girlfriend’s wedding. I will have to buy new lipstick to match, but that will be far less expensive than trying to find a brand new dress.

			So she… probably wasn’t having sex with these older men.

			That provided minimal comfort.

			April 3, 1984.

			Mother has been in so much pain over the past few days. I was reluctant to leave her in the care of my brothers, but Haru and Kichirō assured me they could take care of things by themselves. They are growing up to be capable and independent. I wish they had more time to act like children, but I am grateful for all their help.

			Mr. Ide was a gentleman, despite my worries that he’d push for the overnight stay. The wedding was one of the nicest I’ve been to; the bride looked lovely and the food was delicious. Towards the end of the evening, I was very drunk, but no more so than everyone else. I danced with a few strangers until Mr. Ide escorted me to my hotel room and gave me an extra 10,000 yen. I think he had a better time than he expected. He promised to contact me again if he ever wanted to make his brother jealous. His reasons don’t bother me, so long as I can continue to support my family.

			In her position… I don’t know that I wouldn’t have taken the hundred thousand yen. I had no idea how much that would convert to, but it sounded like enough to survive for a week or two.

			But god, was I relieved she hadn’t done it.

			April 15, 1984.

			I still have not heard back from any of the places I’ve applied to for work. I’ve had to admit to myself that I likely will not be called even for an interview.

			If nothing else, I have been hired fairly steadily over the past week, so I will be able to afford groceries. Haru and Kichirō are getting tired of pickled vegetables and rice. I think there is a sale on pork today, and as long as we eat it quickly, it won’t expire.

			I wonder if I will see Mr. Shishidō while I’m out today? It cheered me up to see him at the fresh fruit market, last week. I hope he’ll think of taking me out again after running into each other.

			April 27, 1984.

			I am having trouble sleeping tonight. I strangely feel like I’m being watched. Perhaps it is simply that it is too quiet.

			Even though Mother is often confined to her bed, the house feels lonelier without her here. I took her to the hospital yesterday, when her pain became too terrible to go to the washroom. We don’t expect the doctors will have anything new to tell us, but we hope they can manage her pain until it returns to normal.

			I have declined any meetings in the meantime, but I worry that I won’t have enough money to support us in the coming week. I must admit, it will be nice to spend time with Haru and Kichirō. Haru turns 13 soon, yet it seems like only yesterday he was learning how to say my name. He’s going to be looking for work in the summer, and he claims he will find a job that enables me to stay home and look after Mother and Kichirō. I love his optimism.

			April 28, 1984.

			Mr. Sakaguchi has been calling the house all day; he is a former client. I was forced to turn down his request to meet me today, and he gave me the impression that he understood, and was not particularly bothered by this. I was mistaken; he’s called non-stop, shouting over the phone, threatening to find my home. He knows I am somewhere in Kotobuki.

			We locked and barricaded the doors, and after the fifth time he called, I unplugged the phone. I am keeping Haru and Kichirō close. I am trying to keep calm, but I know Mr. Sakaguchi to be aggressive when he wants something. He has offered me a lot of money in the past, asking me to get a hotel room with him, and I have turned him down every time. Still, he makes these offers. I should really refuse to see him ever again, but he pays so well, and I need the money.

			Sometimes, it’s hard not to hate my situation. If I could find a steady job somewhere else, I wouldn’t need to see so many men. I think I will try again to find work.

			May 8, 1984.

			I have secured work as a waitress in Yokohama. Of all people, it was Mr. Shishidō who put in a good word for me. He happened to know the owner, and stayed for my interview. It’s a relief even though I am busy much of the time. I work six days a week, and on the seventh, I escort men for a fee. Mother is doing relatively well for the time being, but her health never improves. I will have to figure out a way to balance caring for my family with my new job.

			If nothing else good comes from this, I can at least buy a birthday gift for Haru, and I may as well buy something for Kichirō ahead of time. I really should buy them something practical, but I think it would be nice for them to have something fun for a change.

			I was tempted to stop reading there. Yuma getting a job, providing for her family, being happy… That was how the story should end.

			But this was someone’s diary. A real story.

			So I kept reading.

			May 10, 1984.

			I am fortunate to have practiced my smiles in unpleasant situations. It comes to me with ease even when work at the restaurant is stressful. At least I can count on Mr. Shishidō to be polite when he comes by, whereas many customers are short with me. I suppose they are used to a particular standard of service, and as I am still learning, I do not meet it. I must work harder.

			May 17, 1984.

			I was fired from my job.

			My heart sank.

			Mother fell ill again, and there was no one to look after my brothers or take her to the hospital. I tried my best to get to work on time, but I arrived half an hour late. They have many job applicants, so they didn’t need to keep a worker who cannot be punctual. I just wish it hadn’t happened today.

			I think Haru is having a happy birthday, despite everything. I was weak; I bought him a Famicom with all the money I earned at the restaurant, with the understanding that it was a gift for both him and Kichirō. I wasn’t sure which games they would like, but Donkey Kong came highly recommended. They have been playing it all evening. Even I might try playing. It would be nice to take my mind off money.

			I just wanted to see them happy for a change.

			On that note, Mr. Sakaguchi reserved my company again for this weekend. He offered me 50,000 yen. I could not possibly say no. I have let my entire family know where we are going and how late I will be, but I still have that horrible feeling that I am being watched, and I wonder if Mr. Sakaguchi’s phone calls have anything to do with it.

			May 30, 1984.

			There was a solar eclipse this afternoon, and I am lucky that I got to observe it in the company of a kind gentleman. My client today was Mr. Ohta. He is quite elderly and very pleasant. He had many interesting stories. I think he only hired me to have any company; it didn’t have to be me. Both of his children have moved away and taken his grandchildren with them.

			I think I will bring him dinner soon and offer to eat with him. No one should be so lonely that they must pay for companionship.

			It should have been a better day, but I still have that terrible feeling someone followed me home. They slipped out of sight when I was on the subway, but I still felt the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end all the way home.

			June 14, 1984.

			It is my 18th birthday today. Haru and Kichirō attempted to make me breakfast. We spent all day playing Donkey Kong, and Mother surprised us all by beating Kichirō’s score. Both Mr. Ohta and Mr. Shishidō called to wish me a happy birthday.

			It was a good day.

			A good day, maybe, but the implication isn’t lost on me. Those men knew it was her birthday. Did she tell them, or did they find out on their own?

			July 2, 1984.

			I ran into Mr. Sakaguchi on my way to meet another client today. He followed me, shouting terrible things, and I wound up cancelling my appointment with Mr. Ando. I felt horrible, and I told Mr. Sakaguchi that I would be calling the police if I ever saw him again, and only then did he leave. I was so shaken that I had no choice but to go home. I received another call when I arrived, and I almost didn’t answer. I was so afraid it was Mr. Sakaguchi. Instead, it was Mr. Shishidō. I have not seen him since I was fired from the restaurant, but he told me that he’s been missing me. He said a work event had come up, and he wanted to bring me with him. He offered me 100,000 yen. I was in shock, but I said yes.

			In a way, I’m strangely thankful to Mr. Sakaguchi. If I had seen Mr. Ando today instead, I would have only earned 25,000 yen. This was a better opportunity by far.

			July 6, 1984.

			Mr. Shishidō is paying me handsomely for a private outing tonight, with the assurance that Mr. Sakaguchi will not be interfering, much to my relief. He bought me a dress to wear on Monday; would it be tasteless to wear it again to this meeting? It is by far the nicest outfit I own. He requested I wear my floral skirt and pink top, but if we are going somewhere expensive, I fear I’ll look out of place.

			July 7, 1984.

			I promised that I would never put myself in danger. I am sorry, Mother.

			Mr. Shishidō offered me 1,000,000 yen to sleep with him tonight. With Mother having another one of her bouts of illness and Haru’s difficulty finding work, I don’t see that I have any other option but to go through with it. I’m frightened. Especially upon learning yesterday that he had a wife, who will be out of town on business. He is not as respectable as I thought.

			Can I really do this? I’ll be hurting that poor woman. I might be destroying a marriage. If my husband cheated on me, in my very own house, in my very own bed... I think I would die of jealousy. I don’t know how I’ll be able to face my reflection, knowing what I’ve done.

			But Mother, Haru, and Kichirō will have clothing that fits and food in their bellies. I will have done the best thing I could possibly do for them.

			I do what I must. I hope that one day I can be forgiven.

			That was the final entry, but not all there was to read. Cold prickled over my flesh.

			A front page newspaper article from 1985 had been taped inside the journal, carefully folded and pressed. The translator had copied down every word onto the remaining pages.

			Shishidō Found Guilty.

			August 19, 1985. Mr. Jurou Shishidō, age 53, was found guilty of the assault and murder of Ms. Yuma Murakami, age 18, and his wife, Mrs. Ryoko Shishidō, age 48. Ms. Murakami was discovered late last year with her face disfigured and her body stabbed 49 with a pair of scissors. Mr. Shishidō confessed to both murders during court proceedings today, after a year of trials and pleas of innocence.

			Mr. Shishidō will remain in prison until the date of his execution, scheduled for September 9.

			I skimmed the rest of the article’s transcription, unable to focus my eyes. There was a slow, uncomfortable writhing in my stomach, I couldn’t seem to get warm, and my knuckles were white as my hands clamped down on the open diary.

			All the entries about Shishidō…

			She’d trusted him. Yuma had…

			There was one thing written at the very bottom that caught my eye, even as my vision blurred. I didn’t know what it meant; it wasn’t translated.

			Kuchisake-onna.

			I slowly closed the journal and put it on the shelf, as tentative as though it might dissolve in my hands and leave them stained with Yuma’s blood.

			I wasn’t sure what I was feeling. That was a real person I’d read about, her actual thoughts and reflections on her life. If reading someone’s private thoughts was on par with seeing them naked, then I’d just looked inside of Yuma’s skin. I’d become intimately acquainted with her murder.

			I took a step away, giving Yuma’s diary a wide berth, and left the aisle leading to the cash register. From behind her desk, the girl watched me through a curtain of hair.

			“Eight books in total,” she reminded me.

			Numbly, I took six more journals off the shelves without even looking at them. I left with a stack of four tucked under each arm.
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