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         “Aren’t we kind of the opposite of Adam and Eve?” a boyfriend once asked me, long ago.

         I was twenty years old and had taken this boyfriend home at a time when I knew nobody would be in.

         I had been dozing off in sheets that were infused with our body heat and opened my eyes a crack as this curious question came fluttering down along with the sound of the rain outside.

         “What do you mean, the opposite?”

         “Well, look, Adam and Eve ate the forbidden fruit and were banished from paradise, right? Like, they were the first man and woman ever to have sex. So supposing humans were headed back to paradise and there was a last couple to ever have sex, they’d be the opposite of Adam and Eve, wouldn’t they?”2

         “Is that what happened?” I responded sleepily. “There I was thinking that Adam ate the fruit of good and evil and then had to go out to work to get food to eat, while Eve was made to suffer even worse pain in childbirth. Or something like that.”

         “Oh, really?” he said, and lit up a cigarette. “But then, don’t we only know about pleasure and shame because Adam ate the fruit? I’ve always had this image of you being the last Eve, Amane. I mean, while everyone else is returning to paradise, you’re the last human left having sex.”

         “What the hell? That’s creepy! It sounds like a curse.”

         “Well anyway, that’s how it feels to me.” He stroked my hair.

         “No way!”

         I laughed, but it felt like a curse had seeped into my body and stuck under my skin and wouldn’t go away.

         Dawn that morning was accompanied by the sound of heavy rain, just like the day I was born.
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         Until I went to elementary school, I lived entirely in a world my mother had created.

         I did go to daycare, but I don’t remember much about it. What comes to mind when I think back to that time is the small old wooden house in Chiba where I lived with my mother, just the two of us.

         My parents had divorced and my father had already left home by the time I was in daycare, but there were photos of him all over the house—on the TV stand, on my mother’s vanity, everywhere. My mother would open up an album stuffed with photos of him holding me as a baby and tell me over and over, “Daddy loved you, you know, Amane.”

         The house had been left to us by my grandmother when she died. From outside it looked like a typical Japanese house, 6but inside it was decorated in a Western style, with red carpet throughout, darkened with age.

         Red was my mother’s favorite color. There was a small red sofa in the living room, and the curtains were patterned with red flowers. When night fell, a small glass lamp emitted a dim red light. The interior was tastelessly mismatched, with an old paper shoji behind the red sofa, but my mother would always say, “Red is the color of love, that’s why I like it.”

         My mother put a bed in the small upstairs tatami room, and she slept in that while I slept on a futon spread out on the floor beside it. She liked to tell me about how she and my father had first met, and it always sounded like something out of a fairytale.

         “Mummy and Daddy loved each other very much, Amane. And it’s because we fell in love, got married, and lived happily together that you were born.”

         “Uh huh,” I said obediently.

         She would turn the pages of the album like it was a picture book. The tall, timid-looking young man with an earnest face in the photos was my father, she told me. I didn’t feel any connection to him, but in this house with just the two of us, what she said was absolute.

         “We as good as eloped, you know. We really, really loved each other.”

         “Yes.”

         “When you grow up, Amane, you too will marry the man you love and have his baby. It’ll be such a cute child.”

         7In addition to that album, the house was full of dog-eared old picture books that contained tales about princes and princesses falling in love and living happily ever after. I wanted nice new books like we had in daycare, but I was always flatly rejected when I begged for these.

         “Amane, you too will one day fall in love, get married, and have children, just like Mummy and Daddy. And the two of you will live happily bringing up your precious children. Do you understand?”

         “Uh huh.”

         She was always in a good mood when I listened to her meekly. I didn’t like daycare much, and my mother’s world was everything to me.

         And so I grew up absorbing into my body the “right” world, as provided by my mother.

         As I started nodding off, the warmth of my mother’s body, the sensation of her soft breast pushing against my cheek, and her monotone whisper all grew slowly more distant. Through my closed eyelids, I could sense the light from the red lamp she had placed on the floor. I always felt as though I was being sucked into that red light as I fell asleep.

         
             

         

         The first time I fell in love was with a boy I saw on TV, back when I was still going to daycare.

         In any romance, there is always a specific moment when you fall in love. Until that moment, I had simply found the program entertaining enough that I made a point of turning on 8the TV to watch it every week because so many of the other children in daycare liked it.

         It was a popular animation series, and every Thursday evening I was glued to the TV like all the other children my age.

         The story was about a seven-thousand-year-old immortal boy who little by little restored colors to the world after they had been stolen from it.

         To begin with, I thought the show was weird, as the screen started off completely dark, and you could only hear a voice.

         Eventually, though, Lapis restored “white,” and the screen became black and white. That’s when I saw his face for the first time. He had sharp, catlike eyes and the appearance of a fourteen-year-old boy.

         As the story progressed, Lapis restored all the colors to the world one by one. Yellow, purple, green … and when he restored red, I was shocked to see blood coming from his body.

         Then blue was restored, and the sky and sea all at once took on color. And I couldn’t stop crying after the scene in which Lapis’s eyes finally turned blue.

         Even after losing an arm and a leg, Lapis kept battling to save the show’s heroine. When he still kept fighting even after his face was cut and he had only one finger left, his blood filling the screen as the heroine screamed, I lost my heart to that immortal boy.

         9A mysterious throbbing and a pain like hot needles being stuck into my heart swept through me for the first time ever. The feeling didn’t subside even when I tried to sleep, and I couldn’t get the image of the boy out of my mind.

         By the time color was fully restored to the world, Lapis’s body was in pieces, and he was taken to a research lab where an elderly scientist carried out an operation to put him back together again. Even though I knew he was immortal, I was so worried about whether he would actually come back that I couldn’t sleep.

         By the time the operation was successful and Lapis appeared on the screen again at last, I was no longer able to look straight into those blue eyes.

         My body was flushed, and I had a strange ticklish feeling all over as though my skin was being stimulated from underneath. My heart hurt so much I thought I might be ill. It was really odd. All I was doing was watching TV, and I couldn’t work out why it was having such a strange effect on my body. My entire body was demanding to meet this boy.

         “Mummy, I really want to meet him,” I begged.

         “You can’t because he doesn’t exist,” she answered off-handedly, and chuckled as she got on with folding the laundry.

         It felt like she was making fun of me and trying to discourage me. But the idea that he didn’t exist merely dredged up an even hotter lump from deep within my entrails.

         I immediately understood. I understood that the boy was exactly who he was, including the fact that I could never meet 10him. And I also understood that I was in love with everything about him.

         The mysterious pain and sensation of blood pumping through my body did not subside. I understood that being infected with this kind of throbbing pain was what we call romantic love.

         I realized that I was in love for the first time, with someone who lived inside a story.

         
             

         

         I was in a sex education class in the fourth year of elementary school when I discovered that I had been conceived by an abnormal method.

         The day before we were due to have our first sex education class, my mother showed me an old, faded brown book, pointing at illustrations of bodies while she explained how she and my father had made me. I felt a bit grossed out, but she told me it was part of my education, so I listened intently.

         In the sex education class the next day, though, I was taught something completely different. We were made to watch endless videos about the mechanism of artificial insemination and the mystery of bringing a new life into the world.

         At first I thought maybe my mother had been lying to me. Surely the teacher wouldn’t tell us anything false?

         At the end of the class the teacher said gently that if there was anything we didn’t understand, we should go to see her, and so after school I secretly went to ask her about it.

         11After listening to me, she looked perplexed. “Um, well … long ago lots of people used to get pregnant that way.

         I’m sure your mom just wanted you to learn about the history of scientific progress.”

         “No, she said that that was how I was born.”

         “Ah … well, um …”

         “Is my mom weird? Maybe she’s making it up?”

         “Hmm. I know, we have a home visit coming up, so let me talk to her about it then. I’m sure she’s just keen for you to study hard, Amane.”

         But when my teacher came on the home visit, my mother told her frankly that she’d got pregnant with me through sexual intercourse with my father. The flabbergasted teacher let this slip to her colleagues, and now the teachers’ lounge was buzzing with it.

         Before long the story had spread to the PTA, and a boy taunted me about it, using vulgar language. “You were born after your mom and dad did it, weren’t you? That’s incest. Ugh, it’s so gross!” he said, pretending to puke.

         I couldn’t say anything to that. I was trying harder than anyone else to stop myself from puking.

         Seeing me go bright red and hang my head, the teacher quickly came over.

         “Don’t say that!” she scolded the boy. “In the past, everybody used to do it.”

         But the teacher herself had started everything by saying how disgusting it was, so she wasn’t fooling anyone.

         12I had no idea how long ago “long ago” had been—and I also now realized that our red home was a locked room where we lived surrounded by a past frozen in time.

         After that, I went to the library every day to learn everything I could about “proper” sex.

         
            Humans are the only animal that breeds through scientific means.

            Research into artificial insemination progressed rapidly during World War II as a result of the crisis caused by men leaving for the front and the consequent drastic reduction in the number of children. However, the provision of semen by men who had left for the front enabled many women back home to become pregnant and have children by means of artificial insemination.

            After the war, research into artificial insemination continued to develop. Insemination by artificial means was safer and, with an overwhelmingly higher success rate than copulation, this technology has spread from developed countries to the entire world, and now breeding through copulation has all but disappeared.

            Copulation is no longer needed for breeding, but we can see a relic of it in the romantic feelings people experience even now when reaching maturity. People fall in love with characters from books, 13animations, and manga, as well as with other people, and these feelings are similar to those during copulation. If their romantic feelings deepen they become sexually excited, in which case they satisfy this urge through masturbation. Some people satisfy their urge in a similar way to the copulation of old, through the joining of their sexual organs (known as “sex”).

            Now that pregnancy and childbirth occur by scientific means, they are separate from romantic love. When someone wants to have children, they find a partner, then the woman is artificially inseminated and gives birth to the baby in a hospital. The science is not yet sufficiently advanced for men to conceive, so currently the only option is for the woman to carry the pregnancy. Recently, research into artificial wombs has been progressing, and there are hopes that both men and older women no longer able to conceive with their own womb will also soon be able to carry pregnancies to term.

         

         The more books I read and the more I learned about the proper way to procreate, the more doubts I had. Why had my mother gone to all the trouble of deliberately removing the contraceptive device and copulating in order to get pregnant instead of just being artificially inseminated with my father’s sperm? Just thinking about it made me feel nauseous.

         14I no longer spoke much with my mother. She seemed to sense something was wrong, since she stopped constantly bringing up the subject of primitive copulation with me.

         One winter’s day in the third semester, she was braiding my hair.

         “Why did you do it?” I couldn’t help asking her.

         “What? Is something wrong, Amane?”

         “Mom, why didn’t you use the normal method to get pregnant with me?”

         She gulped and paused her hands, but after a moment she breathed out and continued with the braiding.

         “I had a hunch this was coming,” she said in a low voice.

         I didn’t know whether this was an answer, or whether she was talking to herself.

         “Look, Amane, it’s raining again, just like the day you were born. Back then it was pouring with rain that smelled of summer,” she said lightly, and abruptly let go of my hair. “I can’t do the braids properly, the right one is thicker than the left one. You’re a big girl now, you can do it yourself.”

         It’s not as if I ever asked her to do it, I thought grumpily, and went to school with my hair done up in a bun.

         “You look kind of grown-up today, Amane,” a friend complimented me.

         My mother had always done my hair in girly styles, like a French braid or regular braids, so it must have seemed like a fresh look.

         15“Yes. I won’t have little-girl hair anymore,” I answered, pouting.

         I had to leave the walled garden my mother had created. I felt, somehow, that I had already taken a step into a new world.

         
             

         

         Now that I knew what proper sex was, I was relieved that I’d fallen in love with Lapis. Just imagine if I’d taken my mother’s words to heart and fallen in love with a real-life boy!

         By the time I got to fifth grade, just about all my classmates were in love with girls or boys from anime or manga.

         It was fashionable to buy a cute travel card case and keep pictures cut out from magazines of your crush inside, and then secretly show it only to your closest, most special friends.

         When you and a friend were both in love with the same character, it brought you closer together. I was still in love with Lapis, but the TV series had finished, so I couldn’t see him anymore, and none of my friends now kept pictures of him in their travel card cases. I was overjoyed, therefore, when my best friend Yumi showed me a cutout picture of him on the classroom balcony after school. We danced around holding hands, commenting on the beautiful color of his eyes and how he had such a charming and sweet boyish voice.

         Sometimes I kept chatting with Yumi until the five-o’clock chime, and got a severe telling-off from my mother 16when I got home. I was happy that someone else loved Lapis and that I’d found this out because I loved him too.

         The limited first edition set of discs in bright-blue packaging in which Lapis lived were carefully lined up on my desk in order from the first episode. I always watched these on the small computer in my bedroom. The whirring of the disc inside my computer sounded like his footsteps approaching me.

         When I saw him, the hot lump that had formed within me began creeping around my body, and this feeling continued for some time even after I’d turned off the screen and crawled into bed.

         It was a mysterious sensation, as though I’d been infected with a pleasurable pain that lived in me like a parasite. This sweet pain moved around inside my body. My chest, my back, the back of my neck, the area below my belly button … even the tips of my toes sometimes hurt.

         It felt like I was being bitten inside by Lapis. This delighted me, but it also hurt. As I got older and the sweet pain grew more intense, naturally I had to learn how to eject it from my body.

         Just before summer vacation, I was at home watching him on my computer.

         The sweet pain had been intensifying within me, and it really felt like I was getting sick. The inside of my skin tingled all over my body, but still I couldn’t stop looking at him. Staring at him was all I could do. The movement of his eyebrows, the number of times he blinked, the way the breeze ruffled 17his hair, the tiniest gesture of his fingertips—I watched all of it, committing it to memory.

         It occurred to me that I might be able to reduce the pain a little by wrapping my bedsheets around me.

         Wearing earphones on a long cord connected to my computer, I snuggled into bed listening to his voice. Wanting to touch and feel him, I twisted the sheet around my legs.

         In my body, an organ I’d never used before was throbbing. As if obeying the voice of that organ, I tensed my legs tangled up in the sheet. My body hurt inside, at the point just below my belly button.

         I shook my stiffened legs, and had the sensation that all the blood in my body was fizzing and popping, then all the strength drained out of me.

         Sex, something I’d only ever read about in old books, must be what had just happened between me and Lapis, I thought.

         I roused my body from the languorous feeling I’d been left with after the pleasure had evaporated, scanned the bookcase, and took out the small booklet I’d been given in my health and physical education class.

         I turned the pages until I came to the part where, under the words “The Female Body,” there was a drawing of a mysterious organ that looked like an insect’s face.

         When I’d read the booklet, I hadn’t been able to understand that these things—the uterus, ovaries, fallopian tubes, vagina—were all there in my own body. It was the same way I 18didn’t really comprehend that things like the liver and pancreas were actually inside of me. They were all distant organs and would stay that way forever, I thought.

         I traced the black lines of the illustration with my finger. The part of my lower body that had felt so hot was the middle bit of this insect face, I now understood. Written there was “uterus.”

         The person I loved who lived in a story had grabbed hold of my uterus and given it a good shake. The body of someone I couldn’t touch physically had, in that moment, become connected with my body.

         For the first time, I was aware that the mysterious, complex organ in the illustration actually existed in my lower abdomen. It asserted its existence by shaking up my cells from inside my body, just like my heart when I ran or my bladder when I needed to pee.

         The feelings of my heart and bladder were familiar, but the throbbing and pain in my uterus was a physical sensation I’d never felt before. I was genuinely delighted that my body could gain access to Lapis by a means other than just looking.

         My uterus was still throbbing a little, and I felt lethargic and a bit feverish. That was proof that Lapis and I had joined our bodies, I thought. This organ of mine was meant for Lapis and me to physically connect our bodies, I thought, gently stroking my belly.

         
             

         

         19After this strange experience, I was so tired I fell asleep right away. I totally forgot about my homework and was told off by the teacher the next day.

         Yumi asked me, “What happened, Amane? It’s unlike you to forget to do your homework,” but I couldn’t bring myself to explain. How could I tell anyone that I’d been busy having sex with a fictional boy?

         “Amane, you’ve got a stain on your skirt,” Yumi whispered in my ear. I rushed to the toilet and found my underpants and thighs covered in blood.

         I was shocked. My body was still immature, and I’d thought getting my period would be a long way off in the future.

         Maybe my body had grown up all of a sudden after I connected it with Lapis yesterday. When I thought of it like that, the blood staining my thighs suddenly seemed precious.

         I went to the school infirmary and was given pads and underwear for periods, and changed into sweatpants. When I got home I told my mother straight away that I had got my period, and we went together to the hospital to get a contraceptive device fitted. It hurt a bit, but I was pleased when the doctor told me with a smile, “So you’re an adult now.”

         My mother kept quiet. She hadn’t really wanted me to get the contraceptive device fitted, but it was compulsory, so she reluctantly went along with it.

         It didn’t hurt for long, and I was proud that my body was at last grown-up. 20

         
             

         

         Going on to junior high, everyone had their own ways of being in love with boys from their favorite stories. Some girls drew pictures of their crushes so they could touch them, while others dressed up like their boyfriends so they could have contact by becoming them.

         And boys also had their own ways of being in love with girls from stories.

         Our sexuality developed in a sterile space.

         There were about five or six kids in my class who were in love with a real person, but they all hung out together. Most of us had clean love with story characters.

         Personally, I had always been in love with Lapis and always would be, I thought. I was too fastidious in my sexuality to fall in love with a real person. I believed I would reach adulthood without ever falling in love with a real person. Then I would be artificially inseminated and have a baby and live with my family while continuing to fall in love with fictional characters. I had no grounds for believing this to be the only future for myself, but I did, never doubting it.

         
             

         

         After-school club activities were compulsory at my school. The art club had become the de facto “go-home club,” the place for those pupils uninterested in joining clubs, and indeed almost no one stayed behind in the art room to paint. I didn’t like painting either, so I’d hardly ever been to the club.

         21One day I happened to go to the art room to hand in an assignment and found my classmate Mizuuchi painting on his own in the empty room.

         The door must have made a sound, but he was so focused on his painting that he didn’t notice. I didn’t want to disturb him but was too curious, so I went to take a look. To my astonishment, he was painting a picture of Lapis!

         I bumped into a desk, and he turned around at the sound and looked shocked to see me there. Hastily he turned the picture over.

         “Oh, I’m sorry!”

         “Did you see it?” he asked in a small voice.

         “I did … It’s Lapis, isn’t it?”

         Mizuuchi flushed bright red right to the tips of his ears. He looked down and begged in a hoarse voice, “Yes … but don’t tell anyone. Please?”

         “I won’t. And it’s a really good picture! I like him too. Look!” I said, showing him the picture I always carried in my travel card case.

         Mizuuchi’s eyes grew round. “You do?”

         “Sure! I’ve been in love with him ever since preschool. He’s my first love.”

         “Your first love …” He looked a bit disconcerted, then said quietly, “Same here.”

         I was really pleased. It was wonderful that someone else loved the same person I did. I felt like I’d found someone with similar inclinations as me, and was super happy that my 22boyfriend was loved by someone else too. But Mizuuchi made a sour face and looked down.

         “Promise you won’t tell anyone that, either. I always say I’ve never been in love.”

         “Why? What’s wrong with it?”

         I didn’t understand. I knew some kids hid their love for a real person, but I couldn’t fathom why anyone would need to hide their feelings for Lapis.

         “Because it’s weird. It would be okay if I was in love with a girl, like all the other boys … But I love Lapis.”

         “It’s not weird at all. Some of my friends like other girls too, you know.”

         “I guess …”

         “Some are in love with real people, others with fictional people. I didn’t think anyone really cared about the difference between boys and girls.”

         “Everyone’s always talking about their lovers, aren’t they? I just can’t. It’s private, not something to gossip about with everyone.”

         I was taken aback and felt a bit ashamed of myself.

         “You’re so grown-up, Mizuuchi. I’m always telling people about Lapis. I need an outlet for my feelings, I guess. He’s the love of my life, and I’m not afraid to let everyone know.”

         “Maybe I’m more of a child than you. I just can’t talk about it.”

         “It must be because he’s so precious to you that you hide your feelings. I mean, there are some things about my love I 23want to keep secret too. You really do love Lapis, don’t you, Mizuuchi?”

         Mizuuchi gave a tiny nod.

         “You know, I always wonder how everyone can call the person they love just a ‘character.’ I mean, I just can’t do that.”

         “Me neither. After all, Lapis is Lapis. I don’t want to ever make him sound like a kind of toy. I always think about him as someone from the other world.”

         “The other world?”

         “I can’t go to the world where Lapis lives, and I can’t fight alongside him there. But I have the feeling that his world is always close by.”

         “Yes, somewhere near but far. Like the dark forest.”

         “What do you mean?”

         “It’s an old song. It was on a CD that Mom used to play for me when I was little.”

         “Ah. But that’s my feeling about the place where Lapis lives. He’s alive there, and fighting. I always say Lapis and his friends are alive in the ‘other world.’ And those of us in ‘this world’ feel it and are crazy about him too, you and me both.”

         “Oh, I see. I’m going to talk about the ‘other world’ too. Do you mind if I copy you?”

         “It’s not like I made it up myself,” Mizuuchi said, sounding a little shy.

         Mizuuchi and I started talking about Lapis and showing each other our treasures in the art room when nobody else was around. I even swapped my file folders with Lapis printed on 24them and my cutout pictures of Lapis for Mizuuchi’s drawings of him.

         “Seriously? You’ll swap those for my drawings?” he asked, blushing, but I really did like them.

         Mizuuchi drew his pictures with a mechanical pencil, using lots of fine lines and smudging bits of the picture. They always showed Lapis looking right at you.

         “He always looks so cool in your pictures, Mizuuchi. How come you’re so good at drawing? You’re amazing!”

         “It’s not so much that I’m drawing Lapis, it’s that in my head I’m touching him with the tip of my pencil, and when I do that, he appears on the paper. So whenever I want to touch him, I make a drawing.”

         I felt more envious than ever. With this method, Mizuuchi could touch Lapis whenever he wanted. I tried to emulate him, but it didn’t work for me.

         “Just one drawing isn’t a fair swap. I’ve got loads more at home. You can have as many as you want.”

         “Really?”

         After school I went over to Mizuuchi’s house with him. His closet was stuffed full of sketchbooks.

         “I only fell for him after watching the repeats on TV, so I don’t have any magazine cutouts or anything like you do, Sakaguchi. So instead I have to draw him myself.”

         “You love him so much, don’t you?” Something else suddenly occurred to me. “Have you ever had sex with him?” I asked. “How do boys do it?”

         25“What?!” Mizuuchi looked up from rummaging through his sketchbooks and turned to me in surprise. “With Lapis?! Is that even possible?”

         “You mean you haven’t?”

         “’Course not!” He looked embarrassed. “I mean, it said on the news the other day that these days even people who are in love with each other don’t do it anymore.”

         “Yeah, that’s true. But I did.”

         “How?” he asked nervously.

         When I explained it to him, he looked embarrassed. “Um, well, isn’t that … er, masturbation?”

         “What? I thought it was sex, the kind I read about in an old book. I was sure I’d had sex with Lapis!”

         “I’m not doubting you, but I think what you did is a bit different. I mean, sex is copulation, isn’t it? But even adults don’t do it anymore. There’s no need …”

         “Oh …” I felt deflated. I’d been so happy about having connected with Lapis, but now I was being told I hadn’t really done it.

         “I want to be a doctor when I grow up. I want to research artificial insemination and artificial wombs so that men can get pregnant too.”

         “Wow, that’s amazing!”

         “Then anyone will be able to have a baby on their own. There won’t be any need to make a new family. I want to live with Lapis in the future. Ideally, I want to share a home with him and raise a child together.”

         26“You’ve even thought it that far through … You have my full respect, Mizuuchi. You’re totally in love with him, aren’t you?”

         He looked uncomfortable. “But you are too, Sakaguchi.”

         “Hmm … I’m a bit weird, I guess. I thought I’d had sex with him, but apparently I haven’t really,” I said, feeling miserable.

         “But you believe you did, so that means you did,” he said.

         I felt a strange sensation, a familiar heavy pain in my inner organs.
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