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      To: Mon amour…Ma belle…my wife, Julie.

      Je t’aime pour toujours–I love you forever.

      I am yours forever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        “People discuss my art and pretend to understand as if it were necessary to understand, when it's simply necessary to love.”

        CLAUDE OSCAR MONET
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            1865 - JAPAN

          

          YOSHI-NO-KATA

        

      

    

    
      Yoshi-no-kata shuddered as if an ice-cold wind swept through her pure, unsullied body, blowing news of an event she had longed for and feared. As an o-kiyo, one of the thousand other virgins in the Ōoku, the women’s quarters in the shōgunate, Yoshi yearned to be touched by the Shōgun. And today she had been chosen.

      Yoshi had no idea how or when she caught the master’s eye. Just having turned twenty, she thought this day would never come because she had passed her prime. She feared she would be forever relegated to the otogibōzu, the servant class of women with shaved heads and dreadful black kimono. It wasn’t that she disliked the otogibōzu; they were nice enough, and the oldest one had taken her under her wing like a mother hen. Yoshi liked the otogibōzu; she just didn’t want to be one.

      Coming into womanhood and becoming o-tetsuki, touched by the Shōgun, seemed especially impossible to Yoshi because this year the Shōgun’s visits had become less and less frequent. It had been months since she heard the bells ring, heralding the lord’s arrival at the kami osuzu rōka tobira—the padlocked, ironclad door that stood between the Ōoku and the world beyond. Even though the women of the Ōoku swore their loyalty and secrecy, gossip spread like smoke through the fall forest, and they knew—the Shōgun was ailing and possibly unable to fulfill his duties. The rumors soared when he adopted two sons when none of his wives or concubines produced a true heir.

      “You must hurry, Yoshi,” her favorite otogibōzu advised. “Shōgun Tokugawa Iemochi will be here soon. You will want to make him wait in anticipation, but not in frustration.”

      Yoshi heard muted excitement in her voice. It had seemed like an eternity for all the otogibōzu since his last visit.

      Yoshi looked for clarity in her emotions. Am I afraid, anxious, or excited? But there was no time to think about it when she heard the bell jingle, the bell between the Shōgun’s apartment and the Ōoku. Yoshi thought she could hear all one thousand women gasp and flutter like blackbirds in a persimmon tree.

      “Yoshi, please,” her otogibōzu begged, holding out the white kimono to dress her.

      Yoshi hesitated. “Are you certain I am the one he asked for?”

      “Yes, yes, of course. Now hurry!”

      Yoshi wanted more. She did not stretch her arms out so the other attendants could undress her.

      Her otogibōzu sighed with frustration. Nearly at her wit’s end, she muttered something, handed the white kimono to an attendant, pulled a parchment scroll from the sleeve of her black kimono, and handed it to Yoshi.

      Tentatively, Yoshi unrolled it. Filled with writing, she ran her finger over each character. She wanted to see his request and to savor the moment, one that might never come again. She knew that the scroll, dictated by the Shōgun himself to his scribe, had been handed to an otogibōzu waiting at the chamber door for such a time as this. The characters indicated the Shōgun wished to visit the Ōoku and asked for his concubine, the daughter of Shibata Takenaka.

      That’s me! Yoshi said to herself and nodded. Still, she thought it strange that the Shōgun asked for her by her birth name, not her given name. When she had entered Edo Castle at age five to begin her training, her name had become Yoshi-no-kata.

      She felt the burning eyes of the attendants. No time to think about it, she said to herself. The Lord has asked for me. She rolled the parchment, returned the scroll, smiled, and held her arms out straight.

      “You always were a difficult child,” her otogibōzu teased. “You have no right to play hard to get!” The other attendants chuckled and quickly disrobed Yoshi.

      Still, Yoshi showed no sense of urgency. She had proof of being called, and she wanted to enjoy each moment of the preparation process. After all, she had trained all her life for this; all the women had—those waiting to be called, those who had been called, and those who had not been called and attended to women in waiting. Each woman understood her exact role. Yoshi smiled. How many times had she practiced putting on the copulation kimono and fixing her hair with a comb rather than the customary hair pins? Each day, she’d bathed and put on fine powder, just in case the Shōgun called her to duty. She had been trained in seduction and how to please a man, always giggling when shown the explicit drawings of intimacy. But would she remember all the training when it came to performing the genuine act? Yoshi frowned.

      She had never been to the actual bedchamber, and she wondered what it would be like as her attendants pulled and pushed her body into the kimono. Would it be warm enough? How would it smell? Many women had gone before her with different lords of the Tokugawa Shōgunate. Stories circulated that the eleventh Shōgun, Tokugawa Ienari, had a more insatiable sexual appetite for his ladies-in-waiting and visited the inner chamber three times a day. He’d fathered over seventy-five children. So different than this fourteenth Shōgun, Tokugawa Iemochi.

      Yoshi had only seen Lord Iemochi once and from a great distance. She found him strikingly handsome, though his youth took her by surprise. But the women of the Ōoku respected him and had recently celebrated his eighteenth birthday, even though he did not attend. While gossip in the Ōoku flowed like a waterfall, not a single whisper dared to breach the otogibōzu silence of the inner chamber. Anyone who wondered why a young man would not have a stronger libido kept it to herself.

      A pre-pubescent attendant tapped on Yoshi’s foot, requesting her to raise it. The girl slipped on a white tabi sock with the slit between the great toe and the second. Yoshi put her foot down and lifted the other for the attendant to wiggle on the second sock. Then Yoshi gently slipped into the tall and lacquered koma-geta sandals.

      “Please, let us go,” her otogibōzu said, pushing Yoshi forward.

      Yoshi caught her balance in the platform sandals and kept from falling. She wanted to scold her otogibōzu for her impatience but understood the old woman’s job and reputation were on the line as well.

      The ceremonial kimono and wooden sandals allowed for only tiny steps but the otogibōzu’s pressure from behind quickened their pace. Heat rose up Yoshi’s back. After all, she felt deeply honored and could scarcely believe that this day had finally come. She remembered her life before. As a child, her father had taken her to the castle, hoping she would be chosen as a secondary wife for the Shōgun, thereby strengthening his own status and alliances with the Tokugawa Shōgunate. There was no greater honor or duty than serving the Shōgun. Yoshi had dreamed about this moment ever since she’d come of age.

      As she and her entourage moved down the bamboo-lined corridor, Yoshi saw two attendants kneeling by the door to the Shōgun’s apartment and her heart raced. All this training and the heart still did what it wanted.

      The two attendants, dressed in vibrant silk kimono, bowed deeply to Yoshi and slid open the doors to the tsugi no ma, the antechamber adjacent to the bedroom. Yoshi’s otogibōzu led her by the hand into the small room. Then, to Yoshi’s surprise, she did something completely unexpected. Like a loving mother, the woman placed her hands on each side of Yoshi’s face and gave her a slight nod to recognize this moment.

      She bowed deeply to Yoshi and then to another woman who stood close by. Yoshi recognized this woman from the Ōoku. As an o-tetsuki, having already been paired with the Shōgun, it was her duty to search Yoshi for forbidden items. No Shōgun had ever been assassinated in the women’s area of the castle, but heads would topple with even a whisper of an attempt, so they allowed nothing sharp into the bedchamber. Yoshi found the ritual unnecessary, because she did not know one woman who wouldn’t gladly give her life for the safety of the lord. But she also understood that the guards’ presence prevented any scheming by a woman to garnish favors in the heat of passion. The o-tetsuki and an otoshiyori, an elder woman in charge of the Ōoku, would remain on guard outside the bamboo door as the couple fulfilled their conjugal duties.
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        * * *

      

      To Yoshi, it took an eternity for the thorough examination and the reassembling of her hair and outfit. When the attendants finally slid open the thin doors of the onjōdan, Yoshi fell to her knees and bowed so that her forehead touched the bamboo mat. Her bow lasted too long, but she wanted to settle her shock at seeing the man. Not only was he not naked, or even in his bedclothes, he looked pale and emaciated, leaning up against the wall in his full kimono. She held the position until he cleared his throat.

      Remember your training, she thought. She stood, bowed at the waist this time, and spoke the words taught to her for years.

      “My honorable Lord Tokugawa Iemochi. You have so honored me with the opportunity to serve you.” She bowed deeper.

      The Shōgun began to speak, but his words gave way to a coughing fit.

      Panic struck Yoshi. Her training did not account for this. Seeing a tray of tea next to the bed platform, she stepped quickly to it and poured a cup of hot tea, bowed and held the cup for her master.

      “Forgive me, Lord Tokugawa Iemochi, may I offer you tea?”

      Yoshi worried she had just committed an unforgivable act and wondered what the attendants were thinking outside the door.

      The man took the cup, spilling a portion of it in another coughing fit. Yoshi quickly and carefully wiped at the splashes with the sleeve of her kimono. The otoshiyori would reprimand her for ruining the perfectly white silken outfit. But she didn’t know what else to do.

      Lord Tokugawa Iemochi took three sips of the tea, coughed twice and handed her the teacup. Yoshi thought food and drink were not allowed on the bed platform.

      “Forgive me, Lord Tokugawa Iemochi.”

      The man waved it off, and said, “Please join me.” He indicated to the raised platform with his hand.

      Yoshi found herself in completely uncharted territory. Should she undress? What about the dance of seduction? Her kimono fit so tight that she did not know how to step up on the platform, so she stood on her tiptoes and knelt on the edge, her feet awkwardly hanging off, and bowed again so her forehead touched the bamboo mat. She would not move until he commanded her.

      In a raspy voice, he finally spoke. “Daughter of Shibata Takenaka, your father has asked me for a great favor.”

      He said nothing more and Yoshi hid her face, concerned what her look of confusion might show. She never expected to hear her father’s name in the bedchamber.

      “I have asked your father to go as an emissary to France this year to help prepare for the construction of the Yokosuka Naval Arsenal. Your father has shown himself worthy with his many honors and awards.” He cleared his throat of phlegm and spit into a handkerchief. “You may not know this, but your father served as chief of staff and first secretary for the First Japanese Embassy to Europe two years ago. He proved himself very resourceful.”

      Her father, a samurai of the highly esteemed shinobi-samurai line, could trace his family’s loyalty to the Tokugawa Shōgunate for countless generations. From the other women of the Ōoku, she discovered that her father had been instrumental in rebuilding a section of Edo Castle during the year of her birth. But my father traveling outside of Japan? Yoshi could not imagine of such a thing. Not only because it was her father, but because travel outside Japan had been strictly banned. No, she had never heard of these emissary trips.

      “Your father has asked that I allow you to accompany him on this trip. He will be taking a small mission.”

      Sweat dripped down Yoshi’s back. She did not understand any of this. Would she not be entertaining the Shōgun?

      “Do you know where Paris, France is located?”

      She managed to shake her head. “Forgive me, Lord Tokugawa Iemochi.”

      “Your father brought back many reports of this strange land and its people. I command you to accompany your father.”

      “It is my honor, Lord Tokugawa Iemochi.”

      With that, she heard the man stand, walk out of the bedchamber, and cough as he shuffled down the corridor.

      She collapsed onto the mat and wept.

      But the prospect of leaving Edo Castle filled her with a profound sense of relief. She could not bear the shame of leaving Lord Tokugawa’s bedchamber without becoming a woman.
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            PRESENT DAY

          

          JULIA

        

      

    

    
      While the doctor read her chart, Julia swiveled in the white leather chair to admire the view from the fifty-second floor of this perfectly placed corner office that faced southwest from the heart of downtown Seattle. The view stretched out before her—a breathtaking panorama of Puget Sound and Mount Rainier. Good thing Dad paid for this visit.

      The doctor cleared her throat, closed Julia’s file, and studied her over the top of red reading glasses.

      After sizing her up, the doctor stood from her desk and went to sit opposite Julia in a matching chair. The doctor wore a flowing blue linen dress and a white shawl; her wrists and neck jangled with colorful bracelets and chains. On someone else, these accessories would have appeared garish, but somehow, the doctor pulled it off. Julia decided it was partly because of her Asian beauty, but more from her reputation and mystique as a psychiatrist. Julia’s father had said he’d only send her to the finest shrink. So far, Julia approved of his choice; in fact, as she looked at the doctor, it struck her that she might be looking at herself, forty years from now. I should be so lucky to age so well. Then she smiled, glancing at her own outfit. On this day, Julia wore ripped jeans and a tank top. Although she usually dressed with conventional tidiness, today’s outfit broadcast a pointed rebellion against this evaluation. She did not believe she needed to see a shrink.

      The doctor said nothing, just nodded pleasantly as if waiting for Julia to speak. Julia crossed her legs and cleared her throat. Despite being firmly on the path to becoming a doctor, she couldn’t help but loathe them. She especially detested psychiatrists. She found them cloyingly nice, surreptitiously trying to catch you off guard, secretly analyzing you, and threatening to expose your deepest secrets.

      Julia looked away from the doctor’s gaze and out the window at the view. She remembered a cartoon a student had pinned on the bulletin board in her dorm at med school. The old “Far Side” cartoon featured a woman facing a therapist, whose notepad prominently displayed the phrase “Just Plain Nuts.”

      In part, that’s what worried Julia. Maybe I am crazy.

      “I love your pearls.” The doctor finally said.

      Startled, Julia turned from the window and touched her right ear. She’d forgotten she’d worn the Mikimoto pearl earrings, with a hint of luminescent pink that her father had given her at Christmas. What a fine accessory with ragged jeans and a tank top. Double protest, Dad!

      Julia meant to thank the doctor; instead, she said, “What a view you have!”

      “I never take it for granted.” The doctor turned to admire it. “Sometimes I worry that it’s too distracting.” She smiled gracefully at Julia.

      Julia wondered what a high-end practice like this might be like. Just paying rent, the practice would have to be a money-generating machine. She hated that about medicine. Now when you call a doctor’s office, it’s no longer, “How are you? What can we do for you?” The first question is a blunt, “How are you going to pay for this visit?”

      Near Pioneer Square stood a small free clinic, operated by medical students. It seemed to be the only place where Julia dreamed she could actually practice medicine.

      “Julia, why are you here?”

      Julia jumped slightly. She’d been tightly wound for months. Truth be told, ever since the first day of medical school.

      “Dear, why are you here?” the doctor repeated.

      Julia could feel a flush of anger in her neck. “I told my father I wanted to drop out of medical school, and he said, ‘You need to see a psychiatrist.’”

      The doctor covered her mouth with her hand and choked back a cough. “Just like that? That’s how he said it?”

      “Word for word.”

      The doctor nodded and pursed her lips. “I bet that helped.”

      “Right?” Julia exhaled deeply for the first time since she’d stepped onto the fifty-second floor.

      “How about you?” the doctor asked. “You think you need to be here?”

      Julia scoffed. “I guess. Maybe I am just crazy.” There, she said it.

      The doctor’s smile disappeared. “Do you think you’re crazy?”

      Tears filled Julia’s eyes. “I guess we’ll find out, won’t we?”

      That made the doctor chuckle. She put her notepad on a nearby table, folded her hands, and leaned in toward her. “Remember, Julia, I too am Asian with an overbearing father who is a doctor. Let this one soak in for a minute—I am a fifth-generation physician. Can you imagine the pressure?”

      The word pressure broke the dam, and Julia’s tears rolled down her cheeks. She bent over holding her face in her hands. Her mascara would smear, but she didn’t care. Her protest shattered. She’d held her confident façade for way too long.

      The doctor said nothing, and through her tears, Julia saw her five-year-old self confused and afraid at the family’s baby grand. Her piano instructor slapped the back of her hands with a ruler for the fourth time, and her mother stood behind them with her lips pursed and arms crossed.

      “I hate this stupid medical school,” Julia blurted out, as more tears flowed.

      The doctor let her weep while she stood up, pulled several tissues from a decorative glass dispenser on her desk, and gave them to Julia, along with a small hand mirror.

      Julia welcomed the gesture and dabbed at the black mascara streaking her eyelids and cheeks.

      “I am Asian too, you know,” the doctor said in a mock accent and chuckled.

      The laughter made Julia feel more balanced than she had for months.

      “Thank you.” Julia wiped more tears.

      The doctor put a hand on Julia’s knee. “Tell me about your first year. Did you hate all of it?”

      Julia blew out a loud breath and shook her head. “I don’t know, yes…maybe, I don’t know,” she stumbled for an answer.

      “Why did you choose medicine?”

      “My father forbade me to help in the family import company. He said it was too corrupt. He left me no other choice. I am Japanese after all.” Julia sat up straight and waved her hands by her face.

      The doctor laughed. “I understand,” she said. “Has he not seen medicine lately?”

      This made Julia chuckle. Maybe they had more in common than she thought.

      “What part of medicine do you hate?”

      Julia rested her chin on her hand. “It probably started on the first day…the whole cutting into dead people thing.”

      “Anatomy lab?” The doctor nodded. “Yes, and why I went into psychiatry.”

      “I don’t know,” Julia mused. “I just hate all the pressure. No one in my family is a physician and I’m not sure they understand.” She bobbed her head and looked up at the ceiling. “I had no idea what you doctors went through.” She wiped at a recalcitrant tear.

      “The University of Washington School of Medicine is known for its rigorous academia,” the doctor said. “Some have even said it’s a bit sadistic, but most medical schools are. It’s just the nature of the beast, with so much to learn and so little time. Is there any part of medicine that you do enjoy?”

      “I really like helping people,” Julia said without hesitation. “We staff the free Agape Clinic in Pioneer Square. It just feels…pure, I guess.”

      The doctor leaned back and gave her a deep, probing look. Julia tried to look away, but before she could, the doctor said, “I believe we’re going to spend lots of time talking about school. I promise we’ll get it all figured out.”

      Julia scoffed at her optimism, but quickly hoped it had gone unnoticed.

      “I promise,” the doctor said. “Your grades are amazing. Near the top of your class, so forgive me, but I sense there is more. When your father called, he made it clear how deeply concerned he’s been about you, particularly over the last few weeks. Is there something else I should be worried about, Julia?”

      This is exactly why Julia had almost canceled the appointment. She didn’t want to talk about this.

      She looked at her sandals and wiped new tears.

      Then she glanced up at the concerned doctor, trying to figure out if she could really trust the woman.

      “I’m late,” Julia murmured. It came out so unexpectedly, it made her body tremble and opened a new flood gate. “My god, what am I going to do if I’m pregnant? My parents are going to kill me.” Her body shook with grief.

      The doctor stood up instantly and wrapped her arms around Julia. Julia tucked her head into the doctor’s chest, safe for a moment.

      Then she sprang apart with fury. “The worst part is the guy is such an ass,” Julia bawled with anger. “He’s one of the guys in my class. After…” she searched for words. “We were lying there together. He called me his little geisha girl.” The words made her so furious she could hardly spit them out.

      She wept, and almost gagged. The doctor pulled her back into her arms. Safety enveloped her once again.

      Then Julia pulled away. “I’m so sorry” Her cheeks flushed with embarrassment. “I’m so hot,” she muttered and fanned herself with the wet tissues.

      The doctor returned to her seat but said nothing.

      Julia shook her head slowly. “Why did I sleep with him?” she moaned.

      The doctor let her process the question for a few agonizing minutes and then repeated it. “Yes, Julia, why did you sleep with him?”

      “I guess I wanted to. At least a part of me did.” She cleared her throat and swallowed. “I mean, he’s super buff and good looking…and pretty charming.” She smiled shyly. “He wants to be an orthopedic surgeon.”

      “Oh yes, I know the type.” The doctor returned the smile. “How was the sex?”

      The question shocked Julia, and she covered her mouth with her hand, ignoring the inquiry. She’d never talked with anyone, not even her best friend, about sex, and for sure, never with her mother. No way! Whatever she knew about it came from a handful of experiences and the internet.

      She lowered her hand and said, “I don’t want you to think I’m like…that.” The returning anger flushed her neck.

      “You mean that you’re a sexual being, Julia?” the doctor asked without judgment.

      “Do all your patients talk to you about these things?”

      “Well, the brave ones do…and Julia, I think you are being very brave. In fact, you are smart and beautiful and I’m sure there has been lots of pressure on you in this regard.”

      Pressure…there is that word again.

      The doctor cleared her throat. “I used to attribute the reluctance of talking about such things to being Asian, but looking back, it was more about my own sense of shame. But shame around sexuality surrounds all of us. All of us,” she repeated for emphasis, “men and women.” She toggled her head from side to side, “Except maybe your orthopedic friend.”

      Julia knew she must have looked confused as the doctor continued.

      “Shame is the number one stifler in the lives of my patients. It hits at our identity more than any other emotion. And confusion around our sexuality is the number one engine of shame.”

      “I’m not sure I understand,” Julia whispered.

      “We’ll get into it more, but think of it like this; if I do something I perceive is wrong, my thoughts can often go from ‘I did bad’ to ‘I am bad.’ Shame may be part of what is driving your confusion over your career choice.”

      Julia nodded tentatively.

      “We’ll start by exploring all the parts that make up Julia.”

      “Parts?”

      The doctor smiled. “We humans all have multiple personalities.”

      “See, I knew I’m crazy,” Julia nodded vigorously. “We learned about multiple personality disorder.”

      “Well, that’s the extreme end of the spectrum. I think of it more as different parts of our personality. One part of you wanted to sleep with studly and another part didn’t. One part of you wants to be a doctor, and another part wants you to run away. Now you have all these parts screaming in your ears.”

      Julia nodded again.

      “We’ll spend some time to sort out all these parts and listen to what each one has to say to you. Some of these parts can come to us very early in life, through family issues or trauma. In fact, some of these young parts can pull our psyche in powerful ways that we may not even consciously recognize. But there is one part I don’t think we should even call a part, because it is the divine undergirding of who you are…your true essence, your true self. That’s the part of you we want to fully uncover. Does that make sense?”

      “Yes. Just talking about it lets me breathe a little.”

      “Before we end our time today, I must ask you a more pressing question. Did you use birth control recently?”

      Julia’s emotions tumbled from joy to sorrow. She just shook her head.

      “Have you taken a pregnancy test?”

      Julia covered her face with her hands.

      The doctor stood. “That’s the first thing we should do. You need to go to the store and pick up a test, and then you’re going to call me straightaway. Here’s my cell phone number.” She handed Julia a business card from her desk. The doctor hugged her neck. “It’s going to be okay.”

      The doctor put her arm around Julia’s shoulders as they walked to the office door. She turned Julia to face her and lifted her chin. “I promise.”

      Julia turned to open the door, but the doctor pulled her back. “Do you know what a geisha represents?”

      Julia looked at the floor and shrugged. “A prostitute, I guess.”

      “Your young lover probably didn’t know this, but he gave you a beautiful compliment. The geishas were some of the most beautiful, most talented, and some of the smartest and creative women in all of history. Geisha literally means ‘art person.’”
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            PRESENT DAY

          

          OSCAR

        

      

    

    
      Sweat rolled down between his shoulder blades. Kill or be killed. Strike or be stricken. This is bushidō, the way of the warrior. The man standing only feet in front of him stood six inches shorter and sixty years older. Oscar’s youth, height and reach advantage should help, but this fight would not end well.

      The man’s eyes narrowed and hinted at a smile, daring him to blink or move first. The caged masks over their faces could not hide the man’s piercing stare or Oscar’s terror. The Japanese government had banned the samurai one hundred and fifty years ago, but Oscar’s opponent’s ancestry ran deep with historical warriors, and Oscar imagined a razor shape blade pointed at his head. One slice and his head would separate from his shoulders. Fortunately, the man held a bamboo shinai sword poised to strike him. The shinai would not inflict such damage, but even with all the protective gear, it could leave long-lasting marks.

      Just to stand in front of this eighth-dan kendo master brought honor. There were no longer any living ninth- or tenth-dan, and the world held only a handful of these highest ranking kendōka practitioners—those who taught kendo, the way of the sword. Oscar had seen the eighty-five-year-old man with his shirt off in the dressing room, and he’d imagined those relaxed, wiry muscles tensing and twitching to strike.

      Oscar’s instructor had warned the class all month about Sensei’s approaching visit, and to abandon the idea of going easy on the unassuming elderly man from Berkeley. “He will smell your hesitancy and knock you into the next century for the disrespect, besides not even considering you for promotion to first-dan black belt.”

      Oscar willed his feet to move, slowly circling his opponent, looking for an opportunity or tell of what the Sensei’s strike might be. He knew that in a fraction of a second, he’d have to decide to attack or defend. He filled his lungs with air and exhaled deliberately through his nose, trying to shift his attention to the man’s bōgu, his protective armor: the helmet with the metal grille and hard fabric flaps protecting the head, throat, neck, and shoulders; the hard breastplate covering the chest and abdomen with the thick fabric flaps protecting the groin and upper thighs; and kote, the sturdy, padded gloves. Not because the Master decorated the armor with accolades due his renown reputation, but because of their simplicity. A true follower of bushidō—of respect, honor and courage. He let his sword convey the questions and the answers. Oscar wondered how many years the Master had worn this same set of bōgu. How many hours had he trained in it? How much beating had it taken at the hands of his own master?

      “Kiai!” Sensei shouted for action. “Hi-yah!” He waggled the tip of the bamboo shinai, and Oscar’s mind and body snapped to attention. But he wasn’t fast enough. With the speed of a cobra, the Master jumped forward and smacked Oscar’s elbow just millimeters above the protection of his kote, forearm shield.

      Other students, gathered around the periphery of the dōjō, the space for practicing martial arts, gasped at the snap against Oscar’s flesh. Oscar’s instructor echoed Sensei’s kiai in appreciation for the beauty of the blow.

      The precision strike felt like the cobra sank its fangs to their hilt into his forearm, tempting him to loosen his grip on his own shinai or, even worse, shake out his arm. Show no weakness.

      “You ready to fight yet?” Sensei said in his broken English and grinned.

      Oscar readjusted his two-handed grip on the leather-wrapped handle of his sword. The four strips of bamboo, tied together with straps of leather, tensed under his hands. Swordsmen had developed the flexible bamboo to reduce the number of injuries when practicing with a razor-sharp katana sword or even the less lethal bokken, a wooden sword. But it’s all irrelevant once the Master strikes you on the bare skin.

      “Should I go rest?” Sensei taunted.

      An eye for an eye, Oscar thought. He slid forward, striking hard and fast at the Sensei’s padded glove. The old man floated sideways, escaping the strike by a calculated fraction. Oscar spun and struck at the man’s abdomen protector.

      Sensei blocked the strike with his shinai, and with some mysterious force, pulled Oscar’s sword forward, throwing him off balance. With the speed and gracefulness of a ballet dancer, the old man spun; his black hakama pants billowing, and with the end of his shinai, he struck not one, but two blows to the top of Oscar’s helmet.

      The crack of the blows stung Oscar’s head and brought stars to his eyes, as well as loud cheers from the other students, and a gleeful laugh from the Master.

      “Yes, yes.” The old man said, playfully grabbing Oscar around his neck and rubbing at the top of his helmet like a gentle father. “You are doing great. Maybe even come to Berkry and help teach with me.”

      Oscar bowed deeply to the Master. His compliment and pronunciation of Berkeley made the stinging on Oscar’s head subside. He backed off the fighting area and bowed to his instructor, who returned a nod in support of his hard work.

      Oscar joined the other students who had watched the exhibition. Some of them patted him on the back, telling him he should feel good about his performance. Oscar nodded thanks, but his shoulders drooped. He couldn’t shake the feeling of inadequacy. Trying to mask it with a smile, he told his classmates, “A game of cat and mouse—except I was the mouse.” He chuckled.

      Oscar understood the Master did him a favor after his excellent testing all afternoon. He had performed all the required exercises with speed and precision and had dominated all his matches with the other students testing for their first-degree black belts. Despite everything, he couldn’t ignore the fact that he had so much more to learn. Humility would go a long way, the Master’s sword would say.
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        * * *

      

      The three new Sho-Dan, first-degree black belts had the privilege of sweeping and then mopping the wooden floor of the upper room of the Veterans of Foreign Wars building. Even though they kept the walls of the dōjō sparse, free of posters and paraphernalia, the students took great care of the wooden floor. Their attention went beyond hygiene. Becoming a higher rank in kendo meant more than your physical ability. It meant a clear understanding that every movement, every intention, and every action achieved a greater purpose. How a practitioner bows, cares for his armor and shinai, and enters or leaves the dōjō became as important as swinging a sword. At the end of practice, practitioners carefully fold their black, skirt-like, traditional Japanese pants, the hakama, to preserve the seven deep pleats that represent the seven virtues of bushidō. Even an inanimate room is given respect and gratitude for providing a place to practice.

      It always struck Oscar as paradoxical that they used the VFW as a practice location. Just a few months earlier, an older vet had wandered upstairs to investigate the noise, only to get the surprise of his life. He stood wide-eyed, staring at the group of samurai invading the homeland. He turned on his heels and raced back down to the bar, intent on getting a drink. After practice, Oscar’s head instructor caught up to the vet, bought him a beer, and explained the situation. A cultural war averted, and an incident the students laughed about.

      But the airy, large room made for a perfect dōjō, and most spaces like this in Missoula were filled with Yoga students. Currently, the kendo classes shared this room with a veteran’s Alcoholics Anonymous group that met at noon.

      After cleaning the floor, Oscar walked down the creaking wooden stairs of the VFW with the other two new black belts, when he felt a sensation that he had rarely experienced in his life. He didn’t even know the words for it. Inner confidence maybe? Pride sounded too arrogant. Satisfaction? Perhaps somehow, all really is right in the world.

      This feeling had now struck him twice in six months. The first of the year, Oscar had asked Caroline to marry him. Just as the New Year’s ball dropped and fireworks exploded seemed like a reasonably romantic time to propose. She’d given an unabashed, “yes.” Maybe his life rose above the fray after all.

      He wished Caroline had watched the testing today. Her presence would have made the day so much sweeter, but she’d made it clear long ago that she found kendo too violent. She didn’t like all the shouting or seeing him get hit. Besides, she didn’t mind hanging out with friends while letting him have his own space. She also confessed that the dinners with the visiting Sensei left her feeling uncomfortable, making it clear that this was “his thing.”

      Oscar pulled the door open to the VFW, walked to the bar, and nodded, handing the upstairs key to the bartender. Oscar looked at the three patrons hunched over their beers. They wore ball caps, signifying their military service. He truly hoped the kendo club’s practice and testing hadn’t disturbed their peace too badly.

      He nodded to the patriots and turned toward the door. The tall, lanky student who had tested with him held the front door open. Walking outside to the fresh Montana summer air, he breathed deeply. As much as they polished the dōjō, they couldn’t erase the musky smell of a hundred-year-old building mixed with stale beer and cigarette smoke that filtered from below.

      The third student he had tested with waited outside and joined them as they walked to the restaurant. “Good job today, man,” the third student said. “I thought I might crap myself when Sensei said we were to spar with him.”

      Oscar laughed at his choice of words, but he understood the feeling.

      “Sensei can move, right?” the student exclaimed. “I’m only forty-eight and I’m the one that looks eighty-five when we spar.” He laughed and asked tentatively, “Ji-geiko?”

      “Hikitate-geiko,” Oscar corrected him with the proper Japanese when sparring with a senior. It occurred to Oscar that the man might be offended; his age and social standing surpassed his own. After all, the man was a cardiologist.

      But the doctor nodded without offense. “Oh, yes, you’re quite right.”

      The first student, the youngest of the trio, had arrived at the pizza restaurant first and opened the door for Oscar and the doctor. At twenty-five, Oscar’s age fell between these two fellow students. Oscar bowed slightly, indicating the doctor should enter the pizza place first.

      The club had rented the entire Bigga Pizza for the celebration. When the three joined the party, Sensei started clapping, and the club members joined him with a hardy round of applause. Oscar didn’t know how to react as accolades were not mainstream for kendo. No one wore a colored belt, denoting their rank. Part of the philosophy of the marital art involved getting smaller with advancement—more humble—an acknowledgment that the higher you go, the less you know.

      Of course, everyone knew the pecking order. Everyone lined up in rank to bow in for the start of class. But little else would be said about their promotion today. It was meant to be a personal achievement—the bettering of one’s own self.

      Oscar bowed to Sensei and the club instructor, who sat together at the main table, then pulled at a chair near the door to sit down out of the spotlight. He wanted to sneak out early to meet up with Caroline and tell her about his success.

      Pitchers of beer and soda sat between large pizza pies on the tables. His stomach rumbled as he reached for a piece of pepperoni. He was starving. His nerves had gotten the best of him that morning, so he’d skipped breakfast.

      “OsCar, please come sit next to me,” Sensei shouted and gave the upside-down Japanese wave to come over.

      Sensei pulled on the open chair beside him, as an order and not a suggestion. Oscar moaned under his breath. He’d hoped the old Master would invite the doctor to sit next to him.

      Oscar hurried across the room, bowed and sat straight-backed in the chair. Worst of all, Sensei had not helped himself to the pizza yet and Oscar wouldn’t dare eat until Sensei did.

      “You seemed to be distracted in your mind at times today, OsCar.”

      Oscar stared straight ahead but registered how the Master said his name with the emphasis on the “c.” So much for feeling good about myself.

      “Forgive me, Sensei.” He let his head drop.

      “I understand you now have a girlfriend?” The old man put his hand on Oscar’s neck, causing him to stiffen.

      “Yes, Sensei.”

      “I hear she is pretty.”

      “Yes, Sensei.”

      The man squeezed Oscar’s neck with amazing firmness. “Don’t pull the sheep over my eyes, OsCar. I hear she is a real beauty.”

      Oscar’s instructor laughed at his expense. Oscar forced back a smile on Sensei’s use of the idiom. He’d lived in the U.S. for over forty years and still got them wrong.

      Oscar sighed, longing for a piece of pizza, but he responded to his interlocutor. “Yes, Sensei.”

      “And you didn’t bring her here for me to meet her?”

      “Forgive me, Sensei.” Oscar stole a glance to see if the Master was truly angry or just playing with him—now a mouse caught in a trap. The old man’s eyes lit with delight through early cataracts.

      “And you are going to marry this girl?”

      “Yes, Sensei.”

      The Master laughed loudly and playfully slapped the back of Oscar’s head. “My wife and I just celebrated our sixtieth anniversary last month. You know how we could do that, OsCar?”

      “Congratulations, Sensei. How is that?”

      “I never put a shinai in her hands. She would have beaten me to a poop.” He roared with laughter. Everyone laughed with him and the idiom.

      “Were you married in Japan?” Oscar carefully asked. He really wished to ask the Master about his samurai heritage, but rumors swirled that many years ago a low-ranked student asked about it and instead of getting mad at the student, Sensei slapped the back of the club instructor’s head hard enough to dislodge his glasses. The new student didn’t know any better to not ask such a question, but Sensei held the instructor at fault for not teaching against such a slip of etiquette.

      “Yes, many moons ago. Many, many moons.” The thought seemed to bring sorrow to the old man’s face. “She has been the steady rock of our lives. You must choose wisely,” Sensei gave Oscar another fatherly pat on his head. “Are you certain she is the one?”

      “Yes, Sensei,” Oscar said and turned to look directly into the Master’s eyes.

      He nodded, appearing satisfied, but added. “Personally, I think you come to Berkry and get your MBA and train with us. We too have many beautiful fishes in ocean. You have so much talent in both kendo and art. I will personally see to cultivating a vigorous spirit in you.”

      Oscar bowed at the waist. “Thank you, Sensei.” What an honor that Sensei singled him out, but his fate was set with a wedding scheduled six months from now in December.

      The Master probably knew as well. “The offer is always there for you if you change your mind,” he said. “By the way, OsCar, thank you again for designing our new logo. My students in Berkry love it.”
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            1865 - FRANCE

          

          YOSHI-NO-KATA

        

      

    

    
      Strange and glorious sights filled Paris. Ever since she stepped off the ship, Yoshi’s mind swirled with wonder. During the voyage, her father tried to prepare her for the shock, but the eight-month journey around Cape Horn of Africa did little to ease her astonishment at the overwhelming sights.

      The long sail accomplished several things, however. Yoshi discovered she made for a much better sailor than her father, who lost thirty pounds on the voyage from severe seasickness, as did ninety percent of the twenty-two-person entourage. The regular seamen managed fine, of course, but her father and the other samurai spent most days at the railing or in their bunks, unable to function.

      Her father had allowed Yoshi two young female attendants who also fared better than most of the men. The captain had given the women a small room adjacent to his cabin, where the crew stacked three bunks into a room the size of a small closet. With her personal space no bigger than a coffin, she learned to spend most of her time deckside relishing in the ocean’s vastness.

      The joyous solitude of traversing the staggering oceans surprised Yoshi. Time and distance also lessened the shame that held her hostage after leaving the Shōgun’s bedchamber. The outcome of the encounter had spread like sickness among the women of the Ōoku. Although each woman would give her life for the Shōgun, the ochūrō girls harbored an undercurrent of silent competition and veiled malice.

      Boarding the ship, Yoshi also learned the two reasons her father had asked this most unusual task of her. After all, she did not know of any other women who had ever left Japan. Certainly, on her father’s first trip to Europe and America, no women had accompanied the envoy.

      Walking up the gangway, her father had turned to her and said, “Your mother has died.” Although Yoshi had not seen her mother since the age of five when her father took her to the castle, a wind of sorrow had chased her on the voyage. She hoped someday her father would tell her more.

      However, once onboard the ship, she discovered the actual reason her father invited her to accompany the mission—to serve as a translator. She met Haruto Roches for the first time on deck, but later learned he was the mixed breed son of Léon Roches, the French diplomat and former Catholic priest who had renounced his vows and married a former prostitute. Haruto stood out as an oddity, but spoke perfect French, as his father had established a French language school outside of Edo.

      Yoshi had asked her father during the voyage why he hadn’t let Haruto translate, and he’d made it abundantly clear that on his last trip, he had learned to not trust the priest translators, and Haruto’s mixed heritage made him equally suspect.

      So, in order to assuage his distrust, he’d bought Yoshi the first Franco-Japanese dictionary, published the year before. With that authority, Haruto made for a perfect tutor. Yoshi had insisted that Haruto speak only French to her for eight months, and stepping off the ship, she was nearly fluent.

      During the sail, she also learned that the world had transformed, and Japan would need to change with it. Other countries were forcing their way into Japan ever since the sea battle—the Bombardment of Shimonoseki—two years prior for control of the straits between Japan and Korea.

      After landing in the Port of Le Havre and a two-day bumpy carriage ride to Paris, Yoshi had a hard time adjusting to the sights, sounds, and smells of France. Everything was colossal—including the massive buildings; their hotel, the Hotel du Louvre; the elegant Tuileries Palace, situated between the hotel and the Seine River, with its expansive gardens and museums; and the women’s dresses and hairdos. The food tasted terrible, except this thing they called ice cream. Everywhere the Japanese entourage went, the French offered them wine that tasted bitter and dry. Yoshi found the French people and their customs odd, but they treated her with considerable honor and amazement when she spoke to them in French. After living in the five-acre women’s quarters and gardens for the past fifteen years, this felt like freedom. Vive la France!

      By now Yoshi and her father had been in Paris for six months, and Yoshi had grown accustomed to the city. However, that evaporated as she stood with the entourage in the massive and intriguing structure called Notre Dame Cathedral, a monument and worship place to their deity. Yoshi wondered how seven hundred years ago men had moved such heavy stones.

      As the group followed the guide down the central aisle of the building, her eyes followed the vertical pillars upward to the vaulted ceiling that reached for the heavens. Ornate chandeliers hung from each lower arch and colorful stained-glass windows blossomed like spring flowers the entire length near the ceiling.

      Halfway down the aisle, the guide turned and said, “Now, if you will look both to your right and left and behind you, you can admire the three most beautiful rose windows in all the world.”

      Walking two steps behind her father, she whispered the translation from French to Japanese. After so many months in country, the two had found a smooth rhythm. As people talked directly to him, she quickly and quietly translated. The other samurai had to overlook the break in protocol of her walking in front of them because Yoshi was the only person in the group who spoke French after her father, satisfied she could translate well, had sent Haruto away.

      Yoshi looked indirectly at her father in his traditional samurai dress: handsome long trouser pants, hakama, trimmed with cherry blossom embroidery; a gray silk top shitagi, shirt; and a heavy kimono worn loosely over the shitagi and hakama. She couldn’t help but notice how little his face revealed. His only response came when he frowned slightly and reached for the two swords fastened awry in his waist sash, uwa-obi, and readjusted them.

      She hoped she had translated adequately, although she had become accustomed to his non-reaction and had attributed it to his status from the order of Musahi Shinobi Samurai. Serving as intelligence operatives and undercover agents, onmitsu, her father had excelled in martial arts and the stealthy collection of information. She had overheard the other samurai refer to the name they gave him on the first trip: “The Shadow.”

      A tall, thin priest dressed in a long, flowing black robe approached them from the front of the cathedral. Yoshi noted the priest’s attire resembled the samurai, except for the large metal cross that hung from a necklace around his neck and his lack of swords.

      “The color blue in the windows is for the purity of the Virgin Mary and the red symbolizes the blood of Christ,” the priest explained.

      His accent and the words were unknown to Yoshi, and she struggled with the translation.

      “I’m sorry, Father, I do not understand the words of this man,” she whispered.

      The priest bowed awkwardly to her father and then to Yoshi and said directly to her, “Do you believe in God?”

      Heat shot up her neck with his enormous fracture of etiquette. He should not bow to a woman, he should talk directly to her father, and he should never ask such personal questions. She bowed to her father.

      Her father readjusted his swords again, waved a dismissive hand, and turned from the man. Unfortunately, this sort of thing had become a common occurrence. It was her father’s way of telling her to talk with the rude man.

      She nodded at the priest, looked at the floor and said, “Monsieur, my father is from a long line of samurai and follows the beliefs of Shintoism.”

      “Have you heard the creation story?” The priest asked.

      “Yes, thank you kind Monsieur,” she said, thinking about her time on the ship with Haruto and the explanation of his father’s faith and the Catholic Church. “We too have a creation story of the world. Like your religion, we believe that light and darkness were separated and split into the heavens and the earth. Our three kami, or deities, were there from the beginning, much like what I understand the Christian faith to entail.”

      “There is where the similarities end, I’m afraid,” the priest replied.

      Yoshi smiled and looked at her father. He opened the pocket watch the Emperor’s staff had given him and looked at the time.

      “Forgive us, Monsieur. The Emperor invited us to the Salon art exhibition at the Palais de l’Industrie and I am afraid we must depart. Thank you for the kind conversation.”
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            PRESENT DAY

          

          JULIA

        

      

    

    
      Julia smiled, comparing the contrast between the two visits. Yesterday, despite the clear, beautiful weather, she felt downcast. Today, with her mood much brighter, the sky outside the fifty-second floor loomed dark and ominous. Seattleites recognized that the emerald city glimmered with beauty on a clear sunny day, but that only happened for a third of the year. These soggy wet days came more often, but Julia loved the rain; maybe that made her a professional melancholic. Something about that psyche yawned with the desire to curl up under a blanket with a good book.

      Somber clouds engulfed the tops of the downtown skyscrapers while mist swirled below. It had poured all day. Julia pressed closer to the window and gazed down to the soggy streets, evoking that eerie sensation of stepping to a cliff’s edge. Why heights always made her feel like jumping was something she should explore with the doctor; she had no desire to end her life. It was just such a strange urge that she wondered if other people felt it as well.

      While she continued to stare, Doctor Sato entered her office and interrupted her thoughts. “Sorry to make you wait, Julia. I’m thankful I had a cancellation this afternoon so we could meet face-to-face after yesterday’s news.” She signaled with her hand for Julia to sit in the white leather chair and said, “How are you feeling today?”

      Julia nodded and puffed out a breath. “I was so glad for the negative sign!”

      “I’m relieved for you,” the doctor said and sat down across from her. “Thank you for calling me after you took the pregnancy test.”

      Julia smiled at the doctor, who, like the weather, had changed. She now wore blue reading glasses and a red linen shirt, but her jewelry stayed the same.

      “Have you talked with the young man again since your encounter?”

      Julia shook her head, not sure she wanted to talk any more about intimacy, but added, “Before I took the test, I texted him and told him I was late.”

      Doctor Sato tilted her head. “Have you let him know you are not pregnant then?”

      “Um…I suppose I should.” Julia looked down at her hands. “He never even bothered calling me one time after we hooked up.”

      “I understand, but one thing we’ll work on here is keeping a short list of conflicts. I suggest you text him again. No use holding tension where you don’t need to.”

      “Sorry, I don’t understand why I’m so complicated.” Julia said, feeling the heat in her face.

      “It’s because most days we are a mystery, even to ourselves.”

      Julia had to agree with that and sighed.

      “Look, that is why you are here, to help bring clarity to those mysteries.”

      The doctor put her notepad on the side table and placed her reading glasses on top. “I thought we could start today by going into your system—all the parts that make up Julia. It may help us understand where this dissatisfaction with medicine is coming from. What do you think?”

      Julia shrugged without enthusiasm; just happy they would not keep talking about her sex life.

      “So, if it feels right, make yourself comfortable and close your eyes, if that helps.”

      Julia relaxed into the supple leather and closed her eyes. Her heart drummed in her throat.

      “I want you to do a mental scan around your body and tell me what you find.”

      “Oh, that’s easy. My heart is practically pounding out of my chest.” Julia peeked at the doctor from narrowed eyes, hoping to see a hint of approval.

      The doctor understood. “Yes, Julia. You’re doing well. Let’s focus on this for a moment. Turn your attention to this feeling.”

      Julia brought her hands to her upper chest and throat.

      “What do you see, Julia?”

      “I see myself running out of the room.” She straightened and opened her eyes.

      Doctor Sato smiled and nodded. “Good, Julia. You’ve just met two of your parts. An anxious part and a part we can call a manager, one that likes to flee. Manager parts work hard to move us away from internal pain. Also remember, there are no bad parts. All are welcome.”

      Julia closed her eyes once again.

      “Now focus on the running away part; what do you see?”

      “This may be crazy. I see an old-fashioned alarm bell. Like the one in my grade school up on the wall. It’s blaring.” Julia paused and watched the alarm sound while her heart pounded. “What’s weird is it seems to have a radar scanner on top of it, looking for danger.”

      “As you look at this part, how do you feel about it?”

      “Well…I, uh…I don’t know. At first, I felt terrified of it, but the more I look at it, the more it is…hmm…annoying.”

      “What purpose do you think it has in your life?”

      “Oh, that’s easy. It warns me of danger.”

      “Knowing that, now how do you feel about it?”

      “Strange,” she reflected. “I’m grateful for it.”

      “In your mind’s eye, can you thank that part for working so hard for you?”

      Julia nodded and pursed her lips. “How do I do that?”

      “Okay. Let’s have you open your eyes and look around and remind that part where you are. You’re in a safe place. Let it know it doesn’t have to alarm right now. Maybe you can remind it you are twenty-four and you’re safe.”

      Julia slowly bobbed her head.

      “You could even remind that part that you’re becoming a doctor.”

      With that, Julia sat up straight, and her eyes sprung open. “The alarm went quiet. Then you said doctor, and it rang louder than ever.”

      “Interesting,” the doctor mused. “It seems that that part thinks you are in danger by becoming a doctor.”

      “Whew,” Julia panted and reached for her throat. “I guess so.”

      “What does this part fear about you becoming a doctor?”

      Julia slid down in the chair and covered her face with her hands. She sat quietly for many minutes until she could no longer hold back her tears.

      “Julia, what’s going on in there?”

      “Maybe I really am crazy.” She sat up and wiped at her tears. “I keep hearing this voice saying that I have betrayed my heart.” More tears wet her cheeks.

      “Aww…more parts,” the doctor nodded. “Can we ask this part that worries about you being crazy to step back just for a minute? I promise we’ll let that part speak eventually. But can you see where this voice is coming from that says you have betrayed your heart?”

      “I don’t know…it seems to reverberate around me. Maybe coming from—” Julia hesitated. “I see something really dark. Like a cave. This is weird…it’s a dark cave that’s really, really old.”

      “Hm,” the doctor said. “Does that part know you are here?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “How do you feel about this part?”

      “I don’t know…afraid…no, angry.”

      “Is it telling you how you betrayed your heart?”

      Julia shook her head then nodded. For a fleeting moment, she stayed rooted in place, unmoving. Then she sat up and opened her eyes. “I’m sorry, this just feels too hard.”

      The doctor leaned forward and put a gentle hand on her knee. “Julia, you’re doing great. Going deep into our psyche is really, really hard. But these parts have lots to say to us if we’ll listen. They can teach us so much of how and why we react to certain situations. And as your divine self gets stronger, you’ll be able to give these parts more and more space, and maybe you’ll be able to release them from the burdens they carry.”

      “I’m not just crazy?”

      Dr. Sato laughed. “No Julia, I can guarantee you’re not crazy. Human, for sure, but you’re not crazy. We all carry these parts.” She stood up, grabbed two tissues, and sat back down. Handing them to Julia, she said, “I’m curious about this part that thinks you have betrayed your heart. What do you think?”

      “That’s easy,” Julia said, “I never wanted to go into medicine.” She blew her nose into a tissue.

      “Really?” the doctor said with surprise. “Do you know what you’d rather do?”

      “I always wanted to be a writer. I loved romance novels…especially historical love stories,” Julia replied without hesitation.

      “And…”

      “My father told me that was a terrible idea. We had a huge fight over it.”

      “How old were you?”

      “High school, I guess…fourteen or fifteen. He told me I was being ridiculous. He told me I had the smarts to become anything I wanted to be.”

      “As long as it meant being a doctor or a lawyer,” Dr. Sato said with a smile.

      “Exactly, it wasn’t really a choice.”

      “A few of my clients are authors. It’s a tough life. They tell me it’s very lonely. Come to think about it, I have one client who is a doctor turned writer. There may be hope for you. But let’s not throw your education out the window quite yet. There are so many amazing things you can do after becoming a doctor.”

      “Now you’re sounding like my father,” Julia frowned.

      “You’re right, Julia. I’m so sorry. But we don’t want to throw the good out with the bad. Tell me something about a lecture you heard in medical school you couldn’t stop thinking about.”

      “Well…just before the semester ended, we had a professor from Stanford that is a geneticist. She was amazing. The potential that area of research holds in terms of knowing what diseases people are susceptible to or what drugs would work on one person and not another is exploding.”

      “Julia, this is the first time you’ve talked with passion about any part of medicine. This new field of pharmacogenetics is certainly fascinating. I have some interest in genetics as well, as some researchers are wondering if our DNA can hold memories from past generations or cultures. It’s exciting work.”

      “Interesting,” Julia said.

      “Yes, Julia, I know you’ll find your way through all this. There are so many paths you can take within medicine.”

      “I’d hoped you’d tell me to quit medical school.”

      Doctor Sato smiled. “We’re going to talk much more about that. When does your second-year start?”

      “Not for a couple months; not until the end of August.”

      “Okay good. We have lots of time to explore all of this.” The doctor grabbed her reading glasses, put them on, and picked up her notepad. “Speaking of genetics, how much genealogy research have you done? What do you know about your heritage?”

      Julia tilted her head from side to side. “Of course, my family is Japanese, and my grandmother is living. But no one seems too interested in talking about any of that.”

      “From my experience as an Asian-American, that is pretty typical. We may learn much about you by digging into your heritage. Does your grandmother live here in Seattle?”

      “She lives with my parents.”

      “Can I give you an assignment for next week? Talk with your grandmother and ask her about her parents. I’m especially interested in your maternal lineage.”

      A soft gong sound came from the doctor’s computer.

      “I’m looking forward to lots of time together…but I’m afraid our time has come to a close today. We can thank your parts that showed up. Just know your emotions are going to be a bit raw, so give yourself lots of grace this week.”

      The doctor leaned forward again and looked over her reading glasses at Julia. “You want to be a writer, start here. Write about what you heard and saw…how you feel. Write about what your grandmother tells you.”

      Doctor Sato stood, and Julia followed her to the door.

      The doctor turned as they reached the door and said, “So tell me, what is it about reading historical romance novels you love so much?”

      Julia looked at the floor. “I don’t know. There is just something about being loved like that. Through space and time—love always finds a way.”

      Julia looked at the doctor and surprised to see a tear form in the corner of her eye.

      “To love and be loved…one of the most basic human needs,” Doctor Sato concluded and hugged Julia’s neck. “And here we are, back to your love life again,” she chuckled. “See, we’re not so complicated after all.”
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