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Hours after the day’s final gong, I stirred at the sound of rapping against my door. 

“Setsu-san,” the half-deaf abbess hollered from outside my room, likely 

waking half the dormitory with my name.  

“Come in, Abbess,” I yelled. The sound of rustling blankets and shifting 

bodies from the adjoining rooms meant we’d awakened my fellow novice nuns. I 

sent silent apologies their way.  

I hadn’t been sleeping when the abbess knocked. I’d been dreaming of Ryu. 

They weren’t dreams of sleep. They were wandering dreams of Ryu’s beckoning 

grin, of his powerful arms, of the tempting heat I’d discovered in our embrace.  

Such dreams had to be a sign my days at the nunnery were numbered. But 

when the morning gong rang for zazen meditation and I submitted to the day’s 

routine, my nighttime imaginings scattered like dandelion seeds from a child’s 

determined breath.  

What did fate have in store for me?  

I was fully awake when the abbess slid open my door and cast slashes of 

light across my futon. “Setsu-san, your assistance is needed.”  



As I rose, I brought my bad foot down on my robe’s skirting. Teetering, I 

managed to lift my foot in time to avoid the resounding thud, which would’ve 

caused every nun at this end of the hall to inquire about my latest fall. The 

movement loosened my obi, and the robe slid from my shoulder.  

The abbess lifted her lantern, exposing my state of disarray. “Are you well, 

Setsu-san?”  

I tucked the light cotton fabric back into my obi and fell into a bow. “Yes, 

sensei,” I shouted at our esteemed abbess. 

“We have guests,” the abbess stated. “You need to bathe them and settle 

them into a room.” 

I rose from the bow. “How many?”  

Silhouetted behind her glowing lantern, the abbess issued a large yawn. 

“Two. A woman older than you, and a young woman about your age. They’re 

sisters, and don’t seem in too terrible a condition. I believe they said something 

about being assaulted by a relation’s husband. You’ll need to learn more.”  

Women arriving bruised and battered in the middle of the night wasn’t a 

rare occurrence. “I’ll take care of it, sensei,” I hollered and bowed again.  

“Good. I’ll return to my quarters.” Her rheumy eyes shone in the lantern’s 

light as she backed out of my room and slid the door shut.  

I wondered whether the guests were from society’s upper classes. At 

nineteen, I was one of the youngest novices, but there were several younger than I 

who should’ve been called upon to attend the midnight arrivals. But if they were 



from a noble family, or a family that had gained in wealth and power after the 

emperor’s restoration, the task of greeting them fell to one of their own.  

I changed into a black robe, then inched down the dormitory hallway, which 

was as fast as my decrepit leg allowed. At least my delicate footsteps wouldn’t 

disturb any of the novices who’d been fortunate enough to fall back to sleep.  

Not that our nights offered much quiet at this time of year. The cicadas’ 

mating season had recently intensified, adding to the nightly song contest between 

the families of frogs huddled in the gardens and the multitude of crickets 

scampering through the grasses.  

At the dormitory entrance, I lit katori-senko incense to ward off the swarms 

of feasting mosquitoes and placed the bars in a portable incense holder I hung 

around my wrist, then headed along the pathway to the nunnery’s main entrance. 

I found our guests standing under the eaves. They faced the large door, and 

neither sister appeared to be suffering injury.  

My covetous gaze went straight to their kimonos. The older sister wore a 

light blue summer silk with shells the color of seaweed and silvery bluefish woven 

into the fabric. The younger one wore an equally fine robe adorned with lustrous 

pink blooms. But all similarity between them ended with their finery.  

Even from a considerable distance, with only toro lanterns illuminating their 

features, the contrast was remarkable. The older sister’s face was like pure snow. 

She had wide eyes and a high nose. Her height exceeded mine, and I was raised 

eating meat.  



The younger one came to her shoulder and had the lithe figure of a young 

woman who’d subsisted on soybeans and cucumbers. Her complexion was akin to 

well-toasted mochi; her nose was tiny, and her mouth small. They were attractive 

women in their own way, but I doubted they were sisters.  

They turned at the sound of my footsteps and fell into a bow, which I 

returned in full. All nuns, and novices most of all, are humble creatures, no matter 

the status of the person we’re greeting, or our status before joining the order.  

“Good evening,” I said. “I’m Setsu, a novice. Your indulgence permitting, I’d 

like to lead you to our baths and make arrangements for your quarters.”  

“Thank you,” the older woman said, her head down, her voice soft. Was she 

in pain? Or wary of trusting me? This made sense from the victim of a violent man. 

“My name is Natsu Watanabe, and this is my sister, Koma. You are doing us a great 

favor by welcoming us for the night.” Natsu’s manner of enunciating her syllables 

gave the impression of her being from a high-status family. Or at least one 

prosperous enough to educate a daughter.  

Koma gazed adoringly at her older sister, which Natsu didn’t acknowledge 

with even a glance in the younger woman’s direction. My sister was born five years 

after me. The instinct to protect her, to coddle her, to impart my wisdom and spare 

her the burden of my mistakes remained in my bones. Even at the nunnery, I ached 

to see her face break into a smile and hear her stories of tricks played on maids, or 

ruses to fool our cousins.  



At the nunnery, I was tasked with examining familial attachments to 

understand how they tethered me to the mundane world. Long ago, I accepted I 

could never practice detachment with my family. Or with Ryu. But I hadn’t come to 

the nunnery because I aspired to holiness. 

My heart was weak, and I adored my sister to the ends of the earth, no 

matter the insults we exchanged over ragged dolls, jeweled hairpins, and stolen 

diaries. Never had I been left unaffected by my sister’s adoring look, the way Natsu 

had been by Koma’s. They weren’t sisters. Of that, I had no doubt. 

I asked our guests to wait by the front door—they needed to bathe before 

admittance to the main building or dormitory—while I summoned a maid from the 

scullery to prepare the baths and brought sleeping kimonos from the guest closet 

next to the bathing hut. 

Their bodies were pink with heat when they emerged from the tub. Even so, 

bright red bruises speckled Koma’s arms like a tabby cat’s coat. Her back bore a 

twisted, raised scar from her shoulder blade to the end of her rib cage. A horrific 

burn from childhood, I guessed. New welts crossed her buttocks and legs. Were it 

me, I would’ve cringed at the water sluicing my skin, but Koma heartily dried 

herself with a linen cloth.  

Natsu bore bruises on her chest and arms. Otherwise, she was flawless.  

I presented them with their sleeping kimonos. “Would you care to sit for a 

meal?” I asked. It would be highly irregular for a guest to request a meal at the late 



hour, but I couldn’t know the deprivation they’d suffered, although they didn’t 

appear recently deprived.  

Natsu had wrapped her sleeping kimono snugly around her, and beads of 

perspiration gathered on along her hairline. “We ask only for shelter.” There was 

that aristocrat’s politeness again. “If at all possible, we would greatly appreciate 

partaking meals tomorrow.”  

“We welcome guests at our meals.” I found myself adding an extra honorific 

as though aiming to demonstrate myself Natsu’s equal, and that was embarrassing. 

Why would I, a nun from one of the most esteemed families in Japan, need to prove 

my worth to a midnight refugee?  

I turned to Koma whose voice I’d yet to hear. “Is there anything else I can get 

you before you retire to your chambers?” 

Koma gazed at Natsu, who inclined her neck in the slightest of nods. 

“Nothing at all,” the young woman said, her words as feathery as a moth’s wings. 

“Suki-chan said we will work to earn our keep. I can cook and clean.” 

Natsu widened her eyes. “Dear sister, you called me Suki.” Her voice was 

edged with shock. Or was it biting anger?  

“I didn’t mean to—” Koma’s face pinched as though bracing for a slap. 

Natsu turned to me. “Koma mistook me for our sister. She died last year. 

Sometimes Koma forgets.” Tears pooled in Natsu’s eyes.  

Whoever these women were, they gave dramatic performances. 

“I forgot. I’m sorry.” Koma’s chin trembled.  



An intriguing family, if they were related, and I was inclined to believe 

otherwise. But I’d consider them anew tomorrow. The need for sleep weighed 

against the back of my eyes. I sent silent apologies to the abbess for neglecting to 

learn more about our guests, then led them to their quarters at my snail’s pace.  

I felt their eyes linger on my leg and heard the questions ringing through 

their ears. It was an accident of fate, I replied to the unspoken query. I haven’t run 

a step in my life. I move as fast as I can, and sometimes, walking slowly has its 

benefits, especially when it comes to observing the clouds and studying the 

behavior of others. I bid them good night at their rooms and returned to mine on 

the other end of the dormitory.  

There I surrendered to a deep, but all too brief, sleep. 

*** 

The morning gong rang as the sun broke through the clouds and dew steamed off 

the back garden’s grasses. I rose to my elbows and ordered myself to remain 

upright. Were I to fall back on the futon, I’d sleep through morning meditation, and 

afterward, nuns would hasten to my room with expressions of concern over 

whether I’d fallen or made myself ill from working too hard.  

Despite my dizziness from lack of sleep, and the stiffness in my leg that 

plagued me every morning—made worse by the midnight errand to greet Natsu and 

Koma—I stood without incident and folded my futon. After splashing water on my 

face and scraping my tongue, I traded the sleeping kimono for a black robe, then 

left my room. 



I thought it unlikely Natsu and Koma would join us for the morning zazen. 

We didn’t require participation from visitors, though many joined us.  

Given the late hour of their arrival, I imagined they would make their 

appearance at the morning meal. It wouldn’t be until service hours that I’d have a 

chance to inquire further about their circumstances in coming to the nunnery.  

I recalled how eager Koma had been eager to show off her skills in cooking 

and cleaning. Indeed, when I first greeted them at the nunnery entrance, the young 

woman had assumed a maid’s submissive posture. Was it possible Natsu was trying 

to pass off her maid as her sister? Perhaps Koma was Natsu’s deceased sister’s 

maid, and Natsu felt an obligation to take care of her sister’s dear servant. But why 

lie? We would extend shelter to a beloved lady’s maid. 

But not if she’d been born impure.  

After morning zazen, I sat several places down from Natsu and Koma during 

the morning meal and watched them from the corner of my eye. Unsurprisingly, 

Natsu lifted the chopsticks to her mouth with the controlled elegance of a 

noblewoman. A dainty noise escaped her lips with each sip of soup. Her 

performance was impeccable. I’d easily believe her a woman of high birth.  

Koma, on the other hand, placed a large slice of daikon pickle in her mouth, 

then filled the remaining space with rice, which she crunched with a delighted 

gleam in her eye. Afterward, she gulped down the clear broth topped with chopped 

greens as though it were a refreshing cup of spring water. 

What made these women ever believe they could pass as sisters? 



At the meal’s conclusion, I ushered the Natsu and Koma into the small room 

we used for sewing. The stack of kimonos, futons, and cloths needing darning 

reached halfway up the wall. “Natsu-san, if you would please attend to the sewing, 

we would greatly appreciate your service.” 

Natsu bowed. “Koma and I will gladly do the sewing.” 

I’d expected her to say as much and hardened my tone. I was determined to 

separate the women during morning service. “Koma-san will be doing the 

gardening.”  

Natsu’s lips parted. I could almost hear the objection forming in the back of 

her throat. Then she clamped her mouth shut. My stern tone often had that effect.  

“Will I have an opportunity to thank the abbess for sheltering us?” Natsu 

asked breezily. 

“I can express gratitude on your behalf. Or you can wait until she’s receiving 

guests. Our abbess’ health is uncertain these days.” I couldn’t have Natsu speaking 

with the abbess until I’d learned about their reasons for coming here. Our beloved 

matron, who was as hale and hearty as any nun of her longevity, would want to be 

prepared for the sort of women she’d taken in. 

“I really…” Natsu’s cheeks turned crimson, and she glanced down, suddenly 

shy. Then she placed a hand on Koma’s shoulder. “I’m concerned about my sister’s 

welfare. She has been through quite an ordeal. I was wondering whether the abbess 

would consider allowing us to join your order.” 



“You wish to become a nun?” I couldn’t keep the surprise from my voice. 

Neither of them struck me as inclined to a life of introspection and service.  

Natsu pulled a handkerchief from her kimono obi and dabbed her eyes. “We 

have no family to take us in. Our natal family is in Gifu, but there is a lack of 

affection between us. I’m a war widow. My husband was a hero for our nation. His 

name was Gentaro Watanabe, and he died in the war with China. 

She gave a delicate sniffle. “His family, too, are in Gifu. Of late, we’ve been 

residing with neighbors who agreed to take us in. But the head of the house is a 

man who likes his sake and believes he’s entitled to presume himself on all the 

women under his roof. He’s a monster. Did you see the bruises on Koma’s body?” 

Her voice was barely a whisper, and she met my gaze with an intensity that drew 

pity from the depths of my heart to its surface.  

Koma reached behind her and started to unravel the knot in her obi.  

I held up a hand for her to stop. “You needn’t show me. I noticed last night 

when you stepped from the bath. I’m deeply sorry for your pain.” My voice was soft 

with sympathy for these women.  

Even war widows of high standing could find themselves without a home. 

But this explanation felt incomplete. As I was certain they weren’t sisters, I was 

becoming increasingly convinced that Koma had been born impure, as an eta. 

Although I wouldn’t fault her for an accident of birth, others—the abbess 

included—wouldn’t tolerate her living among us, even as a guest.  



If I knew for certain Koma was eta, I’d have a difficult decision: reveal her 

identity and abet the abbess in forcing her out or conceal her identity and lie to 

help a woman who was clearly in need.  

If my instincts proved false and Koma was born without the taint, and 

Natsu’s story proved true, I’d only have to entreat on their behalf. “I’ll speak with 

the abbess later about your place at the nunnery.” 

Natsu bowed low and uttered words of thanks.  

I left her in the sewing room and directed Koma into the care of a novice 

who would take her to the gardens.  

*** 

Because of my deformity, I spent an hour each morning doing tiresome leg 

stretches with a nun whose father was a bonesetter. She was a kind woman with a 

firm grip, and I recoiled at the sight of her.  

Having survived my daily torment, and walking easier thanks to lengthened 

muscles, I tied a thick cloth around my neck to absorb the perspiration gathering 

there. Then I looped the strings of a woven hat under my chin and attached a small 

incense burner filled with katori-senko to my obi, before heading to the garden.  

The mosquitoes, who loved my black robe, kept their distance, but the 

cicadas along the pathway reared up into my skirts when I came near to clipping 

their shiny wings.  

I found Koma weeding alongside several nuns on gardening duty. Hitching 

my robe a few inches, I joined her in tearing unruly greens from the dirt.  



We pulled weeds in silence, our hands working while our thoughts and 

feelings retreated to a place of insignificance. Sometimes, during service, I 

succeeded in rising above my torrent of thoughts, but mostly I didn’t bother. While 

weeding, I recalled how Koma failed to offer a proper greeting last night when we 

first met; how her body bore a childhood burn; and how she’d rubbed that linen 

cloth over the new markings on her skin without a wince. Then there was her 

adoration of Natsu, who seemed to want little to do with Koma, but had brought 

her to the nunnery.  

I watched her strong hands grasp and extract the weeds. This young woman 

embraced the toil of hard labor, but she didn’t have the accommodating manners of 

a peasant. The burn on her back might’ve been from an altercation with an artisan’s 

tools, but she had the waifish quality of a woman born into generations of 

deprivation. She was an outsider. Natsu knew it, and it embarrassed her.  

Koma must be an eta. 

Before the emperor moved to Tokyo several decades ago, and our modern 

government banned the caste system, eta had been the lowest of the castes, below 

samurai, farmers, and merchants.  

By virtue of the etas’ work as undertakers, leather tanners, and meat 

slaughterers, they were considered impure. Little had changed in modern Japan 

where we were supposed to be equal under the emperor. It was impossible to rise 

above an eta background. Eta men spent their lives in their classes’ hereditary jobs 



or joined a gang of day laborers and petty criminals. Their women were 

entertainers and prostitutes.  

Eta had their own temples. They weren’t allowed in ours.  

I, who had the good fortune of being born to a family of samurai lineage and 

educated in the same manner as my brothers, found this exclusion unenlightened. 

Why should being born eta or doing eta work preclude a human being from 

participating in our temple’s rituals? Life marked us all with a certain degree of 

shame. There were many nuns who shared my views and were ready to welcome 

eta into our fold. Others would never be ready.  

One nun broke the silence to call our attention to an unusually large 

millipede. It waved its ten thousand legs at us, then squirmed back into the dirt 

while we commented on its pluckiness and the brevity of its greeting.  

Shortly thereafter, a nun arrived in the garden with an earthenware jug of 

tea, and we rested with cups of cold tea and conversation about our progress in 

readying the garden for the forthcoming spinach crop.  

When it was time to resume weeding, I beckoned to Koma. “Shall we take a 

walk to the temple?” 

Koma gazed at the nuns with their hands in the dirt. “But mustn’t I do the 

service?” 

“You’ve recently arrived. I’m sure you don’t know your way around the 

grounds, and I don’t want you to get lost.” The grounds weren’t extensive. They 

comprised the temple, graveyards, the monastery where the monks resided, and 



the nunnery. I often wandered the graveyards at my sluggish pace, appreciating the 

hovering spirits who helped when I lost my footing. 

Koma nodded at the nunnery. “I should tell my sister. She would want to 

come with us.” 

“I can give Natsu-san a tour another time. Right now, I’d like to hear more 

about your family and what brought to the nunnery.”  

Koma worried her lower lip. “My older sister will tell you everything. You 

should ask her.” 

“I plan to hear from you both.” I gave her an encouraging smile. “Let’s walk.” 

I started down the pathway from the garden to the temple with Koma beside me, 

matching my careful pace.  

Convincing her to walk with me had been as easy as I’d foreseen. People 

responded favorably to my conversation, and I could speak to anyone, mostly 

because I had no insecurities about my status.  

I was well-educated and well-spoken, which gave the impression of wisdom. 

Although, I couldn’t own it. My mind yet meandered during meditation. I was also 

pleasant company due to my appearance.  

From what I understood, my high cheekbones and lightly pointed chin gave 

my face a nice shape. I’d been told I had inquisitive eyes and an easy smile. I was 

fortunate to have a well-rounded head, a sight that generated murmurs of surprise 

when I was shaved for my tonsure.  



I was born feet-first, which left my leg defected. I supposed the vulnerability 

made me more appealing. People got the sense I wasn’t going to run off with their 

secrets. Over the years, I’d been entrusted with many confidences. I was a 

trustworthy friend.  

We passed under the shade of ginkgo trees, a welcome relief from the 

midday sun bearing down upon us. I wondered whether we might happen upon 

Ryu. Our paths had a habit of crossing. He called it fate; I accused him of hiding 

behind trees.  

I hoped he would come out from wherever he was lurking today. I’d like to 

introduce Koma, so he would know of whom I was speaking when I told him about 

her and Natsu.  

Koma had been pressing an indigo cloth to her brow since we started our 

walk, a nervous gesture that inclined me to begin with an easy question. “How old 

are you?”  

She glanced around and gripped the cloth in her hand. “Seventeen years,” 

she whispered. 

“You must miss your family in Gifu,” I ventured. 

She tilted her head to the side as though I were speaking a foreign tongue. I 

made it easier for her. “Can you tell me about your family, other than your sister?” 

The copper roof of the temple’s main building came into sight, along with 

the swell of monks’ chanting. Koma’s gaze shifted toward a Buddha statue nestled 

among the thick shiny leaves of a yuzu tree.  



“You needn’t worry about my telling Natsu or the abbess of our 

conversation. This is between us. I’m a novice, and no one listens to a novice.” That 

was not true, especially in my case. But I’d do my utmost to keep her secrets. 

Provided I could give the abbess a reasonable explanation for their arriving at our 

nunnery, and felt their presence would bring us no harm, I was open to concealing 

details.  

Koma fidgeted with the cloth. I sensed the tentative hand of her trust 

creeping toward me. “You can tell me anything,” I said lightly. “I’ll keep your 

secrets.”  

She stopped. We were feet away from the temple. The monks’ chanting 

thrummed the air. Koma’s shoulders shook, and tears darkened the indigo cloth 

pressed to her face. “But you’ll make me leave.”  

I took this as a confession of her status. “Is it because you’re eta?”   

She nodded and sniffled, then evacuated her nose into the cloth. “How did 

you know?” 

“You seemed uncomfortable being here.”  

Koma’s face crumbled yet again. “I’ve never been to a temple that wasn’t for 

eta. I’ve ruined everything.” 

I placed a reassuring hand on her bird-like shoulder. “What have you 

ruined?” 

“I’ve ruined our chances of joining the nunnery. Natsu is going to leave me.” 



Natsu’s lack of affection for Koma left me with little doubt of that possibility. 

“What about your family?” 

“My family is in Kawasaki, but I don’t wish to return to our village. I want to 

be with Natsu. I’ve never met anyone like her.” 

“Natsu-san isn’t eta, is she?” 

Koma shook her head. 

“How did you meet?” I was on the brink of discovery and found it difficult to 

keep the excitement from my voice.  

While Koma mustered courage, I spent my energy on placing one foot in 

front of the other on our way toward the monastery gardens. There were twice as 

many monks as nuns in the temple complex, and their garden was twice as large. 

Often, they asked us to weed for them. We never said no. 

“Natsu wouldn’t want me to say,” Koma mumbled. 

But I was willing to bet Koma wanted to speak of it. “I promise not to tell 

anyone about your being eta. I don’t believe you should be excluded from the 

nunnery based on your birth. It’s obvious you and Natsu are not sisters, and we 

must correct that falsehood for you to be accepted into our order. Let’s begin with 

the actual story of how you came to arrive here last night. Can you tell me?”  

Koma slapped a mosquito on her cheek, leaving a splat of dark blood. I 

waved my incense burner in front of her. We had about half an hour’s worth of 

katori-senko before the mosquitoes swarmed.  

“I’m not sure where to begin.” Koma let out a stuttering sigh. 



I settled on a straightforward question about the mysterious other sister, 

whose name Koma had used for Natsu. “Who is Suki-san?” 

“Why, Natsu is Suki.”  

“Then Suki is her real name?” 

Koma shook her head. “Her real name is Natsu, but when we first met, she 

was calling herself Suki because she couldn’t remember her name. Apparently, 

there is a Suki, and her father was a foreigner. Natsu, before she remembered her 

name, thought she had a foreign father because she spoke English. None of us 

believed her blood was half-foreign. Natsu doesn’t look it at all. But many girls lie.”  

I recalled Natsu’s aristocratic manner of speaking. She must have been well-

educated to speak English, then ended up alongside Koma as a servant or a 

prostitute—more likely—after having lost her memory. “It’s rare for us Japanese to 

have proficiency in a foreign tongue.” 

Koma pulled a weed from the monastery garden. If they ever found out an 

eta had tended to their gardens, I’d be banished to a nunnery in Kyushu. “Her 

English was perfect. All the foreign men said so.” 

Had Natsu and Koma worked at a brothel in Ginza? In Tsukiji? I proceeded 

with delicacy. “Natsu-san must have many foreign friends.” 

Koma nodded repeatedly. “After Natsu’s husband died, she lived in Ginza. 

She had many friends among the foreigners. When we went to Tsukiji, we had to be 

careful to avoid meeting her former friends.” 



“You went to Tsukiji?” I nearly chuckled at imagining Koma strolling the 

wide, tree-lined avenues of the foreign quarter. Natsu, on the other hand, had the 

bearing of a foreigner’s wife. 

“It was like the hillside in Yokohama with all the big houses, but larger and 

grander, and the people were so elegant.” 

Yokohama? I tucked that away. I needed to hear about Tsukiji. “How long 

were you there?” 

“Only a few hours. That was where Natsu got our kimonos. I’ve never worn 

anything so luxurious.” 

“They are beautiful garments.” Kimonos from the foreign quarter? Shouldn’t 

they have gotten one-piece dresses and worn them over corsets? The muscles of my 

abdomen clenched at the memory of wearing Western dresses. The details of 

Koma’s narrative had become scattered. I needed her to tell me everything in 

chronological order. 

 “Koma, could you start from the moment you met Natsu-san, or Suki-san as 

it were?” 

The monks chanting had ceased. They were probably headed back to the 

monastery to prepare the mid-afternoon meal. I led us toward the main temple 

building. What had possessed me to leave my cane at the nunnery? Pain emanated 

from the outside of my knee and up to my hip. I never walked this much. 

Tomorrow would be torture.  



“Certainly,” she replied and hastened her step. I managed to grab her arm 

before she was out of reach.  

Koma glanced at my twisted foot. “Your leg must make many things 

difficult.” 

“It does.”  

She offered me her arm for support, and I took it. She was sturdy, if tiny. 

“Please continue,” I spoke from between clenched teeth.  

“I met Natsu when she arrived at the brothel.” 

“Then, you were working at a brothel?”  

“I’d been at the brothel since I was fourteen. My family sold me, like a lot of 

other eta girls. But it was a good brothel in Yokohama. Men expected the women to 

be beautiful. I’m not beautiful like Natsu, but I’m good-looking enough and I’m a 

talented dancer. I can sing quite well.” Koma’s voice was melodic. “That earned me 

patrons who paid to keep me for themselves. It’s the best way to avoid the 

diseases.” She spoke as though I were a brothel newcomer in need of advice.  

“I imagine so. But how did Natsu-san come to arrive at the brothel?”  

“A few months ago, a yakuza gangster brought her to us. The madam took 

one look at Natsu and told the gangster to take her elsewhere. Natsu was older than 

most of us girls, and she looked like she’d been dragged from a river, which she 

had. The gangster said she’d tried to kill herself.  

“Our madam usually wants nothing to do with women who look like 

drowned rats, but Natsu spoke English. She also understood Japanese, even though 



she couldn’t speak it. When we asked her where she was from, she said, ‘Tokyo’ in 

an accent like a foreigner. Then we asked her name, and she understood what we 

meant but said in English her name was Suki Mal…” Koma drew her brows 

together. “I can never remember the rest of her name. We thought she must be 

half-foreign with a name like that and speaking English, but she doesn’t look 

foreign. Our Japanese blood is very powerful, so it was possible she was half foreign 

even though she didn’t appear so.” 

“She could have a foreign grandfather.” 

Koma tilted her head to the side. “But she doesn’t.” 

“I see. Please continue.” 

“With cheeks and lips rouged and shimmering in a pretty kimono, Natsu 

became beautiful again. She spoke English to our foreign patrons, and they 

translated her English to Japanese for us. She claimed to be a schoolteacher in 

Tokyo and told us she was a newspaper reporter for the foreign quarter. She said 

she wrote articles about gossip.” Koma shrugged. “I suppose that’s what foreigners 

like to read.  

“She cried, a lot. We all thought she was upset because she’d been a 

schoolteacher, and now she was a whore. Even though her patrons were foreign 

and most treated her like a princess, she was miserable. When she left the brothel, 

she told me she cried because she was frustrated at not having her memories.” 

We rounded the main temple building to the pond. Bright pink lotus flowers, 

their fine petals hosting iridescent water droplets, lay unfurled on floating leaves. 



Koma was a strong young woman to have taken my weight on her arm, but we 

needed to conserve our energy to get back to the nunnery for the midday meal. 

“Koma-san, would you mind if we rested here?” 

She looked around the pond to the benches on the opposite side. “Shall we 

sit over there?” 

“I’d like to.”  

Koma placed a steadying arm around my waist and took us to the benches. 

After we’d settled on the cool stone, I asked, “Do you know why Natsu-san didn’t 

have her memories?” 

Koma ran the cloth across her damp forehead. I must have been quite a 

burden. “Her memories got lost when she threw herself in the river. Then, two days 

ago, the day before we came to the nunnery, they returned. We were at the 

Honmoku festival, the one where they make the straw figures with the head of a 

horse and the body of a turtle, and then toss them into the sea.” 

“Ridding the town of evil by sending it out to sea?”  

“Yes. They do it every year. Afterward, there are fireworks. This year we took 

places near to where they were shooting off the fireworks and the boom nearly 

deafened us. Then there was this really loud cracking sound I thought would ruin 

my ears for good. It shook the seashore like an earthquake. Someone shouted there 

was going to be a tsunami, and we panicked. Everyone was screaming and running 

in all directions. Then, suddenly, Natsu could speak Japanese.” 

“That must have been an enormous firework.” 



“It was beautiful, like a thousand purple seashells dancing in the sky.” Koma 

raised her hand as she spoke, tracing the image on the pond’s haze.  

“What did Natsu-san say once she could talk?” 

“We learned all about her. You’ve heard the way she speaks. She speaks like 

you, which is not how I speak or anyone else at the brothel speaks.” 

“I was educated to speak this way. So was Natsu, I imagine.” 

“I could never speak like you.” 

While true, Koma was an articulate young woman. Despite the crudeness of 

her manner, particularly her use of the word, “you,” she was conveying the 

information I needed. “You speak quite well. I’d like to hear more about Natsu-

san.” 

Koma gave me a shy smile. Had she never been complimented on her 

speaking?  

“Natsu told us she was the widow of a man called Gentaro Watanabe and 

needed to return to her home in Tokyo on Ginza Boulevard. Well, our madam was 

not pleased. She’d clothed and fed Natsu, introduced her to men who had given her 

presents and jewelry. Natsu owed our madam money. She told the madam she had 

money in Tokyo, but no one believed her. Who would throw herself into a river if 

she had money? She said it was because of this woman called Suki Mal—whatever 

her name was, which was the name she’d taken. You see, Suki seduced the man 

Natsu was supposed to marry. I can’t imagine how gorgeous and charming this 

Suki must be to steal Natsu’s lover. Natsu is perfection. All the foreigners who came 



to the brothel wanted to be with Natsu. Her English is perfect, and she is quite good 

at telling jokes and filling cups and pipes, and pretending she enjoys the men’s 

company.”  

I relished Koma’s details about brothel life, especially since I had in mind to 

petition we use our nunnery’s generous endowment to help women who worked in 

such establishments. But we needed to return for the midday meal, and Koma’s 

story seemed as though it had lengths to go. I’d have to hasten her tale. “How did 

you get to Tokyo?” 

Koma smiled as bright as the midday sun. “I saved us.” Ah. That explained 

why, despite the risk of begging for shelter with an eta, Natsu brought Koma with 

her. “Natsu was adamant about not bedding another patron until she knew whether 

her foreign lover had betrayed her and married Suki. As we were walking back to 

the brothel from the fireworks, Natsu told me of her desire to escape. I couldn’t 

believe she was confiding in me. I’m not the cleverest girl. But I can come up with 

good plans.”  

“She must trust you immensely,” I said. 

Koma’s cheeks turned a darker shade of pink. “We were fortunate it was a 

festival day. That’s when the brothel is rowdier. There’s more sake and singing, and 

men get ideas about what would please them, and it always ends up being more 

than a simple fuck.” Koma slapped a hand against her mouth.  

I tried not to widen my eyes and fought the flames that licked my cheeks at 

hearing the crude language. 



“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that around you.” 

I met her stricken gaze with softness. I needed her to keep talking. What did 

men request when they wanted more than a simple… fornication? Was it slow like 

when Ryu pressed hot, swollen kisses into my mouth? Was it like the time he eased 

the obi off my hips and gazed at my nakedness trembling with desire for his touch? 

“You can tell me anything, Koma-san. I’m not offended.” 

She let her shoulders fall. “I’m so grateful.” 

“Please be frank,” I encouraged. “I’d like to hear about the night you left the 

brothel.” 

Koma nodded. “When everyone was in the middle of a singing game, I 

spilled a bottle of sake on my kimono, on purpose. The madam was busy counting 

her patrons and her coins, and I excused myself to change. I raced to the third floor 

and grabbed two of our daytime kimonos, then went back downstairs to the room 

where Natsu always took her patrons. There I removed my wet kimono and hid in 

her closet. 

“Her patron was an old fool, and Natsu had made certain he’d had his fill of 

sake, which took some time because he was a foreigner, and a large one at that. By 

the time she got him to the room, he had no objections to lying down. She’d already 

told him there would be a surprise in her room. When she slid open the closet door, 

there I was, naked with a bowl of jasmine-scented oil.” 

Koma paused. I followed her gaze to a rather large kabuto beetle trudging 

across the dirt pathway in front of us. Its long, splayed horn pointed at a nearby 



oak tree. If we startled the creature, it would take to the air, and I didn’t wish for 

the horned beetle to end up on my bald head, as happened to one of our novices 

this year.  

Koma must have felt similarly. She remained silent until it’d passed. “My 

brother kept them when we were children,” she said with a small laugh. “They 

would fly all over the house. I hated them.” Her words were tinged with 

melancholy. “But I need to tell you what else happened. Don’t worry, there’s not 

much about the oil. I started at his feet, and he was asleep before I got to his knees, 

which was just as well. We would’ve been there all night trying to get him stiff. He 

was so drunk.” 

I nodded my understanding, although I’d never heard of such a thing 

happening to a man in his cups.  

“We secured his wrists and ankles with hemp rope. Then we changed into 

the day kimonos. Natsu took her patron’s yen from his satchel, which ended up 

being enough for several meals and train tickets to Tokyo. Then we left through the 

back entrance.  

“Natsu gave the kitchen maids jeweled hair combs for their silence, and they 

must have stayed silent, at least for the remainder of the night, because we spent 

several hours walking around Yokohama until we got on the morning train to 

Tokyo. Nothing happened to make us think we were being pursued.” 

“Had you been to Tokyo previously?” 



“Never. I hadn’t been on a train until yesterday morning. I was terrified, but 

then it was easy to sit there and be carried so comfortably across the land. I never 

want to go back to Yokohama or the brothel. I want to stay in Tokyo and live at the 

nunnery. This place is like heaven.” 

Our temple must seem like paradise compared to the places where Koma 

had spent her life. I’d have to invent many falsehoods to get permission for her to 

live with us. A story about eta, suicide attempts, and jasmine-scented oil wouldn’t 

sit well on the abbess’ delicate ears. “What made you decide to come here?” 

“Natsu decided after we went to Tsukiji. When we first arrived in Tokyo, we 

took a rickshaw to Natsu’s apartments in Ginza. She was hoping to get money from 

the doorman. He was the one who pulled her from the river on the night she tried 

to kill herself. Then he sold her to the gangsters. She thought the money belonged 

to her, rightfully so. But he wasn’t there, and the present doorman told us Natsu’s 

apartments had been turned over to the government since everyone assumed the 

war widow had died. 

“Then we went to Tsukiji. Natsu wanted to speak with her foreign lover, so 

we hid in a neighbor’s garden where we could see into his house. Natsu pointed out 

his niece and nephew, who’d recently arrived in Tokyo. But she didn’t see her lover. 

Finally, she went to the servant’s door and the housekeeper, who Natsu hated, said 

that her lover was going to marry Suki.” Koma furrowed her brow as though 

personally pained by the news. 



“How devastating for her,” I remarked with much sympathy. Foreigners 

conducted themselves selfishly with little thought to the shame and 

disappointment they brought to others. Such was their independent spirit.  

“Natsu is strong. She said nothing about her lover. After that, we went to 

newspaper offices in Tsukiji. The owner owed Natsu a favor, many favors actually, 

because he never printed a letter Natsu wrote about the owners of a brothel. He, or 

his lover, was supposed to put it in the newspaper. But it never got printed, which 

made Natsu angry. You see, if Natsu’s letter had made it into the newspaper, then 

some men would’ve been afraid of her and would’ve given her money to stay quiet 

about secrets she knew. Then we wouldn’t have had to seek help from the nunnery. 

You can understand why she was upset.” 

It sounded like Natsu had failed to blackmail brothel owners, which 

certainly could lead to distress. “I understand. Did the newspaperman give her 

money as a favor?” 

“A little, I think. She almost killed him. When he saw her, I thought he was 

going to keel over and die. Apparently, everyone thought she was dead. His 

housekeeper brought us a meal and tea while we waited in his office and watched 

the university students drinking sake and Western spirits. As the sun was setting, 

the newspaperman returned with kimonos and sandals for us.  

“After that, we went to a park and beat one another.” Koma grimaced and 

clenched the cloth. “It was awful. I love Natsu. I didn’t want to use that stick.” 



“I know you didn’t want to hurt her.” It must have been horrifying for Koma 

to inflict harm on Natsu. As for Natsu, I wondered whether the experience had 

affected her at all. As long as Koma remained devoted to Natsu, her spirit would be 

miserable. “After you left the park, you came here?” 

Koma nodded. “Can we stay?” 

Natsu and Koma would end up in a brothel by the end of the night if the 

abbess learned what Koma had told me. “It’s clear you have nowhere else to go.” 

“Natsu said we should live as nuns until she thinks of a way for us to have 

ordinary lives in Tokyo. She said it could take a long time, Maybe years.” 

I wasn’t surprised to hear of their plans to stay at the nunnery until another 

option presented itself. Mine weren’t all that different. I’d come to the nunnery to 

escape marrying the son of my father’s acquaintance. Someone I’d known my entire 

life and resented for his bullying ways. Everyone thought I’d temper his hostility 

with my soothing nature. I refused him the only way I could. I came here. 

I never intended to devote my life to the order. I always thought my father 

would recognize his mistake and relent in his opposition to my becoming a 

physician. But I’d been here for over a year, and still he hadn’t acquiesced. Ryu said 

he would allow me to be a physician. But I remained uncertain about trading my 

wifely affections for an education. And what if I did? What if I so enjoyed being 

Ryu’s wife and bearing his children that my desire to become a physician was 

smothered under the weight of familial love? 

Had I been born male, I’d already be learning the medical arts.  



I bristled at the injustice, but the gesture was futile. Injustice was 

everywhere. Even at the temple, women couldn’t escape inequality between the 

sexes. Nuns weren’t permitted to conduct our own rituals. We had to get a priest or 

monk to conduct them for us. We weren’t allowed to engage in lengthy meditations. 

Gods forbid we achieve enlightenment before the monks. They ate meat and 

decided whether to keep their tonsure or grow hair. Were we to do the same, we 

would be reviled as impure. Even our abbess had to bow with reverence to a novice 

monk, who only had to nod back.  

Women and eta alike deserved fairness. If Natsu and Koma wished to be 

nuns, then their wish should be fulfilled.  

“I can speak to—”  

The gong for the midday meal rang through the temple complex. “We should 

be going.” I stood, and Koma followed, supporting me with her arm as she’d done 

before. 

Once we were underway, I finished my thought. “I’ll speak to the abbess on 

your behalf.”   

“Natsu will be happy to hear you’re going to help us.” 

After the midday meal, I’d confer with Natsu and get the story she wished 

me to tell. 

*** 

Koma and I plodded around the temple, through the monastery gardens and the 

nunnery gardens. We arrived well after the midday meal had started and rinsed our 



feet with water that had been kept cool in the shade of the nunnery’s eaves. Then 

we doused our hands in the basin outside the refectory. I was drying my hands with 

a clean cloth when Natsu came upon us. 

 Koma, who’d already completed her ablutions, rushed to Natsu’s side. 

Before she could speak, Natsu stopped her with a glare, then turned to me. “I’d like 

a word with you, Setsu, novice nun,” she announced, her tone imperious. 

The antagonism tore through me. I was prepared to assist her in taking a 

place at the nunnery and she’d approached me as though I were the enemy. “I’d 

certainly—”  

“Setsu is going to help us,” Koma said, her hands pressed together at her 

chest. “I told her everything, and she doesn’t care. She’s going to help us stay at the 

nunnery.” 

“How dare you,” Natsu hissed, then pulled back her hand and slapped Koma 

across the face. The young woman let out a gasp and covered her cheek. “I told you 

I’d take care of everything.”  

Koma broke into choked sobs. The light sounds blended into the summer 

cacophony of screeching cicadas and buzzing insects. “I was only trying to help.” 

Tears fell from behind her palmed hands. 

I faced Natsu. “I understand you don’t trust me. But you needn’t worry 

about my knowing the truth. Koma is right, I’m going to help you.” With everyone 

eating the midday meal, there was little chance of us being overheard, but I wasn’t 

interested in taking any chances with the knowledge Koma had imparted. As much 



as it pained my sorry leg to take even one more step, I’d have to take it. I addressed 

Koma, “Please join the nuns in the refectory. If anyone asks, tell them Natsu-san is 

leading me back to my room so I can rest after a difficult morning. They’ll 

understand.”  

“Your leg?” Natsu asked with a condescending gaze at my deformed foot.  

“If you would be so kind as to help me back to my room, I’d very much 

appreciate it.”  

Koma bowed. “Thank you so much, Setsu,” she said, then scurried into the 

refectory. I was curious about how she would explain the bright red mark on her 

cheek, but I didn’t feel much worry. Koma was a resourceful young woman. 

Natsu’s gaze ran the length of my body. “What kind of help do you need, my 

novice nun? Am I to throw you over my shoulder and haul you back to the 

dormitory like a hunter returning with the evening feast?” 

I was more than a piece of flesh, and we nuns didn’t eat meat. It was a 

devious insult. “Your arm will do,” I replied. 

Natsu held out her arm, and I wrapped mine through the crook of her elbow. 

I was going to need a lot of support to make it back to my room. Inching us to the 

far end of the main nunnery building, I found words through pain like knives 

slicing my hip. “You didn’t need to hurt Koma like that. She adores you, and as she 

said before, I’ve already decided to help you.” 

“Oh, you’ll help us. I’ve made sure of it.” Natsu grinned like a fat cat who’d 

eaten her fill. “I know all about you, Setsu, and your monk. What’s his name? Ryu? 



I read all about it in your diary.” She stroked my arm in a gesture of superiority. If 

only I could’ve thrown her off. “What would your abbess say if she discovered your 

affair?” 

The abbess would tell me I’d have to choose between being a nun and taking 

a husband. I couldn’t carry on a relationship with Ryu until I’d left our order. Then 

she’d tell the monastery’s abbot about our liaisons. He’d order Ryu to marry me or 

cease seeing me. Ryu wouldn’t have to leave his order. Monks and priests could 

marry and have families. Naturally, it was different for women. The world spared 

men a great number of difficult choices but didn’t hesitate to dish them out for us. 

The plate before me held plenty of choices, not all of them difficult. Yes, I’d 

lie to the abbess on behalf of Natsu and Koma. No, I’d never fault them for having 

labored at a brothel or blackmailing a newspaperman. No, I didn’t wish to be 

cloistered at the nunnery any longer, stealing moments of illicit affection with Ryu. 

Yes, I’d become a physician and a wife, and even a mother.  

Yes, I’d marry Ryu. 

There was really only a single difficult choice before me, and this was due to 

weakness in controlling my rage: Would I forgive Natsu?  

I hated her for reading my diary. She’d sneaked into my room and rifled 

through my meager belongings, then somehow found the hidden compartment in 

my dresser. She’d read my thoughts laid plain on paper. I wanted to burn every 

page for having bared the parts of my life I guarded most fiercely. I wanted to burn 

her for knowing me as she did. I would burn her. I couldn’t forgive. 



I let my weight press into her arm. “The abbess wouldn’t approve of my 

relations with Ryu as she wouldn’t approve of your having spread your legs for 

countless numbers of men at a brothel. She isn’t going to appreciate being lied to 

about Koma being your sister.” 

Natsu angled her head, and her breath brushed my temple. “The abbess will 

learn none of it. Do you understand?” 

Natsu had orchestrated a treacherous scheme to ensure I needed her silence 

as much as she needed mine. “What would you have me tell the abbess about your 

reasons for seeking shelter with us?” 

Natsu pulled me toward the dormitory entrance at a pace I was able to 

match only because anger had obliterated my physical pain. “Tell her my sister and 

I had been lodging with relations, as our family resides in Gifu. The man of the 

house forced himself on Koma, and I refused to tolerate it, so he beat us. Fearing 

for our lives, we came here. Then you’ll tell the abbess we’d like to remain here as 

nuns and shave our heads and pray and sew and do all manner of activities carried 

out here.” Upon finishing, Natsu released me from her arm. 

Immediately, I stumbled. “Wait,” I cried. My hip muscle seized, and I had no 

means to shift the dense weight of my leg. Flailing, I grabbed hold of a post at the 

dormitory entrance and saved myself from landing face-first on the flagstones. “I 

could’ve fallen,” I hissed. “Is that what you wanted?” 

“You didn’t fall.” She gazed at me with obvious indifference.  



Compassion had never graced her spirit. She didn’t know love. She’d never 

known love. The defining emotion of her life had been desperation, and its twin, 

loneliness. She thought only of herself because it was all she could manage. 

Whatever tragedy had befallen her as a child to leave her in such straits was beyond 

my comprehension, and I had no inclination to explore its horrifying terrain.  

I had little compassion for her. This thought unraveled the twisted strands of 

my fury at her stealing my diary. Still, I wouldn’t forgive her. She could never truly 

be sorry. Were I to extend my forgiveness, she’d hurt me again.  

Natsu folded her hands and leveled her gaze with mine. “The truth is, I’m 

tired. I’m tired of running. I’m tired of making people do what I want. It’s 

exhausting. Won’t you tell the abbess that I need to be here?” 

“I’ll ask the abbess to accept you and Koma.” That had been my decision 

before I learned of Natsu stealing my diary, and it remained my decision for 

Koma’s sake above all else. I’d tolerate Natsu for as long as I remained at the 

nunnery, which wouldn’t be long.  

Ryu and I would be married before autumn’s bright moon hung heavy in the 

night sky.  

Natsu sighed, seemingly with genuine relief. “For your entreaty on my 

behalf, I owe you a favor. What would you have me do?” 

Of course, she owed me. Someone like her trusted only the rules of 

reciprocity. “Take care of Koma.”  



“Koma and those other girls live a horrid existence in the brothels. I’ll take 

care of her, and others like her.” Her eyes glimmered with discovery. She curled her 

lips into a bright smile.  

I watched as Natsu found her way into the nunnery. 


