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November 16, 2007

I have dreams every day. Scary dreams, fun dreams, all sorts. An example of a scary dream is I was in a war. I killed two people with a sword, but while I was struggling against a third, I lost and died and woke up two days later. In another one, I died and went into a grave, but a friend was already in it.

I don’t want to see dreams like that ever again.

A fun dream is like this one. I was jumping up and down on a pancake and moving forward, and then I sunk inside one and got stuck. I came out by eating a pancake that didn’t even have any syrup on it.
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The Very Beginning

June 3, 1999
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DOCTOR NATALIA GENTLY RESTS HER HAND ON THE BABY’S chest.

“Your new mama and papa are here,” she says. The infant slumbers peacefully on his back in the metal crib, his arms outstretched and fingers curled into tiny fists. A piece of wire hangs over one side with a plastic rattle attached: his toy. The tall and slender doctor wears a silver-and-black-stone bracelet with matching earrings. Her dark brown hair is neatly coiffed in a short, fringed cut, and her nails are shaped and manicured. I’m always struck by the elegance and sophistication I come across in these far-flung and poor regions of the former Soviet Union. Natalia slides her hand back and forth to slowly wake the child. He opens his eyes.
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The entrance to Kokshetau is marked by a roadside sign—a steel structure of the city’s name atop two blue triangular frames. To the left is a cemetery; to the right is the town, located in northern Kazakhstan. On our drive through the dusty streets to the maternity hospital we see large gray abandoned buildings with broken or missing windows. On the facade of a tall factory are the words BREAD FOR THE PEOPLE in Russian.
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“We have lived with him for two weeks and relate to him as our biological son. We believe he also knows us as his mother and father,” I say, in the Russian speech I have memorized for the adoption court hearing. I’m so nervous that I have no control over my stiff body, and my words come out in a whisper. But the stenographer is typing. The judge sits with no discernible expression on her face.

A few days later we fly out of Kokshetau on an old Soviet plane that holds about twenty passengers. The rumbling is so loud that I wonder why we are still taxiing until I look out of the window and see that we are airborne. My two-month-old son is sleeping on my lap.
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February 13, 2006

When I woke up in the morning, there was a strange letter to me inside my diary. Grandma had drawn a picture of a hungry Diary Boy. Diary Boy is a boy that looks like me.
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Yaaay. It’s a feast. Hooray!
Today’s diary looks yummy!!
(The Japanese character for word repeatedly fills a bowl with diary book written across it.)





I

Before

November 1, 2004
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I’M THE ONLY MOTHER ON THE BUS WHO’S NOT WEARING A dark-blue suit. There are six of us pairs—mothers and young children. We pretend not to see each other. But I know. We all have one eye on our kid and the other on our rivals. Taro sits down without offering the seat to me first. And now he’s swinging his legs back and forth. The School will be looking for polite and obedient children who reflect good parenting. Have the other mothers noticed our flaws? The competition is going to trump us. Should I have bought a new suit to dress like them instead of making do with this old gray ensemble that has been my go-to suit for all occasions? It’s a pleated Issey Miyake blouson and skirt. Stylish and sophisticated, it suits me. But it’s not the neat and safe choice that everyone else made. As the bus winds through the urban boulevards, the other moms and kids look serene and confident, focused on their mission ahead of nabbing one of the coveted spots in next year’s first grade.

The bus pulls into a wide driveway, lined on both sides by towering elm trees, that leads to The School’s dark green iron gate. One by one, in silence, we get off and step into the gentle sunlight of the fall afternoon. Signs guide us to the auditorium where parents are ushered to seats. The kids are lined up and given hanging nametags to slip over their heads. My chest tightens as I watch Taro. A beautiful boy with delicate features, a fair complexion, and silky, chestnut-colored hair, standing so far away from me in formation with the other kids. Five years old and facing a fork in life. Today my beloved will either pass or fail the elementary school exams. As the children march off to their test rooms, we mothers suppress the desire to shout out one more cheer of encouragement to our tiny soldiers.
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Ojyuken. It means to take a test for kindergarten or primary school. The “o” is an honorific added tongue-in-cheek to the word jyuken, or test-taking, to suggest that only members of the upper echelon, big on such polite language, can afford the time and cost to prep a young child for entrance exams and on top of that pay private-school tuition. Taro and I fit that category, mostly. My father is a well-known business executive, and my mother’s great grandfather was one of Japan’s famed early industrialists, Baron Yataro Iwasaki, for whom Taro was named. (Yataro is Taro’s full name.) But I went off script. I married an American. We adopted a baby—a highly unusual act in Japan. My then-husband and I were both working as journalists in Russia when, after I failed to get pregnant and turned forty, we met Taro at a hospital in Kazakhstan. His Kazakh birth mother had left him there a few days after he was born. Taro’s porcelain skin tone and light hair suggest his biological father may have been Russian.

Then, three years after we adopted Taro, I left my husband. In normal Tokyo society today, marrying a gaijin, or foreigner, and divorce no longer raise eyebrows. But in the exclusive circles of the ojyuken world, a single parent is an anomaly and a mixed-race child is unusual. Adoption from a country barely known to most Japanese? Unfathomable. The top schools don’t want different. They want high quality predictable.

“Oh. You are on your own?” the woman on the phone from the exam prep school had said to me six months earlier, her voice dropping with disapproval. I had told her I was a busy single parent. That was my excuse for calling so late to inquire about classes. It was already May, and the exams were coming up in November. Most children study for at least two years. We had only six months to go. “A private school might be difficult,” she continued.

The world of primary school exams viewed single mothers (and in Japan, it’s mostly mothers who raise and educate the kids) as too harried to bring up a child properly and too poor to afford private-school tuition. Besides, how would a working mother manage the logistics of supervising studies and ferrying a child to and from cram school classes? In my Internet searches on ojyuken, I came across anxious queries from single mothers about whether private education was beyond their reach. “Can one not enter a private elementary school without a father?” read one entry. “The highly competitive schools or schools for boys and girls of good upbringing would be difficult,” came the reply from one exam-info site, adding that for the lower ranked schools, “we don’t rule out the possibility.”

The test-prep school woman asked me, “Could you move in temporarily with your parents, just until the exams?” I was renting a small apartment near my parents’ house that was close enough for Taro to visit them often but far enough away to give me my own space. The woman’s reasoning was that if I lived with my parents that would invoke the image of mom and son living comfortably in a suitable house with doting grandparents as opposed to a neglected child and a strapped parent struggling in tiny quarters.

But moving in with my parents wasn’t an option. When I left my ex-husband at his posting as a foreign correspondent in Beijing and moved back to Tokyo with Taro, who was then almost three, my parents were perturbed. They were content with their own busy lives. My father was the chairman of a large corporation, and my parents traveled together frequently to overseas conferences. Their nest was brimming without us. My father asked what my plans were going forward, hoping to hear I would be independent. I hadn’t thought about my future. I had been preoccupied with my present and past, going over and over the pros and cons of marriage to a man who was talented and engaging, intelligent and articulate, but also volatile, deceitful, and philandering. One day I made my decision, packed up, and flew home with Taro with no idea about what to do next.

“I just can’t understand what you’re thinking,” my father had grumbled.

“No,” I told the woman. “It’s not possible to move in with my parents.”

Why was I even considering a private school? It had been a last-minute notion. As one of those harried single moms, I hadn’t given Taro’s schooling much thought. After returning to Japan, I had started working as an assistant to the president of a large hotel complex in the south of Japan, and I traveled nearly every week between Tokyo and the resort, a ninety-minute plane ride away. My mind was consumed on the logistics of whether to take Taro with me on these trips or leave him with my parents when they were home. Taro attended a neighborhood day care center, and nearly all of the children there would go on to the local public school, a well-regarded one in an affluent district that I myself had attended. I had always assumed that I would send Taro there, too.

Japan has a well-respected public education system that emphasizes a high-level standardized curriculum and a belief that all children have the same potential to learn. There are no gifted tracks in public primary schools that go from grade one through six. Elementary school education also stresses character building alongside academics, instructing children to get along with others, clean their surroundings and respect their teachers and the environment. Traditionally, only the uber-elite, wealthy, or particularly ambitious families opted out of public schools in their children’s early years. Just about one percent of Japanese primary school children attend private schools. I certainly didn’t want to segregate Taro at such a young age into that privileged minority.

But when Taro’s piano teacher heard of my intentions, she urged me to reconsider my apparently simplistic reasoning. I was surprised to find that most of my supposedly liberal and open-minded friends agreed with her, too. Public schools aren’t what they used to be, they all said, citing declining academic levels, demoralized teachers, and sub-standard facilities. Indeed, the share of students going to private junior high schools, which start at seventh grade, has been steadily on the rise. About seven percent of Japanese children now attend private secondary schools because their parents believe that they offer higher-quality teaching and help pave the way for entry into prestigious high schools and universities.

“Get your foot in the door early,” was the common chorus I heard from our piano teacher and my friends. I should aim for a private school with an affiliated upper school that Taro could matriculate into. They argued that it would be easier to prep children for private school entrance exams while they were still young and could be cajoled by their mothers, not to mention the fact that the tests would get more difficult down the line. Well, why not then? What did I have to lose anyway, especially if I had the good public school as a backup? I wasn’t familiar with even the names of the private schools, so I just picked my father’s alma mater, The School, assuming that legacy would help us. The School had the reputation of being one of the country’s highest-level elementary schools, both academically and athletically. At the least we could do what some parents called kinen juken or commemorative exam-taking; taking the test for the hell of it to have the experience of getting dressed up and stepping into the hallowed halls of prestigious schools. And anyway, how hard could a test for five- and six-year-olds be? I was already picturing myself bantering happily with other ojyuken moms, our high-achieving children by our sides.
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I walk gingerly over to a group of parents sitting in the back of the room at an exam prep school. Taro is having a trial class. The cram school is checking him out before offering enrollment. They don’t want a kid who will disrupt the class. They do want a kid who will get into a good school so they can boast about that in their brochures. I take a seat at the end of the parents’ row and pray that Taro will sit through class obediently. I see him eyeing this new, hushed environment. The other children, about ten of them, are already practice-dressed for exam day, wearing white polo shirts and navy-blue shorts or skirts. They sit with backs straight, hands on their laps and papers in the middle of their desks with two sharpened pencils to the right, lead facing forward. Taro’s hands dangle by his sides. A matronly teacher walks in. “Where is your pencil, Taro?” she asks. He breaks into a coy smile and pulls one out from behind his ear. The teacher laughs. I suppress a grin. The other parents remain silent.

“What happens from here depends on how much effort the mother puts in,” the teacher tells me in her office after class. In other words, how quickly can I bring Taro up to speed on the drill sheets, and can I whip him into shape to sit through the hour-long written test and to perform in the group behavior exams? Suddenly, Taro, who had been instructed to stay in the adjacent room, comes bounding in and jumps onto my lap, his dirty sneakers touching the sofa’s edge along the way. When I tell him to wait until I finish talking, he repeatedly shouts in English, “Excuse me, Mama,” so happy to try out the phrase I had just taught him to use when interrupting adults. Since our move back from Beijing to Tokyo, Taro had lost the Chinese he had learned there from his nanny and the English he had spoken with his Dad and spoke only Japanese now, so I had been trying to re-teach him English, phrase by phrase. But right now, the focus is on the wild boy in the civilized cram school. I can’t yell at him because then I’d come across as an out-of-control parent. The teacher gives us a cold and knowing smile, and we leave as quickly as possible. My heart is heavy, but Taro is high from his release. He holds my hand and pulls ahead, and I can feel the skip in his step.

The exam prep schools are called juku, and they are part of the boundless, multi-billion-dollar ojyuken industry that converts every parental anxiety into a business opportunity. In addition to the cram schools and tutoring services, children can sharpen their test skills at mock examinations and overnight study retreats. Department stores sell an array of exam-appropriate clothing and accessories. There are the conservative dark-blue suits and dresses for moms, some with discreet pockets to store an amulet from a temple purported to protect the bearer and bring good fortune. There are foldable slippers to wear in classrooms since outdoor shoes are removed at schools. You can always borrow from the school’s supply, but that signals to everyone how careless you were to forget your own. There are dark-blue umbrellas with fitted carry bags to place them in so you don’t drip rainwater on the floor of your dream school, and tiny cotton covers to elegantly couch tissue packs. (Every child is expected to have tissues in one pocket and a handkerchief in the other.) Bookstores have shelves devoted to drill books, school rankings, samples of previous test questions, and how-to-publications with titles like The 125 Things You Need to Know About Elementary School Entrance Exams.

After several rejections, we finally found a juku that would take us in. A mother from Taro’s soccer class had felt sorry for me and referred us to the cram school her son attended. Sakura, which means “cherry blossom,” was located in a dark studio apartment in an aging building one block back from a busy city street.

“It’s really too late,” said the principal who appeared to be in her sixties. “But I guess if you are Matsui-san’s introduction I will have to accept you.”

She handed me an invoice for seven-hundred dollars to cover registration, one month’s tuition, textbooks, and utilities. There was also a sheet that listed the juku rules that included this entry: “If Sakura concludes that the mother is emotionally unstable, we will ask you to withdraw.”

Taro began attending Sakura twice a week. The cram school’s touted “private instruction” meant three teachers, each seated in front of a single student, squeezed into one of the two small rooms going over drill sheets and sample tests. Most schools gave athletic exams, too, and for that practice the teacher would gauge Taro’s coordination in the same tiny room, instructing for example, “Hop in one place on your left foot!” and count, stopwatch in hand, while he bobbed up and down next to a desk, his pageboy-style hair fluttering about.

Each school administers its own unique exams, but they generally include written, art, athletic, and behavioral components—plus an interview. The written tests have a variety of formats. In listening comprehension, children hear a recording of a story followed by questions. For example, they might hear:

Hanako-san went to meet her father. At the crosswalk, she passed a man wearing a white hat. There was a man wearing a sweater and glasses sitting on a park bench. A man wearing a tie got off the bus. There was a man with a mustache by the mailbox. Her father was waiting at the train station.

Which one is Hanako-san’s father? 1

And then be shown a picture of five men, each dressed differently. One is wearing a white hat, two have glasses, another has a tie and another a mustache. The kids would have to remember that the dad had none of those and select the figure not wearing any of those items.

That’s actually an extremely short example. Many recorded stories run for about five minutes, and the children don’t take notes. While some of the five- and six-year-old examinees have already been taught by their parents to read and write, the tests are administered on the premise that the children are not yet literate. They respond by marking the illustration that corresponds to the right answer. Listening comprehension turned out to be Taro’s strongest area.

The other tests were even more challenging, such as those to discern and predict patterns. Here’s one where you have to figure out where the circles would go in the one blank box.
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2

To solve this, you have to deduce that all of the circles are shifting to the right, then notice that, in the final box, one circle has been added to the bottom row. With that pattern in mind, the correct answer would be:
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Many tests assumed an understanding of scientific concepts well beyond the child’s age level. How does the level of liquid in a glass change if you put blocks inside? After putting a sugar cube in different amounts of water, which drink is the sweetest? How many eggs remain if a farmer removes one on rainy days, two on sunny days, none when it’s cloudy, and there are three sunny days followed by one rainy day and one cloudy one?

There was a test category called joshiki or “common sense” with various sub-sections like “common sense about nature” or “common sense of the seasons” in which children needed to match rice-planting and swallows’ nests with springtime and watermelons and cicadas with the summer. In one nature category question, children are shown an illustration of five flowers: tulips, a hyacinth, a morning glory, crocuses, and daffodils. They must then choose an odd one out.3

The correct answer is the morning glory because it’s the only one that grows from a seed rather than a bulb. “Remember Taro, there’re seven dots on a ladybug,” a teacher shouted after us as we were leaving class one day. Most urbanites had to learn such nature trivia from books, although the more motivated ojyuken parents arranged study trips to the countryside or sent their children to sleepover cram camps in rural areas.

Most nerve-wracking for parents was the “common sense on daily life” category that tested manners and housekeeping skills, both reflecting how the child had been raised and exposing any slovenly habits learned at home. Taro got a C in table setting on one practice test because “he tossed all of the plates when distributing them,” according to the teacher’s report. “Please have him actually set the table at home for review.” Ouch! The test was a referendum on my parenting skills, and I’d been caught out. It was true that after an exhausting day I would lay the spread myself at full speed (maybe I was tossing plates?) rather than let Taro help me. And now we would both pay the price for my impatience.

In one session, the children were put into groups and given a picnic sheet, a large bottle of tea, a box of cookies and some cups and plates. They were expected to serve each other politely and insist that others eat and drink before them, just as well-mannered Japanese adults do so endlessly. The schools were looking for kids not just clever on paper but also polite and considerate. Any number of these tasks could appear in an exam. And the mothers had to polish their products by November.

The art tests assessed proficiency in drawing pictures and making crafts, many of which were tedious, presumably to test patience and dexterity. Taro loathed chigiri-e, a traditional Japanese art where pictures are created by gluing hand-torn pieces of fibrous washi paper onto a sheet.

“You mustn’t just rip the paper,” the Sakura principal told Taro, holding up a purple sheet to demonstrate.

“You have to use your nails to carefully, gently tear away the pieces,” she said, as she creased a line down the paper with her nails. Origami, an examiner’s favorite, was another weak area for my restless boy. While other children could quickly produce cranes (nineteen folds) and water lilies (twenty-eight folds), Taro, after months, mastered only the piano (ten folds) and the peasant (twelve folds without the trousers). His crayon sketch of a blue train on gray grass—an unschooled depiction of a family trip to northern Japan—earned a D-minus on a practice test. My five-year-old’s GPA was already plummeting.

The sports section judged skills like jumping rope, bouncing a ball, skipping, and other agile maneuvers. Being athletic, Taro did well on these, but the tests posed the additional challenge of how well children could follow and remember instructions. There could be a complicated obstacle course where, for example, you twirl a hula hoop twice, then dribble a ball up to one goal, and from there hop to the next destination.

In the group activity screening, the children would be divided into teams and told to solve a task together. They might be given some paper, chopsticks, wire, glue, and scissors and be asked to make a pond and pretend they are fishing. Perhaps there would be fewer tools than children to see how well they shared, and schools were always watching to see how the kids handled equipment. Do you give the scissors to your friend with the blades facing respectfully toward you rather than pointing dangerously at the recipient? Do you pass things on politely using both hands? And when you are done do you leave everything on the floor, which suggests that at home mom puts away the toys, or do you gather them neatly in a corner, revealing a good upbringing?

“You see?” I remember saying to Taro in one of our typical attempts at tackling Sakura’s daily homework assignments. For what seemed like the tenth time that evening, I shoved a baseball cap sideways on Taro’s head and pointed to the mirror that I had placed before him. “The brim is on the opposite side.” We were practicing a test question where the children would be shown a picture of a reflection in a mirror of a child wearing a cap sideways and then presented with two pictures of the same child but with the brims in different directions. Which is the accurate reflection? I wasn’t trying to explain scientific theory. I just wanted Taro to memorize that reflections appear opposite so he could check the correct box on the test. But Taro never got it. He barely knew right from left, for that matter. I couldn’t think of a way to get Taro to master this question other than to repeat the process over and over again. Show him the mirror, point to the brim on his head, point to the brim in the mirror, exclaim with enthusiasm that the brim appears in the opposite direction in reflections.

To my growing irritation, Taro didn’t seem to be trying. He squirmed in his chair, dangled his legs, slumped over on the table, and shouted out any answer.

“This one!” I was momentarily thrilled with a correct reply, only to realize he had made a lucky guess.

“Look carefully. Don’t you get it?” I shouted, forcefully pressing the cap down on his head.

“I quit!” Taro said and raced out of the room. I ran after him and grabbed him and dragged him back to the table. It was like this nearly every time.
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Sakura’s principal became increasingly high-strung the closer it got to November. She disapproved of our plans to spend the month of July in New York City. My brother and his family lived there, and I had arranged for us to stay in his apartment while they were away for the summer. I had enrolled Taro in a day camp to expose him to the English language and another culture. From the principal’s point of view, such ventures only detracted from exam prep.

“They say you should do as many drill sheets as your height when they are piled up,” she told me. “But I don’t think you will be able to.”

She handed me an exercise book to take with us that was less than one inch thick. Still, that would be enough to send the daggers flying. Every morning after breakfast I would try to coax Taro into doing a few sheets. I could spend two fruitless hours trying to teach him a concept like recognizing the hidden components in a drawing of a pile of building blocks. That type of question required children to figure out the number of blocks in the rear of a three-dimensional pile that weren’t directly visible in the picture. I would display some real blocks and walk Taro around them to show him the different perspectives. Like the baseball cap reflection, he couldn’t grasp the notion, and we would end up in an angry standoff with scuffles and chases around the apartment. Each day we left the apartment ragged, and I worried that Taro might take his frustrations out by pummeling a campmate.

I felt sick with panic when I thought about how much Taro didn’t know and very likely wouldn’t ingest by exam day. Whenever we faced a new task, I wondered why a child needed to master it to enter elementary school. But I ignored my own questions and lamented Taro’s inabilities. I lay low and ran with the herd. Why wasn’t I standing tall and judging my son on his own merits? I was educated and worldly, after all. More than a decade older than most of the other ojyuken moms who were in their twenties and thirties, I had enjoyed a far more varied life. As far as I could tell, most of them had held one job out of school and then stopped working when they had children to devote themselves to homemaking and child-rearing, which is a typical life pattern for Japanese women. I had lived in cities around the world and worked as a foreign correspondent for Time Magazine in Tokyo and in Russia as a Features Editor at the Moscow Times. You would have expected me to have a broader and wiser perspective. But instead I had tunnel vision. I was obsessed with making sure I had the correct tissue pack cover. I measured Taro by the stick of the cram school, and I was sinking deeper every day into the quicksand of exam hell.

I attribute my ultra-compliance to Japanese social mores to three things: my personality, my upbringing, and Japan’s conformist culture. I’ve always been hyper-vigilant and prone to free-wheeling fantasy. Like I’ll notice a shard of glass on the sidewalk, and next thing I’ll imagine the prick and pain of it piercing my bare foot and see the thick ooze of deep-red blood. In my early childhood spent in the suburbs of London where my father’s job had taken us, my busy mind was happy. My bountiful observations were rich fodder for make-believe with my older brother, our friends, and my dolls. And my flights of fancy always had a safe place to return to, the unwavering base of the familiar: the small private school I attended from age three, my own bedroom upstairs in our two-story house in Purley with lawns in the front and back, and the blue and white Triumph coupe in which my mother drove me to school and my ballet and piano lessons. This secure existence shattered at age eight when my father’s employer ordered him to transfer back to Tokyo. On that sunny morning, my brother, who was nine, and I had been studying the rips in the dining room wallpaper, suspected to be the mischief of a squirrel, when my father announced we were moving back to the hometown I had left when I was one.

“What’s Japan like?” I asked.

“It’s wonderful,” my father said. “Everything will be great.”

One month later my brother and I were trudging along a dirt road in the city of Kawasaki, just south of Tokyo, following a group of neighborhood children to our new school. We had moved into a small three-room apartment as the housing situation in Japan was far below the standards of England. We didn’t know the route to school yet around the open sewers, rice paddies, and tiny houses with corrugated aluminum roofs. Once there, groups of kids would surround me and finger my clothes and mimic my replies to their questions. The girls tugged at the straps of my British, navy-wool jumper skirt so unlike like the thin cotton ones they wore.

“My English is better than my Japanese,” one of them would say in a low tone, mocking my deep voice. I had told them that in the hopes that they would be forgiving about any mistakes I made in Japanese. But I soon learned that in Japan, anything different—from clothes to speech—would be pointed out as a reason for exclusion. And everyone always seemed to be with someone else, whether to walk to the bathroom or play during recess. Even tag was played as chain tag where you hold hands once you are caught so that “it” was a group of kids rather than an individual.

Confused and miserable, every day after school I came home and cried and complained to my mother that no one liked me.

“Just try to be like everyone else,” she advised. “Don’t say you speak English. It makes you sound snobbish and makes people jealous.”

The singular message from my parents was that Japan was a great place that I should accept and acquiesce to and never question. That would take a blind leap of faith coming from a private school in tranquil and verdant Purley to a public school in the smog-engulfed industrial city of Kawasaki in the late 1960s.

Japan felt rough and dirty. In England, school assembly meetings had taken place indoors, where we sat at our desks or on the bleachers. In Japan, the morning gatherings were outside, and everyone stood at attention, facing a podium from where teachers made speeches and announcements. During the hot and humid summer months, students sometimes fainted or even vomited. The drama of someone suddenly collapsing frightened me. Even more disturbing was the nonchalant reaction of the teachers and other students who mechanically assisted the child to his or her feet and casually kicked sand to cover the retch.

The British school looked like an old mansion, and the bathrooms were cozy little rooms down the hallway with chains hanging from a tank above to flush. My Japanese school was a standard, three-story cement block building and had pit toilets where the dark and smelly shafts seemed to go down forever and were the source of horror stories like the one of a ghost girl who had fallen in long ago and still lived down there. At recess in England we polished chestnut seeds called conkers and ran around an asphalt playground with a climbing structure and slide. In Japan, the kids played fierce dodgeball, and the girls competed in Chinese jump rope, a complex game of skipping around a long band of elastic, on a dusty playing field. I hated all the contrasts and yearned for my room in Purley while I sat in the tiny bedroom I now shared with my brother and sucked on the dwindling supply of fruit pastilles that we had brought back from England.

Desperate to make friends, I followed my parents’ advice. I watched, absorbed, and copied. I wore hand-me-downs from an older cousin—cotton skirts and blouses that had small embroidered flowers like the ones on the other girls’ clothes. “Can I play?” I timidly asked as I lined up to try a turn at jumping up to the elastic band. If anyone commented on my anomalies, I responded with a silent, stoic smile and waited for the moment to pass. As I endured I began to blend in, and, just as my parents had said, I was accepted. This acquiesce-and-join strategy has remained my modus operandi ever since.

In the ojyuken world this meant do as the other young moms do and mold Taro into a clone of one of their kids.
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In September, two months before the exams, I enrolled Taro in a second cram school that was well known for athletic test prep and its thirty-something male teacher, whom the mothers certified a “charisma coach” for the hold he had on his pupils. I dutifully followed the other moms when they went into groupie mode and crowded around coach’s parked car to examine the SUV’s model and the type of car seats he had for his kids. The teacher’s control over the students was impressive, as was the discipline and agility of the children. If the teacher shouted, “crocodile!” the forty or so children instantly dropped down prone on the gleaming gymnasium floor and crawled forward, leaning on forearms to pull themselves ahead. They looked like little Navy SEALs-in-training. In addition to crocodile, there were bear, seal, rabbit, and frog movements that apparently each displayed an aspect of strength and coordination for examiners to judge.

Shortly after he started the class, Taro tried to get other kids to join him in clowning around, making silly poses when he should have been standing straight and waiting for the next command. Such class clowning had always elicited giggles from his friends at day care, but here, no one was enticed. The teacher asked him, “Yataro-kun.4 Do you want to be part of this exercise? Are you ready to join us?” Charisma coach’s tone was calm, but being singled out in front of the large group appeared to overwhelm Taro. He stood stiffly and managed a tiny nod as tears welled up in his eyes. From the parents’ observation section in the bleachers, I ached for his embarrassment. And also for my own.

The sports juku gave me a list of sixty things Taro should master. It included items like skipping rhythmically, doing consecutive somersaults, bouncing a ball twenty times in a row, and more complex stunts like walking across a balance beam holding a ladle with a ball in it. Further, to show good upbringing, Taro should know how to fold pajamas while ironing out any creases by hand, separate garbage for recycling, wring out all the droplets from a wet hand towel, hang laundry with clothespins, and tie a bow. Taro could manage a very loose bow but certainly not without looking, a feat some schools were rumored to require. One desperate mother wrote to a chat room devoted to entrance examinations that her son had not mastered tying his apron behind his back: “We have tried several times, but each time cannot do it and get so disheartened.” Her woes prompted one empathetic mother to share the joy of her own son’s triumph: “My son also couldn’t do it so we trained hard … just last night at dinner when he was helping out, he was suddenly wearing an apron. I thought, ‘no way,’ but looked in the back, and the bow was there. I was so moved I hugged him.” Only in this frenzied ojyuken world could apron strings stir up such passion.

One evening, I was surprised to receive a call at home from Sakura’s principal.

“I’ve just received the questions for tomorrow’s test,” she said breathlessly. “I can fax them to you.”

I was taken aback. I had signed Taro up, at her urging, to take a two-hour-long practice entrance exam held nationwide. Wasn’t this to gauge Taro’s current strengths and weaknesses so we could strategize? Didn’t seeing the questions in advance defeat that purpose? And moreover, isn’t that cheating? From her tone, I got the sense that she expected me to be grateful and happy, so I tried as politely as I could to broach just the subject of the point of taking the test while knowing the content in advance. The principal explained that she was worried that Taro might get upset if there were too many questions he couldn’t answer, and that might prompt him to act up and cause a commotion that would reflect badly on Sakura. For a few minutes, I paced around the fax machine in my cramped study in our apartment, wondering what I should do. Then, in a rare moment of clarity, I came to my senses. Of course I shouldn’t show Taro the questions. It’s hard enough to teach honesty to a child without making little exceptions along the way. Why would I tell a child who hadn’t even started school yet to cheat on a test?

“This is just a practice,” I told Taro. “So it’s OK if you don’t know the right answers. Just answer the ones you can.”

Early the next morning, we headed to the campus of Tokyo’s Sophia University. Hundreds of other parents and children were there, many of them dressed in their exam-day outfits. We were told to take our kids to the designated lecture halls and find them seats. One girl was sobbing while her increasingly exasperated mother tried to coax her to sit down. I felt sorry for them as their tension spiraled upward with the mother’s frustration upsetting her daughter even more.

“Don’t kick the seat in front of you during the test,” I told Taro.

Once the children were settled into what was likely the biggest classroom they had ever seen, the parents were guided to an auditorium where a former private school teacher gave a talk on filling out application forms and interview techniques. I came away with several good tips. One was to fill out school documents (which were expected to be handwritten) in faint pencil first, then trace over your draft with a fountain pen, let dry and erase any remaining pencil marks. That way you avoided making mistakes in pen. The speaker also advised single parents being interviewed to come clean right away on that liability. “Just explain, before you take your seat, that you are divorced and therefore had to come to the interview alone,” she said.

After the test, the parents and kids streamed out of the campus and back toward the local train station. I was relieved and impressed to see that the children all appeared quite normal—healthily rambunctious, running around, and making new friends—despite their high-stress circumstances. Taro confessed to me that he and a boy he befriended had been scolded for not quieting down quickly enough after a break.

“The teacher said, ‘I’m going to send you home if you don’t settle down,’ but me and another boy said, ‘We know she’s never gonna do that,’” he told me.

Two weeks later, the Sakura principal handed me a manila envelope with the test results. Her eyes were cast down in sympathy and discomfort for bearing bad news.

“It’s a bit disappointing, but there is still some time,” she said. Taro had ranked 1,363rd out of 1,381 examinees. He took one more practice exam a few months later and came out even worse at 1,615th place out of 1,621.

On that second test, Taro scored a two out of a possible thirty points on the art section. The task was to create an Olympic medal out of two sheets of paper. Each sheet had a circle printed on it, one slightly larger than the other. The larger one was to be the rim of the medal. The other was to be the medal itself and should be cut out and pasted inside the rim. Taro had colored over the outline of the rim in red, using a lot of crayon with lines jutting in and out of the circle. Inside his medal, he drew a crude but clearly detectable child playing soccer: a boy in a blue shirt with stick legs kicking a black and white ball. There was a wavy green line of rolling hills in the background. He taped a green ribbon at the top of the medal to be its chain, but he didn’t get around to cutting the medal out and gluing it into its rim. Still, should his efforts have merited only two points? The examiners probably saw a slapdash illustration with no scale or perspective and an incomplete project. At the time, I agreed with their assessment and despaired over Taro’s failure. Couldn’t he have kept the coloring within the borders? Why didn’t the legs have any feet or the head any hair? But years later when I look at his drawing, I see Taro thinking about his own blue soccer jersey and the black and white ball that he kicked at a summer camp in the mountains north of Tokyo. The boy in the drawing has a wide smile with lips drawn twice, first in black and then in red.
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Throughout the summer and fall, the private schools held campus tours. Sakura advised us to arrive early, remember our slippers and sign in at the registration desk in neat handwriting. I visited The School in September. About a thousand of us parents sat in the auditorium along with a few children scattered about. Some parents claim they want their kids to have a first-hand look to see if the school is a fit, but many of us, including me, would never take along our children for fear of having a boisterous child at our side. The schools may or may not be observing and pre-screening at these events, but it’s likely that they would take note of an unruly child. The School showed a film from a summer retreat, and the principal gave a talk about the institution’s history and commitment to each child. Afterward, there was a question-and-answer session. Q-and-As are usually staid affairs in Japan because people are reluctant to ask questions that could make them stand out in a crowd or appear too forward in the culture that values modesty. So here again, there were just a few polite inquiries. Then, one girl, she had to be either five or six years old as a potential examinee, stood up and spoke distinctly into the microphone: “Do you have calligraphy classes? Because I like calligraphy.”

I doubt I was the only one in the audience whose stomach churned in resentment at the image of a child quietly writing characters with inked brush. She had just raised the bar higher for all of us.

During the final two months before the exams, I increased Taro’s lessons at Sakura to three afternoons a week to drill for the written test, craft-making, and interviews and continued with the sports class on Saturdays. Sakura’s principal was pleased with my financial commitment and pressured another mother to up the frequency of her child’s classes by pointing to me and saying, “Makihara-san over here started late, so now she’s coming three times a week.”

On workdays, I often relied on my mother and baby sitters to deliver Taro to and from the cram schools, and when I could manage the time off, rushed in at the end of class when the teachers summarized the day’s lesson and offered advice to parents.

“Don’t take such a big bag to the test,” one teacher told me, gesturing toward my briefcase. A dark-blue or black handbag plus tote were preferred. Sakura’s principal suggested that I take Taro out of day care until the exams were over, explaining that many children studied full-time during the last lap.

“And you know, day care is not regarded well. Children just play wildly there,” she said, waving her hands in the air to stress the chaos.

She was reinforcing the stereotype that day care—which caters to working mothers in Japan—is rough-and-tumble and inferior to private kindergartens for the more civilized children of full-time mothers. But withdrawal was not going to be an option for us with my full-time job.

Oblivious to all of this grown-up circumspection, Taro dutifully allowed himself to be ferried back and forth to his classes. Sakura had a box full of tiny glass animals from which the children got to take one reward home after each class. Taro always spent a good few minutes perusing the menagerie before making that difficult choice. My mother, being a grandmother, treated him every time she picked him up with a visit to a nearby traditional Japanese cake shop where they ate bean paste treats and sipped green tea. On the weekends, I would ride my bike, with Taro in the back, up the long hill to the sports school. Despite all, still a happy child, he would cheer me on, shouting rhythmically to my pedal pushing, “Gambare, gambare, Maaaaama” or “Go, go, Moooooom,” squeezing my waist with his small hands.

[image: images]

“Isn’t this fun? I’m applying to twelve schools,” a mother I had met at the sports class told me about a month before the exams when we had coffee at a nearby Denny’s while the kids were in session. That’s a lot of work since most applications require an essay by the parents as well as detailed family background information, all of which should be handwritten without any mistakes. The walls were closing in on many of the ojyuken mothers around me, some of whom were taking measures that, in my opinion, bordered on the mental danger zone shunned by Sakura. In one after-class session, a teacher lectured mothers who listened earnestly about recommended good-luck charms, which are ubiquitous in the superstitious Japanese culture, to carry on exam days. They ranged from the ordinary amulets from temples to the bizarre-but worked-for-one-family-in-the-past objects like the lid of a teapot. I couldn’t believe I was sitting through a serious discussion about stashing a teapot lid in my pocket on exam day, and paying for this advice, too. But if I expressed such thoughts, I’d be the one deemed crazy for not exploring every single possible route to success. Acquiesce and join.
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