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On Being Naked
nonfiction 
Catori Sarmiento

There is no retreat once I go through 
the orange curtains marked “women” in 
Japanese Kanji. It was my first time to an 
onsen, a hot spring bath, and I was so 
nervous that I would have cried if I were 
not surrounded by so many people going 
in and out of the secluded corridor leading 
into the bath. Around a sharp corner stood 
a frosted glass door. I put my hand on it, 
gripped the handle, as I took a deep breath. 
Already I could hear chattering and the 
whir of hair dryers. When I pulled the door 
outward, all the commotion crashed 
against my ears. Two women sat in front of 
a row of vanity mirrors, shouting gossip at 
each other as they blow dried their wet 
hair. I spied for a locker that was more 
hidden in a corner, but each one had a red 
dot marking it as taken. One of the few that 
was free was in the center, unhidden; 
number twenty-seven. As quickly as I 
could, I stripped my clothes off and 
wrapped a towel around my body—a sign 
of modesty among others who walked 
completely naked and those merely 
holding a thin towel at their chest whose 
end stopped just below the crotch. I kept 
my head down as I went to the glass door 
that led to the bathing room. At once I slid 
the door open and a great mist of heat 
billowed toward me, causing me to blink 
until my vision cleared. I stood for a 
moment in a rectangular room with two 
giant baths from which waves of steam 
emitted off the surface. Taking the moment 
to absorb my surroundings only drew 
attention to my presence. My eyes rolled 
around, switching from spot to spot. The 
baths, the green tile, the splash of free-
flowing fountains. And then I saw the turn 
of heads and eyes fixed on me like an 

unblinking flock of birds watching a cat 
skulk around the base of a tree. Their eyes 
followed me as I tread the slippery tile, 
looking to the floor at nothing; not 
knowing where to put my gaze. My efforts 
were pointless as I could see nakedness 
even from my peripheral vision. It seemed 
as if it were a meat-packing line of bodies 
sitting on the overturned plastic buckets, 
their backs curved, slouching, to wash from 
the faucets pouring hot water. Then I saw 
an empty seat down the line, at the distant 
end, next to a bony woman lathering her 
hair. I sat there. My towel peeled off 
reluctantly and I looked at my strange 
body in the foggy mirror for a moment. In 
the dim lights, my face seemed harsh; my 
sharp nose and pointed chin made me 
hawk-like compared to the soft features of 
the Japanese women.
After the rinse, I took the towel again and 
wrapped it around myself to walk to the 
bath only to pull it off before dipping into 
the hot pool. My knees pulled to my chest 
to hide my nakedness beneath the dark 
water. Of course, it was natural curiosity 
that eyes stared at me as mine did at them. 
And while I mostly chased at the 
reflections of the lights on the ripples, I was 
drawn to glance at the women and girls 
surrounding me. Childish, prepubescent 
bodies stood out among mature women 
with the marks of motherhood—I was 
made very aware of my own copper curls 
and whiteness while among those with 
black hair and tan skin. My own body must 
have seemed dramatically out of place. 
Within the pool sat generations of 
grandmothers, aunts, sisters, friends, and 
mothers. It was not unlike sitting in a coffee 
shop on a Saturday evening, as the sense of 
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normalcy was the same. I listened to a few older 
ladies gossiping about celebrities, another 
complaining about her husband, and some young 
girls talking about how nervous they were about an 
upcoming exam. It was only when I looked around 
that I really noticed the flesh around me. Yet when I 
saw a mother carrying her child, I took pause. She 
carried the baby—perhaps, no more than a year old
—on her hip with her right arm held tight around 
the little body. As the woman stepped into the 
water, the baby rested a hand against her mother’s 
naked breast. It was a closeness that I had never 
seen before and I came to think that nakedness 
bonded all these women together in a way that was 
primal. In the absence of electric lights, we could 
have been in any period of time.
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