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Praise for A Sky of Infinite Blue


“A Sky of Infinite Blue is like a beautiful piece of music, complex in its harmonies as she peels back the layers of her psyche and her relationship to her beloved husband. Her writing is courageous; she never shies away from telling the truth about her personal struggles and the difficulties of her marriage.”


—Cindy Rasicot, author of Finding Venerable Mother


“Poignant and moving. You will be inspired, impressed, and amazed at Kyomi’s resilience and devotion to not only the men in her life but to her family and herself.”


—Leslie Johansen Nack, author of multiple award-winning memoir Fourteen and novel The Blue Butterfly


“A Sky of Infinite Blue is a poignant weaving of the difficult and the delightful. Kyomi O’Connor’s unfolding life story shows how transformation happens through a mixture of deep love, painful loss, and devotion to faith and community that offers support when life also dismantles you.”


—Gail Warner, author of Weaving Myself Awake, therapist, and founder of Pine Manor Retreat Center


“This memoir grips your heart from the first words of the prologue and doesn’t let go. While deeply personal, it shares truths of the human spirit that are so universal, one cannot help but feel a connection to Kyomi’s paradoxically unique and yet fundamentally common humanity. She fearlessly and genuinely shares her courage and her pain, inspiring all of us to “turn our scars and wounds into treasures.”


—Dr. Donna L. Roberts, Fellow of the Royal Arts Society, professor at ERAU, and author of Psych Pstuff


“A Sky of Infinite Blue reflects Kyomi’s spiritual journey starting from her childhood to her own family building bridged between the East and West. Her journey portrays drawing and captivating moments with beautifully woven metaphors and self-reflections. In the end, peace and light were bestowed on her once-wounded soul.”


—Mehmet Yildiz, Editor-in-Chief, Illumination Integrated Publications


“Kyomi O’Connor has boldly and bravely written a compelling book. It is full of life, with all its sorrows, joys, moments, thoughts, conflicts, trials, and emotions. Real wisdom lives here, infused with the Buddhist teachings that guide Kyomi. I urge you to read this book and accompany Kyomi on her journey through life. Its richness is guaranteed to inform your own life journey.”


—Michael D. Burg, MD, Consultant, Freelancer, Writer


“Kyomi O’Connor shares her struggle in finding meaning and purpose that many of us fail to realize. Her story is a modern day telling of Siddhartha’s intellectual and spiritual journey to find peace in a selfless life. This may help us all find a little more light and blue sky within the darkness and pressures of modern society.”


—Gregory Daniels MD, PhD, Professor of Medicine


“This story dramatically begins with the end: the loss of a best friend, lover, and husband. A fascinating page-turner; many lessons can be learned in this tale of passion, friendship, and determination where a bright side to sadness is found. A joy to read and a compelling memoir I didn’t want to end.”


—Marian Young, Senior Investigator at the National Institutes of Health


“A deeply personal journey filled with moments of intense pain, absolute joy, and, ultimately, a sense of acceptance and peace. Kyomi’s efforts to understand and learn from these experiences are influenced by having a foot in two cultures and by the strings that tie her to family of her birth and of her own making. Her compassion for the people in her life is present on every page, even when she struggles to decipher the meaning behind their actions and emotions.”


—Lori Shein, editor of Young Adult Nonfiction Books


“A reminder to all of us how life is an ever-unfolding river from which the events of childhood, adulthood, and tragedy can continuously be interpreted, reinterpreted, and altered by new understanding. These can and should be looked at as areas of growth and fodder for our future selves, leading to a sky of infinite blue for all of us.”


—Bonnie Szumski, owner of Bow Editorial Services


“An absorbing story. Kyomi explores life through the lens of childhood, teachings, and especially, the flowering of her spirituality. In its fierce quest for meaning, Kyomi’s book reveals her amazing, indomitable spirit.”


—Sally W. Buffington, author of A Place Like This: Finding Myself in a Cape Cod Cottage


“A love story with many twists and turns. This book will shed light on the tragedy of living a life of feeling ‘less’ yet ultimately rising above all hardship to ultimately love oneself as much as you love others.”


—Laura L. Engel, author of You’ll Forget This Ever Happened


“A Sky of Infinite Blue reads more like a novel than a memoir, never bogging down, a compelling tale of love and loss, rich in wonder, feeling, and surprise. O’Connor will invite you in, serve you tea, and disarm you with her simple warmth, goodwill, and honesty. Your tea, though, may grow cold, forgotten, by the time you turn the final page.”


—Ed Robson, poet, writer, PhD, MFA
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To Patrick












Prologue








Patrick’s Passing


On the afternoon of July 3, 2016, my husband’s condition declined. Breathing had become harder for him; he was occasionally gasping for air. A pulse oximeter on his finger showed that his oxygen saturation was at around 80 percent.


I knew that normal oxygen saturation was above 95 percent—that below 80 percent was severely low and could lead to hypoxia, organ damage, and cellular death.


As I looked at the number on the screen, it dropped even lower. The time was getting near.


That evening I’d been chanting the mantra “Nomaku Sanmanda Basarada Sendan” for hours. The mantra is written in Sanskrit, meaning “the true words,” and it was the principal chant in the Buddhist teaching Patrick and I had followed since becoming members in 1998. We’d chanted this mantra together countless times.


Patrick loved to listen to the chants—even more so since he’d been ill. I chose this mantra because I felt it had a distinctive melody, reminiscent of a lullaby, that embraced all listeners, regardless of their religious affiliation.


Many practitioners in our spiritual community had felt and experienced the mysterious liberating and awakening powers of this mantra as we chanted and practiced. Many had been lifted from their ongoing illness, pain, or other difficulties by a combination of sincere practice and the chanting of these words. Now I wished for these sounds to free Patrick from any agony he was experiencing. And, of course, I wanted his spiritual journey to the next realm to be comfortable.


As I chanted, his breathing did in fact become calmer. Each time his oxygen levels decreased, I chanted the mantra more intently and the numbers elevated, stabilizing his condition. I didn’t know whether it was because of the mysterious powers of the mantra or because of Patrick’s spiritual response.


Either way, I knew it was helping.


Now there were four of us at Patrick’s bedside: a hospice nurse, Patrick’s caregiver, our good friend Debby, and me.


The hospice nurse had been sent by the hospice company where I’d registered Patrick for home care support. I’d explained to her what Patrick’s condition was—he had been fighting stage IV melanoma for over three years—and what medication I’d given him. She’d quietly listened, then said, “Let’s watch him carefully and find out how we can help him get through this.”


I sensed the strength in her quiet attitude and subdued body language. Her empathy was evident behind her spectacles. I knew I could trust her to guide us through this last part of our journey together.


Patrick’s caregiver had come around 7:00 p.m. She was a young, capable Mexican immigrant who’d worked with us for more than six months and become one of the best and most reliable of his caregivers. I was grateful she was there.


Debby, a devout Catholic throughout her life, had been our friend for almost twenty years. For the past year or so she’d helped us with various errands and things I needed as I worked and cared for Patrick, and she’d wanted to be present for Patrick’s passing.


All three of them had been listening to my chanting of the mantra.


“I don’t know what it is, but it is so good for him … and for us,” Debby said.


“May I join you?” the hospice nurse asked.


I brought out a couple of chanting books I had and pointed my finger to where she could find the words, and soon we were all chanting together. At first their voices were lower because they didn’t know the chant, but with collective energy, our chanting became more powerful.


A few moments later, Patrick’s oxygen levels went down to 30 percent. Then the number quickly disappeared from the screen, which meant his life was no longer savable at that point.


Then, as if it were reflex, without thinking about it, we all started chanting the mantra more intently, with our utmost sincerity.


A minute passed.


“Ah! 44 percent!” someone shouted. The number on the screen showed up again at 44 percent, illuminated in red.


“It’s a miracle!” someone else shouted.


I knew what the mantra could achieve from my own spiritual experiences throughout my practice. But I also knew that no one, not even the invisible spiritual realm, would be able to change the course of what was happening here.


My husband was dying.


A minute later, Patrick’s breathing became much weaker again. I noticed that we were still chanting loudly, and it began to bother me.


“This isn’t what I want for him,” I whispered to myself in my heart.


I wanted Patrick to leave this world in serene dignity, and I knew that was what Patrick wished for as well. He was responding to the chants of our good wishes. But now, I wanted to stop this intense, loud chanting.


“Sorry,” I said quietly, “but I’d like to stop chanting now. I don’t want him to make any more efforts for us. I would like him to be in peace.”


Everyone stopped chanting and we watched Patrick in silence.


“Let’s turn the lights off. And only one person should be in the room,” the hospice nurse said a few moments later.


Debby and the caregiver left to the kitchen, and the nurse turned off the light. She stayed in the room but completely faded into the background, giving me space.


As my eyes adjusted to the low light, Patrick’s face emerged in the radiant softness of the dim room. He and I were alone in the world.


In our lives there are events of pain and suffering that are impossible to avoid. In Buddhist teaching, we call those events the Four Sufferings and recognize them in circumstances of birth and living, aging, illness, and death.


Sufferings are not only caused by physical changes but also by mental, psychological, and spiritual impacts. Throughout our lives, we experience this pain at varying times—birth and rebirths, illnesses, disabilities, and diseases, and through death and the aftermath of other people’s deaths.


Patrick and I had survived the difficulties in our marriage that we’d faced over the years, as well as his sudden illness, which had pitched us into constant battles. Now, however, he was dying in front of me, and I was readying myself for another phase of suffering. I wasn’t sure I was ready, but I also knew I had no power to stop what was unfolding.


I examined Patrick’s face carefully one more time. As the candle was fading away, his life, filled with honesty and humility, was ending along with it. This dying man was showing me solemnity without a word amidst the weight of life and death. Gratitude welled up inside of me. I saw the beautiful, sacred being inside of him.


Patrick had always called me his “bestest friend.” He’d been that for me—my best friend and partner—for almost twenty-seven years. I was filled with so much tenderness.


He’d been my home.


He’d been my savior.


“Thank you, Patrick. I will love you forever,” I whispered to his soul.


In this moment, I heard a small, timid voice inside me ask, Forever?


The weight of the word hung in the air.


Wait! I’m not ready for being parted forever! Not yet. Wait! Wait for me!


I didn’t know what his exiting this world meant for me.


All I knew was that I didn’t want it yet.


And yet I knew it was time for him to leave in peace. I had to accept it. I shouldn’t cling onto him any longer. I must let go. I must be brave for him.


I’d been a devout Buddhist for years, and now I needed to be a good Buddhist for him. But it was so hard. I was determined to let him die in peace and dignity, yet a little voice inside was still hesitant. I was afraid of losing him.


I was experiencing the two-parted inner voices of surrender—“I should accept and let go”—and attachment—“I don’t want it”—at the same time.


But did I have any choice?


No, I had to let go.


I held him tenderly one last time and kissed him on his lips.


A tiny gasp of air, like the littlest sigh, slipped out from deep inside his chest.


The sacredness of his passing touched me so deeply that I couldn’t speak; I couldn’t even cry.


A moment later I turned to the hospice nurse, who nodded back, her eyes closed.


He was gone.
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The Armor







Patrick was pronounced dead at 1:02 a.m. on July 4, 2016.


Independence Day had always been his favorite American holiday. It was also the first holiday we’d spent together twenty-six years earlier. That date had determined our destinies back when we’d been young and filled with hope for our own future and, beyond us, the future of humanity and goodness in the world. Somehow, I felt Patrick had chosen this day for his passing.


He’d dedicated his entire life to saving cancer patients through science. Outside his profession, he’d always devoted himself to helping others in need. He’d lived in every moment with an independent spirit and purpose in life. He’d tried his best in every moment—even while ill, even while dying.


As soon as a nurse pronounced Patrick’s death, a couple of men from the mortuary came. They took his body into a cold black vinyl bag, placed it on a gurney, and dashed out.


It was like I was watching a motion picture with no sound. I was present yet didn’t exist. With no controller to pause this movie, Patrick was taken far from me. The noise of the black bag zipping shut would linger in my ears for a long time.


—


In the following few days, the hospice company came back and forth, taking Patrick’s medical bed, oxygen tanks, IV poles, and other bulky medical devices out of his room. When their business was over, the emptiness of his room symbolized for me what had happened there, but I tried not to think about it. I wanted to just focus on logistics.


Before Patrick’s passing, I’d imagined all the emotions I would feel when he was gone. I’d thought it would be like a tsunami washing my existence away. But it wasn’t like that at all. Instead, there were no emotions after his passing. I felt like a person without substance, as if I had no capacity to detect or hold anything. I was vacant.


Rather than a tsunami, what I experienced immediately following my husband’s death might have been better described as the aftermath of a tsunami. A wooden wreck, an abandoned, broken hulk of an old ship—that was me.


Alone in Patrick’s empty medical room, now turned back to an office, I imagined myself as a vessel abandoned on the empty sand, body torn asunder by heavy storms and washed ashore. I pictured myself listening to the chirping of the seagulls during the day flying over my head and sitting on me, keeping me company. The bright sun dried me up and I felt thirst, but the soft swoosh of the constant waves washing ashore consoled my spirit. Their gentle sounds offered me comfort. They were the only things that gave me any sense that I was still alive.


Then I came back to myself in the office, alone, and the feeling of peace disappeared.


While I was present for Patrick’s cremation and even funeral, I was still absent from myself. If someone asked how I was doing, I didn’t know what to say. It was too difficult to grasp any feelings. There was emptiness inside me—a black hole.


I hadn’t cried much since losing Patrick because my soul, my mind, my feelings, and my body all felt disconnected. Just my body was moving, like a robot. I did all that I was supposed to do, but that was the only thing that drove me forward: external expectation and necessity.


After Patrick’s funeral, I placed a white wooden plaque on top of a small table next to our existing Buddha table at home. In accordance with the Buddhist ritual at his funeral, Patrick’s spirit had been transferred and now resided in this wooden plaque, on which his posthumous name was brush-stroked. As I looked at it, I was struck with a sense of newness and unfamiliarity about what I might be facing in the future.


A few days later, while speaking with my sisters and a niece who’d come out from Japan for the funeral, I cried for the first time since the onset of Patrick’s illness three years earlier. But the emotions that I could reveal were limited and only at the surface. I had erected thick, protective walls inside of me. Patrick had been the only person in my life to whom I could show many of my emotions, particularly my vulnerability, and now I didn’t know how to express those feelings anymore.


I’d been suffering from insomnia since Patrick got ill. I’d kept running for Patrick, and for us, with little sleep for years. Now Patrick was gone, but my entire system and functionality knew only one track—helping him. Without that purpose, I didn’t know what to do with my life.


I needed help, but I didn’t know how to ask for it.


In the custom and tradition of Buddhist teachings, there are periodic services after someone passes away. Each service is carried out in accordance with a specific ritual and its significance for the deceased. As these services and rituals are performed, families and friends of the deceased also go through grieving, coping with, and accepting the passing of their beloved.


Seven is the most auspicious number in Buddhism. Therefore, every seventh day after a person’s passing is regarded as an important step. After the funeral, the first major posthumous service is held on the forty-ninth (seven multiplied by seven) day. Some traditions, like our teaching, also hold a ceremony on the one-hundredth day. Then anniversary services follow in odd years, starting from the first year and then following with the third, seventh, thirteenth, seventeenth, twenty-third, twenty-seventh, and so on.


Immediately after Patrick’s passing, I initiated this series of services with bedside chanting with Misa, a fellow practitioner, who had arrived at the last minute before his passing. Many more would follow.


Between Patrick’s forty-ninth- and one-hundredth-day memorial services, I flew to Japan. It was late September, and this trip was the first time I’d gone home in more than three and a half years.


During my stay, I planned to permanently transfer Patrick’s spirit from the temporary white wooden plaque that the temple had prepared for his funeral to the black ebony one that would serve as his permanent plaque. I’d asked my younger sister, Yoshino, to order it for me in advance of the event.


At Illumination Center in Tokyo, the largest temple in our teaching, I attended a principal Merit Transfer service, meant to console the spirits in the spiritual realm, officiated by Her Holiness.


Through the service, his spirit’s residence changed from a transient place (white) to its permanent place (black). Now Patrick’s spirit would reside in this temple as an ordained Buddhist, just as he would have wanted.


At the beginning of October, I came back to San Diego and placed Patrick’s black tablet next to the Buddha image at my altar table at home. Soon after, I held a one-hundredth-day memorial service for Patrick.


By that time, I’d slowly begun to communicate with people in our local spiritual community again. After over three years of absence from the temple activities, I was going back to the temple regularly and attending leadership meetings and their activities. I’d also received permission to begin re-training myself for serving as a spiritual guide.


I was behaving as if things were back to normal—but I still didn’t feel like myself.


In daily Buddhist practice, we offer a glass of water and incense for the Buddhas as we chant in the morning and evening. Water and incense symbolize our sincere offering, devotion to truth, and diligence in practicing and meditating. The glass of water placed on the altar table since the morning is then offered after the evening chanting to console the spirits of the ancestors and extended to all the deceased in the spiritual realm.


When Patrick was alive, we always offered heartfelt devotion to his late parents, my late father, our other ancestors, and anyone who had died in wars, conflicts, disasters, and accidents. We also offered foods and drinks that we knew our parents used to love.


Now this tradition had continued for Patrick. The simple fact of this broke my heart. For drinks, I offered a cup of milk tea every morning, a glass of Guinness or Boddington in some evenings, and Champagne on holidays and special occasions. For meals, I offered his favorites: bread pudding and various pies that I baked, and candies from a local British shop next to the Shakespeare Pub he loved. At every offering, I talked to Patrick—or I just cried, unable to form any words.


Toward the end of the year, I was still “managing” myself and my life in the way I thought I should. To anyone on the outside, I’m sure it seemed as if I were doing perfectly well. But sometimes after I returned from the temple or a home meeting I’d organized, I would break down crying, overcome with profound loneliness and helplessness.


At the beginning of each year, local practitioners in my following gather at a host home for Annual Training, an organized training that takes place every morning and evening for a total of ten days, held over the course of two weeks.


In late January, almost half a year after Patrick’s passing, I decided to host my temple’s Annual Training. I hadn’t done so for three years, though prior to that Patrick and I had held it in our home for fifteen years in a row.


I managed the training by myself just fine. But after practitioners left, I wept aloud alone for a while in front of my home altar. I couldn’t deal with my helplessness. I let tears flow down on my cheeks in streams.


“Patrick, why did you leave me?” I asked his black tablet aloud, half-choked by my emotions. “Why did you? I can’t do this anymore … I am so … lonely.” The pain was almost unbearable.


My voice echoed in the big Buddha room, but no one heard it. I was all alone. That sharp, cold fact made my heart sink even deeper into my stomach. I wished someone was there to comfort me. But the person had to be Patrick—who else?—and he would never be there to comfort me again. I almost laughed at myself for desiring such nonsense.


No one was there. I was totally alone.


During the two weeks of Annual Training, I began to clearly recognize two polar opposite attitudes and behaviors in whatever I did. My thoughts were split: on the one hand, I felt I should accept Patrick’s death; on the other, I felt compelled to deny the fact entirely. These warring feelings were tearing me apart.


The fact that Patrick was dead, his body burnt to the ashes, was not deniable. And yet …


“Patrick, would you like me to cook your favorite meatloaf tonight?”


“Patrick, do you want to watch Endeavor tonight?”


I asked these questions as if he were still here with me. Then, when I was setting up the foods and drinks for his altar table, I collapsed on the floor, wailing. I couldn’t even watch Endeavor because the leading actor, Shaun Evans, reminded me of Patrick in his youth—the vulnerable side of him I’d so loved.


With other people, I behaved as if nothing had happened and acted like I always had—being responsible, organizing everything meticulously and in detail. Behaving that way kept me going. But the moment I returned home, I shattered into pieces.


I began to wonder: Will I be in this state forever? Will I be lost and just swallowing this bitter feeling of lying and going nowhere until I die? How can I accept what is happening in my life?


But the more eager I became to get on with my “real” life, the more life seemed against me. The more I chased the comfort I’d experienced with Patrick, the farther and farther away from me it seemed to recede. It was as if I was swimming against a strong current, and no matter how hard I swam, the current just kept taking me.


I couldn’t understand it. I was desperate to recover my sense of reality, but it seemed like an impossible task.


Life brings various forms of suffering, as one of the Buddhist principles, The Four Sufferings—birth and living, aging, illness, and death—suggests.


One’s life consists of many cycles and journeys, each of which may be accompanied by some suffering—physical, psychological, or spiritual. Each cycle will likely involve the lives of many others as well, like loved ones, who are essential and influential in our own life.


Nine months after Patrick’s death, I continued to reflect over and over again on what had happened to us during his illness, after his death, and now during this grieving time. I was experiencing my own cycle of suffering. And that suffering came not only from the direct impacts of Patrick’s illness and death but also from what life had brought me—unresolved issues from our time together. How was I to restore my lost identity and develop my new life alone now that he was gone? I knew I was on a journey to reclaim my own path of “rebirth,” but I hadn’t yet taken the first step and I wasn’t sure how to do so.


Birth and illness and death, and I was aging myself—I was experiencing The Four Sufferings all at once. They seemed to be gushing out; I felt they were about to swallow me. I feared for my future. I wasn’t sure if I would be able to carry out the tasks that lay ahead of me.


Now I realized my own expectation for me to be a good Buddhist practitioner had caused some of the pressure and anxiety I was feeling. Regardless of how I looked from the outside, or how I’d been acting, I hadn’t been myself in quite some time. I was struggling, undergoing a series of difficulties every day. I needed to be patient with myself.


But that was easier said than done.


One day after a temple visit, again I fell to pieces when I arrived home. After crying loudly for a while, I picked up one of the quarterly journals my order had published in 2014 and found myself reading Her Holiness’s words about her experiences with her own family members’ passing.


“When you feel like crying,” she said, “allow yourself to cry. Let yourself be.”


This struck me so hard. Tears gushed ever harder from my eyes. But these were a different type of tears—tears of catharsis, turning into the joy of awakening. This tiny yet momentous event gave me the courage to begin my journey of reclaiming my path.


Nothing concrete was different, of course. I still didn’t know where I was heading. But in this moment, I felt more comforted than I had since Patrick’s death. I began to quiet my mind, and to contemplate even harder.


Why did I expect myself to act like a warrior, like nothing happened, like it was my job to get back to normal? Was I being true to myself, or just living lies?


As I pondered this, I got hit by a sudden understanding: It’s my armor.


Until this point in time, I hadn’t had much room to reflect on all that I was doing—but now it was clear to me that I was protecting myself and my raw feelings with armor. During Patrick’s illness I’d been afraid but hadn’t wanted to be vulnerable—in fact, I couldn’t be, because I had to take care of Patrick—so I’d built up armor without even realizing what it was, without having a name for it.


But it all made sense now.


In the “fight-or-flight” circumstances I’d found myself in during Patrick’s illness, I’d kept building my armor. Then the fast-moving roller coaster had abruptly come to a halt, and all of a sudden the game had ended: a heartbroken, traumatized warrior had suddenly found herself out of a job.


But the armor wasn’t finished. It didn’t know it wasn’t needed anymore, and it wanted to keep functioning just as it had been. That is how ego and its product, armor, works. So, after Patrick’s death, I grabbed for the armor quickly and put it back on. I was so accustomed to wearing it—not just during Patrick’s illness but throughout my life—that I felt more at ease with it on. In my armor, I felt my weakness and vulnerability were protected, even if that was a false reality. I felt dependent on it in the way an addict is dependent on drugs: I clung to it.


But my armor was more than just a protective covering; it was also a cage I was afraid to free myself from. Over time, I’d become more and more dissociated from my true reality and built lies upon lies, to the point that I couldn’t breathe anymore. I’d lost openness to the real world, for fear that it might hurt me.


And my fear only yielded more fear.
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How it Began







My realizations about the armor I’d trapped myself in led me to reflect upon what was happening at this painful time in my life, as well as at other times in the past.


I’d experienced a lot of resistance to seeing my hidden truths. It was like my unresolved emotions and feelings had been trapped in an iceberg all my life. But now I needed to find the courage to break into deeper places and chisel my way into that iceberg—find my truths. How would I begin?


Writing, I knew, would help me.


Throughout my life, writing had held a special place for me. Whenever I’d needed to find clarity and depth, it was the thing I’d always turned to. From experience, I knew that the clearer I saw things, the more solid I would stand, and the freer I would become.


So, nine months after Patrick’s passing, I began writing. With much effort, I began to analyze the nature of my armor, and immediately its habitual nature, like an addiction, drew my attention. I also realized that I had been wearing this armor for a very long time. I began to descend into my memories and open pages of my past, little by little. It was like digging into a grave: every shovelful of dirt elicited fear, pain, and sadness. But I needed to be courageous; I pressed on.


Over the course of the next couple of months, I spent many hours writing every day. I wrote about what had happened and how I’d felt in many different periods of my past. As the one-year anniversary of Patrick’s death approached, I began to uncover more and more truths. I found myself thinking frequently about my early life in Japan, and about my father, Papa. More than once before then, I’d thought that I’d dealt with my complicated feelings toward him. But now I saw that all the intertwined torments of my adult life were tied back to my childhood—and especially Papa.


One day as I wrote, I saw a small child holding her tiny knees in the darkness, trembling. She came into my vision like a bubble out of muddy water in a pond.


I knew the girl in the darkness was only three and a half years old. She was crying with profound loneliness. She was frightened of the darkness surrounding her.


She was me.


I was only a preschooler when I first became aware of my family’s abusive patterns and treatment of me.


Before I was born, my parents lived in Papa’s parents’ home, along with Papa’s younger brother and his wife. Papa’s family bullied my mother every day.


Mama was a beautiful woman—kind, warm, genuine, intuitive, and extremely sensitive to other people’s expectations. She tried to serve others as kindly as possible. But she was also naïve, and more receptive than independent, and her in-laws sometimes treated her meanly, perhaps because they saw her as weak. They deliberately embarrassed her on a regular basis and talked down to her.


Papa’s parents, his younger brother, and his wife were all heavily dependent on Papa’s salary. But Mama suffered great stress from living with his family, and began to develop anxiety and mild neurosis due to their poor treatment of her.


After my older sister Machiyo was born, Mama struggled even more. She wasn’t getting enough sleep, and she was taking care of her new baby, and yet still she prioritized her in-laws before herself.


Eventually, Mama’s anxiety began to negatively affect Machiyo. My older sister began to lose weight and wasn’t growing well. So Mama finally took action: she asked Papa to separate their household from his family’s household, so she could have her own time and control.


Papa agreed. When Machiyo was eight months old, he purchased a new home and the three moved out of his parents’ home.


I was born a year later.


After my parents and Machiyo left their home, Grandma began to visit us two or three times a month. Papa’s brother and his wife also visited us quite often (of course, I only remember these occasions starting around when I became a preschooler). Whenever they came, they brought us presents.


Machiyo and I looked forward to those treats.


“Grandma, Grandma!” Machiyo would cry happily. “What presents do you have for us today?”


“Thank you, Grandma!” I always came a little behind Machiyo, smiling.


“Here’s the present for Maaa chan,” Grandma said, using Machiyo’s nickname and lavishing her with affection.


Then she’d hold mine out, unsmiling. “Here’s yours, Kyomi.”


I had no pet name.


The sizes of the two boxes would always be quite different. Invariably, my sister would get something amazing; me, not so much.


On one such occasion, we both got dolls. When my sister opened her box, she shouted with joy, “Wow, it’s so pretty … I like her dress! Thank you, Grandma!” She jumped up and hugged Grandma.


I leaned over to look at her doll. She wore a beautiful, pink, “princess-like” long dress and a tiara with pink pearls on her gorgeous blond hair. She was the prettiest thing I’d ever seen.


Excited, I opened my box. “Ahh,” I cried out. “Thank you, Grandma!” But my doll was nothing like Machiyo’s. She was plain and wore a simple blue school uniform.


Before any emotions got into me, I began to act as if I really liked my present, talking to the doll. But I didn’t fail to see Machiyo and Grandma having a good time together with the pretty princess doll, and I ached a little inside watching them.


Why wasn’t I good enough to deserve a pretty doll too?


It happened like this over and over, and each time the presentation of the gifts was a display of the difference between my sister and me.


It hurt me every time I saw that my gift was lesser than my sister’s. I wondered why they did this to me, and I started to wish they wouldn’t bring me anything at all. Later, I would understand that this was part of a pattern of abuse, but at the time I was simply a hurt little girl.


Even though I was very young, I understood that it wasn’t simply that my extended family didn’t like me. They wanted me to know that they didn’t like me. Also, they wanted to see me hurt. They were making sure to show me that no matter what I did, I wouldn’t be any good—would never be equal to my sister.


Every time they visited us, they’d say, “Kyomi is exactly like Mama,” and they labeled me “Mama’s child” early on. I didn’t know what characteristics of mine resembled Mama’s. From the way they said it, it was obvious that they didn’t think they were positive. They looked down on me and mistreated me, exactly as they’d always done with Mama.


In stark contrast, Papa’s family called Machiyo “Papa’s child,” and she was given every possible privilege and advantage in our family. At just four years old, for example, she began taking traditional Japanese dance lessons, which cost Papa a huge tuition. Twice a year, she got beautiful kimonos and a traditional hairstyle wig for her dance recitals.


At first, I thought I was just too young for the dance lessons. Then I turned five and realized that I simply wasn’t going to go to lessons at all. Machiyo, it seemed, was the only girl in our family who deserved such a privilege.


The way I was treated was partly due to Japanese traditions and customs—Machiyo was the eldest child—but it was also because of Papa’s family’s toxic dynamics.


How did I behave in response to their efforts? Most of the time I behaved as if I hadn’t noticed. I knew that must have irritated them; it seemed that they wanted me to cry or sob. But I refused to do so. Sometimes I’d even deliberately act funny, making people laugh, while holding in my tears.


I never confronted their unfair treatment of me, but the repetitive insults affected me deeply. Over time, I began to question what was wrong with me. I began to believe I was less than who I was—that I was unworthy.


Machiyo and I both knew that the unmistakably different way in which Papa’s family treated us put me in an awkward position, but she never showed any empathy or interest in protecting me. She just sat on her throne and acted like she was worthy of all the favoritism she received.


As we got older, Machiyo excluded me in other situations too—with the neighborhood kids, for example. We’d usually play some version of hide-and-seek in a group of six or seven. I was the second youngest in the group, but I wasn’t the smallest; I was almost as tall as my sister.


Each of us held branches of a tree as our swords. When the seeker found you, you fought back with your sword.


“One … two … three …” the oldest boy in our group began to count one day. He was always the first seeker, which had become our rule. He counted loudly, eyes closed against his arm, leaning on the big fig tree on the back side of the house that we’d often climb on. Next to the tree was a nice wooden swing that Papa had built with thick wooden posts and an iron bar. I loved our big garden with its many fruit-bearing trees and flowering bushes.


I saw a hiding spot near where Machiyo was hiding, and I ran over.


“Hey! Don’t you ever come near me!” Machiyo shouted at me when I tried to crouch down a few feet from her. “You are like a monkey! You mimic whatever I do.” She pushed me down. “I don’t like you at all! You’re Monkey!” she shouted, looking down at me. “Go away! Go away, Monkey!”


My heart sank. I didn’t mean to spoil her fun. I threw away the big branch I was carrying and went to the dirt ground in front of the fig tree and the swing. I picked up a small twig and began drawing something on the dirt. I didn’t feel like playing the game anymore.


“Ninety-eight … ninety-nine … and … one hundred!” the boy finished counting. He glanced at me, then ran toward the front garden, seeking the kids in hiding.


I was often excluded in this way.


—


Papa was a superman in his profession. He was a professor at the local university, where he taught students and led scientific research in the area of light metal. The field had recently acquired spotlights and was quickly evolving in the application of metals like aluminum, lithium, and titanium. Papa had innovated many things and acquired various patents. He’d even procured several critical consulting jobs out of his research, which generated a substantial income outside his university job.


But at home, Papa was not the hero I wished him to be. He treated me differently, just like his parents and family did. Whenever he traveled, he brought back gifts for Mama and Machiyo, but never for me. Later, after my younger sister Yoshino was born, she experienced the same disparity in treatment—always getting the short shrift. At least then I had an ally.


How could an intelligent person like Papa do that to his daughters? I despised how he treated Machiyo as the family favorite and acted like I barely existed. His actions compounded my sense of worthlessness, and my subsequent suffering.


While Yoshino didn’t get the kind of treatment Machiyo got, Papa was still affectionate with her in a way he never was with me. He was always harsh and strict with me, finding any reason to scold me.


When Papa scolded me, I never cried, but I trembled inside. I was afraid of Papa—particularly his eyes, like the eyes of a wolf, always piercing me, tearing at me. I began to fear him at an early age.


Yoshino was born when I was five. Even before delivering her, Mama was frequently sick and in and out of bed during the day. So, I’d been helping her in many ways with various chores around the house since I was old enough to do so.


As soon as Yoshino came home from the hospital, I became her mother. Each day when I returned from kindergarten, I spent my time preparing bottles and changing diapers. I often washed dishes for Mama in the kitchen sink by standing on a wooden stool, sleeves up. I was a helper, a maid, a mother, a big sister, and a warrior. Mama and Yoshino relied upon me. That was part of my armor too.


When I was in second grade, my teacher visited our home for a parent-teacher meeting. She was one of the nicer teachers, in her late thirties and a little round. When she smiled, deep dimples on her cheeks made a cheerful and warm impression. Her curly black hair was neatly trimmed just above her shoulders; I always thought it suited her personality.


I peeked into the room through the slightly open door during the meeting. There were my teacher and Mama, both in tears and holding hands and talking about me as they sat next to each other on the sofa. I could see round teardrops falling from my teacher’s big eyes.


“How wonderful Kyomi chan is!” she said enthusiastically.


“She is an angel!” Mama proclaimed, and the teacher nodded her agreement.


This scene made a strong impression on me. It showed me that I could please others and confirmed for me that being helpful and kind was something others cherished.


But that teacher didn’t know what was happening in my life. Sadly, even Mama didn’t know. She was just happy to have such a wonderful daughter. They’d never seen me shuddering in the dark corners where I so often hid.


Mama didn’t know that I was often unhappy, but she was aware all along of how Papa and his family treated me. Mama, of course, was in the same position, and she complained about Papa and his family almost every day. She was sympathetic to my situation because of her own experiences with them.


But at some point I began to realize that her perpetual complaints about them weren’t helping me. Instead, they implanted more negativity in me by reminding me of how much my family members disliked me, abused me, and made it so that my own pain and agony had no chance to heal. Mama’s daily reminders of my family’s cruelty also compounded my doubt and fears regarding my own worthlessness and shame.


“Kyomi chan,” Mama said one day, “I’ve told Papa so many times about your situation.”


I was listening to her but I felt like covering my ears with my palms. Don’t tell me this anymore, because I already know! I wanted to shout.


“I begged him and told him to ask Obah chan”—my grandma—“to be more mindful about treating you and Machiyo equally,” she said.


Knowing this made me feel even worse than the original assaults, because it meant that what they were doing was intentional. I really wished Mama hadn’t told me about it at all. And I wished she would stop complaining about Papa and his family altogether, at least in front of me. What child could bear such a situation?


Papa and his family slighted me or criticized me occasionally. But Mama’s complaints about them were an everyday event, and ultimately they were much more damaging. She was so hurt herself that she couldn’t protect me wisely. Though it wasn’t her intention, she made me the victim of her struggles, and in doing so made my own struggles that much worse.


I had no choice but to turn to armor for my survival. As soon as I wore it, I felt warm and protected. Inside the armor, I was able to perform and act like the perfect, bright, cheerful girl everyone wanted me to be.


I tried hard to become a better, stronger, and more cheerful and likable person. Teachers and my friends’ mothers always complimented me. Mama was so proud of me. But the dweller inside the armor was lonely, miserable, and frightened. Every morning on the way to school, I had to stop walking a few times to take deep breaths and quell the anxiety rising inside me. I’d put my little left hand extended on the neighbor’s outside fence and my right hand on my chest, gasping for air and trying to calm my nerves. I felt like throwing up. I experienced chronic nausea. But I didn’t tell anyone, not even Mama.


At such a young age, I experienced profound emptiness. I couldn’t find any meaning in life. I was envious of other kids. I watched them giggling and jumping around in happiness and wondered why I couldn’t be that way. In my own life it seemed as if I was endlessly struggling not to get hurt by anything or anybody.


Creativity was one of my escapes from my real life. As a child I took lots of lessons—ballet, piano, singing, painting, and calligraphy—but I had few distinct things that I really liked. I wasn’t a typical girl who liked playing with dolls. I preferred assembling complicated plastic models by putting pieces together into various shapes. Doing this gave me a strong sense of achievement.


Later, in my adolescence, I started writing poems and essays. As I wrote, I could shape my thoughts. I began to see myself more deeply and clearly. Self-expression allowed me to breathe more easily. It provided me with necessary hope that there was a better future out there for me.


—


As I grew older, another problem started to affect our family—Papa’s infidelity.


Since I was six or seven years old, Mama had been complaining to me about Papa’s other women. In fact, he’d had many affairs throughout their marriage.


Papa had lots of younger admirers due to his line of work at the university. Most of his affairs were short-lived and not serious enough to affect the daily functions of our family life, but they still cast shadows over our emotional well-being. Listening to Mama’s complaints became our duty as Mama’s daughters, and she seemingly had no concern about how profoundly her disclosing his affairs might affect us.


When Papa was an associate professor and I was almost ten, one of his affairs became a significant threat—to Mama, and to us. The woman who he’d become involved with was his secretary. She was capable and strong, and seemingly wanted to be Papa’s wife. Mama was frequently anxious, depressed, and even hysterical about this particular affair because it was so much more serious than all the rest had ever been before. Our family life became a wreck.


This became one of a few times that Mama hired private investigators to shed light on Papa’s affairs. Then she was weak and confused enough in her judgment to show Machiyo and me the many photos and reports of Papa and the woman, on their trips or in hotels. It was no secret between Mama and her daughters how much sadness and agony her marriage brought to her. She moaned in front of me and asked me what she should do almost every day. Mama set no boundaries between parents and children and I always had to prioritize her problems over my own.


This all contributed to my developing a distrust of men, and a fear of as-yet-unknown sexual activities. My sense that our family life was broken also made me believe that I would never marry anyone, or have children. I thought that any child I had would become a victim like I was.


Mama was totally devoted to Papa, and totally dependent on him—especially financially.


That’s why Papa’s having affairs wasn’t simply a matter of his physical needs—it was much deeper. Papa couldn’t let Mama go but he longed for a stronger person, someone to be his equal. Meanwhile, the entire family suffered from their dysfunction.


I lost my childhood to this sad entrapment. My armor was both the thing that allowed me to achieve much in the way of friends and good grades and praise and the symbol of my failures. Inside my protective shell, I was completely alone.
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