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			With warm thanks to Antonella for thoughts on Italian speech patterns, and to Roses for being my test reader.

			—Cat
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				Translator’s note: An introduction to Japanese writing[*]

				Writing plays an important part in Poppo’s story, so I would like to provide a brief background for readers on how modern Japanese writing works. Japanese can be written vertically (from top to bottom and right to left) or horizontally (from left to right, like English). The language is primarily written with a combination of three scripts—hiragana, katakana and kanji—as well as some supplementary use of the Roman alphabet, Arabic numerals and various other symbols.

				Hiragana and katakana characters are phonetic—each represents a set sound without inherent meaning—whereas kanji characters, which grew out of the Chinese writing system, generally represent both sound and meaning (not unlike how symbols such as 1 or & work in English). Kanji is typically used for words adopted from Chinese, nouns, the core elements of verbs and adjectives, and names; hiragana for grammatical elements; and katakana for words adopted from languages other than Chinese. However, there are many more ins and outs to how the different scripts are used, and choosing which to use can also be a matter of style.

				This is what “Tsubaki Stationery Store” (pronounced tsubaki bunguten) looks like written in the three main scripts:

				Hiragana: つばきぶんぐてん

				Katakana: ツバキブングテン

				Kanji: 椿文具店

			

			
				Skip Notes

				
					* With thanks to Dr. Wes Robertson of Macquarie University for his advice on this note. For a really in-depth look, readers should seek out his essay “How The Contemporary Japanese Writing System Works.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				夏

				Summer

			
			I live in a small house that sits at the foot of a little forested hill. My address is in Kamakura, in Kanagawa Prefecture—but while Kamakura is a seaside town, where I live is a little way inland and up toward the woods, some distance from the sea.

			I used to live with my predecessor, but she died around three years ago and now it’s just me in this old Japanese house. I should say that insofar as the blood relationship between me and my predecessor goes, she was my grandmother. But she never allowed me to call her “Granny” or “Grandma” or anything so familiar. It was she who brought me up single-handedly, all while keeping the business going.

			I don’t feel especially lonely now though, because there are always signs of other people around. At night my neighborhood is like a ghost town, blanketed in silence, but when morning comes the place livens up, and I catch the chatter of voices from here and there.

			Once I’m up and dressed, face washed, the first thing I do every day is fill the kettle with water and put it on the hob to boil. While the kettle’s boiling, I sweep the floors with a broom and then wipe them down with a damp cloth. The kitchen, the raised veranda that runs along the side of the house, the living room, the stairs: I clean them all in turn.

			When the kettle boils, I pause my cleaning for a moment to make the tea, pouring a generous amount of hot water into the pot. While the leaves steep, I get back to polishing the floors with a dust cloth.

			Once I’ve put the washing on, finally I sit down in the kitchen and have a cup of green tea, breathing in the aromatic, smoky scent that wafts up from the cup. It’s only recently that I’ve developed a taste for coarse kyōbancha tea. When I was a child I couldn’t understand why my predecessor would go to the trouble of brewing up those crispy old leaves for a drink. But now, even in the height of summer, I don’t properly feel awake without my hot cup of tea first thing in the morning.

			As I sit there daydreaming, sipping my kyōbancha, the little window in the wall of the house next door opens slowly. It’s my next-door neighbor on the left, an older lady named Madame Barbara. There’s nothing about her looks that suggests she’s anything other than fully Japanese, but for some reason that’s what everyone calls her. Perhaps she’s spent time living abroad.

			“Good morning, Poppo!” Her cheery voice comes in on the breeze.

			“Good morning,” I say, my own voice rising a little higher than usual to match hers.

			“Another lovely day! Why don’t you come over for a cup of tea in a bit? I’ve been sent some castella sponge cake from Nagasaki.”

			“I will, thank you. I hope you have a nice morning.”

			We exchange our daily greetings from our windows, Madame Barbara on the landing halfway up her stairs and me down in my kitchen. It always reminds me of Romeo and Juliet, and makes me want to giggle.

			I wasn’t sure how I felt about our proximity at first. Awkward as it is to say this, I can hear Madame Barbara when she coughs or when she’s talking on the phone, and sometimes I even hear the noise of the toilet flushing. It almost gives the illusion that we’re living together under one roof, and I find myself listening to the sounds from next door without even meaning to. It’s only recently that I’ve finally got comfortable saying good morning to Madame Barbara. And with this exchange of greetings, my day well and truly begins.

			My name is Hatoko Amemiya. It was my predecessor who named me. “Hatoko” means “dove child,” and it was chosen for the famous doves of the nearby Tsurugaoka Hachiman-gū Shrine. The shrine is dedicated to the god Hachiman, and the “hachi” character in the shrine’s name is said to look like two doves nestling together: 八 And so for as long as I can remember everyone has called me Poppo, a sound like the cooing of a dove.

			It’s still only morning, but it’s far too muggy here already. The humidity in Kamakura is no joke. Freshly baked French bread quickly goes limp and moldy, and even stiff sheets of dried kombu seaweed end up floppy.

			Once I’ve finished hanging up my washing, I take out the rubbish. The collection point is by the bridge that crosses the Nikaidō River, which flows right through this area. The burnable rubbish gets collected twice a week. Other things—paper and textiles, plastic bottles, garden waste, glass and cans—each get collected once a week, and there’s no collection at weekends. Other waste that doesn’t fall into these categories gets taken away once a month. At first I thought it was annoying having to separate out the rubbish so meticulously, but now I actually find I enjoy it.

			By the time I’ve put out the rubbish, the children are filing by the house on their way to school, schoolbags on their backs. The primary school is only a few minutes’ walk from here, and a lot of the stationery store’s customers are schoolchildren.

			I pause for a moment and take in my house again. Across the glass panes on the upper half of the old double doors are written the words “Tsubaki” on the left and “Stationery Store” on the right.

			ツバキ 文具店

			And just as the name says, outside the door, as though protecting the house, there stands a large camellia tree: a yabu-tsubaki.

			The wooden nameplate on the wall beside the door is all blackened with damp now, but if you look closely you can just make out the faint word “Amemiya.” The characters look as though they’ve just been dashed off, and yet the brushstrokes are exquisite. Both the shop’s name and this nameplate were written by my predecessor.

			The Amemiyas are a family of scribes, with a distinguished lineage said to date back to the Edo period in the seventeenth century. In olden times, professional scribes made their living by performing writing services for the nobles and lords. The most important requirement, of course, was skill at calligraphy—good handwriting. There were three eminent scribes who worked for the shōgun when the shogunate was based here in Kamakura seven or eight centuries ago. Later on in the Edo period, among the women of the shōgun’s household, female scribes began to serve the lords’ wives and concubines. One of these scribes who served in the shōgun’s entourage is said to have been the first of the Amemiya line.

			Since then the Amemiyas have been scribes by trade, generation after generation of women taking up the brush. The tenth-generation scribe was my predecessor, and the eleventh, the next one to take on the family business—without entirely realizing it was happening—was me.

			The work of a scribe has changed since times past, however. Nowadays it mostly involves writing names on gift envelopes, inscriptions to be chiseled into stone monuments, calligraphy for babies’ naming ceremonies, shop signs, corporate philosophies, messages of encouragement for important events and so on. My predecessor would perform any work requested of her, as long as it involved writing: the certificates for the gateball champions at the old folks’ club, menus for Japanese restaurants, a CV for a neighbor’s son to use when he was job-hunting. In short, this place is a one-stop shop for anything to do with writing and words—even if at first glance it looks like no more than the local stationery store.

			My last task of the morning is replacing the offering of water by the fumizuka stone. To other people it might just look like some old rock, but to my family the fumizuka is more important than the Buddha himself. What it is, really, is a grave for letters. Just now, the stone is surrounded by a mass of fringed irises, glorious in bloom.

			And with that, my morning chores are complete. Until half past nine when I open the Tsubaki Stationery Store, I have a little free time. On this particular morning I was off to Madame Barbara’s house after breakfast to join her for a cup of tea.

			

			—

			Looking back over the last six months, I do think I was struggling to stay afloat. When my predecessor died, Aunt Sushiko took care of the bulk of her affairs for me, but there were still lots of bothersome bits and pieces left over that she couldn’t make decisions about single-handedly, and while I had fled overseas a whole heap of odds and ends had piled up that now required attention. So once I was back I got my head down and dealt with it all, bit by bit, feeling as though I were scrubbing and scrubbing at the blackened, burned stuff on the bottom of a pan.

			This charred matter I was tackling mainly involved inheritance and rights, which to me in my twenties hardly seemed worth the hassle. My predecessor had been adopted into the Amemiya family at a young age, however, and so the situation was a fairly complicated one. I had the urge to just crumple the whole lot up and toss it into the bin—but when I thought about the grown-ups who would be rubbing their hands with glee, I found a last-minute burst of motivation to take on the house and the shuttered-up shop. Besides, if I went and gave it all up, the building would swiftly be torn down and turned into flats or a car park. And if that happened then the camellia tree that I loved so much would be chopped down too. I had been fond of that tree since I was a child, and it was the one thing I wanted to protect with my own hands at all costs.

			

			—

			Later that afternoon, I awoke with a start at the sound of the shop’s bell.

			I must have drifted off to sleep. The pitter-patter of the drizzle on the ground outside had been the perfect lullaby. It had rained every afternoon for the last few days.

			I usually open up the shop at half past nine, and then a bit later on I eat my lunch in the kitchen at the back while keeping an eye out for customers. All I have in the mornings aside from my cup of tea is a little fruit, so I tend to eat a fairly big lunch.

			It hadn’t looked like there would be many customers today, so I had had a careless lie-down on the sofa in the back, and what was meant to be a brief siesta had turned into a deep sleep. After six months back in the house, I was accustomed to living here; perhaps I felt more relaxed now, because lately I always seemed to be oddly ready for a nap.

			“Hello?” A woman’s voice rang out, and I hurried through to the shop. I thought the voice sounded familiar, and when I saw her it clicked: it was the lady from Fish & Fortune, the local fishmonger, who we called Auntie Fish.

			“Poppo!” she said when she saw me, her eyes sparkling. Her voice was as brisk and clear as ever, and she was clutching a thick bundle of postcards. “When did you get back?”

			“In January,” I told her. She lifted up the hem of her long skirt, crossed one leg behind the other and then bobbed down in a playful, mock-elegant curtsey. Ah yes, I remembered fondly, she was always like that. Everything about her took me right back: her well-worn flowery apron, her white ankle socks, the large hair clip she wore to keep her fringe out of her face.

			When my predecessor had sent me out shopping for dinner, Auntie Fish would always give me sweets or chocolate or karintō, something sugary to snack on. She would purposely press these treats on me, knowing that my predecessor had forbidden them. When I was young I would entertain fleeting dreams of how happy I would be if only she were my real mother. Auntie Fish had three children, but all boys; perhaps that was why she had doted on me like a daughter. Nowadays, she told me, her son and his wife looked after the fishmonger’s, while she enjoyed looking after her grandchildren.

			It did seem odd that I hadn’t run into her in the neighborhood in the past six months, though.

			“My mother’s confined to bed all the time now, so I’ve been back in Kyūshū for the last little while,” she explained with a smile. “I must have missed you. But I’m so glad to see you’re looking well! I was always saying to my old man, ‘I wonder how Poppo’s getting on…’ ”

			By her “old man,” Auntie Fish meant her husband, who had fallen seriously ill a few years ago and had since died. Aunt Sushiko had emailed me to let me know. I’d been away in Canada at the time, on a working holiday.

			“Anyway, thank goodness you’re here!” Auntie Fish said brightly. “A lot of people look forward to our midsummer card every year, I didn’t know what I was going to do. When I heard the store had reopened I didn’t believe it was true, but I thought I’d come and see for myself—and here you are. How wonderful!” She held out the bundle of postcards. They were the special summer greetings cards issued by the post office, the ones where the recipient gets the chance to win a prize.

			Auntie Fish didn’t have bad handwriting herself—far from it. Her writing reminded me of a beautiful chiffon scarf floating through the air. And yet every year without fail, she requested the services of the Tsubaki Stationery Store. It was only because her business and ours had been acquainted since my predecessor’s time.

			“The same as always, please!”

			“Certainly.”

			And with that, our business was concluded. Auntie Fish stayed and chatted with me a little while longer, and then she headed off.

			I flipped through the calendar, using a pink highlighter to mark this year’s dates for “lesser heat” and “beginning of autumn,” two of the traditional seasonal divisions of the year. Up until “lesser heat” in July you sent rainy-season greetings cards, and then up until “beginning of autumn” in August it was midsummer greetings, and then once that was over it would be late-summer greetings.

			This was the first big scribing assignment to come my way for a long time. I gave my face a wash to wake myself up again, and then I got started on the preparations straight away. First, I took the hanko stamp with the fish design, the one we had been using for years, and with it I completed the design on the back of the postcards. The back of the cards was a straightforward job that I could do while still tending the shop. We had been undertaking Fish & Fortune’s midsummer greetings cards for years now—decades, in fact. The task itself was simple, but the sheer quantity of cards meant it wasn’t a job to be underestimated. The various implements that we used from year to year had all been sorted into boxes by my predecessor. Fish & Fortune was a long-time client, and by now I was so well acquainted with them that I could make up the midsummer cards in a style that suited their business without having to run each and every detail by them.

			The front of the postcards was the tricky bit. It wasn’t a simple matter of writing out the same thing over and over; each one was different. I wouldn’t be able to hold the brush steady on an empty stomach, so once I had closed the shop for the day, I went out for dinner.

			I eat out most evenings. It means a fair chunk of my income goes to food, of course—but I can’t bring myself to spend time cooking measly portions for one. Fortunately, with Kamakura being a tourist spot there are plenty of places to eat and drink, so I’m spoiled for choice.

			After I’d satisfied my appetite with a meal of chilled Chinese-style noodles, the first I’d had this year, I took a little detour on the way home to visit Kamakura-gū Shrine. I’m used to walking around alone as a woman, but even so, the streets of Kamakura are very dark at night. There isn’t much lighting, especially up toward the edge of town, and that evening it was pitch black even though it wasn’t yet eight o’clock.

			To dispel my fear, I scraped the teeth of my wooden geta sandals on the ground as I walked along. The rain had stopped by the evening, but the way the sky was looking I wouldn’t have been surprised if there was another downpour in store.

			Tsurugaoka Hachiman-gū—the shrine with the doves after which I was named—is the enshrining place of Minamoto no Yoritomo, the first of the Kamakura shōguns. The shrine I was visiting now, however, Kamakura-gū, enshrines Prince Morinaga, the one who brought about the end of the Kamakura shogunate. Around the back of the shrine there’s still a cave in which the prince, who is the shrine’s deity, is said to have been imprisoned, and for a fee you can go inside and have a look.

			This being the case, I felt somehow guilty paying my respects at both shrines, Tsurugaoka Hachiman-gū and Kamakura-gū—but I couldn’t favor one over the other either, so in the end I put my hands together and prayed like always. When I climbed up to the top of the shrine’s steps, there was a huge carved lion’s head, illuminated by lights.

			I returned home and had a shower to cleanse myself, and then I got out the writing box that was usually kept shut away in a corner of the closet, and slowly opened the lid. The paulownia-wood box was a gift from my predecessor and contained brush pens, fountain pens…the complete set of writing implements required by a scribe. On the lid was a dove, inlaid in mother-of-pearl. The box was custom-made, commissioned specially by my predecessor from a craftsperson in Kyoto, but now the dove’s gemstone eye was missing, and the tail feathers were held on haphazardly with tape. To me, it was a reminder of a bitter past.

			The first words I ever learned, and which I’ll never forget, were those of the Iroha, the traditional, poetic way of ordering every sound in the Japanese language. I was one and a half when I managed to recite the whole thing flawlessly from memory, from the “i, ro, ha, ni, ho, he, to” of the first line, right through to the final “n.” And, as I recall, I had learned to write it out in the flowing hiragana script by the time I was three, and in angular katakana by the time I was four and a bit—the result of my predecessor zealously drumming it into me.

			I was six the first time I picked up a brush. At six years old, on the sixth day of the sixth month—because it’s said that if you start to learn an art on this day you’ll make rapid progress—I held in my hand my very first writing brush of my own. It was made with my soft baby hair.

			I still remember that day so clearly. I’d eaten lunch at school and come home to find my predecessor waiting there with new socks for me. Just ordinary knee-high socks, each decorated with a little rabbit on the side of the calf. My predecessor abruptly told me to change into them.

			“Hatoko, sit here,” she said, her expression more severe than I had ever seen it.

			With her directing me, I unrolled a writing mat on the low table, placed a sheet of calligraphy paper on top, and secured it with a paperweight. This sequence of tasks I carried out all by myself, copying the way my predecessor did it. Laid out before me, neat and compact, were inkstone, ink stick, brush and paper. The bunbō-shihō: the four treasures of writing. As I listened to my predecessor explaining them, I desperately fought back my impatience. Perhaps it was the excitement, but I didn’t even feel the pins and needles starting to form in my legs.

			At last it came time to grind the ink. I poured some water from the water dropper onto the raised “land” of the inkstone. This, this was my heart’s desire. Inside I thrilled at the cool feel of the solid stick of ink in my hand. I had always wanted to try this.

			Thus far, my predecessor had never let me so much as touch her writing things. If she’d ever found me treating a brush like a toy and using it to tickle my underarms, she would shut me away in the storehouse immediately. Sometimes she’d even made me go without food. But the more she’d warned me not to go near her things, the more intense had become my desire to get closer, to touch them.

			Among all the tools of writing, it was the stick of ink that really captivated me. What would that chunk of black taste like if I put it in my mouth? I was sure the flavor would be wonderful, better even than chocolate or sweets; I was fully convinced of it. I had an unbearable love of that delicate, indescribable, mystery-laden scent that came flowing out whenever my predecessor ground the ink stick against the stone to prepare the liquid ink for writing.

			So I had been eagerly awaiting this, the sixth day of the sixth month of my sixth year: my calligraphy debut. And yet now that the stick of ink I had so hankered after was in my hand, I couldn’t grind it properly at all, and I found myself on the receiving end of a relentless torrent of scolding by my predecessor. Though it should have been such a simple motion, rubbing the stick of ink on the “land” of the inkstone and letting the liquid ink run down and pool in the “sea,” my six-year-old self had little success. When I angled the stick so I could grind it faster, my predecessor gave me a prompt slap on the hand. I didn’t have a moment’s leisure to even think about putting the ink in my mouth to see how it tasted.

			That day, I was given calligraphy paper and was made to draw nothing but circles, circles and more circles. I practiced a never-ending line of loop-the-loops, as though I was writing the hiragana character の over and over again. With my predecessor supporting my right hand it was as easy as anything, but when I had to go it alone, my line lost all stability; it was constantly straying this way and that, growing thin like a worm and then thick like a snake, occasionally as fat as a crocodile who’s just had a good meal.

			“Don’t let the brush tilt sideways—keep it straight.”

			“Raise your elbow.”

			“Eyes on your work.”

			“Keep your body facing forward.”

			“Focus on your breathing.”

			The more I tried to do all of these things at once, the more my posture became awkward, my breathing erratic, and my actions self-conscious. The circles filling the paper in front of me looked rubbish, and I was getting fed up doing the same thing over and over again. After all, I was only in my first year of primary school.

			And so, the sixth day of the sixth month of my sixth year wasn’t the glittering start to my training that I had hoped for. But I desperately kept up my practice anyway, in an attempt to meet my predecessor’s expectations.

			On weekdays after I’d eaten dinner, it was time for calligraphy. During my first two years of primary school, practice lasted one hour; in my third and fourth years it was an hour and a half; and then in my last two years it was two hours, all fully conducted under the supervision and instruction of my predecessor.

			Once I could manage a line of uniform loops going clockwise without stopping, then I had to do the same but going anti-clockwise. When I first started trying to draw loops going the other way, I lost all sense of where the tip of my brush was—but gradually I learned to draw flowing, well-balanced circles of even size and thickness going anti-clockwise too. The hiragana characters are made up of a series of curves, and so my predecessor believed that it was this exercise in circles that would provide the most crucial foundation for beautiful writing. My efforts bore fruit, and before long I was able to draw fluid, unbroken, beautiful loop-the-loop lines even with my eyes closed.

			Once I’d graduated from practicing circles, next I trained intensively on each of the hiragana characters—i, ro, ha, ni, ho, he, to—one at a time, until I could write them perfectly. As I learned them, I brought each to life in my own imagination.

			“i” was two good friends sitting together in a meadow, chatting merrily away to one another: い

			“ro” was an elegant swan floating on a lake: ろ

			“ha” started off like a plane touching down on the runway, and then it took off into the expansive sky once more and launched into an aerobatic display: は

			At first, I traced the characters from examples that my predecessor had written out for me. Then I moved on to writing with her examples placed next to my paper, and finally I learned to write the characters out in the same way without looking at the examples at all. When my predecessor gave her nod of approval, at last I could advance to the next hiragana.

			Every single character had a background and an origin. Understanding that was a difficult task for a primary-school child—but sometimes, finding out the kanji character from which a particular hiragana was derived helped me memorize the shape.

			The model I used for my writing was the third style of calligraphy found in a text called the Kōyagire, which is said to be the oldest surviving copy of the Kokinshū, an important early collection of Japanese poetry. Even just looking at beautiful writing was supposed to help you improve, so in lieu of picture books, I would gaze at this collection of poems all day long.

			The handwriting was said to belong to the courtier and poet Ki no Tsurayuki, and while I could make neither head nor tail of its meaning, it had a kind of alluring beauty. I felt as though each one of the flowing characters were revealing themselves to me, shedding their heavy ceremonial kimonos a layer at a time.

			I had probably been at it for about two years by the time I could write the “fifty sounds” of the Japanese language nicely in both the hiragana and katakana scripts. It was in my third year of primary school, during the summer holidays, when I really got started on the kanji characters.

			The arrival of these long holidays would drive my predecessor’s zeal to even greater heights. I had no time to meet up with classmates and go to the swimming pool or eat shaved ice, and because of this, I never had anyone I could proudly call a close friend. At school, I think I must have been a dull, inconspicuous child who never made much of an impression.

			The first kanji I learned to write was “eternity”: 永

			Following this, I learned the four seasons: 春夏秋冬

			And then my name, Amemiya Hatoko: 雨宮鳩子

			These I practiced again and again until I could write them nicely.

			Unlike the hiragana and katakana scripts with their limited number of characters, there was no end to the kanji. It was like a journey that went on forever, with no finish line in sight. And then there were different styles of writing them, too—formal and blocky, semi-cursive, or highly cursive and flowing—and depending on these, the order of the brushstrokes might change as well. There was always something more to learn. And so that was how I spent my primary-school years: day in, day out devoted to practicing calligraphy.

			When I look back on that time, I don’t remember ever having fun. “If you take one day off, it’ll take you three days to catch up again,” was my predecessor’s constant refrain, and so I even took along a brush pen to school camps and trips away and practiced furtively, out of sight of the teachers. It all seemed completely normal to me, and I never even thought to question it.

			

			—

			As I sat up straight and began to grind the ink, I brought my mind back to the present moment and the present day. Nowadays I didn’t spill the water over the sides of my inkstone, and I was no longer in the bad habit of tilting the stick of ink as I ground it.

			The task of grinding the ink was supposed to have a calming effect, and for the first time in a long while I was experiencing the pleasant, whole-body sensation of my awareness fading away. It wasn’t the same as growing drowsy, but more as if my consciousness were slowly turning away from me and sinking into some deep, dark, bottomless place. I felt as though with one more step, I would cross over into a trance.

			I made some test strokes on a piece of paper to check the thickness of the ink, and then I began writing the addresses and names on the front of the postcards.

			Writing the recipient’s name with no mistakes: the very first piece of letter-writing etiquette my predecessor ever taught me. She would take every opportunity to tell me that the name and address were the “face” of a letter, so you had to take extra care to write them beautifully and legibly. As I wrote the fronts of the cards, I altered the starting point of each address slightly to ensure the recipient’s name would end up in the center.

			My predecessor was fastidious to a fault when it came to beautiful handwriting, and she held fast to this unflagging devotion her entire life. At the same time, she always warned against getting too full of oneself.

			“It doesn’t matter if you’re the most accomplished calligrapher in the world—if no one else can read your writing, you’ve left good sense and good taste behind,” she used to say. No matter how beautiful your writing, if it didn’t convey its message to the recipient then it was meaningless. That was why even though my predecessor did practice the highly cursive script, she hardly ever actually used it in her work as a scribe.

			Simple, clear and precise: that was the most important thing. This was drilled into me from a young age, along with the fact that this was where being a scribe differed from being a calligrapher. And so, as my predecessor had taught me, I endeavored to write the front of the postcards especially legibly, in clean, formal script that any postal worker would be able to read. I wrote all of the numbers in Arabic numerals too, rather than in kanji, to make sure there could be no confusing any of them—another custom of my predecessor.

			It took me about a week to finish the midsummer greetings cards for Auntie Fish. Happily, I didn’t make a single mistake.

			

			—

			While this was going on, it was getting to the end of June. The rainy season had been short this year, and already it felt as though it was coming to an end.

			Every year on the thirtieth of June, an important purification ceremony was performed at Tsurugaoka Hachiman-gū Shrine. That afternoon I left the house a little early and wandered along to the shrine—“Hachiman-sama,” as everyone calls it around here—taking the odd detour on the way. The stationery store was closed on Saturday afternoons, Sundays and holidays, so there was nothing stopping me going out today. I was off to get a new oharahisan.

			An oharahisan is a decoration made of a short length of straw rope bent into a loop, with its ends bound together at the top. In Kamakura, you often see them hanging outside people’s front doors. And it was at the great purification ceremony at Hachiman-sama, held twice a year, where you could replace your old oharahisan with a new one.

			The oharahisan given out at the summer purification ceremony on the thirtieth of June are decorated with light blue paper streamers, and the ones given out at the New Year’s purification ceremony on the thirty-first of December have red streamers. The Tsubaki Stationery Store was still hung with an old oharahisan from a year ago.

			I wasn’t religious by any means, but the oharahisan was one custom I did want to faithfully observe. My predecessor had always put in a showing at the shrine’s purification ceremony too, twice a year, no matter how busy she was with work.

			As soon as I got to Hachiman-sama I paid the three-thousand-yen[*] ceremony fee and received my new oharahisan. I had shown up just in time to participate in the ritual, and I took my turn to step through the tall, impressive ring of chigaya grass that stood upright outside the shrine. The moment I stepped through the ring I felt the season unmistakably shift to summer. The sky was dazzling, and the blue seemed to have intensified a shade.

			I’ve always privately felt that the Kamakura year begins in summer. Through the ring of grass, high up in the sky, two black kites circled majestically.

			I went back round the ring and stepped through again, three times in total, tracing a figure of 8 around it; and then finally a miko offered me some sacred saké, and as I took it from her and drank I felt the knots inside me loosen and fall away. The blue of the sky grew deeper and deeper until it seemed to envelop me.

			I returned home with tipsy, buoyant steps, and straight away hung the brand-new oharahisan at my front door. Now, my mood renewed, I could welcome in the summer at last. There was nobody around, so I whispered a quiet “Happy New Year!” I don’t know whether anyone heard me, but at that moment a puff of southerly wind set the pale blue streamers dancing gaily.

			And as though to prove that summer really had arrived, the next day the cicadas struck up their loud, buzzing cry. It was funny—I was sure I hadn’t heard a single one right up until the day before, and yet the moment the calendar flipped over into July, they were off. The rainy season had lifted early this year, and there was no doubt that summer proper was now well and truly upon us.

			Only, summer was the off season for the Tsubaki Stationery Store. Not just the store, in fact, but the whole town—hardly anyone came to visit Kamakura. If crowds were bustling around the train station, generally everyone was heading the other way, to the beaches at Yuigahama and Zaimokuza.

			Just to the north in Kita-Kamakura there was Meigetsu-in Temple, which was famous for its hydrangeas—but they cut all the flowers off when it got to July, meaning there wasn’t as much for tourists to see at this time of year either. Plus, the Kamakura summer was hot, and probably not very appealing for traipsing round the sights.

			Business was slow, so I hid away in the back and diligently set myself to tidying up the house. Aunt Sushiko had made a good go of it already, but there were still lots of my predecessor’s things left all over the place. I had planned to get an antique dealer in if any of it seemed worth anything, but she hadn’t left anything of real value. Most of what I found now was useless waste paper—I even turned up pieces of calligraphy that must have been mine. I gathered up the lot and began stuffing it into rubbish bags. On the off chance that a customer did visit the store, they could ring the bell and I would hear it in the back.

			

			—

			The shop was open from half past nine in the morning until close of day. The light was fading, and I was just thinking it might be time to close, when the shop’s bell gave a restrained ting-a-ling.

			I hurried through to the front to find a woman I had never seen before standing there. She was perhaps in her late sixties, and was the very picture of a posh Kamakura lady. Her petite frame was clad in a dark blue dress with white polka dots and puffy sleeves, and in her hand she carried a matching polka-dot parasol. Her elegant straw hat was decorated with a corsage, and she had on a pair of white lace gloves. What with the blue and the white and the polka dots, it was as though she had dressed head to toe like a bottle of Calpis. The yoghurty drink used to come in glass bottles wrapped in paper in just that pattern.

			I welcomed her into the shop with an “Irasshaimase!” and abruptly she said, “I hear Gonnosuke at the Sunadas’ place died this morning.”

			Ah…perhaps this was a scribing assignment. Somehow I got the impression Lady Calpis wasn’t here to purchase pens or paper. Like my predecessor before me, I had sharp instincts when it came to these customers.

			The Tsubaki Stationery Store is—as its name suggests—a small shop dealing in stationery, and we don’t advertise our scribing services on the door. Yet despite this, locals and long-time customers come in with jobs for us now and again.

			“Gonnosuke…?” I said. I didn’t know anyone with that name, and the surname Sunada didn’t ring a bell either.

			“Goodness, haven’t you heard of him? He was very well known around here.”

			“I’m sorry, I’m afraid I haven’t.”

			Something told me this was going to be a long story. I waited for what seemed like an appropriate moment and offered Lady Calpis a stool. As she stepped toward it, I noticed she was dragging one leg slightly. She sat herself down daintily, and I went to the fridge in the back and fetched some chilled barley tea, which I poured into a glass and placed on a tray. I headed back through to the store and wordlessly offered the tray to Lady Calpis.

			“Of course, I’d heard quite a while back that he suffered from heart problems,” she continued. “And it’s got so hot all of a sudden lately, I suppose his strength must have just given out. The wake is tomorrow, and then the cremation the day after.”

			“I see,” I responded, although I didn’t really. I hadn’t heard any talk of a death in the neighborhood.

			“I dearly wish I could rush over there straight away—but it’s this leg, you see. So, as I can’t be there for the Sunadas in person, I’d like to send them a condolence offering, at the very least.”

			I looked again and saw that Lady Calpis had a bandage around her left ankle. Perhaps that was why she had been dragging her leg.

			“Oh yes, I see,” I said.

			“So I’d like you to write a letter to be sent along with the offering—in great haste.”

			“Of course,” I said, my gaze nonchalantly tracking the movement of her hands. At one time or another, my predecessor had instructed me not to stare at the customers who came to request our scribing services. Each of them was no doubt dealing with their own particular set of circumstances. So whenever a customer came to request a letter, I would avoid staring them straight in the eye and just try to let my gaze alight on their hands instead. Lady Calpis’s arms were well tanned, and surprisingly sturdy and muscular.

			“When I think how very sad Mrs. Sunada must be feeling, I just…” Lady Calpis took out a handkerchief and gently dabbed at her face—whether for perspiration or tears I wasn’t sure. Her handkerchief was the same polka-dot pattern as her dress.

			“I wonder if you could tell me a little more about your memories of Gonnosuke?” I said. If I was going to write a letter of condolence, then I at least wanted to know a bit more about him. Lady Calpis picked up the glass of barley tea, cupping it in both hands, and drank it down in one long gulp. It was gone six in the evening now, but the thermometer was still sitting at almost thirty degrees.

			“Oh, he was such a clever boy,” Lady Calpis said with pride. “The Sunadas didn’t have children of their own, you know—so Mrs. Sunada talked it over with her husband and they decided to take him in. Although their relatives were quite opposed to the idea, she said.”

			“So he was Mr. and Mrs. Sunada’s adopted son, then? Or were they his foster parents?” In which case, how bereft they must be—to have formed this special bond, only for it to be severed.

			“Well, you could say that…” Lady Calpis replied vaguely, not quite answering the question. Then she took out her phone. “Look, this is him. Gonnosuke,” she said, with what I thought sounded like a note of reproach for my ignorance.

			The photo on her phone was slightly blurry, and at first I couldn’t make out what it was. But I could tell it definitely wasn’t human.

			“Is Gonnosuke…a monkey?” I asked uncertainly, and Lady Calpis nodded and snapped her phone case shut.

			“His previous owner passed away, and he was living in an animal shelter when Mrs. Sunada found him.” As she spoke, Lady Calpis reached into the bottom of her bag and withdrew a decorative envelope for making a condolence offering, which she placed on the desk. To the front of the envelope she had affixed a sticky note bearing her name.

			“I’m sorry for the rush, but I’d like it as soon as possible.”

			“Certainly,” I said.

			“I’ll bring the payment along later. If you could have an invoice prepared for me?” Lady Calpis said, and then she got up to go. She was listing sideways as she exited the shop, using her parasol as a walking stick. Her steps seemed the tiniest bit lighter than when she had come in earlier.

			I closed up the shop and got down to work straight away.

			There were a lot of rules when it came to writing letters for unhappy occasions, so I got out the crib book left behind by my predecessor and had a brief run-through of the whole process. Then I took a deep breath, and began to grind the ink.

			When writing a letter of condolence, you grind the ink stick in circles going anti-clockwise, the opposite way from normal. Going this way felt slightly awkward, but I took care not to grind too much ink, thinning it out with the pool of water that I had droppered onto the inkstone.

			For a letter like this, you weren’t supposed to make the ink too dark. And when choosing your words, there were some taboos you had to be careful to avoid. Phrases that suggested any sort of repetition or continuation—because they were associated with the idea of the misfortune continuing. This included things like “once again,” “again and again,” and “very, very much.” You didn’t want death to visit “furthermore” or “additionally,” so you didn’t add a postscript, either. It was generally held that you didn’t have to follow up the recipient’s name with the usual formal terms of respect, and you could leave off the set concluding phrase, too.

			Gently, I raised my brush.

			For a moment I became a magnet for grief, inhaling toward me every sorrow of the world until I felt tears prick my eyes. Mingled in among them was the sadness I’d felt as a child when my pet goldfish had died, and my sorrow when Aunt Sushiko had passed away.

			
				When I received word of Gonnosuke’s sudden passing, I could only gaze up at the sky in a daze. What terribly sad news.

				I had heard he was being treated for his health conditions, but I just don’t want to believe he can have departed us so soon. I recall those beautiful eyes of his, and his gentle spirit, and the way he always showed me the greatest kindness.

				I offer my heartfelt prayers for Gonnosuke’s happiness in the next world, and I wish you strength, although I know nothing can alleviate the sorrow of your loss.

				I would have liked to come and see you straight away, but unfortunately I am having trouble with my leg, so for the time being I enclose this small token of my sympathy in the hope you will offer it up to Gonnosuke’s spirit.

				Being unable to visit you in person at this time, for now I offer this letter of condolence.
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			I wrote these words of sympathy in far paler ink than I would normally use. This symbolized that the writer, in their grief, had let their tears fall onto the inkstone, watering down the ink. As I wrote, the face of Lady Calpis rose to mind time and time again, and for a brief instant I felt as though her hand was overlaid on mine and we were holding the brush together.

			After I had finished my work with the gray ink, I folded the long piece of white letter paper over and over, going the opposite way from usual so the writing was on the outside. For a formal letter you would normally use an envelope lined with another layer of paper, but for letters pertaining to unhappy events you use a single-layered one, in order not to add layer upon layer of misfortune. The envelope should be all white, of course, like the letter paper itself—in the same way that you wouldn’t wear showy makeup or accessories to a funeral.

			I wrote the name and address down the center of the envelope and let the pale ink dry. Then I slipped the completed message of condolence inside and, so as not to get any dirt on this important letter before posting it, I stood it up in the special space on the butsudan—the altar I kept in the house for the spirits of my predecessor and Aunt Sushiko. But I didn’t seal the envelope just yet. No matter how standard the contents of a letter might be, I always wait until morning. I would have a good sleep first, and then read over what I had written with a clear head.

			My predecessor often used to say that evil spirits lurk in letters written at night. Perhaps that was why she very rarely worked on scribing assignments once the sun had gone down.

			By the time I had finished my task it was nearly nine. Silence had fallen all around, and even the cicadas that had been so full of energy during the day had stopped their buzzing now night had come. It was so still I could almost believe I was in some secluded spot deep in the mountains. The air was as muggy as ever, though.

			I grabbed my purse and headed out for a light dinner. Just as the day begins early in Kamakura, businesses tend to close quite early in the evening too—but there are a few places that stay open late. I’d been so engrossed in writing the letter of condolence, I felt like I wouldn’t be able to get to sleep without a drink to clear my head.

			I marked the occasion in a wine bar near the station, where I toasted Gonnosuke with a glass of beautifully colored rosé, praying for his spirit as I snacked on bean and pistachio paté. It was the first letter of condolence I’d ever written, and I felt relief that the task had gone smoothly; perhaps that was why the wine went to my head quicker than usual. I left the bar at half ten so as not to miss the last bus back to Kamakura-gū Shrine.

			The next morning I reread the letter, as though tasting every single word. I did a thorough check for mistakes and missing characters, and made sure none of the expressions I had used were impolite. Then I carefully sealed the flap with glue and marked it with the character for “dream” 夢 and the letter was complete.

			I sent it via registered post, along with Lady Calpis’s condolence offering. I had remembered to write Lady Calpis’s name on her gift envelope too, of course.

			

			—

			That Sunday morning, I was out in the garden hanging up my washing when Madame Barbara called over to me.

			“Would you like to get breakfast together?”

			“That would be nice!” I said, raising my voice a little so she would hear.

			The stationery store was completely closed for the day, and I didn’t have any plans. I had considered going along to a meditation session at a nearby temple, but the morning sun was already beating down with such intensity that I found my energy flagging even just hanging out the washing. I hadn’t been out for breakfast in a while, and it might make for a nice change.

			Looking across the border of hydrangeas, I could see Madame Barbara carefully applying her lipstick. After days of heat, the flowers were completely exhausted. There was nothing as sorry-looking as withered hydrangeas, but I couldn’t exactly go marching into Madame Barbara’s garden and deadheading her flowers, friends or not.

			“Will you call on me when you’re ready to go?” Madame Barbara said, just as I was hanging up the last bra. Her lips were now a stylish pink. She was the one who always took her time getting ready, but I decided not to say anything. I could still see her there in front of her mirror, rubbing her lips together and going mm-pah, mm-pah.

			The thing about being neighbors was that you could just spontaneously decide to go out together when you felt like it. In all honesty, when I lived here as a child I didn’t really have much interaction with Madame Barbara. I don’t remember her and my predecessor being particularly close, but I don’t recall them being at odds, either. Their relationship probably didn’t involve much more than passing on the neighborhood notices to each other.

			But since I had grown up, left town and come back again, strangely enough Madame Barbara and I now seemed to get along well. We had got to know one another, and we had a nice, easy relationship that was not too close, not too distant.

			At just after eight in the morning we set off, with Madame Barbara riding on the back of my bicycle. I had been reluctant to sit my elderly neighbor on my bike’s luggage rack, but she had good reflexes and held on firmly around my waist. She rode side-saddle, with the youthful air of a schoolgirl.

			There weren’t many people about yet as we whizzed along Komachi Street.

			“Where would you like to go?” I said.

			“It’s such a lovely day—how about the Garden?” Madame Barbara suggested, as I had been hoping she might, so we crossed the railway at the level crossing and headed for the streets off round the back of the station. A mass of white flowers bloomed spectacularly along the Yokosuka Line. Every time I saw the sight, I really felt summer had come.

			We came out onto Imakōji Street and turned the corner at Kinokuniya supermarket, heading for the Garden, which was just before Starbucks. At this time of year it was lovely sitting outside on the terrace to eat, gazing at the spreading greenery.

			We both ordered a breakfast set—toast for me, granola for Madame Barbara—and chatted away leisurely as we ate. The subject of our conversation was almost always local affairs. There’s a new shop in town…That restaurant’s opened another branch, but the food’s not as good anymore…The owner of such-and-such coffee shop’s been behaving inappropriately toward the part-time girls…Time passed in a flash when we were caught up in discussing these small matters.

			It was nearly eleven by the time we were finishing our post-breakfast coffee. Madame Barbara reached into her faithful wicker shopping basket and pulled out what looked like a brand-new iPhone.

			“Did you get that recently?” I asked, peering at it.

			“My young man gave it to me,” said Madame Barbara. “So he can contact me any time, he says.”

			Displayed on the lock screen was one of Madame Barbara’s boyfriends, some years her junior. He may have been a young man in her eyes, but to me he still looked like a veritable senior citizen. Just how many boyfriends has she got, anyway? I thought enviously. The much-sought-after Madame Barbara was always off on some date or other.

			As we were chatting away, Madame Barbara’s phone rang. “Hello?” she answered, in tones so unmistakably honeyed that I couldn’t believe it. This must be how she unwittingly cast a spell on these boyfriends of hers. Even just sitting beside her listening to her talk on the phone I began to feel a sort of giddy joy, as though I were lovestruck myself.

			When the call had ended, Madame Barbara chuckled with amusement. “He’s already waiting at Starbucks! Would you believe it, he was so eager to see me he got here early. He’s got sharp ears—he might just have overheard our whole conversation!” These last words she spoke in a whisper, poking out her tongue. Despite what she had said, she seemed in no rush to leave, and she hummed to herself as she got out her compact and began to deftly reapply her lipstick.

			The Onarimachi Starbucks was on the other side of the fence from the Garden. It was built on the site of the former house of the late manga artist Ryūichi Yokoyama, and the garden still contained a little swimming pool, complete with a cherry tree and a trellis of trailing wisteria. I often went to this Starbucks myself when I wanted to sink into a book for a while. It was nice because no matter how long you stayed, the staff never treated you like a nuisance.

			Today, Madame Barbara’s date itinerary involved a drive to Hayama further round the coast and a wander round the art gallery, followed by a dinner of tempura in the evening before returning home. She invited me along, but I had my bicycle with me, and anyway I would definitely have been a third wheel—so I thanked her and politely declined.

			“See you later!” Madame Barbara said as she dashed off, a spring in her step. On top of the bill, she had left exact change for her breakfast granola: five hundred and fifty yen. I secretly felt that the trick to maintaining smooth neighborly relations was each paying your own way.

			The tourists were starting to filter into the café now, so I got up to go as well. You can tell at a glance whether someone lives around here or not. When the height of summer comes to Kamakura, the young people arrive in droves from Tokyo, showing lots of skin and making for the beach.

			

			—

			The stationery shop was quiet at the best of times, and now that the children were off school for the summer it became quieter still. One summer my predecessor, unable to bear the ennui, had put out tables at the front and run calligraphy classes—but the students, soon discouraged by her strictness, had all stopped coming.

			Casting an eye over the shop now, it struck me again what a very ordinary range of products we sold. Notebooks, rubbers, sets of compasses, rulers, felt-tip pens, glue, pencils, scissors, drawing pins, rubber bands, writing paper, envelopes…Basic items, and each of them the plainest of their type. The basics were important of course, but there was an overwhelming lack of playfulness here, and a lack of color, too. I wanted to stock stationery that was elegant, pretty—not just things for the local schoolchildren, but items young women my own age might also want to buy. Unfortunately, I hadn’t got round to actually making that happen yet, though.

			Another sore point was the fact that we didn’t stock any mechanical pencils—the ones with thin, replaceable leads, where you click the end of the pencil to make the lead come out. My predecessor had obstinately stuck to her guns on this particular point. An ordinary pencil was a perfectly adequate tool for writing, she said. A child wanting to write with a mechanical pencil was even further beyond the pale, and any youngster who came and asked to buy one would find themselves on the receiving end of a stern lecture. Even just lazily shortening the name to “clicky pencil” was enough to bring my predecessor’s wrath down upon you.

			Instead—and despite the fact that they didn’t sell all that well—we stocked quite a wide range of pencils for such a small shop. Each was classed with a number followed by “B,” with the number indicating how dark a mark the pencil would make: the higher the number, the softer the lead and the darker the mark. The ones that sold best were the harder HB and 2B pencils, but we also had some non-standard ones like 10B, which had leads that were twice as thick as normal. These were also known as “brush pencils,” and they were pricy items at four hundred yen a pop.

			I was currently using one of the brush pencils to practice my hiragana characters as I minded the shop. I hadn’t finished clearing out my predecessor’s things yet, but the intense heat had brought my progress to a standstill. The inside of the house was like a sauna. The single air-conditioning unit was broken, and when I’d got the local electrician in to look at it, they’d told me they no longer had the parts to repair it. The shop, however, had a fan fixed high up on the wall, and as a result I wasn’t budging from this room. Lately I had been spending entire days manning the counter, chin resting on my hands.

			I had got as far as “i-ro-ha-ni-ho-he-to, chi-ri-nu-ru-wo, wa-ka-yo-ta…” when I must have nodded off, brush pencil still in my hand. Without the air conditioner to alleviate the heat, I had been getting sleepier and sleepier until I was unable to keep my eyes open. I had heard that drowsiness was a protective instinct meant to help you survive the heat, so I hadn’t attempted to fight it.

			When I opened my eyes, my heart stopped for a moment. There was a little girl staring back at me. It’s finally happened! I thought, tensing up. Not to boast, but we get a lot of ghost sightings in Kamakura—especially in my area. Some fierce battles have been fought around here, and the place is dotted with old sites where people were killed or entire clans were wiped out. Kamakura is basically a haunted town.

			But it seemed this was just an ordinary human girl. In fact, she looked vaguely familiar, though I couldn’t place her. She had a perfectly round bob cut, and reminded me of a wooden kokeshi doll.

			“Missus, your writing is really good,” said Little Kokeshi with no preamble.

			I suppose to a primary-school pupil I was legitimately a “Mrs.,” given that I was in my late twenties. Especially since I’d run out of clothes to wear today, and had pulled on a sleeveless, rather shapeless tunic dress of my predecessor’s which I’d found in a drawer. Perhaps I did look particularly advanced in years.

			“What are you looking for?” I asked. If it’s a mechanical pencil you’re after, we don’t have any, I was going to say, but my tongue was too heavy to form the words. The drowsiness still permeated my body.

			Little Kokeshi’s expression remained guarded. In one hand she held a round fan, which she was flapping half-heartedly, sending the tiniest bit of delicious breeze my way.

			“Missus, you write things for people, don’t you?” Little Kokeshi said, fixing me with a sharp stare. I had been so sure she was here to buy stationery. After all, I had certainly never had a scribing request from a child before.

			Then, all of a sudden, the girl’s demeanor changed, and her gaze turned beseeching.

			“Can you write something for me? Please?” she said.

			“Er…” I hesitated.

			“Don’t worry, I’ll pay for it,” she said, though that hadn’t really been what I was concerned about. Still, I thought I should at least hear her out.

			“What is it you want me to write?”

			“A…a massive,” said Little Kokeshi slowly.

			“Um?” I said. “Do you mean…a missive, by any chance? A letter?”

			Little Kokeshi gave a nod.

			“And who do you want to send it to? Can you tell me?”

			“My teacher…” Little Kokeshi replied reluctantly.

			“Why do you want to write to your teacher?” I asked, but Little Kokeshi cast her eyes down sullenly as though she didn’t want to say.

			It was our custom at the stationery store to at least offer a drink of tea or something to the people who came in to request our scribing services, so I left Little Kokeshi in the shop and went off to the back to get some fizzy yuzu juice out of the fridge. It was from Madame Barbara—she had received it as a summer present from a boyfriend who lived down in Kōchi, and had shared the gift with me.

			“Here you go.” I opened a bottle and held it out to Little Kokeshi. I had brought one for myself too. The heat was unbearable, the perspiration pouring down my back. I couldn’t stand it a moment longer, so I took a swig from my bottle straight away, the cool bubbles fizzing and jumping around in my mouth like tiny fish. I swallowed, and felt the stream of cold liquid flow down through my body.

			“What kind of letter is it you’d like?” I asked Little Kokeshi, trying to get at the details without rushing her, feeling as though I were teasing out a tangled thread. Her next reply was as clipped as before, and very quiet.

			“Love.”

			What had she said? I paused, considering whether I might have misheard. But no—there was only one thing it could be, really.

			“Do you mean…you want to send your teacher a love letter?” I said, choosing my words carefully.

			Little Kokeshi finally put the bottle of fizzy yuzu to her lips and then she glugged the whole thing down in one go, as though once she had started she couldn’t stop. Watching her, I could see the faint downy fuzz around her mouth.

			“If I write it, he’ll know it’s from a kid. I only want to tell him how I feel—that’s all! My granny said the old lady who lives here is good at writing letters for people,” she said rapidly, her breath sweet and tinged with citrus.

			“Mrs.” was one thing, but being called an old lady—now that stung. But I swiftly realized it wasn’t me she was referring to. So did that mean Little Kokeshi’s grandmother had requested letters from my predecessor in the past?

			“My granny said that’s how she got married to my grandpa. Please, I really need your help!” Sitting on her chair, Little Kokeshi sank into a low bow. It was all very well her begging me, but I wasn’t sure how to respond.

			“I wonder if you could let me give it some thought?” I said, trying my best to show her I was taking her seriously. This wasn’t a request I could agree to just like that. The girl in front of me was probably at the upper end of primary school—certainly not an adult, but not exactly just a child, either. If she sent a love letter to her teacher and it caused some kind of issue, some incident…No, I couldn’t make the decision straight away. This was one of those times when it was best to proceed with caution.

			“Thanks for the yuzu juice!” Little Kokeshi said as she jumped to her feet, and I stood and watched her as she skipped away from the shop. Every inch of the lane outside glowed orange, awash in the summer-colored evening light.

			

			—

			It was later that evening when Lady Calpis appeared.

			Madame Barbara was spending a rare evening at home, her date for the day having canceled at the last minute, so after closing the shop I had gone over to hers for some sōmen noodles. I was still next door when I heard someone calling from outside the stationery shop, and I went out to find a petite woman standing under the camellia tree.

			She was dressed in golfing clothes, so I didn’t recognize her at first—but her polka-dot socks gave her away. If she had managed to go out golfing then perhaps her ankle wasn’t troubling her anymore, I thought, but I didn’t ask her about it.

			“Good evening,” I called, and she turned around, startled. There was a scarlet BMW parked out in the lane. Lady Calpis had sun cream on, and her face stood out pale in the gloom.

			“I thought I would stop by and pay you for your work,” she said.

			Closing time had long passed, but I could hardly turn her away after she had made the effort to come up here, so I hurried round to the back garden and into the house, and then unlocked the stationery store from inside and ushered her in.

			“I wanted to thank you. You did me a real favor the other day!” she said, her voice bright. “Mrs. Sunada even telephoned to let me know how much she appreciated it. She sounded very moved—it was a lovely letter, she said.”

			“I’m very glad,” I said, feeling genuine happiness that my work as a scribe had been of use to someone.

			“Now, have you an invoice for me?” said Lady Calpis.

			“Here you are.” I took out her invoice from a drawer and handed it to her.

			“Oh dear!” she exclaimed as soon as she had removed the invoice from the envelope and unfolded it. I readied myself for her to tell me it was too much, but then she said, “Are you quite sure this is enough?”

			From her elegant leather purse she nimbly extracted a ten-thousand-yen note.

			“No need for change,” she declared as if it were nothing. The note was crisp, as though it had come straight off the printing press. When I hesitated, she said, “You know, it’s only thanks to your mother that I live the way I do.”

			I stood there at a loss, not knowing what she was talking about. I didn’t think I had a mother.

			“The lady who was always here. Wasn’t she your mother?” Now it was Lady Calpis’s turn to look confused. But finally I understood.

			“Oh, that was my predecessor. My grandmother, she would have been.”

			It wasn’t surprising that Lady Calpis didn’t know this. For half of my life even I had been under the misapprehension that my predecessor was actually my mother.

			“Well—she wrote me a love letter that captured the heart of my husband,” Lady Calpis told me. “And that’s how I married him.”

			I wasn’t quite sure what to say to this either.

			“Didn’t you know?” she said, looking puzzled again.

			“Oh…so that’s how you knew we ran a scribing business,” I said, feeling as though things were finally starting to make sense.

			“That’s right. I lived in Kotsubo in those days, and I managed to walk all the way over here without anyone seeing me. Your mother—your grandmother, rather, was well known all round the bay. I hadn’t been in touch for a terribly long time, and I never thanked her, but when I heard the news about Gonnosuke, I just wondered…So I came to have a look, and goodness me if the place wasn’t still in business! And a young lady like you writing such a fine letter of condolence, too. I told my granddaughter about your shop, and do you know, she said she came here straight away!”

			That explained it. I had thought Little Kokeshi looked familiar when she’d visited the shop earlier that day.

			“ ‘If it hadn’t been for the old lady at that shop, you wouldn’t be here!’ I told her, and I think that made her curious. I hope she wasn’t at all cheeky to you,” Lady Calpis said.

			Just then, there was the sound of a horn honking outside. A small delivery truck had stopped behind Lady Calpis’s car.

			“Oh, good gracious, I have been rabbiting on. I do apologize—I shall let you get on with your evening.”

			Lady Calpis breezed out of the shop, showing no sign of her former leg injury. She got into the BMW and gave a bow in my direction, and then she abruptly revved the engine and zoomed off, leaving only the dark of night in her wake.

			

			—

			Once, when I was in my first year of senior high school, I argued back against my predecessor.

			“But writing letters for other people is cheating! It doesn’t even make sense—it’s just lying, isn’t it?”

			Up until then I had followed her instructions to the letter. This was the first time I had ever rebelled.

			“You’re free to think of it as cheating if you like,” my predecessor had replied. “But there are those who wish they could write a letter but can’t. Scribes have always worked behind the scenes, we never get our moment in the sun, but our profession helps others find happiness and people are very grateful for it. Listen, Hatoko.” My predecessor looked me straight in the eye as she reasoned with me. “Imagine you wanted to thank someone by giving them a box of sweets or biscuits. Usually, you would go and buy some from a shop that you think does delicious treats. Now, perhaps someone who was good at baking would make something themselves. But that doesn’t mean a shop-bought gift is any less heartfelt, does it?”

			All I could do was keep quiet and wait for her to continue.

			“You see? Even if you don’t make the gift yourself, you’ve still spent all that time and care choosing it from a shop. You’ve still put thought into it. A letter written by a scribe is the same. It’s all very well if you find it easy to put your own feelings into words, but we scribes are there for those who can’t. We help people convey their feelings even better than they could have otherwise. I do see what you’re getting at, Hatoko, but that way of thinking narrows your horizons. It’s like the old saying: If you want mochi, go to a mochi shop. As long as there are people who want a scribe to write their letters, then we’ll continue this work, it’s as simple as that.”

			I could tell my predecessor was doing her best to convey something important to me, and I got the vague gist of what she meant, even if I didn’t fully comprehend it. It was the box of sweets, more than anything, that really made sense to me at the time, and I came away with my own understanding that being a scribe wasn’t so different from running a local sweet shop or bakery.

			When I lifted my head, my gaze met the eyes of my predecessor and Aunt Sushiko, their memorial photographs sitting side by side on the butsudan altar looking back at me. My predecessor wore a crabby expression, whereas Aunt Sushiko was beaming cheerfully as though she’d just enjoyed a delicious meal. Identical twins, and yet in personality they couldn’t have been more different.

			My predecessor had been sent away by her birth parents to be adopted into the Amemiya family a little before she turned one year old, and so the two sisters had no memories of playing together as children, no fond recollections of shared meals or bathtimes. My predecessor was very reticent on the topic, and even the usually chatty Aunt Sushiko never seemed to want to talk about it much either.

			I was a teenager in junior high school when the two resumed their relationship as adults. My predecessor was always so strict with me, and yet when her sister was around, such a change came over her. When Aunt Sushiko was here we got to eat sushi and pizza, so I was always wholeheartedly glad to see her. I loved it when she stayed the night with us too, because I was excused from evening calligraphy practice, and it was also the only time I was ever allowed to watch television. Aunt Sushiko always came laden with tasty goodies, and it was fun all sitting together after dinner and snacking away.

			Now the two of them were keeping each other company in the grave that my predecessor had arranged, with the temple looking after their remains in perpetuity. My predecessor had been the first to pass away, so she had ended up waiting there for Aunt Sushiko to join her. It was a promise the two had made in life. Though they had been together in their mother’s womb, they’d been separated so soon that they had hardly spent any time with one another. They must have at least wanted to be together after they died.

			“Yoo-hoo! Poppo?” Madame Barbara’s voice rang out.

			“I’m here!”

			“There’s still some sōmen noodles left!”

			“Okay, I’ll be right there!”

			My neighbor and I didn’t even have to go to the bother of phoning each other—we could have a conversation just by raising our voices. It was very con-venient.

			I dashed to the fridge and took out a peach, which I had bought at the greengrocer’s a few days ago thinking Madame Barbara and I could share it. Not having any close acquaintances in Kamakura, she was the one person I could call a friend. The peach was perfectly ripe, and gave off a faint, sweet scent.

			

			—

			The thing is, I was ashamed of my past. I’m sure everyone has one or two things they’d like to scrub out of their personal history, and mine was something particularly stubborn.

			I may have given my predecessor a bit of backchat now and again, but it was in the summer of my second year of senior high school that I really mutinied. The arrival of my rebellious teenage phase, late though it was. All my life, my predecessor had instructed me meticulously in every little thing, from how I picked up and put down my chopsticks to my behavior and the way I spoke—and I had done my best to comply. But one day, unable to put up with it any longer, I just snapped.

			“Stop telling me what to do, you old cow! Just shut up!”

			Before I knew it, the insult I had managed to keep bottled up inside had leaped out of my mouth. It had come as a shock even to me—but the words were out now, and there was no taking them back. “Stop shoving your own lousy life onto me!” I screamed, slamming the brush in my hand down onto the tatami. It was the special brush, the one made with my baby hair. “Who’s even heard of being a scribe nowadays anyway? This is just stupid!”

			And then I got up and stamped my foot down on the writing box beside me, crushing it under my heel. That was the moment the dove on the lid of the box broke.

			It was the summer holidays, and my classmates were off on trips to the sea or to the mountains. Even the quiet group of kids I was reasonably close to were getting all excited about going off on an overnight trip to Disneyland. Among them was a boy from art club for whom I held a faint candle. They’d invited me too, but of course I’d had to refuse.

			But now I had stopped to think about why I was the only one sitting here in the stifling heat, practicing my crummy writing, and all the anger and doubts that had been smoldering away inside me had come bursting out like magma. I couldn’t stop them.

			I stormed out of the house, got on my bicycle and tore off to a fast-food place in front of the station. As soon as I was handed my burger I attacked it, hardly stopping to chew as I sluiced it down with cola. As per my predecessor’s orders, I had never tasted fast food or cola in my life.

			Now that I had crossed this line, I became a standard-issue troublemaker. I rolled my school skirt over at the waist to shorten it as much as I could; I wore loose, baggy socks; I bleached my hair brown; I got my ears pierced. I painted my nails in shocking colors, and I never put my school shoes on properly but instead wore them with the backs squashed down to show how little I cared. Back then it was the heyday of the rebellious “ganguro” girls, with their dark tans, inch-thick makeup and accessory-laden look.

			No longer a plain and inconspicuous wallflower, I had done a one-eighty overnight. I could see the shock on the faces of my classmates and the others around me, and no wonder—I had flipped my image on its head and was racing full-pelt down ganguro highway.

			This led to noisy scuffles with my predecessor on more than a few occasions, and sometimes I would shove her away, or fight back by digging my nails into her arms. It was the first resistance movement of my life—a protest for justice. I wouldn’t be satisfied unless I could pay her back somehow for robbing me of my youth. And at the same time, I wanted another shot at those teenage years I had lost. I wanted to choose my own clothes and makeup, to eat whatever I liked.

			Post-rebellion, I stopped hanging out with anyone else and stuck solely to my own company, a lone wolf. My classmates must have been watching all this from a distance with curious gazes. Looking back on it now, it seems incredibly embarrassing, but I didn’t have the composure to realize that at the time.

			When I finished senior high school and started design college, I left the ganguro look behind. Now, after all this time, the thought of meeting someone who had known me back in my ganguro days was just mortifying. Even if anyone did recognize me, I prayed they would keep quiet and just leave me be.

			

			—

			The day after Kamakura’s summer fireworks display, I found myself with another scribing job. I had been asked to write a letter announcing a divorce.

			I could easily visualize how to write a marriage announcement, but the idea of the opposite gave me pause. The book of instructions left by my predecessor contained not a single word of advice on the subject, so there was nothing for it but to strike out by myself.

			Contents-wise it would be best not to let the letter get too emotional, and yet I didn’t want it to be too dry and businesslike, either. According to the ex-husband, who was the one who had come to the stationery store, the couple had had a big, lavish wedding, and they wanted to properly notify in writing all the family and friends who had supported them. They didn’t have children, incidentally. And the cause of the divorce, the ex-husband told me, was that his wife had met someone else.

			“But I don’t want to just make it look like it’s all her fault,” he said quietly, between sips of sparkling water.

			“So would you like the letter to include the reason for the divorce? Or would you prefer to keep it vague?” I asked. It was important to get this right. I could probably gloss over the details with some customary phrase, say that their natures were incompatible or something like that.

			“Hmm…” He cast his eyes down and lapsed into silence. After some time had passed, he spoke again, his voice hoarse. He was going for the bold decision.

			“Write the reason, please. But before that, I also want you to include the fact that we had a happy married life.”

			I asked him about his most treasured memories with his wife, noting down the key points. As I listened, I found I was the one welling up with tears. I mean—this couple had pledged their lives to each other, they’d had so many wonderful times together, and now by some tiny trick of fate it was all over, just like that! The world of marriage and divorce was a mystery to me, not having experienced either myself. I hadn’t yet encountered anyone I felt I wanted to be with for the rest of my life.

			As we neared the end of our meeting, the ex-husband fixed me with an imploring gaze. “You know, they say all’s well that ends well, don’t they?” he said. “That’s what I want this letter to be—a good ending. But I’m all over the place, and I can’t write it myself. So I hope you can help me.”

			He could have sent something like this by email easily enough, yet he was taking the trouble to announce the divorce properly in a letter. He seemed like a very conscientious person to me.

			The ex-husband was thirty-nine and his ex-wife was forty-two. They were separating in their fifteenth year of marriage.

			

			—

			I drafted out the letter on the computer first, picking over every word.

			With more simple assignments I would just dive straight into the real thing to give it a sense of immediacy. But for a letter like this I needed to choose the words carefully and polish the sentences. My predecessor used to draft her letters out too, though on paper rather than a computer.

			The important thing was to convey the couple’s gratitude to the people in their lives who had affectionately watched over them, and to let them know that their consideration hadn’t been taken for granted. To apologize wholeheartedly for the fact that, ultimately, they were no longer able to remain husband and wife—but to openly express their wish for continued support in their new, separate lives.

			It wasn’t just the words I had to think about; I also wanted to pay due attention to the paper and the envelopes, and the tools I used to write. When writing a formal letter to an individual addressee, the basic rule was to use brush and ink on a roll of letter paper, and to write the sentences vertically, from top to bottom. However, this letter had to be sent to over a hundred people, just like a wedding invitation. I could always write it with a brush and then photocopy it—but when I thought about how it would feel to be the one receiving the letter, a photocopy seemed insincere and impolite. A letter had to accurately convey the sender’s message, but it was important that it didn’t injure the recipient’s feelings, either.

			After debating for a while, I decided not to write the letter by hand but to have it printed instead. It was a joint announcement by the ex-couple, after all, and perhaps this way it would come across as a more faithful representation of both of their voices. If I chose a typeface with a softer look, I should still be able to convey their sentiments with subtlety, even if the letter wasn’t handwritten. I wanted to keep the mood formal while ensuring the words were gentle and contained real feeling.

			After some back and forth with the ex-husband, we settled on the wording. His ex-wife, who was already living with her new love on a remote Okinawan island, never visited the stationery store. With the letter being sent under both their names, however, she also needed to be consulted on the details, and so the ex-husband acted as the go-between and summarized her comments for me.

			The words having now been decided, I took the draft off to the printer’s. The ex-husband was keen that the letter should leave an impression and feel very sincere, even if it cost a bit of money, so I had decided to convey the couple’s feelings by having each character carefully etched by letterpress. If I went too overboard it would look as though they were taking enjoyment from the fact of their divorce, however, so I needed to keep it low-key.

			Letterpress is an old printing technique that involves arranging pieces of movable type into rows—with each piece featuring a single character of text—inking them, and then pressing a sheet of paper onto the type to transfer the ink onto the paper. Nowadays it’s mostly been replaced by a technique called offset printing, but in the old days, books and whatnot were all printed using letterpress. It leaves the words on the paper faintly indented, which I thought might work to convey a sort of handmade warmth.

			I had debated for quite a while about whether to have the writing going horizontally or vertically, and eventually I’d decided to go with horizontal. With vertical writing there was etiquette that had to be followed—a customary opening greeting, the main text, a closing phrase, the sender and recipient’s details, a postscript—and by the time I had done all this, the letter would inevitably end up feeling very formal. But when writing horizontally it was all right to forgo the etiquette somewhat, meaning I could keep the focus on the divorce announcement, which was the whole point. Unlike in the past, there weren’t many people nowadays who had an aversion to letters being written horizontally.

			The letters that came back from the printer had been done so beautifully I just wanted to hold them up and rub them against my cheek. The characters had been picked out in plain, neat rows on Crane cotton paper.

			Seeing as the text ran horizontal, I chose Western-style, landscape-oriented envelopes, with the flap on the long edge, rather than the vertical envelopes used for typical Japanese letters. The envelopes were also made by Crane, and were lined with a thin paper, dark blue like the night sky in winter. I’d chosen the color hoping to convey that even in the darkness, there was a star-like glimmer of hope.

			For the list of recipients, the ex-husband had given me the very same guest list the couple had put together for their wedding. Now here it was, being used for their divorce announcement. I had to be careful though, because the list contained a few others whose surnames and addresses had changed following their own divorces.

			Seeing as the writing on the envelopes was going to be horizontal too, I opted for a fountain pen rather than a brush. I used Herbin’s traditional ink, and from among their range of thirty-plus colors I chose Gris Nuage, which was supposed to be French for “cloudy gray.” When I tested it out on the cotton paper the color was too pale at first, and it looked like a letter of condolence, so I decided to leave the lid off the bottle overnight to evaporate some of the water and darken the ink. If I put it in an airtight plastic tub along with some desiccant, I could get rid of the water faster.

			This done, I wrote the recipients’ names and addresses one by one on each envelope. Now that the ink had thickened a bit it worked well with the Crane cotton paper; the resulting writing looked clean and dignified. I had chosen gray to express the subdued feelings of the senders, but it definitely wasn’t a sad color. Beyond the clouds, I was sure there was a wide blue sky.

			I deliberated over the stamps right until the very end. The choice of stamp was meant to be an opportunity for the sender to display their good taste. If the front of an envelope was its face, then the stamp was like the lipstick that pulled the look together—and if you made a mess of your lipstick then that was all anyone would notice. It was only a stamp, just a stamp, and yet…

			This was a tricky letter. It wasn’t bringing glad tidings, but it wasn’t as though it was a funeral announcement, either. The usual approach would be to choose a stamp with a design appropriate to the upcoming season, but that seemed somehow uninspired. And a commemorative stamp featuring Kamakura, where the two had lived together for so long, felt tactless given the outcome of their marriage. I leafed through the entire file of stamps left by my predecessor, but nothing jumped out at me. So, seeing as I didn’t have anything just right to hand, I went online and ordered some stamps that had been issued fifteen years ago.

			The year the two had got married. It seemed to me meaningful, somehow, to choose a stamp that had seen out the same number of years.

			
				To everyone who has been there for us,

				Summer has come to Kamakura, and the trees are looking especially fresh and green. We hope you are all keeping well.

				It has been fifteen years since we were married at Tsurugaoka Hachiman-gū Shrine, and the time seems to have flown by. We feel so fortunate to have shared the day with all of you, becoming husband and wife in that solemn ceremony with cherry-blossom petals fluttering through the air.

				In the years since, we have experienced the modest joys of everyday life as a married couple—both of us working hard during the week, relaxing at weekends with outings to the sea and walks in the mountains and the countryside, and deepening our understanding and affection for one another day by day.

				Though we were not blessed with children, we were so lucky to have our beloved dog, Hanna, whom we adored as though she were our own child. The family trip the three of us took to Okinawa will always remain a treasured memory.

				We are writing this letter because we have some sad news to share with you. At the end of July we got divorced, bringing a close to our relationship as husband and wife.

				We talked at length about whether there was some way we could continue on together, on occasion asking close friends to step in and mediate, and we believe we have done everything we could to try and reach a happy outcome. However, M is unwavering in her desire to begin afresh with a new partner, living true to herself with no regrets, and so we have reached the conclusion that our time together has come to an end.

				Sadly, we will no longer be able to fulfill our wish of going forward hand-in-hand as a married couple, but we hope to take a step back and support each other in our new lives. We would be glad, therefore, if you would think of this as a brave decision we have made in order for both of us to find greater happiness.

				It is painful to think that we have betrayed the hopes of everyone who has given their warm support to us in our marriage, and we want to thank you sincerely for all the kindness and affection you have shown us. Our bond with you has provided us with so much encouragement and solace over the years, and although ultimately the two of us will be walking separate paths, it is our shared wish that we will both have the chance to continue our relationship with you.

				We hope that someday, we will be able to look back on this time and talk about it with gladness.

				Sending you all our gratitude for everything that has passed.
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			I finished off the letter with the date and the couple’s joint signature.

			In vertical letters you omit the punctuation, but seeing as this one was horizontal I had kept it in, formatting it the same as a business letter. The letter had come to two sheets in total, and I neatly folded each pair of pages and tucked them into their envelopes.

			Finally, I sealed the envelopes with sealing wax in a brilliant Turkish blue. The ex-wife had hardly said anything about the contents of the letter, but apparently this color was the one thing she had insisted on.

			I placed the wax in a silver spoon that my predecessor had kept for this purpose and held it out over the flame of a spirit lamp, slowly melting it. This particular wax gave off a sweet, honey-like fragrance as it turned liquid. Once the wax was fully melted, I dribbled it onto the flap of the first envelope. The stamp I was using bore the initial “M,” which was shared by both ex-husband and ex-wife. The ex-husband said they had come across it in a stationery shop when they were on their honeymoon in Italy. It was ironic that the first time they were using it was for a letter announcing their divorce, but the shiny, wet-look finish it gave to the wax was just gorgeous.

			I stamped the blob of wax once and then let it cool before pressing the stamp in a second time, and then repeated the process over and over until the last letter was firmly sealed. If I didn’t manage to stamp the wax cleanly, I waited for it to cool and then re-melted it in the spoon and tried again.

			Tomorrow morning I would deliver the letters to the post office in front of the station, marking the end of this almost month-long task. The couple were already technically divorced, but I couldn’t help thinking that once these letters had been sent it would finally become real.

			Right at the last minute, I suddenly had a thought. I got out the scales—an old set that had been in use at the store for three generations—and weighed one of the letters. There was nothing ruder than having your letter arrive at someone’s door with an “insufficient postage” sticker on it. It cost eighty-two yen to send a standard letter weighing up to twenty-five grams, but if the weight exceeded that then you had to add on another ten yen worth of stamps. It turned out that one letter weighed eighteen grams, so that was fine.

			Glancing at the calendar, I saw that we were well into August now. Kamakura’s Bonbori lantern festival and Black Jizō festival were already over, and soon it would be the Obon holidays. The clamorous buzzing of the cicadas filled my hearing, as though my ears had all of a sudden been unstopped.

			

			—

			The Tsubaki Stationery Store was closed for its summer holiday for the week around Obon. On the last day of the holiday, I caught the Yokosuka Line train from Kamakura Station and headed for Tokyo. Seeing as I was just frittering away the time at home, I had decided to go to the city to hunt for stamps. I could get all my basic shopping done in Kamakura, small town though it was, so this would be my first visit to the capital in a while.

			The ex-husband told me that the divorce announcements had been delivered successfully. While we had worded the cause of the split in a somewhat roundabout way, it seemed that most of the recipients had got the gist. “There were even some people we’d fallen out of touch with phoning up to offer encouragement,” he said, his voice cheerier than it had been. If formally announcing their divorce had allowed the couple to take a new step forward, then perhaps the letter had been a meaningful one, for both the ex-husband and his ex-wife.

			However, I couldn’t honestly say I had nailed the stamp. Even after I had posted the letters, I found myself ruefully thinking that there must have been something better I could have used. I wanted to build up my stock of stamps so I could avoid this happening again.

			Having accomplished the weighty task of the divorce announcement, somewhere inside me I could feel the beginnings of a budding pride in my work as a scribe. There was a time when I had rebelled against my predecessor and loathed the idea of going into the same line of work, but in the end, scribing was the only thing I had learned how to do. On graduating from senior high school I had gone to vocational college to study design, and that had been a big part of the decision too. Plus, even after my predecessor had died and I had fled overseas, wanting to leave it all behind, it was my calligraphy skills that had saved me.

			When money grew tight, I would often take commissions from people who adored kanji and Japanese. There was a big fascination with East Asian culture at the time, and lots of young people abroad were proudly sporting kanji characters on their T-shirts, or getting them tattooed right onto their skin. But so often the kanji was wrong—or even if it was technically right, there was something a bit odd and laughable about it.

			The kanji for “samurai” 侍 being mixed up with the kanji meaning “to wait” 待—that was the sort of thing you came across all the time. I particularly remember seeing an older lady walking around nonchalantly wearing a T-shirt that was probably meant to say “freedom,” but instead was emblazoned with the characters for “free”—as in, free of charge. I think it was actually rarer to see kanji being used correctly.

			When I wrote Japanese using a brush pen for these people they were delighted, and I experienced firsthand how my craft could actually keep me afloat. For the first time ever, I felt grateful to my predecessor. Although by then it was too late to thank her.

			So when Aunt Sushiko died, I returned to Kamakura and took over the Tsubaki Stationery Store. Perhaps while I had been living abroad, little by little some sort of readiness to become a scribe had been firming up inside me.

			

			—

			I had a good go at stocking up on stamps in Tokyo, and returned to Kamakura that evening feeling pretty pleased with myself. Just as I was exiting the ticket barriers on the east side of the station, I heard someone calling me.

			“Poppo!”

			For a moment I tensed up, thinking I had been spotted by someone who knew of my embarrassing past—only, I thought I recognized that voice. Sure enough, when I looked round there was Madame Barbara, waving energetically at me from the other side of the throng.

			I waded through the crowd of people and, after some effort, ended up in front of her. She looked fresh from a trip to the hairdresser’s, her shoulder-length hair full of bouncy curls.

			“It really suits you,” I complimented her.

			“Thank you, Poppo!” she said, her voice full of vim and vigor. “Where have you been off to today?”

			“I was in Tokyo getting some stamps.”

			Madame Barbara asked if I’d already eaten, and I told her I hadn’t. “Well, then, do you want to come with me and get dinner by the sea?” she said in a voice as bright as a hundred-watt bulb. I had been eating alone throughout the Obon holiday, and I’d been thinking it would be nice to share a meal with someone today at least. Though when I say “someone,” there wasn’t really anyone else it could have been.

			Without further ado the two of us set off along Wakamiya-ōji Street, heading all the way down to the coast. The magnificent evening light was so dazzling it almost hurt my eyes.

			En route, we stopped off at the Renbai and I bought two freshly baked buns filled with sweet bean paste. It was officially called the Kamakura Nōkyōren Sokubaijo—the Kamakura Farmers’ Cooperative Market—but we called it the Renbai for short. Farmers growing vegetables on the outskirts of town came to sell their produce here, and the market was open every day from eight in the morning almost all year round, apart from the four days off at New Year. In one corner of the Renbai was a little bakery called Paradise Alley which sold the most delicious buns filled with sweet bean paste. I always thought it was cute the way the round buns were dusted with white, giving them a smiley face. These ones were fluffy and warm, probably just out of the oven.

			When we reached the sea, we found a line of beach shacks stretching all the way along the sand. Halfway down the steps to the beach I took off my court shoes, going barefoot for the first time in ages. Madame Barbara did the same, and I noticed her toenails were painted with pretty white nail varnish. The moment I alighted from the last of the concrete steps, the cool sand embraced my feet.

			“I just love, love, love walking barefoot on the beach!” Madame Barbara said delightedly, as though she were five years old.

			“It’s nice, isn’t it?” I said, following behind her. With each step, the soft, silky sand enveloped my feet and then fell away again. I felt as though my soles were being tickled by fairies.

			Madame Barbara had been singing the praises of the Thai food court, and we arrived to find it especially busy with customers. We bagged ourselves some seats on the decking with a view of the sea and then each went up and ordered our own dishes from one of the several stalls. I chose spring rolls and stir-fried morning glory while Madame Barbara went for pad thai noodles, and we shared the dishes companionably between us.

			Before I knew it, the sun had set and night was making its stately entrance. Out on the beach, children were playing with sparklers, waving around the little glowing lights as though to feed this newborn creature that was the night. The waves stroked the shore, caressing it softly, tenderly, soothing the night with a lullaby. A lone dog paddled through the water, heading out to the open sea.

			I must have been lost in thought staring out at the dark ocean, because the next thing I heard was Madame Barbara’s voice in my ear.

			“Poppo—it’s all very well looking pensive, but the food’s getting cold.”

			She scooped another helping of pad thai onto my plate, and I leaned in to smell it. It was a complex, layered Asian aroma, sweet and sour but with something else too. I picked up some of the noodles slightly awkwardly with the plastic chopsticks and a puff of steam wafted upward. The pad thai was delicious, the taste pleasantly accented by the crunchy fried peanuts.

			Madame Barbara made a good crunching noise herself as she tucked into a spring roll. In my time roaming the world and helping out on people’s farms, I’d developed the ability to withstand the strong flavors of coriander and nam pla, and I found the stir-fried morning glory nicely seasoned as well, not too salty. All of the dishes came in generous portions, and what we had ordered was enough to pretty much fill me up.

			Looking out to sea again, I saw that the stars had come out. The constellations stretching out above the water seemed especially big and bright tonight.

			As I sat there in silent conversation with the stars, Madame Barbara gave a soulful sigh.

			“Ahh, here we are, at the end of summer.”

			It was so lively down by the sea just now, but once the Obon holiday was over the number of people would rapidly dwindle, and when September came the beach shacks would all be pulled down too.

			“Which season is your favorite?” I asked Madame Barbara, still unable to tear my gaze away from the water.

			“Oh, all of them, of course!” she answered immediately. “I mean spring is spring, and the cherry blossoms are gorgeous. And in summer it’s so lovely swimming in the sea. Then there are all those tasty things to eat in autumn—and in winter it’s quiet, and the stars are beautiful. I’m too greedy to choose, I love them all. Spring, summer, autumn and winter.”

			It was a very Madame Barbara response.

			“What about you, Poppo?” she said.

			“Well, I did think I liked summer best,” I said, my own answer far less articulate.

			“Oh? Haven’t you enjoyed the summer this year?”

			“Oh no, I didn’t mean that,” I said, putting on a smile.

			The children had finished with their sparklers now, and the dog had come in from the water. A brisk wind had got up all of a sudden. No matter how sweltering it might be during the day, it was chilly by the sea at night. I opened my bag to get out my cardigan, and Madame Barbara said, “Shall we go and get some hot tea at a café across the way?”

			“Across the way” meant over in Zaimokuza, which was just a little further round the coast, separated from Yuigahama beach by the mouth of the Namerigawa River. A narrow wooden bridge had been built across the river just for the summer, so you could cross between the beaches at Yuigahama and Zaimokuza without having to go all the way back up the steps and along the coast road.

			Still barefoot, we crossed the bridge over to the beach at Zaimokuza. Tourists tended to come to Yuigahama, but it was Zaimokuza where you would mostly find the locals.

			The sand was noticeably chillier than when we had first arrived on the beach. We sat there sipping jasmine tea, a song by the Southern All Stars playing full blast in the background. I must have cooled down quite a bit without realizing it, and the warmth of the jasmine tea was much appreciated; I could feel it going straight to my core.

			I was beginning to get sleepy, so we didn’t stay for too long. The ocean had such a powerful energy, just being near it was enough to make my own body grow heavy.

			We got going again, trudging back up the night road to the station, heading away from the coast and toward Hachiman-sama. The long, straight approach road to the shrine was marked by three large torii gates, and running up the middle of the road from the second gate all the way to the third at the shrine’s entrance was a raised footpath lined with trees, called the Dankazura. Before the Yokosuka train line was built here, cutting across the road, the Dankazura had apparently extended all the way down to the first torii gate.

			As we walked toward the second torii gate, the moon finally made an appearance. Madame Barbara hummed a whimsical melody that might have been a nursery rhyme.

			She said she wanted to do some shopping before she went home—it wasn’t yet eight, so she should just make it to Kinokuniya before closing time—but I didn’t have anything I particularly needed to buy, so we parted ways in front of the station and I boarded the bus toward Kamakura-gū Shrine. I definitely didn’t have enough energy to walk home.

			In the daytime the buses always crawled along because of the traffic, so it was bracing now to be speeding up Wakamiya-ōji Street. As we passed Toshimaya, I saw that the shop’s entrance was decked out with an enormous oharahisan, the circle of twisted rope as big as a hula hoop.

			Whenever I saw Hachiman-sama at night, it always looked like some kind of otherworldly undersea palace. I was gazing out of the bus window, entranced by the lights of the shrine, when I suddenly remembered the buns. I had bought them especially thinking Madame Barbara and I could eat them at the beach, and had ended up carrying both away in my bag. It wasn’t good manners to eat on the bus, but I stealthily tucked in to one anyway. The bread was quite firm, like French bread, and inside was a filling of soft sweet bean paste. The paste was very smooth, just the way I liked it, and mixed into it was some kind of sweet, tangy fruit that might have been apricot.

			I would put Madame Barbara’s bun in a bag and hang it on her door. Tomorrow, the Tsubaki Stationery Store would reopen for business.

			When I unlocked my own door and entered the house, I could hear a strange sound emanating from somewhere. A bell cricket must have got inside while I was out, and it was that clear, ringing note I had heard: riiin, riiin. I thought about finding the cricket and putting it outside—but for the moment I decided to just sit and appreciate that distinctive sound.

			I was struck with a sudden fancy for a drink, so I poured myself a glass of the plum liqueur Aunt Sushiko had left behind. My predecessor Kashiko, and her younger twin Sushiko. Sweets and sushi. They had been given their names in the hope that they would never want for food all their lives. Had that hope actually been fulfilled? I couldn’t say. The two sisters were now resting companionably in their shared grave.

			All of a sudden, I remembered that it was supposed to be Obon, a time for honoring the dead, and I poured out some more plum liqueur and placed it on the butsudan altar, offering it up to the deceased. Aunt Sushiko had been partial to a drink now and then, but my predecessor had never touched a drop. While they were identical in looks, their personalities were so different it was almost absurd. If they ever received a gift from someone, my predecessor would be there apologizing, bowing low and saying, “I’m sorry for putting you to all that trouble,” while “Thank you!” Aunt Sushiko would say, a broad smile on her face.

			I rang the bell on the butsudan just once, as though to join in with the cricket’s solo song, and then I pressed my hands together in prayer as the chime faded away.

			It looked as though the bell cricket had brought the autumn in with it. From some unseen gap or chink in the walls, a chilly breeze crept in.
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				Autumn

			
			Perhaps autumn is the time of year when people get the urge to send letters.

			The scribing requests had been coming thick and fast lately. Most of the jobs I was taking on were farewell letters, or letters inquiring after people who’d been struck by misfortune, or lending encouragement to someone who was struggling to find a job, or apologizing for some blunder made after one too many drinks. Things that were easier to put in writing than say face-to-face.

			Among all these, there came a request for an ordinary letter.

			“Do you write just…normal letters, too?” the man asked hesitantly. “There’s someone I want to write to, just to let her know I’m alive.”

			The man’s surname was Sonoda, and his quiet, measured voice made me think of the breeze rustling the grass in a beautiful hilltop meadow.

			“Who is it you want to write to?” I said, my voice growing hushed in imitation.

			“A childhood friend. We once promised each other we’d get married, but it didn’t happen in the end. I’m married to someone else now, and we have a child—and I heard she’s recently found someone too, and that she’s living up north and she’s happy there. So I’m not trying to change anything now. After all, we haven’t seen each other for twenty years. I just want to send her a few words to let her know I’m doing well too.”

			So couldn’t you write it yourself? I was on the brink of saying, but I stopped myself. I was sure Sonoda had his reasons.

			“It feels silly saying this now when it’s all in the past, but I really did love her. I’d made up my mind that she was the only one I wanted to spend my life with. But…” Sonoda faltered and cast his gaze down.

			There was a little bird chirping out in front of the house: chii, chii. I could see it walking back and forth, flapping its tail up and down as though knocking it on the ground. It had to be a wagtail.

			There’d been a real autumnal feel to the sky recently. Sooner or later I would have to start lighting the paraffin heater in the stationery store to keep out the cold.

			As I waited for Sonoda to compose himself—not that he was overwrought, necessarily—I went through to the back and brewed some black tea. That morning when I’d been out shopping, I’d stopped in at Nagashimaya for something sweet and had bought some daifuku, so I brought those out on little folded pieces of decorative paper along with the tea.

			As I poured the tea into two old-fashioned teacups, its fragrant aroma filled the shop like sunlight.

			“Here you are.” I offered Sonoda some tea and the daifuku that had chestnut in it, praying it would loosen the knot in his heart. I hoped he liked sweet things.

			I sipped my own cup of hot black tea and sank my teeth into the remaining daifuku. The mochi on the outside was studded with whole beans, and was still soft and squidgy.

			A normal letter…The vast majority of letters people commissioned from me did tend to involve some thorny issue or other—so on being actually asked to write a normal letter I found myself wary.

			“What about the content? Is there anything in particular you’d like me to write?” I asked Sonoda, brushing white flour off my lips.

			“It can be anything. I know that makes it sound like I don’t really care—but it honestly can be something little, it doesn’t matter. She just really loves letters. We were in a long-distance relationship for a while, back when we were students, and she actually wrote to me almost every day. I wasn’t much of a letter-writer myself, though. So when I did occasionally send her one, she was always over the moon. She would tell me at length how delighted she was in her reply—sometimes she even sent pressed flowers and things. But if I were to personally write to her now, I’d feel guilty toward my wife…”

			“I understand,” I said, nodding.

			“And I’d like it in a woman’s writing,” said Sonoda.

			“A woman’s writing?”

			This I didn’t understand. If the person requesting the letter was a man, surely it made sense to write in a man’s hand.

			“She’s probably very happy in her life right now, and the last thing I want to do is pour cold water on that,” Sonoda explained. “I’m sure her husband would worry if he knew she’d received a personal letter from a man. Especially if it was from someone he didn’t know. I really wouldn’t want it to cause any friction between them.”

			I gave a deep nod.

			“But luckily, my given name is Kaoru—it could be a woman’s name too. Kaoru Sonoda. So I thought that if the letter was from a Kaoru Sonoda and written in a woman’s writing, then even if her husband finds it he’ll think it’s from an old classmate or a friend, and he won’t suspect anything odd. But Sakura will know straight away that it’s from me. Oh, that’s who I want to send the letter to—she’s called Sakura.”

			“I see. Well, that makes sense,” I said. I found Sonoda’s reasoning strangely convincing. He wasn’t attempting to rekindle his relationship with Sakura, nor to profess his love, only to send an entirely ordinary, run-of-the-mill letter.

			He took a sip of his tea, which must have cooled somewhat by now, and then his expression softened into a smile like a camellia bud opening into bloom. “I’ve given it plenty of thought, and this is what I’ve come up with,” he said.

			He had such a gentle smile. Sakura was lucky too, to be the recipient of this ordinary letter from him.

			I topped up our cups with tea and then asked Sonoda about his memories with Sakura, and about his day-to-day life, and then finally I got him to write down her full name and address.

			“I heard that when she got married, she became Sakura Sakura,” Sonoda said quietly, looking down at the note in his hand with a smile. Peering at it, I saw it was true. Sakura Sakura, living in a little town in the north. Even I started to feel a sense of closeness with her, as though I knew her personally.

			Sonoda drank up the rest of the tea in his cup, and then he pointed a slender finger at the chestnut daifuku still sitting on top of its fancy paper. “Could I take this home?” he said a little shyly. “My daughter really loves these.”

			Sonoda had his own life now, in a world that didn’t contain Sakura. And she in turn had decided not to choose the life where she became Sakura Sonoda. Somewhere, I was sure, there was a little girl with a sweet tooth, waiting for her dad to come home.

			“Oh yes, of course. Let me just get you some cling film.”

			I stood up and was about to head into the back, but Sonoda said, “I’ll just take it like this.” He had already opened out the decorative paper and was wrapping it around the daifuku. “What about payment?” he asked.

			“Anytime’s fine. Please just come by next time you’re in the area,” I said as I saw him off. As Sonoda was on his way out, a little group of primary-school girls entered the store. I had seen them in here a lot lately.

			Sonoda needn’t have gone to so much trouble—in this day and age there were dozens of ways he could have reached out to Sakura online. I’d heard plenty of stories about people tracking down their first loves, people they hadn’t been in touch with for ages, and even rekindling those old flames. But that wasn’t what Sonoda was about. And I was sure Sakura wasn’t someone who would think well of it either.

			A letter that was written so as not to cross the line; so as to keep oneself in check; so as to avoid disrupting the other person’s life. A letter of the utmost consideration toward its recipient.

			

			—

			I spent the next few days with Sonoda. I don’t mean he was actually there, of course. But I wanted to convey everything of him to Sakura: his tenderness and the way he spoke, his face, even his smell. A letter is an embodiment of its sender, after all.

			He had told me he was going into hospital soon. He hadn’t divulged exactly why, although he had said it wasn’t anything life-threatening—but, he’d told me, it had caused him to think seriously about death for the first time in his life. And when he had, it was thoughts of Sakura that had played on his mind.

			Sonoda had looked me straight in the eye and said that in the unlikely event that he did lose his life, he wanted to make sure he had no regrets.

			“The operation’s coming up, and I think my feelings are a bit all over the place,” he’d said with a little laugh—and I didn’t doubt it. The thought of going under anesthetic and having a scalpel inserted into your stomach…No, it wouldn’t be easy to keep your cool, no matter how minor the operation. I could see how his mind would leap to the worst-case scenario. Perhaps without something as significant as this surgery to prompt him, Sonoda would never have had the chance to send a letter to Sakura.

			As my thoughts dwelled on Sonoda, all of a sudden my predecessor popped into my head. She had undergone surgery too, in her final years. But I hadn’t been there with her.

			

			—

			Once I’ve formed a rough idea of a letter, my approach is to decide on the writing tools before getting down to the details. The same words can come across completely differently depending on whether you write them with a ballpoint pen, a fountain pen, a brush pen or a brush. (But not a pencil. Writing a letter in pencil is fundamentally impolite.)

			After I had spent a while deliberating, I decided to write the letter to Sakura using a glass pen. I felt it was the most fitting way to convey Sonoda’s crystal-clear kindness. I wanted to make this letter a tiny gift from Sonoda to Sakura.

			For the first time in years, I took out the glass pen from the writing box in which it had been slumbering away. The pen was one I had inherited from my predecessor, and it was crafted entirely from a single piece of glass. I had always thought glass pens were developed in Europe, but it turned out they were actually invented in Japan in 1902, the work of a glass wind-chime craftsman named Sadajirō Sasaki. In the blink of an eye, they had crossed the globe and found favor in France and Italy.

			The nib of the glass pen had eight fine grooves, which drew up the ink and allowed you to write. It wasn’t something I used very often, but sometimes it was just the thing for creating that special feel. Plus, the elegant glass pen my predecessor had owned was a delicate pink, and it seemed the most perfect choice for the letter to Sakura.

			I needed a smooth paper that would be compatible with the pen. A paper with a raised texture, especially something like washi paper, wasn’t suitable because the hard nib of the glass pen would catch on the fibers. So I selected a Belgian-made cream-colored laid paper, one that had been used for centuries by European royalty and noble families. Laid paper is patterned with “laid lines” from the wires used in the papermaking process, which leave a series of faint impressions that create delicate, ripple-like shadows on the blank sheet. Its texture has a warmth like that of handmade paper, gentle and soft to the touch. What could be better for conveying Sonoda’s feelings?

			I chose to make the letter postcard-sized. A letter that filled several full sheets would feel onerous to Sakura, but I really didn’t think I could just send an actual postcard either, because then the message would be seen by other eyes, and Sonoda’s sentiments surely weren’t as casual as all that. So I took the middle road, and decided to send a postcard-sized letter, but in an envelope. That way Sakura would be the only one to see it, but I needn’t worry that Sonoda’s feelings would come across as being any more weighty than necessary.

			For the ink, I chose sepia. Ever since I’d heard Sonoda’s story, the color had risen to my mind and refused to budge. I opened the bottle and dipped in the tip of the glass pen, and in an instant the ink was sucked up into the fine grooves. Before my eyes, the nib went from icicle transparency to the brown of a dry leaf. First, on one side of the paper I wrote Sakura’s name.

			さくら様

			At this point, I put the glass pen aside and waited patiently for the ink to dry.

			I had put a lot of thought into how to write Sakura’s name, and had actually tried out various different ways of doing it.

			I could have gone with “Dear Mrs. Sakura” using the kanji for her surname: 佐倉様

			Or “Dear Sakura” using her given name: 桜様

			Or perhaps a formal “Dear Mrs. Sakura Sakura,” using both: 佐倉桜様

			The respectful title “sama” that followed her name should, strictly speaking, be written in kanji as 様—but then it would be nothing but kanji, so I had thought it might be an idea to write out the “sama” in hiragana instead: さま

			Generally, you would do this if you were writing to someone of lower status than yourself—but given that Sonoda and Sakura had used to be on intimate terms, I didn’t think it would come across as rude here. In fact, it might actually feel more affectionate. So I had tried again, this time writing out the various combinations of Sakura’s name with the “sama” in hiragana.

			佐倉さま

			桜さま

			佐倉桜さま

			But in the end, I had felt that keeping “sama” in kanji worked to convey Sonoda’s courtesy. At the same time, though, I wanted to get across his tenderness too. So all things in balance, I decided to write “Sakura” in hiragana: さくら That way when she received the letter, she could imagine for herself whether it was the “Sakura” of her given name or her surname, and it would grant a degree of latitude to Sonoda’s feelings.

			Once I was sure Sakura’s name was completely dry, I gently turned the paper over. I had a general idea of what I was going to write, but I hadn’t prepared a draft—I was jumping straight in with no rehearsal. And seeing as it would be classier not to go on for page after page, I planned to distill everything that needed to be said beautifully onto one sheet, and write it all in one go. I had decided that would be the best way to express the workings of Sonoda’s heart.

			I steadied my breathing and then sank the nib of the glass pen into the sepia ink once again. As I wrote, I became Sonoda completely, wishing for Sakura’s happiness.

			The sharp nib made a distinctive scratchy whispering as I spun together words of sepia. It had no trouble with the laid lines, and it slid across the sheet even more smoothly than I had expected. Like a skater, gliding with delight over the glittering ice in the morning sunshine.

			
				Does each new day bring a smile to your face?

				Knowing you, I’m sure you break into joyful song now and again.

				I wanted to let you know that I’m well. I have a spirited little daughter who’s in primary school now, and recently I’ve been taking her out every weekend to tackle the mountains together.

				You and I often went hill walking too, didn’t we? I remember that time we went up Mount Gassan, and the weather was so bad I thought we were going to die. But after all this time, I look back on the whole thing with fondness.

				If you’re happy, I couldn’t be more glad. I’m living a blessed life too.

				Please take good care of yourself.

				From somewhere beneath a faraway sky, I send my best wishes for your happiness.

				Sincerely yours,

			

			
				
				[image: Handwritten letter in Japanese on white paper, written in neat vertical lines.]
			

			Absorbed in my task, I rotated the pen now and again as I wrote. You didn’t need to apply much pressure with a glass pen, so it was as though the words were flowing straight out of my head and onto the paper. By the time I got to “Sincerely yours,” the sepia ink had begun to run out, so I dipped the pen into the ink once more before clearly inscribing Sonoda’s name.

			I wanted to use a waterproof envelope, so that its precious contents wouldn’t end up getting wet. The stationery store’s small storehouse contained a large quantity of letter paper and envelopes that my predecessor and I had diligently accumulated, and among these I found a wax-paper envelope that was just the right size, the paper durable enough to ensure the postcard would make it safely into Sakura’s hands. I wrote her name and address on it clearly using a thin, black permanent marker that wouldn’t smudge in the rain.

			An ordinary gummed stamp might have peeled off the wax paper, so I carefully affixed a sticker-style stamp instead, one bearing a picture of an apple. Sonoda had told me that the small city where he and Sakura had spent their childhoods together was famous for its apples. The two of them might have played together up in the branches of an apple tree—maybe sharing a crunchy apple between them. Apples were coming into season now, so even if someone who didn’t know Sonoda and Sakura’s history together did happen to see the stamp, they surely wouldn’t read much into it.

			Finally, I dabbed the tip of my finger with honey and used it to seal the envelope, sticking a sticker on top so the flap would stay down. The sticker was actually a foreign stamp, one of the ones I’d picked up here and there during my wandering days.

			My work complete, I wiped the tip of the glass pen with a cotton pad, removing most of the ink, and then rinsed it under the tap to get rid of the rest. The sepia ink flowed out swiftly, and the nib reverted to its transparent icicle state. Glass pens were very fragile, so I carefully wrapped it in a gauze handkerchief before placing it gently back in the writing box.

			In medieval Japan, love letters were known as “ensho,” letters of romance, allure, luster, charm. So perhaps this letter from Sonoda to Sakura was an ensho too. It might look like an ordinary letter at first glance, but every inch of it was permeated with his consideration for Sakura; a scarlet droplet that I was sure would touch her heart.

			If my work could be of help in conveying such soft-hued affection, then I wanted to write as many of these letters as I could.

			

			—

			Just when I’d thought one typhoon had passed, the next was on its way.

			The approaching typhoon was forecast to strike the Kantō area directly, so that morning I’d taken the precaution of putting up a sign to let visitors know the shop would be closed for the day. The wind was blowing in fits and starts, gusting fiercely as though it was hurling itself at the walls. The rain was coming down in torrents, and it was getting heavier. Even if I did open up the shop against my better judgment, surely no one would be mad enough to battle the elements just to come and buy some stationery.

			Or at least so I’d thought—and yet a customer appeared. The wind was so loud that I didn’t hear her banging on the door, and it was only when there was a momentary lull that I heard a voice out in front of the shop.

			“Hello! Is anyone there?!”

			I was upstairs in the tatami room where my predecessor had slept, clearing out the cupboard, and I stuck my head out of the window to see a woman standing down below, dripping wet.

			“Are you all right?” I yelled.

			“Please, I need help!” she said, looking up at me wide-eyed.

			Everything—her hair, her face, her clothes—was completely sodden. Maybe she was a tourist who had come here not realizing there was a typhoon on the way, and she was looking for somewhere to shelter from the rain.

			Well, this was a bother. I did put up a notice saying we’re closed, I thought—but now I had spoken to her I could hardly refuse to open the door. I would lend her a towel and let her wait in the shop until the rain had eased off a bit.

			When I went downstairs and into the stationery shop, the woman was standing on the other side of the glass doors looking as though she was at her wits’ end. It appeared the “Closed due to typhoon” sign I had stuck up with masking tape had blown away in the wind, so I could hardly complain about having a visitor.

			The moment I opened the doors, huge drops of rain came pounding in. I didn’t know why the woman was here, but if I kept her outside she might catch a cold, so for now I showed her in. I was about to go off to the back and fetch her a bath towel so she could dry herself off when she said in quavering tones, “I’ve posted a letter in that post box by mistake!”

			I turned back around and saw that her eyes were filling with tears.

			“I’ve realized I don’t want to send it after all. But it’s too late…! I’ve been waiting for ages for the post to be collected, but what with this typhoon I don’t know when they’re coming…”

			The woman sounded as though she was about to break into sobs. She looked like she was in her early thirties, and I couldn’t help noticing what an amazing figure she had. She was strangely alluring, all wet in the rain.

			“Oh—did you post it in the box out there?” I said.

			The nearby post box was one I tried to avoid using if possible. It was a red pillar box, and very quaint—you used to get money boxes that looked just like that—but unfortunately the post was only collected twice a day, once in the morning and once in the afternoon, and I just didn’t like to rely on it. I didn’t use it for anything other than admin-related post, and especially not for important letters that I had been asked to scribe. Those I would usually take all the way down to Kamakura Post Office, near the station. That way they’d reach their destination quickly and safely, so my predecessor had often said.

			The woman kept checking her watch and turning round to glance at the post box.

			“I can’t wait anymore. I have to go…” she said, growing more and more tearful. “Please—I know it’s so rude to ask you this, you don’t even know me, but could you get the letter back for me?” Her plea came out all in a rush, and she was so worked up I almost thought she was going to throw herself at my feet.

			Perhaps the letter contained something very embarrassing. But I felt I could understand the sort of emotions that might be involved. It could be anything: maybe she had dashed off a hot-blooded breakup letter after some argument, and then a little time had passed and she had cooled off and decided that actually she didn’t want to break up after all. It could even be something purely practical: perhaps she’d posted a document and then had the sinking realization that she had forgotten to fill in something important.

			The woman’s gaze was deadly serious, but she needn’t have worried. Even once you had dropped your letter into the box, there was an established way of getting it back. These mistakes didn’t happen often, but the possibility was always there, and so the postal service wasn’t mean enough to say that once you had posted something it was tough luck. This particular letter must have still been inside the post box, in which case it wouldn’t be too difficult to retrieve.

			“All right. I don’t have much else to do anyway, with the weather like this,” I said, trying to sound relaxed in the hope of reassuring her. They did say there was no such thing as a chance encounter, didn’t they? And anyway, recovering the letter might be the most important thing in the world to this lady, but it wouldn’t be much effort for me. The post box was only a stone’s throw from the shop.

			I handed her a memo pad and pen and got her to write her name and contact details, and the name and address on the letter. I asked her what the envelope looked like too, just to be on the safe side. Once she’d finished writing the note she seemed slightly relieved, and bit by bit the details came trickling out.

			“My father’s really ill—I need to get back to my family straight away. If I don’t catch the evening flight, it’ll be too late,” she told me.

			Will the planes even be flying through this typhoon? I wondered briefly, but I didn’t ask. Instead, I looked her firmly in the eye and said, “Don’t worry. I’ll make sure I get the letter back.”

			The kanji she had written on the memo pad weren’t very familiar to me, and I did wonder for a moment whether her name wasn’t Japanese—but my guess was that it was probably pronounced “Hanko Kusunoki.” This was an emergency situation, though, and every second counted, so I didn’t delay the woman any longer but practically propelled her out of the door. She dashed back out into the storm, sending spray flying as she raced off.

			I sat upstairs and kept watch out of the window so as not to miss the postie. The rain grew wilder and wilder. Even the boughs of the camellia tree, which were rarely ever perturbed, were flexing and bouncing in the wind. Perhaps the silver lining was that Madame Barbara had missed the typhoon—she was currently holidaying in Europe with a boyfriend.

			In the evening the rain finally let up, and I opened the window to find the sky filled with a sunset the likes of which I’d never seen before. Pink shaded eerily into black, as though heralding the end of the world. It was uncanny, but beautiful too. The whole place was brimming with cool air.

			Just then, a red motorcycle came up the lane.

			I raced downstairs and dashed outside. “Wait!” I yelled to the postie as I pelted toward the post box like a sprinter on sports day.

			Once I had caught my breath, somehow or other I managed to explain the situation. I didn’t want to complicate things, so I just said the letter was mine. Luckily for me, the postie was friendly and understanding. Hanko’s letter was the only thing in the box, and it was soon returned to me.

			The envelope was addressed to a man. Perhaps it had been rained on when Hanko had posted it, because the words, written in water-based biro, had smudged in places. Had she raced to the stationery store because she had known I was a scribe? Or had she just come here for help without realizing that letters were my trade?

			I turned over the envelope to see that Hanko’s address was in Zushi, a few miles away. So why, in the midst of this typhoon, had she gone to the trouble of coming to Kamakura to post it? I felt like I was missing several pieces of the story, but for now, the letter—this message Hanko was desperate didn’t reach its recipient—was here safe in my hand. I would let her know as soon as possible.

			The rain had lifted, and twilight had fallen. A red dragonfly darted through the sky, its delicate glass wings shining in the light of the evening sun.

			The white cup by the fumizuka stone had blown over in the wind, so I picked it up and carefully washed off the mud and leaves, and then I filled it to the brim with clean water. I offered it up in its usual place, and then pressed my palms together. My gaze was drawn to one corner of the garden, where a cluster of spider lilies were blooming together in a tangle of red and white.

			

			—

			Five days after the typhoon assailed Kamakura, Madame Barbara came back from her long foreign holiday. She appeared in the Tsubaki Stationery Store late that afternoon.

			“Poppo, it’s me! I just got home.”

			“You’re back!” I said with delight, wanting to jump up and down in the air. I had missed hearing her voice. “How was your trip?”

			Madame Barbara’s fair skin appeared to have tanned in the sun. By the look on her face, she had plainly had a fantastic holiday.

			“Oh, it was wonderful!” she said. “We started in Paris and traveled all the way down to Morocco. It was so marvelous I almost thought I might just settle down there forever!”

			“I’m glad you had a nice time.”

			“Here! A souvenir for you,” Madame Barbara said, handing me a plain paper bag that contained bottles of something. “Moroccan argan oil and rose water. The argan oil is supposed to be delicious on salads and things. And the rose water is for your skin.”

			“Thank you, that’s lovely!” I said. I had been just about to run out of toner.

			“You know, the part of Morocco we went to is the only place in the whole world that produces argan oil. It’s extremely precious stuff.”

			I opened the bottle and put it to my nose, and an aromatic fragrance wafted out. It smelled a bit like sesame oil. “It’s supposed to be good for your skin, too,” Madame Barbara told me, and I thanked her again.

			Just then, Hanko appeared. She was in a tracksuit, and I didn’t realize it was her at first—but no one else had a bust like that.

			“Oh—Bunty!” Madame Barbara said before I could get a word in.

			Bunty…? A big question mark hovered over my head. Hanko, on the other hand, seemed unruffled. It appeared she and Madame Barbara were already acquainted.

			Hanko must have caught my questioning look, because she swiftly launched into an explanation. “I teach at the primary school,” she told me. “I like baking buns and bread and things, and when the children found out they started calling me Bunty—as in ‘bun’ plus ‘teacher.’ A bit silly, I know! But I just sort of got used to it. Of course, it’s a bit perplexing to anyone who doesn’t know why.”

			So she was a teacher. That’s why she’s in a tracksuit then, I thought to myself. The primary school was a few minutes’ walk from the stationery store. That would explain how she knew Madame Barbara, too.

			“Thank you so much for your help the other day, you’re a lifesaver,” Hanko said, bowing so low her nose nearly touched the ground. After I had safely retrieved the letter that day, I had left her a message on the phone number she had given me.

			“Oh—really, it was nothing,” I said, almost beginning to feel embarrassed.

			I unlocked the drawer where I kept important things and took out the letter. I had put it inside a sturdy envelope marked “Valuables,” which I had sealed firmly with glue just to be safe.

			“Here you are,” I said, holding it out to Hanko.

			It didn’t seem right to keep Hanko and Madame Barbara standing around while we chatted, so I got out two stools that had been stacked in a corner. Leaving the matter of the letter aside for now, it was Hanko’s father I was worried about.

			“So, you got back home…?” I said tentatively, despite not really knowing whether it was all right to ask.

			“I didn’t make it in time,” Hanko said. “My flight ended up delayed because of the typhoon. But my dad went very peacefully at the end. We held the funeral, and then I stayed at home for a bit to keep my mum company, and I got back yesterday. Oh—this is for you, to say thank you.”

			She opened the paper bag she was carrying and took out a package.

			“Is it buns…?” I asked. A tantalizing smell was emanating from the package like an aura, wending its way to my nose.

			“It is! Baking buns is sort of my way of cheering myself up when I’m starting to feel low. When I’m kneading the dough, I can just forget everything else.”

			“Bunty’s buns are the most delicious in the world,” Madame Barbara, who had been sitting in silence listening to our conversation, now piped up. “Gosh, Bunty, you must have been having such a tough time, and there was me making merry on my holiday.” Her voice was filled with sympathy for Hanko.

			“I…” I began, and then faltered. If I had just noticed Hanko quicker and taken on the role of watching the post box, maybe she could have got back home on an earlier flight. I felt regret at the thought.

			Hanko must have sensed what was on my mind. “It’s all right,” she said quietly. “Living this far from my parents, I think I was sort of prepared that I might not be there when they died. Anyway, it’s far more important to me that this letter never made it.” Her gaze was fixed on the “Valuables” envelope in her lap. “When I heard my dad was dying, I was all over the place. I felt like I wanted him to see me married, so I wrote this letter accepting a proposal from someone I didn’t even love. But then I came to my senses suddenly and realized my dad wouldn’t have wanted that.”

			I could see Hanko’s eyes growing moist as she talked about her father. But although her tears seemed just about to spill over, they never quite did.

			We lapsed into silence, and then Madame Barbara stood up and said, “I brought back some sweet treats—let me go and fetch them.”

			“Sorry, I didn’t mean to bring the mood down,” Hanko said, blinking away her tears and forcing a note of cheer into her voice.

			“I’ll make some tea,” I said. “Do you take milk and sugar, Hanko? Oh—I mean, if you’ve got time, that is?” I suddenly realized that she might still be working.

			“It’s okay, class is finished for the day, so I’ve got plenty of time. And you can call me Bunty, by the way. That’s what the children call me,” she said.

			“Well, my name’s Hatoko, but you can call me Poppo.”

			“It’s nice to meet you.”

			“You too!”

			While I was busy in the kitchen making some black tea, Madame Barbara came back carrying a beautiful box.

			“Now, these I bought at Paris airport on the way home. They’re a special treat, so we should all have some.”

			I peered through and saw that the box contained a colorful row of pretty round sweets.

			“Are those macarons?”

			“Yes, from Ladurée! They’re very good,” Madame Barbara said blithely as I brought through the pot of freshly brewed tea and poured out three full cups.

			“Pick whichever you like,” she urged, so I chose the brilliant yellow one on the right without knowing what flavor it was. A zingy, citrusy ganache filled my mouth. It was the first time in my life I’d tasted a macaron from Ladurée.

			Bunty was tearful no more. “I could just eat these nonstop,” she said delightedly as she bit into a pale brown macaron. The macaron Madame Barbara had selected was a pretty salmon pink, and it suited her to a tee.

			
				Eat bitter in spring; vinegared in summer; spice in autumn; and in winter, oil.

			

			
				
				[image: Handwritten Japanese calligraphy document in bold black ink.]
			

			The saying my predecessor had written out on the back of a calendar was still stuck up on the kitchen wall. It had been there for so long that the paper had completely yellowed, and it was spattered with streaks of oil like shooting stars. I had intended to get rid of it straight away, but every time I reached out to peel it off the wall I found myself hesitating, and in the end I always left it up, unable to do it.

			But it wasn’t just old bits of paper that my predecessor had left behind. One day, I was tidying up the cupboard in her former bedroom when I stumbled across several hefty cardboard boxes. I opened them up, not expecting much, and found that they contained heaps of old-fashioned stationery. It was mostly dead stock; some of it was from Japan, but there were items from other countries in there, too. Wooden rulers, American-made tape dispensers, metal set squares, tins of glue, pencil sharpeners, scissors, sticky labels, correction fluid, paperclips, memo pads, study notebooks, staplers, felt-tips, highlighters, colored pencils, crayons, squared writing paper…Plenty of pencils too, of course.

			I would never know why my predecessor had stored this stationery away in here, but it all seemed perfectly usable; in fact, the slightly retro feel was actually quite fresh, in a way. I meticulously looked up each of the manufacturers and countries of origin. Some of the companies no longer existed, and some of the products had been discontinued. But most of them were from top-class stationery brands. I had struck gold! I had to put these items up for sale.

			I promptly reorganized the shop’s shelves, making space to lay out the things I had found. There was a good amount of room, so even with the extra products the shop didn’t feel crammed. I wrote out little signs with explanations of the dead stock. There were some antique items that wouldn’t sell—an old typewriter, a globe—but I put them on display anyway, as decoration. These venerable objects seemed to add just a little grown-up touch to the stationery store.

			

			—

			When October came, I spread out a sheet on the ground outside and got to airing the old notebooks, to prevent them getting damaged by damp and insects. Intent on my task, I didn’t notice someone coming up behind me.

			“Oi—you there.”

			I turned around to see a big, burly man standing there. I’d never spoken to him before, but I’d often glimpsed him strolling around the neighborhood, or sitting in a café drinking coffee and reading the paper. He was invariably dressed in a kimono and a smart hat with a feather in it. Around these parts, he was known as the Baron.

			He reached into the sleeve of his kimono and took out a letter. “I want you to write a reply to this,” he said, flapping it carelessly in the air.

			“You’re requesting my scribing services?” I said, just to make sure.

			“Why else would I be here?” he barked. I thought I had best take the letter from his hand for now.

			I did sometimes get requests to reply to other people’s letters. There was no rush to respond to a letter from someone one was on comfortable, friendly terms with. But when people received a letter from a mentor or a superior—particularly if it was a very courteous, fine letter—then they struggled to know how to reply, especially if they weren’t much of a letter-writer in the first place. The recipient tended to feel guiltier and guiltier the longer they kept their correspondent waiting, and then when it all got too much, they would rush to the stationery shop.

			It appeared the Baron’s circumstances, however, were slightly different.

			“As if I’d go lending money to that lowlife! But I don’t want him holding a grudge against me for saying no. So you can write a nice firm refusal for me. A reward if you succeed—how about that, eh?”

			He rattled all this off at me as I stood there without making so much as a peep. Then, having said his piece, he promptly departed, leaving the letter still in my hand.

			What an impatient man! I tried to at least offer a drink to customers who came to request a letter, but the Baron had gone off without even setting foot inside the shop.

			The sun was shining down nicely, so I left the notebooks to air and went inside to look over the letter the Baron had received. Sure enough, it was an entreaty for a loan. But the writing contained conspicuous errors, and the sender was blatantly using weaselly language to imply the Baron owed him for some past favor.

			As if I’d go lending money to that lowlife!

			I couldn’t help feeling the Baron was justified in his declaration. If I’d been the one receiving this letter, I doubt I’d have felt like helping the sender out either.

			To refresh my mood, that evening I went to Fukuya, on the other side of Hongaku-ji Temple, and enjoyed some regional Yamagata cooking. The little restaurant only had counter seats and was always full of locals. Every time I visited, my heart palpitated at the thought of bumping into someone who knew of my shameful past—but it hadn’t happened so far.

			I sat at the seat furthest in, snacking on konnyaku dumplings as I sipped some chilled saké. I was just finishing up with the restaurant’s specialty—soba noodles with stewed taro in curry sauce—when suddenly, the opening words of the letter popped into my head. By the time I had walked home, the letter was almost fully formed. I had to hurry up and get it down on paper before I forgot it.

			As soon as I got back in, I had a shower and then drank some strong green tea to clear the effects of the alcohol. Then I got straight down to work. Penning a letter of refusal requires momentum. There were some letters where you teased out your thoughts over several drafts, and then there were letters like this one, where you hammered out everything you wanted to say in one decisive blow.

			A thick fountain pen would be more the Baron’s style than a brush, I decided, and so I selected the Montblanc Meisterstück 149. And for the ink: jet black. During my recent root-around in the cupboard I had unearthed some squared writing paper from Masuya, so I laid out a sheet. Then without further ado, I dived straight in.

			
				I received your letter.

				I’m as broke as you are, and can’t lend you a single yen. If you want my advice, you’ll try someone else.

				I may not be able to loan you any money, but I can buy you dinner. If you find yourself hungry and out of options, come to Kamakura. I’ll see you get to eat your fill of whatever you want.

				The weather’s getting colder, so take care of your health—and good luck to you.

				A-HA-HA!

			

			
				[image: Handwritten letter in Japanese on squared manuscript paper, written vertically in neat black ink.]
			

			The paper was a delight to write on—but then I’d expect nothing less from a company like Masuya. They had apparently researched how well different inks worked with their squared writing paper, and had kept on tweaking it until they’d got it right. And when paired with the Meisterstück 149, the results were superb. The 149, released in the post-war years, was considered a masterpiece among the Montblanc line-up. It had a thick barrel, and was perfect when you wanted to put a bit of power into your strokes and write in a man’s hand.

			The words I had written fitted nicely in the center of the four-hundred-square sheet. I left a line after the main text and then wrote the date and the Baron’s name, and then on the next line I wrote the recipient’s. Just below that and to the left, in small writing I added the respectful term “kika.” You didn’t strictly have to add a term of respect here, but I decided to go for it to show that the Baron really meant what he said. Incidentally, the kanji I had used to round off the main text were pronounced “kaka,” and represented a great roar of laughter: 呵々

			I chose a cream-colored envelope made of Japanese washi paper, to match the Baron in his traditional clothes; and thinking about what would work with the washi envelope, I wrote the name and address using a brush rather than a fountain pen. When I got to the honorific term “sama” that followed the recipient’s name, instead of using the usual kanji I went for the more complicated version as a sign of regard, and I added another respectful “kika” on here, too. With the Baron’s voice ringing in my ears, I wrote the characters with so much oomph they almost came barreling off the page.

			Onto the envelope I stuck a stamp featuring a statue of Kongōrikishi, a Buddhist guardian deity with a fearsome scowl. This was the Baron putting his foot down. The Kongōrikishi stamp was worth five-hundred yen, several times more than the postage cost—but I thought it was justified if it ensured the point-blank refusal hit home. If the stamp left too friendly an impression, the Baron’s would-be borrower might continue his pestering.

			As always, I left the envelope unsealed and stood it up on the special spot on the butsudan overnight. The next morning I scrutinized the contents once more, sealed the envelope with glue, and then finished it off with a wooden stamp bearing a Zen saying.

			吾唯知足

			I know only that I have enough.

			The words were a caution to oneself to know one’s lot, and to be satisfied. The original letter didn’t specify where exactly the man’s money had gone, but I thought this seemed a fitting message from the Baron. Now all that was left was to wait and see what happened.

			

			—

			There are lots of ways of starting and ending a letter. A common opening is “haikei,” meaning “I humbly address you,” and when you begin a letter this way you end it with “keigu,” which expresses that you have humbly finished what you have to say. If you want to be even more courteous and formal, you open with “kinkei,” in which case you must end the letter with “keihaku.” In essence it’s like bowing to the other person: just as a bow can be shallow or deep, the phrases you use to open and close your letter conform to different degrees of etiquette.

			Bookending a letter with these kanji phrases derived from Chinese can give a stiff impression, however, so women begin letters with “I humbly write you this short note,” and end with “kashiko” or “ara ara kashiko” in hiragana. “Kashiko” comes from the verb “kashikomaru,” to act with humility, and you use it to show that you’re finishing up the letter there.

			If you’re writing a reply to a letter you’ve received, you can also open with “Thank you very much for your letter” or “I read your letter with delight.” Here, too, you close with “kashiko” or “ara ara kashiko.” This “ara ara” means “more or less,” or “thereabouts”; closing with it is like saying, “I’ll leave it at that for now.” No matter how the letter starts, women’s letters always end with “kashiko” or “ara ara kashiko.”

			The opening phrase is usually followed by a greeting that references the season—but if you want to omit this and get straight to the point, you can indicate this with “zenryaku.” This is a casual greeting exchanged between people who are on very friendly terms, the written equivalent of saluting someone with a “Yo!” or “Hey!” For women’s letters, you give a gentler impression by writing something slightly softer here, like “With apologies for omitting the preamble,” or “I hope you’ll allow me to dispense with the formalities.”

			Letters begun with this “zenryaku” of omission end in “fuitsu,” a closing that indicates you haven’t been able to sufficiently express all you wanted to. Or you can finish with “sōsō,” an apology for writing in haste.

			The tricky rules of letter-writing mostly deal with the opening and closing phrases. When it comes to the main body of text, you try and treat the recipient’s name and any mentions of their family with great care. If their name appears near the bottom of a line, you leave a single space before writing it, or rearrange the line so that their name is up at the top. And you try to write modestly of yourself and your own, and ensure that you come further down the line. Or at least, that’s the theory…

			But if you get too wrapped up in following the rules your writing becomes stuffy and stilted and reads awkwardly. Just like with any other social interaction, all you really have to do is show respect for the other person, treat them with consideration, and mind your manners. There’s no right or wrong when it comes to writing letters.

			When I worked as my predecessor’s assistant, we never had any requests for business correspondence. But nowadays, people seem to find even these simple letters too much bother to write. In fact, letter paper itself actually looks in danger of becoming obsolete, and it’s certainly not unusual to come across working adults who’ve never written a letter in their lives. This is the age in which people make do with email for anything and everything.

			

			—

			It was the morning of the first Monday in October, and as soon as I opened up the shop a man rushed in. He was wearing a suit, and he definitely looked younger than me. If he had come selling stationery then I was going to swiftly decline—but it appeared he was here on other business.

			“I would be very grateful if you could keep this visit confidential,” was the first thing he said as he offered me his business card. I glanced at it and saw that he worked for a big publisher, a household name. He was perfectly polite and well presented, and not bad in the looks department, either. But somehow I didn’t get the impression of much depth.

			I said nothing, and waited for him to continue.

			“Essentially, there’s this critic, you see, and I’d like to request a piece of writing from him,” he said.

			I was sure the man must be a graduate of some prestigious university. But what was this off-key feeling I’d had ever since he’d stepped into the shop? I felt a meanness budding inside me, and hastily fought it down. In a bid to stay level-headed, I got up and went to put the kettle on. The man sat there tapping away on his phone the whole time.

			A pot of cheap bancha tea would have done fine, but unfortunately I’d run out, and for some reason I ended up serving him fancy gyokuro tea instead. I carried the cups of green tea through on a tray, but he didn’t look up.

			“Here you are.” I transferred his cup onto a saucer, though I wouldn’t normally use one, and held it out in front of him, and finally he lifted his gaze. “So, what brings you here?” I asked. He still hadn’t explained what it was he wanted from me.

			“Yes, well, you see, a colleague of mine told me that you run a scribe business here. So I was hoping I might ask you to write the letter to this critic, requesting the piece for us.” He spoke quietly and coolly, with no trace of embarrassment. “Essentially, it’s a simple letter. I’d like you to put our request and our requirements in writing and then let me see it. I wonder if you could manage something like this?”

			He tilted his iPhone so the screen flipped to landscape and then turned it round to show me. Displayed there was a template for a letter of request.

			“Couldn’t you just use that one?” I said offhandedly.

			“No, that won’t work. I already thought of that—I tried just changing the name on the template, but my manager told me it didn’t convey our feelings,” the young man said, as though it didn’t really have anything to do with him.

			“Well—I mean, have you tried actually just writing how you feel?” I said, close to exasperation. My predecessor would no doubt have sent the man packing at this point. Even I felt like fetching my broom and standing it upside down at the front door to let him know he’d overstayed his welcome.

			“Essentially, it’s just that…I can’t.”

			He’d said it three times now, and I couldn’t ignore it any longer.

			“Essentially, essentially, essentially—you keep saying that, but could you please tell me what it is that’s so essential?”

			My words were openly barbed, but I couldn’t stop myself now. I was an ex-teenage terror after all, not that I was proud of it (and not that I’d been a very good one, either).

			“You’re supposed to be an editor, aren’t you?” I said. “So maybe you’re not that experienced yet—but you’re an editor nonetheless. Why don’t you use your words a little more carefully? You’re contacting this critic because you’ve got a burning desire for him to write this piece for you, aren’t you? If you can’t cobble together a single love letter then you’re not cut out for the job. Maybe you should just pack it in now, and go and work at a host club or something!”

			I could hear that the words coming out of my own mouth were nonsense, but by now it was too late to rein myself in. The rebel spirit that had stayed dormant inside me for years was letting rip.

			“Yes, I am a scribe. I write whatever people ask me to. But I do it to help those who are struggling. I do it because I want those people to be happy. But you—you just can’t be bothered, can you? Have you actually given any thought to the person you’re writing to? Scribing might be old-fashioned nowadays, but that doesn’t mean it deserves your contempt. You might have got by with that attitude so far, but life’s not that simple! So you can write the letter yourself!”

			Flawed though the man might be, he was still a customer. And yet here I was, saying such horrible things to him. But how could I stay silent?

			The Japanese for “letter” is “tegami,” and it’s written with the kanji for “hand” and “paper”: 手紙 But in Chinese, the same characters actually mean “toilet paper.” What this man had just requested wasn’t a letter—it was toilet paper. I felt icky, as though I had been asked to wipe his dirty behind.

			“Excuse me,” he said. He stood up, gave a single bow, and then walked out of the shop. What a way to treat a customer. I was the one not fit to call myself a respectable adult.

			

			—

			The last weekend of October was a rainy one. Yet another typhoon was approaching. I was sick to the back teeth of typhoons by now, but the low-pressure system was sweeping across the islands of Japan undeterred.

			A few days earlier, I’d had a visit from Auntie Fish.

			“Poppo, would you like to go to a rakugo performance on Saturday night? I bought my ticket ages ago and was really looking forward to it, but I’ve got to babysit my grandchildren, so I’ll have to stay at home.”

			She took a ticket for the comedy show out of the pocket of her apron. “I’d like to give it to you, if you can make it. A present from Auntie Fish.”

			I smiled inwardly at the way she still called herself by that familiar old nickname.

			I’d already seen the poster for the event, and it had piqued my interest. It was a solo show at Kōmyō-ji Temple, supposedly by the top young performer in the business. I wasn’t totally au fait with rakugo, but I liked the comical storytelling well enough. I’d only ever seen it on television though, never live.

			“Let me pay for the ticket!” I kept saying, but I was no match for the determination of Auntie Fish, and eventually I relented and accepted it for free. So now I really had to go.

			The rain wasn’t that heavy, but I donned wellies and a raincoat just in case. If I walked at a leisurely pace it would take just under an hour to get from the stationery store to Kōmyō-ji Temple, which was down in Zaimokuza. I left a little bit early to give myself plenty of time and wandered down, taking the odd detour and arriving at the venue five minutes before the performance started.

			A stage had been set up in front of the statue of the Amida Buddha, the main object of worship at Kōmyō-ji. The rakugo performer, clad in traditional Japanese clothes, knelt on a dais in front of a gold screen and entertained the audience with a string of humorous tales. The large temple hall was packed with children and adults, and young and old alike were listening intently to the storyteller.

			By the time the show had ended and I was leaving the hall, the rain had mostly stopped. As I walked underneath the temple’s huge main gate—said to be the largest in Kamakura—I heard someone calling out behind me. It surely can’t be me they’re after, I thought, and so I ignored the voice. At which point it grew louder and louder, until finally someone biffed me on the shoulder.

			I turned around in surprise to see the Baron standing there. He took one of his earphones out and said haughtily, “I was calling you. Don’t ignore me.”

			“Sorry, I didn’t realize,” I said.

			I certainly hadn’t expected the Baron. I could hear the sound of jazz drifting from his earphones. The mellow, gently twining notes of a saxophone spilled faintly out into the still night.

			“Were you watching the rakugo too?” I inquired.

			“Why else would I be out here on a night like this, I ask you?”

			A large puddle had formed at our feet.

			“Sorry,” I said again, feeling thoroughly got at.

			The Baron tagged along with me, so with nothing else for it I walked along the night road by his side. I wondered just how far he was planning to accompany me, but I acted nonchalant so he wouldn’t guess what I was thinking. I could have asked him if he’d enjoyed the rakugo, but I didn’t feel like the conversation was going to blossom.

			“Hatoko—got time just now, have you?” the Baron said abruptly.

			How did he know my name? And what did he want? I didn’t know what to say.

			“That thing you wrote for me—well, it wasn’t half bad, was it?” the Baron continued, looking straight ahead.

			“Thank you very much,” I said.

			I’d been wondering how the letter had gone down, but I’d had no way of knowing. But now I could breathe easy.

			“Told you I’d reward you if it worked. So, what d’you want to eat? It’s on me.” The Baron’s voice boomed along the dark, glistening street. We were walking away from the Zaimokuza coast, heading all the way back up the long, straight road toward the station, the same way the bus went.

			I’d really have been more grateful for the money—but this being the Baron, I didn’t have the luxury of complaining. I had no idea how he’d take it if I asked for the cash, so I’d just have to put myself in his hands. Thinking about it though, if I was going to take the money and get myself something nice to eat anyway, I might as well just let him buy me a slap-up dinner. I even thought cunningly that it might actually end up being worth more to me this way.

			With every step, the teeth of the Baron’s wooden geta clacked along the wet ground. The street was very quiet for a weekend, probably because of the weather.

			“I want to go for eel,” I said.

			In fact, the idea of a fancy eel dinner had come to me straight away, but I’d paused and pretended to give it a little thought first. Besides, if I’d just said I didn’t mind where we went I was sure the Baron would get huffy again.

			“Eel, is it? All right then—come on.”

			The Baron gave a smug look and then strode onward with a spring in his step, his long haori coat billowing out behind him. Compared to the brisk clip-clopping of his geta, my own welly boots made a dull squelch-squelch with their rubber soles as I hurried after him so as not to be left behind.

			The Baron led me to an old eel restaurant called Tsuruya, on Yuigahama Street. I already knew it, of course—it was an institution. But what with one thing and another I hadn’t been there since my predecessor had taken me, back when I was in senior high school, and now it had been more than a decade since I had passed through its doors. Or more accurately, since I had felt able to pass through its doors.

			As we approached the restaurant I could already smell something delicious in the air: the sweet, tangy sauce with which they dressed the eels. The aroma wrapped itself snugly around the tall, narrow building. I followed the Baron past the restaurant’s display case and through the frosted glass doors.

			“Irasshai!” came the welcoming voices.

			It seemed the Baron was a regular here. When the proprietor poked his head out of the kitchen and spotted us, the Baron raised a casual hand in the air and said, “The usual, for two.” Then having issued this short pronouncement, he turned and walked out again.

			“No point just having eel, is there? Let’s get something for starters. Good idea, don’t you think?” he said as I followed him across the street. We entered a glass-fronted Italian restaurant on the other side, and as soon as we sat down at the counter the Baron put in an order, again without sparing a glance at the menu.

			He had a sherry, and because I was feeling a little chilly I ordered a Spanish red wine. We were promptly provided with bread and Iberico ham. The bread was served warm from the pizza oven right in front of us, and plated up on what looked like a small frying pan.

			“Just stick to the ham or you’ll be too stuffed to manage the eel,” the Baron said. The bread was really very tempting, but I obediently followed his orders.

			“Mmm!” I couldn’t help a smile escaping when I tried the ham. The fat gently melted away on my tongue like a thin layer of snow.

			“Good, isn’t it?” said the Baron. He had done without his fork and was picking up slices of ham and tossing them into his mouth. I noticed he had already emptied his sherry glass. Maybe he was a regular here too, because before he had even said anything, the server was topping up his glass with white wine until it was full to the brim.

			Between the red wine and the warmth from the oven, I was starting to feel quite toasty. I was just putting a hand to my cheek to cool myself down when another dish appeared: vegetables accompanied by a bagna cauda sauce containing brown crab meat. Hot on its heels came a dish of deep-fried anchovies. The Baron squeezed a hearty dash of lemon over the fish.

			“Get ’em down you while they’re hot.”

			Rough words through and through, but it seemed he did have a kind side to him. I bit into the piping-hot fish as instructed, and was met with the taste of the sea. I almost scalded myself, but I munched on some of the vegetables to cool my mouth, dipping them in the rich bagna cauda.

			“I feel like I could just fill up on this,” I said, mid-chew.

			“Don’t stuff yourself!” barked the Baron. “The main course is coming up. Just take the leftovers home.”

			I did hear him, but all this food was definitely going to taste best when it was fresh, so I ignored him and kept eating until I began to feel pleasantly sated.

			After we had been there for half an hour or so, the Baron glanced at the clock and promptly settled the bill. Then we crossed back over Yuigahama Street and reentered Tsuruya.

			We ordered two bottles of beer as we waited for our dinner. The drinks were accompanied by two small dishes that appeared to be full of eel innards.

			“Kimotsuku. Good with beer,” the Baron said. They were a favorite of his maybe, because he seemed in good humor; his face was creased into a smile.

			The Baron filled my glass with beer, so I tried to pour some out for him too, but this only made him cross again. “Stop that, you’re not a hostess,” he said. He must have seen my face fall, because he continued in a slightly kinder tone. “Look, beer tastes better when you pour it yourself, see? If it’s poured by a little girl who’s only just stopped wetting the bed, the beer itself’s going to taste like whizz.”

			He spoke to me like he was trying to reason with a willful child. He was such an awkward sort, he had to do every single thing his own way. I felt as though I was going to trigger his temper no matter what I did, so I stopped paying any heed and just tucked in to the kimotsuku. The eel innards had been stewed in soy sauce, their strong, salty-sweet flavor accented by thin slices of ginger, and the effect was very moreish. Here and there, the sauce had thickened into mouthwatering nikogori jelly.

			“Good job you’re not like the old woman. She couldn’t drink a drop, I tell you,” the Baron muttered.

			“You knew my predecessor?” I said, thinking that perhaps it was possible.

			“Knew her? Knew her? I tell you, all sorts of things happen when you live this long. I was the one who changed your nappies, girl!” the Baron said, scoffing the last of his kimotsuku.

			“Were you?”

			My predecessor had never so much as mentioned him to me. I felt embarrassed, as though the Baron was seeing a version of me that even I didn’t know. If what he said was true then I owed him thanks.

			“Your old lady and mine knew each other, and mine’d just had our boy, so she shared her milk, that’s all.”

			“Oh, really? I’m very grateful,” I said. The Baron’s “old lady” was presumably his wife.

			“A right crybaby, you were.”

			A faint flush was creeping across the Baron’s cheeks, possibly due to the drink. I’d hardly ever heard anything about my childhood before, and even this little morsel felt novel to me.

			At this point, the proprietress of the restaurant appeared carrying a tray with our eel on rice.

			“Here are your double deckers.”

			Double deckers? The eel and rice were served, as ever, inside elegant lacquered boxes decorated with Kamakura-style carving work. I couldn’t wait—I opened the lid of my box and an utterly blissful smell wafted forth. Every cell in my body was crying out with delight in anticipation of getting to eat this dish again after so long.

			The fillets of eel were crisp on the outside, juicy on the inside. The sauce was just the right consistency, coating the eel beautifully, and it had imparted some of its delicious flavor onto the bed of firm rice. And there wasn’t just a grilled eel on top of the rice—there was a second one hidden inside the rice too.

			“See? Double decker,” the Baron said triumphantly. There was a grain of rice stuck to his mouth.

			“I’ve never had it before,” I said honestly.

			“Well, officially they call it a two-layer box. But I call it a double decker. Nothing wrong with treating yourself to a bit of luxury now and again, is there?” He finally noticed the piece of rice and prodded it into his mouth.

			“My predecessor loved eel,” I said, privately picturing her face in my mind as I spoke.

			Whenever I hit some milestone in my life—like starting primary school, or taking part in the Shichi-Go-San festival, or passing my senior high school entrance exams—we always celebrated it at Tsuruya. My predecessor hardly ever went out for a meal, but this was the one restaurant she’d taken me to. And it was here, too, sitting upstairs at a low table in the tatami-mat room, where she had urged Aunt Sushiko to get divorced as we ate the cheapest eel dinner on the menu.

			Remembering these things, I found my eyes filling with tears. In my mind, the box of eel and rice perfectly overlaid itself onto my memories of my predecessor, and I felt as though at this very moment she and I were sitting face-to-face.

			The last time we had come here together, we’d got into an argument during the meal, and I had walked out. I’d abandoned my carved box there on the table, with nearly half of my dinner still inside. Since then, I hadn’t just stayed away from this restaurant, I hadn’t even touched eel, either.

			“What’s the matter with you? Good enough to make you cry, eh?”

			The Baron nonchalantly withdrew a handkerchief from inside the crossed lapels of his kimono and passed it to me.

			“Thank you,” I said, my voice choked. The linen handkerchief was neatly ironed.

			“Whatever it is, snot or tears, wipe it off. And then once you’ve got it out of your system, eat your eel,” he said gruffly, but there was kindness in his words. “I don’t use that hankie anymore anyway—you can keep it, Hatoko.”

			Then he broke into a little nursery rhyme.

			“Po-po-po, doves say po-po. Do you want some beans, doves? Look! Here you go. Hurry up and switch off the waterworks, you idiot, or they’ll think I’m being nasty to you.”

			Having finished his tongue-lashing, the Baron heartily tucked in to what was left of his double decker, chomping it abnormally noisily.

			I firmly wiped away my tears and then picked up my chopsticks once more, taking my cue from the Baron and devoting my attention to shoveling down my dinner. The tender eel, sweet, tangy sauce and firm rice all teamed up and made their assault on my belly.

			Despite having eaten all those appetizers, I seemed to have found a whole other space to put the eel. My stomach did start to protest partway, but I still managed to polish off an equal portion to the Baron.

			“That was delicious,” I said. I raised my gaze and found myself looking him straight in the eye. He was chewing on a toothpick, a thoughtful expression on his face.

			“Check!” he yelled, his voice reverberating through the hushed restaurant. They had already started tidying up in the kitchen. Maybe they’d stayed open late for the sake of their regular. It didn’t sound as though there was anyone eating upstairs anymore.

			“Right, time to go,” the Baron said, and I hastily got to my feet. The man really didn’t like to sit still for long.

			“Thank you for the meal,” I said gingerly from behind him as we left Tsuruya.

			“It’s your reward—you paid for it with your own work, so don’t go thanking me. If I’d had to lend money to that dolt it’d be costing me far dearer than this. When you loan someone money, see, you’ve got to think of it as just giving it away. If you’re not prepared for that, you’ve got no business lending it in the first place. Anyway, seems like there was nothing wishy-washy about your refusal, eh? I should be thanking you. I appreciate it.”

			This had to be the Baron’s way of expressing his gratitude. I didn’t know what to say, so I just gave a little bow to him from behind.

			“And that being so, I’ll take you one more place. We’ll go up the road a bit and get some dessert. Anyway, it’s not as if you’ve got a man at home waiting for you, is it? A little wet-behind-the-ears girl like you,” the Baron said, and then guffawed at his own joke. Unbelievable, I thought. But he was spot on, so what could I say?

			The bar the Baron took me to really was just up the road from the eel restaurant, at the Rokujizō junction. I’d heard there was a nice bar around here, but, mountain-dweller that I was, I didn’t come down toward the coast that often.

			“Right, after you.” The Baron held the door open. Above the entrance it still said “Yuigahama Branch.”

			“This place used to be a bank, didn’t it?” I said. I was surprised the Baron was acquainted with such a stylish bar, but I supposed it did suit him. I was having a hard time working out what to make of him as a person.

			Inside the little bar there was an imposing counter that looked like it must have been where the tellers handed over the money. The high-ceilinged space had a nice feel to it. There were several customers seated at the counter, all quietly sipping their drinks. The Baron and I sat down on a sofa just inside the entrance.

			“What d’you want?” the Baron asked, taking a wet hand towel from the bartender and swiping it across his face and hands. “I’ll have my usual cocktail. And she’ll have…”

			I peered at the menu, unable to decide.

			“Hurry up and make up your mind, the bartender’s waiting.”

			The Baron seemed liable to fly off the handle at any moment, so I panicked and said, “All right, could I have a cocktail with whatever fruit is in season? But nothing too strong, please.”

			“And chocolates,” the Baron added.

			“I didn’t know Kamakura had such nice bars,” I said as I finally got to wiping my own hands.

			“It’s because it’s Kamakura that there are nice bars,” the Baron shot back. Maybe he was on to something. It would be hard to create this just-right, laid-back mood in the city. The black leather sofa was cushy too, and the faded plaster walls added to the charm.

			“It was a bank first, then a pediatric clinic, then a bar. Used to come here back when it was a kids’ clinic,” the Baron told me.

			“Oh, did you?”

			“It’s a fine old building. I’m glad it’s still here.”

			The Baron’s “usual” turned out to be a curious concoction that I had never come across before. When the bartender brought it over I couldn’t help but raise my eyebrows. There were pale blue flames flickering on the surface of the drink.

			“What is that?”

			“Sambuca con la mosca. You take this drink called sambuca, stick a few coffee beans in it and set it on fire.”

			“Sir Baron’s favorite,” said the bartender.

			I was fiercely resisting the urge to laugh at this very questionable addition of “Sir,” when the bartender respectfully placed another beautifully colored cocktail down in front of me.

			The Baron ordered me to put out the fire, so I blew out the pale blue flames on his sambuca con la mosca. Then we raised our glasses to each other for the third time that evening. When I took a sip of my drink, I was met by a citrusy scent.

			“Yuzu and sweet summer orange, mixed with champagne,” said the bartender.

			I tried one of the homemade chocolate truffles, too. It had a wonderfully grown-up flavor, not too sweet.

			“Fun to let your hair down sometimes, isn’t it?” the Baron said, and I nodded in agreement. I hadn’t dressed up at all before leaving the house, seeing as I’d thought I was only going to the rakugo, and now here I was having a night on the town. The distance between the three establishments we’d been to was so short I could probably have walked it with my eyes shut.

			While the Baron went over to sit at the counter and banter with the bartender, I went off to the restroom. Just as I was coming out, “Poppo!” I heard someone say.

			I looked up in surprise to see that it was Bunty. Kamakura was a small town; it wasn’t that unusual to run into familiar faces.

			“I thought I heard your voice, but you were facing the other way and I couldn’t tell. And things seemed to be going so well between you two I didn’t want to say anything! But it is you after all!”

			Bunty had got completely the wrong end of the stick about me and the Baron, but I couldn’t be bothered to explain why we were there together, so I just let it go.

			“Were you working at the school today?” I said, changing the subject.

			“Yes, but just for a bit. I finished up in the evening, so I thought I’d go for a stroll and pop in here on the way home. I can’t drink, but when I come here I can get a taste of what it’s like to be drunk.”

			Meeting Bunty in a bar like this, she was even more beguiling than usual. She wore a short pencil skirt from which her long, slender legs extended like a pair of compasses.

			“Oh, oh, by the way, Poppo—want to make bread with me sometime?” She sounded as though she really were tipsy, and her tone seemed to rub off on me.

			“Ohh, that would be super nice, I’ve never made bread before! Those buns you gave me were amazing.”

			I meant it—they had been truly, truly delicious. I’d wolfed them down so fast I had almost forgotten I needed to thank her.

			I saw the Baron was putting on his scarf, so I finished up my conversation with Bunty. As the Baron and I exited the bar and crossed at the lights, he said, “It’s late, I’ll see you home in a taxi.”

			Without waiting for me to reply, he flagged down a cab and got in first. The cab drove across the Geba junction and turned left at the Ōmachi crossroads, before carrying on along Komachi-ōji Street toward Hachiman-sama. As we passed Fukuya, where I’d eaten soba noodles before going back home to write the Baron’s letter, I saw that even their lantern had been extinguished by this time. I said that the driver could just let me out at Kamakura-gū Shrine, but the Baron had the taxi drive up the narrow lane and drop me off right outside the stationery store.

			“Thank you very much—good night,” I said as I got out.

			“Night,” the Baron said brusquely, and then promptly instructed the driver to drive off again.

			Back in the house, I sat before the butsudan and placed my palms together.

			I thought I had grown up all by myself, but it wasn’t like that at all. I’d had a mother who had given birth to me. There was someone who had shared their milk when I was hungry. And the only one who could have taken me to her, carrying me in her arms, was my predecessor. Thank you, I said in my heart, to all these people who had birthed me, looked after me, raised me.

			And then for the first time, I felt as though my predecessor smiled at me. She had always been so prim and proper in her kimono, her gaze so forbidding behind those spectacles. The only time she’d ever relaxed was when she was sitting out on the raised veranda puffing away at a cigarette, but my whole life I had never been able to approach her in those moments. She had always looked so displeased in her photo. And yet somehow, just for tonight, she seemed to have a smile on her face.

			

			—

			The following week, a woman glided through the doors of the Tsubaki Stationery Store like a fresh breeze.

			At first I thought I’d been visited by an actress. She was so tall I had to crane my neck to look at her, and her presence lit up the whole room. She was gorgeous, of course, but it wasn’t just that; her manner, her bearing, everything about her was imbued with beauty and grace.

			Were they shooting a film nearby? Maybe she was on a break and had wandered along to the shop to have a peek inside. As she drew close to me I could smell something very sweet, like peaches and strawberries and vanilla and cinnamon all mixed up together.

			I stood there dazedly, feeling as though I were dreaming, and then the woman peered right into my eyes and said, “I have a problem with my hand.”

			“Your—Your hand?” I echoed. I looked down, but I couldn’t see anything wrong with either of her hands. They were as elegant and lovely as the rest of her. Maybe it was something internal? Either way, it was a doctor she needed, not a stationery store…As I sat there puzzled, the woman continued falteringly. “That is, I mean—my handwriting. It’s really awful.”

			She looked as though she was probably in her late twenties, or perhaps early thirties. You are your writing, my predecessor often used to say. If you looked at someone’s handwriting you could tell what sort of person they were. So I was sure this lady was just being modest. She might think her own writing was horrible, but to anyone else it most likely just looked a bit quirky.

			“I thought you might not believe me, so I wrote out the fifty sounds earlier—here. It’s very embarrassing, but would you mind taking a look? Then I think you’ll understand.”

			The woman was on the verge of tears, but she took an envelope out of her handbag, her movements so graceful that I was once again captivated. She had such a dignified bearing, I was sure that if a swan ever took human form then this was how it would look.

			And yet I was shocked. In fact, the word “shocked” isn’t nearly strong enough to express my reaction on opening that piece of paper. Rude though it might be, I genuinely felt queasy and nearly threw up. I had never seen such offensively messy writing in my life.

			“This was me really trying my hardest to write a nice ‘a, i, u, e, o,’ ” she said.

			I had absolutely no idea what to tell her. What words of consolation would my predecessor, with all her decades of experience, have had for this poor woman in front of me?

			“Let me make some tea,” I said, getting up in a bid to regain my composure.

			I had already lit the paraffin heater in the stationery store—an old cylindrical one that had been in use since my predecessor’s time—and had placed an iron tea kettle on top to heat up. This might be a long story, I thought, so I got out two good-sized coffee bowls. Luckily I’d bought a jar of yuzu preserve recently, so I spooned some of it into the bowls and poured in the hot water to make yuzu tea. I liked it in the cold months when I had the heater lit, because I could just prepare the tea in the shop without having to go off into the back.

			As we drank our yuzu tea, the woman told me more about herself. Perhaps for her, showing someone else her handwriting was far more embarrassing even than it would be to be seen naked. When I considered this, and the fact that she had plucked up the courage to come here regardless, I wanted to help her if I could. Because even though we had never met before, she had exposed all of her vulnerability to me.

			She told me her name was Karen.

			“It should be written with the kanji for ‘flower’ and ‘lotus,’ but I really can’t write them nicely, so I always end up writing my name in katakana instead. That way my messy writing isn’t quite so noticeable.”

			It was then I realized for the first time that people with bad handwriting must face so many struggles on a daily basis, things that someone with good writing could never begin to fathom.

			“What do you do?” I asked.

			“I’m a cabin attendant on international flights,” Karen answered gracefully. “I actually wanted to be a teacher—but I’d have to write in front of the pupils. So I gave up on that, I thought it was completely beyond me. I always try and avoid writing in front of people. Even at weddings and funerals, I do my best to get away without writing in the guest book if I can. I know it might seem silly, but when I’m nervous my writing gets even worse.”

			“Oh, I see,” was all I managed to say.

			These days there were fewer and fewer everyday tasks that necessitated writing by hand, a development my predecessor had deplored. But for someone with Karen’s problem it probably still felt like those occasions cropped up far too often. All those unavoidable situations where you really couldn’t get away just with an email.

			Karen’s expression clouded over. “Actually, I was hoping I could request a letter from you. My mother is awfully particular about my handwriting. My mother-in-law, I should say.”

			She gave a sigh, and I waited patiently for her to carry on.

			“My parents were concerned for me too. They were really keen to teach me as a child and they arranged for me to go to lessons, but it was useless. Maybe there’s something wrong with my brain. Like I can’t grasp the shapes of the characters or something. When I was job-hunting my mother wrote out my CV for me and somehow I managed to squeak through. I was anxious when I met my husband, too—I’d been rejected because of my writing before, and it would have been so sad if that had happened later on when things were going well. So I got him to look at my writing even before we started seeing each other, and I asked if he was sure he wanted to be with someone whose handwriting was this hideous. We did get together after that.”

			“He must be a nice person,” I said, and Karen smiled bashfully.

			“He always says that nobody’s perfect. He said he was actually relieved—that if a girl like me didn’t have some shortcoming somewhere, I’d be annoyingly flawless. It was honestly like he lifted this huge weight off my shoulders. I mean, I’d actually given up on marriage because my writing was so bad.”

			“It’s a good thing you met him then.”

			There couldn’t be many husbands so tenderly accepting of their partner’s flaws. Plenty of other people would happily bring up their partner’s biggest hang-up whenever there was some disharmony in the relationship.

			“The problem is my mother-in-law.” Karen’s face stiffened, and something in her tone sounded detached. “I get on well with my own mum, but my husband’s mother is so strict. I sent her a congratulations message by email once, when I was out of the country, and she gave me such an earful for it. After that, I did my best to write her proper Christmas and birthday cards—but then she told me my writing was bad because my heart is unclean, and she went ahead and signed me up for this distance-learning course so I could learn to write all over from scratch. But I can’t do it. I have to work too, you know? And anyway, my messy writing is like an illness, it can’t be fixed just like that. I tried penmanship lessons and gave up on them ages ago. But now she thinks I’m taking this course…”

			“That’s a tricky situation,” I said.

			Up until now I had believed that the handwriting was the person, and I had never doubted it. Boorish people had boorish writing, delicate people had delicate writing. A person might seem very by-the-book on first appearances, but if their handwriting was bold and daring then that would show in their character, too. A person’s writing could be beautiful but somehow cold; or it might be haphazard but give off a warmth that made you feel as though you were holding your hands out in front of a fire.

			I’d been certain that a person’s writing was a window straight into their character. But I was wrong. There were people like Karen, who couldn’t write nicely no matter how hard they tried. It was just too violent to believe that because someone’s writing was messy their heart was polluted too.

			“My mother-in-law is turning sixty soon,” Karen went on. She had almost finished the yuzu tea in her bowl. “I talked to my husband and we’ve got her a present, but I can’t possibly write the message to go along with it. Would you write it for me?”

			She must have worried herself sick before deciding to come here. How could I call myself a scribe if I didn’t lend my help to someone like her?

			“Of course I will,” I said, my voice coming out unusually forcefully, and I bowed my head. Karen smiled with relief.

			She had brought along an exquisite piece of paper she had found herself. Its surface was faintly embossed with a pattern of leaves, and I’d never seen anything quite like it before.

			“It’s beautiful!” I said, wide-eyed.

			“I found it in a little paper shop in Belgium. I thought it suited my mother-in-law.”

			“Is it antique?” I traced the indented leaves with my finger, careful not to leave a mark.

			“Yes, I think so. The shopkeeper said it was probably made over a hundred years ago.”

			“Ah, I thought so. It just feels different, somehow.”

			I’d have loved to take the paper and rub it against my cheek. It had such a refined feel; touching it was like stroking the fur of a pedigree cat.

			“Is the job urgent?” I asked.

			“There’s still a bit of time before her birthday, but I’m actually out on an international flight again tomorrow. So if possible…”

			Sooner rather than later, then.

			“All right. It will take a bit of time, but I can have it finished today.”

			Writing a message card would be no problem. Besides, Karen had already drafted the wording.

			“That’s wonderful, thank you so much! My parents live just down the road in Komachi, so I’ll come by again later,” Karen said as she got up.

			When she stands, she is a Chinese peony; when she sits, a tree peony; and when she walks, she is a lily. It was as though the saying had been invented just for her.

			It was quite dark by now and it didn’t look as though there would be any more customers, so I closed the shop a little earlier than usual. I tidied my desk and opened up the piece of paper on which Karen had written out the fifty sounds. Then I conjured up her face in my mind. I needed to skilfully unite the two.

			Beautiful writing wasn’t just about the characters having the correct shapes. It was more about them having a warmth, a smile, a sense of serenity, of calm; that was the kind of handwriting I was drawn to personally.

			Karen wasn’t just some standoffish beauty queen; it was that unpretentious spirit of hers that made her so lovely. And that was why I wanted to write in a way that spoke of her, in a way that only she could write. To create writing that was like Karen herself.

			I chose not to use a fountain pen on this occasion. I might have wanted to use one, but only if I’d had a spare piece of card with which to do a test run. With European-made paper you could generally be confident that your fountain-pen ink wouldn’t bleed—but when the paper was as old as this who knew what would happen? I only had the one piece, and it was from a century ago. If I used a fountain pen and then the ink bled, there would be no fixing it.

			So, in order not to waste the card Karen had brought all the way back from Belgium, I decided to write with a ballpoint pen. But not a cheap one that let the ink out all erratically. Instead, I selected the Romeo No. 3.

			The Romeo was Itoya’s signature fountain pen, released in 1914, and the company had recently developed the No. 3 ballpoint pen as a sister to the original. It wrote as smoothly as a fountain pen, and so even though I had several other ballpoint pens to choose from, in the end it was always this one I reached for.

			Taking the Romeo No. 3 in hand, I got out some paper and had a few goes at writing out the words Karen had prepared. But although it should have been an easy task, in fact I found the handwriting wasn’t shaping up like I wanted it to.

			There were occasions when my writing would flow out smoothly exactly as I had pictured it, and other times when I could have written a hundred pages, two hundred pages, and still something wouldn’t be quite right. The act of writing, in essence, was like something physiological. No matter how hard you willed your characters to be beautiful, sometimes they insisted on being unruly and there was nothing you could do about it. You could writhe around on the floor, throw yourself about in agony—but when you couldn’t write, you couldn’t write. Such was the nature of the beast.

			It was at times like these that my predecessor’s words would come to me.

			You write with your body.

			Yes—maybe I’d been trying too hard using my head alone.

			I looked outside to see that the sun had well and truly set, and night had settled in. The darkness was on the other side of the stationery shop doors, pressing its face against the glass and peering in at me. My own face was a half-moon floating there in the pitch black.

			And there were the words “Tsubaki Stationery Store,” as written by my predecessor, still so captivatingly beautiful even seen backward through the glass. The characters weren’t regular like type, that was for sure—but the hand had this exquisite air, this little touch of lackadaisicalness.

			Now then.

			I gathered my awareness, allowing my sensations to pool in the focal point below my belly button. Then I positioned Karen’s card just right and reached for the Romeo No. 3 once more. Slowly, slowly, I closed my eyes. I didn’t have to look at the draft; by now the words I needed were etched in my mind.

			I drew in close to that image of Karen, and on top of her right hand I gently laid my own palm. Still with eyes closed, I released the words onto the card as though expelling a long, deep breath.

			
				A very happy birthday to you.

				To celebrate your sixtieth, I send you these sixty bright red roses.

				The affectionate relationship you and your husband share is a model to us as a married couple.

				With best wishes for your health, always.

				From Karen
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			When I slowly opened my eyes, the writing there was unfamiliar, almost as though it wasn’t my own. And perhaps ballpoint pen had been the right choice; the completed card gently radiated a sense of untarnished modesty, just like Karen. I slipped it into its envelope.

			At just gone seven in the evening, Karen called by the stationery store once more. She was wearing a nice navy blue coat and a white scarf, both of which suited her well.

			“I’ve given it a go…” I said, tentatively holding out the card. The moment Karen set eyes on it, it she let out a whoop of joy.

			“It looks just like it could have been written by me!” she said, as merry as a child. “Thank you so much!”

			She took my hand on top of the desk and squeezed it tight. Her own hand was chilly—it must have been cold outside.

			“It was nothing, really,” I demurred, but Karen was becoming more and more emotional.

			“I’ve always, always wished I could write like this,” she said quietly, her eyes tearing up.

			“I’m very glad I was able to help,” I said, and for some reason my own eyes were watering now too.

			In fact, I had almost no recollection of actually closing my eyes and penning the card. I’d just been focusing everything on trying to tune in to Karen’s heart.

			“I want to thank you, too,” I said, wiping my eyes. “I was always under this misunderstanding, I thought that if a person’s writing wasn’t beautiful it was because something inside them was making it that way. But that was prejudiced—meeting you has made that very clear to me. I’m so sorry.” The tears came spilling out again as I spoke, and wouldn’t stop.

			“Oh, please don’t apologize!” Karen was crying too, her face all creased up. But even her scrunched-up crying face was lovely. Her handwriting must have been weighing on her mind every minute of every day.

			“Please come back again anytime. If there’s anything I can do to help you, I will,” I said, and Karen burst into sobs again.

			This must have been what my predecessor had meant when she said we worked behind the scenes. I was glad I had taken over as a scribe.

			

			—

			December came, and all of a sudden it felt like the year was on its way out.

			Around this time, we were always inundated with requests to write the names and addresses on New Year’s cards. Naturally we didn’t take orders for fewer than a hundred at a time, so our customers were limited to businesses like upmarket Japanese restaurants and ryokan inns. We charged a relatively high fee, too. Yet despite this, the work rolled in.

			And so December saw me glued to my desk in the stationery store day in, day out, devoted to addressing New Year’s cards morning till night, even while minding the shop.

			I was dizzyingly busy from the moment I awoke until the moment my head hit the pillow; days passed by like this in a flash, and soon a week had raced by. When I glanced up, I saw that it was more than halfway through the twelfth month.

			Before I knew it, Christmas was over and all the front doors were decorated for New Year. The whole of Kamakura was imbued with that quiet, rarefied end-of-year mood.

			Finally, the Tsubaki Stationery Store finished up its last day of business, and better late than never, I got round to cleaning the shop for the New Year. Somehow or other I’d made it through the pile of cards. Not surprisingly, my arm was all stiff and achy, my shoulder as hard as a rock. With the relief of finishing the job maybe I’d neglected my health, too, because on top of all that I’d come down with a bit of a cold.

			I was coughing away on New Year’s Eve, but I managed to get myself down to the great purification ceremony at Hachiman-sama. It felt as though I’d attended the summer ceremony there only yesterday. The last six months had just sped by.

			Afterward, I came straight home with no detours and promptly hung up my new oharahisan. I had polished the shop’s glass doors until they gleamed, not a fingerprint to be seen. The oharahisan’s paper streamers were bright red this time, and every blast of wintry wind set them aflutter. The old oharahisan had seen me safely through the past half-year.

			I was just about to go in when I noticed there was a letter in the letter box. I had been so rushed off my feet with work the last few days that I hadn’t been checking the post. I didn’t get newspaper deliveries anymore either, not since my predecessor had died.

			The envelope was a white vertical one, and the sender was Satoshi Takeda. I didn’t recognize the name, but the letter was definitely addressed to the Tsubaki Stationery Store. Next month I would be accepting letters for the letter memorial ceremony—perhaps someone had sent this one in a little ahead of time?

			I took the envelope inside and slit it open with a letter opener. I tried to always use a letter opener now, since my predecessor had absolutely forbidden me from ripping open letters with my hands.

			
				It is getting to the end of the year now—how have you been keeping?

				I am writing to let you know that I really appreciated your recent help.

				I have never had anyone get so angry at me before, not even my parents, so at first I felt very down about it. However, when I was leaving Kamakura and heading back to the office on the Yokosuka Line, I had a serious think about why it was that I chose a career in editing. I had not really given it any thought before, so it felt good. I realized that ultimately it was because I want to make books that people will enjoy.

				I wrote to the critic myself and he declined my request. But I am not giving up yet. I am going to keep trying as many times as I has have to until he says yes.

				I will end this letter here, but I would like to thank you for giving me your genuine, honest opinion when I visited your shop.

				The weather is getting colder and colder now, so please take care.

				P.S. This is the first letter I have ever written outside of work.
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			I was certain Takeda had done as best he could. He had obviously stuck very rigidly to the rules, but then everyone wrote like that at the beginning. And his writing was so messy I almost burst out laughing; if I had received a professional request written like that I’m not sure I would have taken it seriously. But there was no doubt that the words contained in the letter were all his own.

			I had been feeling quite disheartened about the incident myself, and had been turning it over in my mind. I was a professional scribe, and whatever my personal feelings toward a customer or the content of a letter, I should be accepting the assignment with a smile. That was a scribe’s job, wasn’t it?

			This letter from Takeda had arrived just as I was finally starting to get over my regret. And the outcome had been positive! Because now there was one more letter-writer in the world.

			What with receiving this unexpected message and having got my new oharahisan too, I felt the tension go out of me, and with Takeda’s letter still in my hand I slithered down onto the sofa. Thinking about it, lots of people my own age used email even for their New Year’s cards, so it wasn’t really surprising that someone of Takeda’s generation might never have written a letter by the time they reached adulthood. As I was pondering this thought, I must have dozed off.

			When I next opened my eyes, it was pitch dark all around and Madame Barbara was calling me from next door.

			“Poppo! Are you there?”

			I sat up with a start. “Yes!” I replied brightly.

			“Would you like to come with me and ring the temple bell for New Year?”

			At Madame Barbara’s words, I remembered what day it was. How long had I been asleep?

			“I’ll just get ready to go!” I said, jumping up hastily and putting on my scarf. It wouldn’t be long before the old year came to a close, and sure enough, when I stopped to listen I could hear a chiming in the distance. Kamakura had so many temples that on New Year’s Eve you could hear the bells resounding from every corner of the town.

			Madame Barbara and I made our way down the hushed riverside road. She wore an old-fashioned fox-fur stole around her neck. My predecessor had had one like it; they must have been all the rage in Japan at one time. The fur gave off a faint whiff of naphthalene.

			As we walked huddled shoulder-to-shoulder in the cold, Madame Barbara slipped her arm through mine. Both of us were breathing out clouds of white breath.

			Above the trees, now completely bare of leaves, the stars sparkled in the sky.

			“Poppo, I have something special I want to share with you,” Madame Barbara said.

			“Something special?”

			“Yes—my magic charm. The secret to all my happiness!” She gave a little chuckle.

			“I’d love to hear it,” I said.

			“Well, you see, what it is is you have to say, twinkle twinkle in your mind. Just shut your eyes and go, twinkle twinkle, twinkle twinkle—that’s all you need to do. And then stars will start appearing in the darkness inside you, until you’re all filled to the brim with a beautiful starry sky.”

			“What, you just say twinkle twinkle?”

			“That’s right—it’s easy! One can do it anywhere. And all the painful things, all the sadness, they just disappear among those beautiful stars. Try it!”

			At Madame Barbara’s suggestion, I closed my eyes as we continued forward slowly, her arm still supporting mine.

			Twinkle twinkle, twinkle twinkle, twinkle twinkle, I recited in my mind. And sure enough, there in the empty darkness inside me, stars began to wink into being. More and more and more of them, until the light was dazzling.

			“It’s like magic!” I said.

			“Isn’t it?” Madame Barbara whispered. “This spell is very powerful—so use it! It’s my present to you.”

			“Thank you,” I murmured absently, still gazing at the vast field of stars.

		

	
		
			
				冬

				Winter

			
			When I ventured out of my door and into the lane, the ground was aglitter. I gently placed a foot onto the layer of dead leaves, and the next moment I heard the crisp crackle of frost, and found myself with an intense hankering for a croissant. It was the morning of the first of January.

			It was cold, but the sky was a bracing blue as I headed out for my first shrine visit of the new year. I decided I might as well walk there and get some exercise, and I set off briskly down the wooded road in the direction of the sea.

			I tramped on and on under a sky so clear it almost brought tears to my eyes. Eventually I turned right off the road and continued on down a narrow lane lined with houses, until a splendid camellia tree came into view. Yuiwakamiya Shrine—always the first shrine we Amemiyas visited in the new year.

			According to one theory, the camellia that stood outside the Tsubaki Stationery Store was originally an offshoot of the large tree here. My predecessor, or maybe her predecessor, had visited Yuiwakamiya Shrine and brought home a branch that had snapped off in a typhoon. When it was planted in front of the house, it had put out proper roots and begun to grow.

			This humble little shrine in Zaimokuza was also known as Moto-Hachiman, “Original Hachiman,” because it was the original shrine for worship of the god Hachiman until the establishment of the great Tsurugaoka Hachiman-gū further north. When my predecessor was alive, every New Year’s Day we would eat ozōni soup and then come here together to pray, and among all the shrines and temples of Kamakura, this might be the one where I felt most at home.

			Encircling the small shrine was a dense thicket of trees like a jungle (or perhaps a jumble would be the better word). There was even a banana tree among them, giving this little spot an air redolent of southern climes.

			I didn’t have the shrine all to myself like usual, of course, not on New Year’s Day. A young miko in elegant robes was offering sacred saké to the visitors with a smile.

			“Happy New Year,” she greeted me.

			“Happy New Year.”

			“May I offer you some?”

			“Thank you.”

			My first conversation of the year.

			Yesterday evening I had gone with Madame Barbara to take part in the temple bell-ringing, but we had both returned to our respective homes before the old year was out. I hadn’t heard a peep from next door this morning—perhaps one of her boyfriends had invited her out to watch the first sunrise.

			The miko reverently poured some sacred saké into a small dish, and I raised it to my lips and tasted that distinctive New Year’s flavor, half bitter, half sweet. I savored the saké, rolling the velvety liquid about on my tongue and then drinking it down in three unhurried sips. In the center of the little white dish was a faint emblem of a crane with its wings outstretched.

			At Yuiwakamiya Shrine they let you keep your dish, and there was a whole stack of them at home in the crockery cupboard, successive generations of little white dishes that the Amemiyas had brought back every year. They used the same dishes at Hachiman-sama, only there they collected them back afterward, so you couldn’t take them home. The little dishes were very handy for serving soy sauce.

			I felt light-headed, maybe because I’d started my morning with alcohol, and for a little while I sat down on a bench in the shrine grounds and gazed up at the sky. Every inch of it was bluer than blue. The stately camellia was in full leaf, reaching out its branches luxuriantly toward that perfect azure sky. I couldn’t help smiling to see an orderly row of New Year’s Day sparrows sitting there, all fluffy and puffed up like rice crackers, so emblematic of the first day of the year.

			My face still turned up to the blue sky, I closed my eyes and thought about what to write for my first calligraphy of the year. What kind of a year should I make this one? “Taking the lead”? “Daybreak”? “New Year’s sunrise”? Or how about “hope”? No…I couldn’t think of anything that slotted into my heart just right.

			As I was ruminating, a breeze began to blow in from the direction of the sea, and my fringe danced a waltz. It was a friendly wind, like an invisible conveyor belt bringing only good things with it. Once upon a time, so they say, the shoreline used to be all the way up here in front of Yuiwakamiya Shrine.

			I slowly reopened my eyes at the cheerful chatter of a family with children who had come to pray at the shrine. I could hear seagulls crying somewhere in the distance. For some reason that sound always made me feel melancholy.

			On my way back, I caught the bus in front of the station and got off at Jūniso Shrine, and then I walked upstream along the Tachiarai River heading in the direction of the Asahina Pass, where the path had been cut through the rock. I didn’t think there would be any tourists this far up in the woods, but I was wrong: a column of men and women in proper hiking gear were coming down the hill road at a clip, faces set in grimaces of exertion.

			The Tachiarai spring was just before a little waterfall. On top of the rock face beside the path fresh water was flowing out of a narrow bamboo pipe. I rinsed my hands and then cupped them below the pipe, gathering a good handful of water and gulping it down. The cold resonated right up to the top of my head and woke up every cell in my body, dispersing all the tipsiness from the sacred saké I had drunk at Moto-Hachiman.

			“Tachi” meant a long sword, and “arai” was to wash. A long time ago, a warrior from somewhere or other who had killed somebody washed his bloody sword in the water here, and that was where the spring had got its name. The Tachiarai was one of the five famous springs of Kamakura, although nowadays only two were still in use, the other being Zeniarai Benten.

			I took out an empty plastic bottle I had brought from home and held it to the mouth of the bamboo pipe, filling it with fresh spring water. This was another custom we had faithfully carried out every year in my predecessor’s time. The Amemiyas always received their first water of the year from this spring.

			The next day, I used that New Year’s water and got down to writing my first calligraphy of the year, a custom I hadn’t observed for a long while. I painstakingly laid out each of my writing tools and my floor cushion facing this year’s lucky direction, and then transferred the spring water from its plastic bottle into a gourd-shaped water dropper.

			The water dropper had originally been the soy-sauce bottle from a box of Kiyoken shūmai dumplings. It had a little face on it and was named Hyō-chan. The manga artist Ryūichi Yokoyama—the one whose old house had been where the Starbucks in Onarimachi was now—had drawn a series of different faces for Kiyoken’s little soy-sauce droppers, and in the Amemiya household we had collected all forty-eight Hyō-chans.

			I began to carefully grind the ink. Just for today, I was going to write in my own hand, for myself and nobody else. In my work as a scribe, I stepped completely into the minds and bodies of all sorts of people when I wrote, and if I say so myself, I had become skilled at possessing other people’s writing. But when I paused to think about it, I realized I still didn’t know my own. I hadn’t yet encountered that which was like an avatar of myself—which was myself, was like the DNA present in every fiber of my being or the blood that flowed through my veins.

			My predecessor had known her own writing, I was sure. The reason I hadn’t been able to tear down the motto she had left stuck up on the kitchen wall was because she resided within it; even now, her breath was recorded in those traces she had left upon the paper.

			She had performed all those jobs as a scribe, and yet her entire life she had never lost sight of herself. And even now when her body was no more, her pulse beat on in the writing she had left behind. Her spirit dwelled within those brushstrokes. That was what it really meant to write.

			I steeped the brush in the ink, took a breath, and emptied my mind. And then, slowly, I brought the brush down on the paper.

			
				Eat bitter in spring; vinegared in summer; spice in autumn; and in winter, oil.
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			I had found myself with a sudden desire to try writing those same words as my predecessor. I finished the final character and then lightly lifted the brush, letting it hover above the paper like a UFO. At that moment, new breath flowed into my body. For an instant—just an instant, but sure enough—my mind had been formless.

			But even so, my characters didn’t look right. Was it the darkness of the downstrokes? The density? The sense of presence? Whatever it was, something was definitely different. But right now, this was what I had.

			With these thoughts running through my head, I reached for a roll of spring-green masking tape and stuck my first writing of the year up on the wall, beside the calligraphy left by my predecessor.

			

			—

			Once the first three days of the new year had passed, mail began to trickle into my letter box. I was now accepting letters to be offered up at the fumizuka stone. From all over the country and sometimes even further afield, people were sending their letters in to the Tsubaki Stationery Store.

			All of it was old correspondence that the recipients hadn’t been able to dispose of themselves. You could chuck junk mail in the bin without a second thought, but what about letters addressed to you personally? You couldn’t just read them and then immediately throw them out. Even the most trivial postcard, if written by hand, was imbued with the thoughts and the time that the sender had put into it. And yet if you kept each and every one, then the old paper would just keep piling up—and there was a limit, that was the fact.

			The Amemiyas had zeroed in on this problem. Or maybe that isn’t a very good way of putting it—but at any rate, from generation to generation we had been carrying out a sacred memorial service, helping people to dispose of their letters. In essence it was the same as the memorial rites held at temples and shrines for old broken sewing needles and worn-out dolls. Here, on behalf of the letters’ recipients, we held a respectful ceremony for the spirits residing in the words on the paper.

			A huge proportion of the mail we received was, as might perhaps be expected, romantic in nature. Love letters from an old flame that the recipient had been holding on to all this time, unable to discard—only, now they were finally about to marry someone else, they had made up their mind to let the letters go. And yet they still couldn’t bring themselves to just toss them in the bin.

			We also had those who would annually send us all the letters and postcards they had received over the whole of the past year, including New Year’s cards. We charged a voluntary ceremony fee, which the senders paid by enclosing stamps of whatever value they felt like, and we took in their letters throughout January. Then on the third day of the second month according to the old calendar, we held our memorial, gathering all the letters together and consigning them to the flames. This was the single most important ritual of the Amemiya family, and we had been performing it for generations.

			And this would be the first ceremony after a gap of several years. When my predecessor died and Aunt Sushiko was looking after the shop we had stopped holding the event for a time. Now that I had returned, the memorial service had resumed.

			It made me feel lonely, however, to think that while there was all this mail in the letter box, there wasn’t a single New Year’s card for me. At the end of last year, I’d been busy addressing other people’s cards and I hadn’t got round to writing my own. I did have good friends in other countries, but none of them sent physical New Year’s cards. And it would have been a bit odd, too, going to the trouble of sending a card to Madame Barbara when she lived right next door.

			

			—

			I reopened the Tsubaki Stationery Store on the fourth of January. A lot of the shops in Kamakura only took New Year’s Eve off and then resumed business on New Year’s Day, so even opening on the fourth was rather on the relaxed side.

			I had complacently assumed that no one would be rushing in here so soon after the holiday, but to my surprise people kept dropping in after having gone to pay their respects at Kamakura-gū Shrine nearby. I had put together some New Year’s lucky bags filled with an assortment of unsold stock—only ten, just to try it out—and they sold out within the day. Well then! I thought, and after the shop had closed that evening I put together ten more. I was absolutely delighted; I hadn’t expected the lucky bags to go down so well.

			Another delight was that Lady Calpis popped in with her granddaughter in tow. The shop had just got busy and I couldn’t chat for long, but Lady Calpis told me she and Little Kokeshi had been visiting family in the neighborhood. Her ankle was completely better now, and Little Kokeshi had shot up, too. Both of them seemed well.

			On their way out, I asked Little Kokeshi quietly about the matter of the missive.

			“Oh, I’m over my teacher now. He got married,” she replied blithely. Maybe she had found something more amusing with which to occupy herself. I did chuckle to see Lady Calpis wearing a headband with her usual polka-dot pattern.

			If Lady Calpis and Little Kokeshi had known about my relationship with my grandmother, I was sure they’d be astonished. As they left the stationery store hand-in-hand they looked just like friends across the generations.

			It was the early evening of the sixth when the Baron appeared at the shop. The customers had been streaming in and out all day, but for a moment the flow had ceased. I heard the clacking of geta sandals coming briskly along the road, and when I looked up there he was, a plastic bag dangling from one hand. There was no “Happy New Year” or anything; he just barked, “Seven herbs!” and then turned to leave.

			“Wait a minute!” I hurried to stop him, thinking to at least give him a cup of amazake before he went. My voice came out in a panicked squawk, and I immediately colored with embarrassment.

			From the two-handled pot on top of the heater I ladled a generous helping of amazake into a paper cup and handed it to the Baron. During the New Year period I had been offering a cup of the sweet fermented rice drink to every visitor to the shop.

			“You know amazake’s a summer drink?”

			I blinked, taken aback by the Baron’s words. I’d always thought amazake was meant to be drunk in the winter.

			“Is it?”

			“Yes, they used to go round selling it—carried it hanging from a pole across their shoulders. ‘Sweet, sweet, sweeet amazake!’ To prevent fatigue in the summer heat.”

			The Baron seemed happy enough with his amazake anyway, and he downed it in one gulp, though he would surely scald his throat drinking it like that. His face went ruddy.

			“So was it served cold in summer?” I asked, still not really convinced.

			“Prob’ly was, yes. Amazake’s good chilled, too.”

			Then with a “Cheers,” the Baron strode out of the shop.

			He had left the plastic bag sitting there on my desk. I undid the knot at the top and the pungent smell of damp earth wafted forth. Perhaps he’d gone into the woods himself to pick the seven edible plants for me. While the winter held fast to everything else, here alone was an early sign of spring.

			As I breathed in the scent of the herbs, I suddenly found that my long nails were bothering me. I hadn’t cut them since before New Year. When I was young, I was always made to cut my nails on the morning of the seventh of January—maybe this was what they meant when they said that old habits died hard.

			The custom was that on the sixth, you put the seven herbs in water to soak overnight, and then the next morning you wet your fingertips in the water before cutting your nails. It was supposed to be the first time you cut your nails in the new year, and no matter how long my nails had got, I was never allowed to cut them between New Year’s Day and the sixth.

			My predecessor said that if you followed this custom you would go the whole year without catching a cold, and I’d believed in it as solid fact all the way through junior high school. But when I’d started senior high school and entered my rebellious phase I’d lashed out with sharp words—It’s just some stupid old superstition!—and had completely disregarded the tradition. Since then, I had forgotten it even existed.

			After the Baron had gone, I swiftly transferred the seven herbs to a bowl and rinsed them clean with cold water. The plants were perky, as though they hadn’t even noticed that they had been plucked from the earth. They sat there in their stainless-steel bowl, leaves swaying languidly.

			As soon as I got up the next day, I dipped my fingertips into the bowl. The water had grown shockingly cold overnight, and when I looked closely I saw that a thin film of ice had formed on the surface.

			With my mood refreshed, I solemnly set to with the nail clippers. When I’d done this as a child my fingernails had been soft, like little pink shells, but now without me realizing it they had grown into proper adult nails. I carefully cut and evened up the nails on my right hand, then my left. My first time carrying out the seven-herbs tradition in ten-plus years.

			With my fingernails neat and tidy, I set about making some rice porridge. But first, I had decided it was high time I called on Madame Barbara. I hadn’t seen her yet, not since we’d gone together to ring the bell on New Year’s Eve.

			I got up my resolve and called out a hearty “Good morning!” and was met with a typically spirited reply.

			“Oh, Poppo—I haven’t said ‘Happy New Year’ to you yet, have I? Happy New Year!”

			“Happy New Year, I hope it’s a good one!” I said in a rush, relief washing over me. In fact, I’d been feeling uneasy, my chest horribly tight with the fear that something bad had befallen Madame Barbara. But as far as I could tell, she was her usual cheerful self.

			“Did you have some delicious ozōni?” she asked brightly, oblivious to my worries.

			My predecessor had always used to cook the ozōni soup at New Year. She would put watercress in it, and dumplings that she made using minced duck bought from Tori-ichi, the poultry shop near the station. But I’d decided it was too much bother to cook it just for myself, so I hadn’t had any this year.

			“What about you? Did you have a good New Year?” I said, evading the question.

			Madame Barbara’s response was a volley of painful-sounding coughs. Maybe she’d been ill and laid up in bed after all.

			“Are you under the weather?” I asked.

			“Oh, I’m not sure. Perhaps it was just a bit chilly last night.”

			“Er…I was just going to make some seven-herbs rice porridge. Would you like some?” I said, getting on to the pressing matter of the day.

			I heard more coughing, and then Madame Barbara said, “Oh, that would be lovely, Poppo! Could I come over to yours to eat?” Her voice was a little hoarse, but she sounded chipper.

			“Of course. I’m only starting now, so it’ll be a little while. I’ll be as quick as I can, though—I’ll let you know when it’s ready.”

			“Oh no,” came the unexpected reply. “Rice porridge isn’t tasty if one hurries it.”

			Madame Barbara sounded as though she were being purposely pedantic, but I understood straight away what she was doing.

			“All right, I won’t rush. I’ll take my time and make it nice and slowly,” I said as I reached for the chopping board and knife.

			“Thank you. Seven-herbs rice porridge…now that’s nice, I haven’t had it for years. It’ll be a treat!”

			With that, I heard Madame Barbara withdrawing into her house.

			By now the thin film of ice on the bowl of water had melted away. I took the Baron’s seven herbs and drained them in a colander. Then I washed white rice for two and put it in an earthenware pot, pouring in the water I had collected from the Tachiarai spring on New Year’s Day, which I still had in the fridge. Now all I had to do was leave the pot to simmer away. In my time wandering overseas I had often cooked rice porridge as a way of making a little rice go further.

			My first breakfast with Madame Barbara this year. It was really only a week since we’d last breakfasted together, but it felt as though I hadn’t seen her for ages. Now that I’d heard her voice, life was finally back to the everyday.

			

			—

			In the wintry afternoon, as tiny snowflakes fluttered down from the skies above Kamakura, a troubled-looking man appeared at the stationery store.

			“Excuse me.” He stopped outside and dutifully removed his hat, brushing the snow from his shoulders before stepping in.

			It must have been freezing out there. It was chilly enough in the shop even with the glass doors shut, but the blast of air that had come rushing in felt bitterly cold.

			The man came straight up to the counter, a cloth-wrapped bundle held carefully in one hand. Here was someone with a scribing request, no doubt about it.

			“Please,” I said, offering him a stool. Then without further ado I spooned some kuzu tea powder into a cup and poured in some hot water from the iron kettle that was sitting on top of the heater.

			The man took off his coat, folding it neatly and placing it on his lap. It was one of those overcoats with a cape on the shoulders, like the kind detectives wear. They always reminded me of some kind of creature—a black kite? Or a flying squirrel, maybe?

			“Here, drink up while it’s warm.”

			I gave the thick, starchy kuzu tea a good stir with a wooden teaspoon and then held the cup out to the man. Then I sat down too, my own chair at a slight angle so I wasn’t quite facing him directly. I was drinking my own tea from a mug rather than one of the teacups I gave to customers. The kuzu tea powder had been a souvenir from Madame Barbara; she’d bought it during a trip to Nara she’d made with a boyfriend at the end of last year.

			The man cupped his tea, warming his hands. Wisps of faint, silvery breath escaped his lips.

			I waited until I thought he must have sufficiently thawed out, and then I placed pen and paper in front of him.

			“Would you mind writing your name? Just whenever you’re ready.”

			He took the paper and wrote in legible characters that stood straight and tall. Seitarō Shirakawa.

			“What can I do for you?” I asked Seitarō softly.

			“Well, it’s my mother—I want you to help me put her at ease,” he said, his face taut with desperation.

			“Put her at ease?”

			What did he mean by that? Disturbing thoughts flashed through my mind, but I hastily quashed them. Seitarō gave a deep, troubled sigh, and then it all came spilling out.

			“My mother is a very tenacious woman. She’s in her nineties and even until recently she was staunchly independent, and was living by herself in Yokohama. Only, now that she’s gone into a care home, she’s begun saying odd things. She says I have to take her home because she’s expecting a letter from my father. I’m telling this all the wrong way round…My old man was a trader, and the thing is, he’s been dead a long time. But my mother won’t listen…

			“My father was not a warm man, and in all honesty I don’t have any very fond memories of him. He was hardly ever at home, and when he was, he was surly and never smiled. I can’t remember him ever playing with me as a boy, and if I got up the nerve to speak to him, he ignored me. He was that typical man of a past generation. And he was the same with my mother—he never once gave her a present, or smiled and said thank you to her, or anything like that. Though he never got drunk or violent, or said abusive things, either.

			“That was my father. And so when my mother suddenly told us he’d been writing to her, I couldn’t believe it. My elder sister and I assumed she was just talking nonsense, or that she was delusional. But the other day when my sister was tidying up our mother’s house, she was looking through a chest of drawers and she found the letters.”

			At this, Seitarō deliberately dropped his gaze to the cloth-wrapped parcel on his lap. I reached for my mug and took a sip of my kuzu tea, now lukewarm, and its mild, comforting flavor spread across my tongue.

			Seitarō unwrapped the parcel and carefully folded up the cloth, and then he placed the bundle of correspondence in front of me on the desk. It mostly consisted of postcards, though I could see envelopes in there too, and the pile was held together with a piece of red string.

			“Please, go ahead and have a look,” Seitarō said, so I took the bundle in both hands and slid it toward me. I could smell the dry, dusty aroma of old paper. As I gently loosened the string, the pile of postcards and letters slowly avalanched forward, fanning out on the desk.

			At the top of the pile was a black-and-white picture postcard. The photograph showed people in old-fashioned bathing costumes, swimming merrily in a huge pool.

			“May I read it?” I said.

			I always felt truly apologetic—toward both sender and recipient—whenever I read a letter that wasn’t addressed to me. But Seitarō was looking at me insistently as though urging me to read on, so I gave a little nod and then turned over the postcard in my hand.

			“I still can’t believe my sour-faced old man had this playfulness in him,” Seitarō muttered, peering over at the postcard as I read it. It seemed he’d already familiarized himself with the contents of each and every letter. “The man in these letters is like a totally different person to the father we knew.”

			There was exasperation in Seitarō’s voice, but perhaps deep down he was happy about this after all. The corners of his eyes were crinkled with tenderness.

			“If he’d ever sent me or my sister even one letter like this, maybe life would have been different.”

			There, spelled out unabashedly in the postcards and letters, was the man’s affection for his wife. He must have been thinking about her all the time, because he had written to her from every place he’d traveled to. As I leafed through the pile, here and there I even came across two letters that had been written one after the other on the same day.

			As I looked at the letters, a sigh escaped my lips. “Imagine having someone who wrote to you like this,” I said with feeling.

			“My parents were man and woman, after all,” said Seitarō. “Of course they were! But when I was a child, the thought never even occurred to me.”

			“So your mother was always waiting for his letters,” I said, and he closed his eyes and gave a deep nod. “And she’s still waiting for them now, isn’t she?” I murmured, mulling over the implications of this.

			“Yes, and that’s why she wants us to take her home. I can’t bear seeing her like this. I just imagine how, when we were children, she must have been peeking into the letter box every hour of every day, stealing moments when we weren’t looking. This secret love that my parents never let us see.”

			Seitarō’s voice choked up halfway through, and he quickly wiped away a tear that had formed in the corner of his eye. Then he straightened up and fixed me with his gaze.

			“Would you write my mother a letter from heaven, on behalf of my father?”

			Now it was my turn to wipe away a tear.

			

			—

			That night, I looked over all the correspondence that Seitarō’s father had sent his mother. He had robust, hearty handwriting, in a style particular to men of the previous generation. There was the occasional postcard penned in ballpoint, but most were written in the same thick fountain-pen strokes, in the same black ink. Had he always carried his favorite fountain pen with him on work trips?

			I noticed that Seitarō and his father wrote in exactly the same way, and I wondered too whether handwriting could be passed down genetically, just like bone structure. I’d never thought about it before.

			But if his father’s handwriting looked imposing, the actual words he had written to his wife couldn’t have been more tender. Almost all of his letters began, “To my beloved Chii,” or “My darling Chii,” and they always ended with, “From the one who loves you most in all the world.”

			Seitarō told me there had been quite an age gap between his parents. His father must have considered his beloved wife as a companion, while also something like a daughter. His each and every word brimmed with the nectar of affection, as fresh and potent now as the day they were written.

			Seitarō’s mother must have waited with bated breath for her husband’s next letter. And that waiting and pining was the thread that had weaved throughout her days, carrying her from one day to the next during the times when she couldn’t be with him.

			If Seitarō’s father had still been alive, what kind of letter would he have written her? Again and again, I spread the wings of my imagination.

			

			—

			On the morning of the fifteenth of January, I watched as my first calligraphy of the year went up in flames, atop the bonfire they had built at Hachiman-sama for the Sagichō festival. It was said that the higher the flames rose, the more your calligraphy prowess would improve. My year’s first calligraphy danced into the sky like a dragon, scattering bright orange sparks in its wake, before eventually burning out and turning to ash.

			Being a scribe isn’t just about being able to write beautifully, however. Of course, when you’re writing celebratory gift envelopes and certificates, CVs and so on, a conventional sort of beauty is required. Most people perceive writing as beautiful when it looks like printed type done by a machine. But writing created by a living hand possesses something more, something that goes beyond mere beauty.

			Handwriting accumulates years along with its creator. The writing a person does in primary school won’t be the same as the writing they do in senior high school, of course, and their handwriting in their twenties will differ from that in their forties—and even more so when they get to their seventies and eighties. It’s only natural that a teenage girl with the most bubbly, rounded handwriting won’t be writing that way anymore when she’s an old lady. A person’s writing ages too.

			And this natural, unsculpted beauty also includes the beauty in growing old. The thought made me realize that I had no idea what kind of writing Seitarō’s father would have had if he had been alive today. In fact, I hadn’t the faintest inkling what a father’s presence even felt like in the first place. I had always lived with my predecessor, just the two of us, and we had never had a man in the household.

			So even though I had the actual words of the letter mostly figured out, I had no idea what kind of writing to use to express them. I made attempt after attempt, but nothing was working. The problem had me literally writhing on the floor in agony, moaning and groaning as though I’d been struck down by something I’d eaten. And yet I just couldn’t nail the handwriting. The harder I tried, the more it seemed to elude me.

			In short, I was completely blocked. I had never hit a wall like this before, and I was shocked and bewildered to find myself so bogged down. I felt like I was struggling with constipation. I wanted to expel this thing, but it wouldn’t come. I knew there was something there, and yet it just wouldn’t slip out ! I was frustrated and miserable.

			Before I knew it, I was having trouble sleeping at night, which was very unusual for me. I wished someone would come along and get me out of my predicament, but no such luck. I was starting to panic now—I have to write, I have to write!—but that only sent me sinking deeper into the bottomless quagmire. Now, now was the time when I needed my predecessor’s help. And yet she simply turned away huffily and wouldn’t say a peep.

			This black cloud had been hanging over me for two whole weeks. And then one morning, as I was cleaning the floor with a cloth, desperately trying to keep my weary head up, Madame Barbara’s chirpy voice piped up with a proposal.

			“Poppo, do you want to come on a tour round the Seven Lucky Gods this Sunday? I ran into Bunty at the Renbai yesterday and we were saying we haven’t had a New Year’s get-together yet! But this Sunday is New Year by the old calendar, and I thought you could come too, seeing as your shop will be closed. Bunty and I were just sitting down in the bakery talking about it over café au lait when the Baron came in to buy some bread, and the idea sort of ended up running away with itself!”

			“You mean the Baron’s coming too?” I said.

			“Yes—one way or another, he ended up being the keenest! What do you think? I saw the forecast on TV earlier and it doesn’t look too bad for a walk round the shrines and temples. Have you ever been on Kamakura’s Seven Lucky Gods pilgrimage, Poppo?”

			To be honest, I wasn’t remotely in the mood. As if I cared about the Seven Lucky Gods right now! I opened my mouth to say no—but then suddenly I thought that perhaps I might as well. Could it be because I’d met the gaze of the photograph? Not of my predecessor, but Aunt Sushiko. She seemed to wink at me, her eyes saying, Go on Poppo, why don’t you?

			And so, “What time are we meeting?” I found myself asking as I polished the floor. Still on hands and knees, I looked up at the calendar. Madame Barbara was right—Sunday was New Year’s Day by the old reckoning.

			“We haven’t decided yet, but the Baron was very eager to bring lunch for everyone. And I think…yes, maybe I’ll be in charge of sweets,” Madame Barbara said, delight in her voice.

			“I’ll bring something too then. I’ll try not to bring the same as anyone else,” I said.

			“Oh, wonderful! I’m so glad you’re coming with us! I’m really looking forward to it,” Madame Barbara trilled. “Now I’ve got something to get excited about, that’ll get rid of the last of this old cold of mine. Have a marvelous day, Poppo!”

			“You too, Madame Barbara!”

			At that moment the morning sun came streaming in through the window in the corridor. The light was so bright I swear I could almost hear it gleam. So dazzling it was dizzying. Even the motes of dust dancing through the air were beautiful.

			

			—

			On the day, I arrived at our meeting place outside Kita-Kamakura Station to find that the Baron was first there.

			“Wait, are you going like that?” I blurted out before I’d even said hello. This might be a tour of the shrines and temples of the Seven Lucky Gods, but we were also going to be walking the Kamakura Alps hiking trail through the woods. And yet here was the Baron dressed in traditional formal wear: a kimono and haori coat decorated with family crests, and a pair of voluminous hakama trousers.

			“Course I’m going like this, it’s New Year. But look, I’m wearing good shoes,” he said. He jestingly hiked up his hakama, and sure enough, on his feet were a pair of neon trainers.

			“I’ve just ordered some inarizushi—let’s have a seat over there and wait. The others’ll be along soon.”

			We sat down on a bench, and the Baron reached inside the breast of his kimono for a cigarette. It was against the law to smoke on the streets in Kamakura, but I was too scared of incurring his wrath to mention it. It definitely applied here in Kita-Kamakura, too, though.

			Before the Baron had got halfway through his cigarette, Bunty came breezing through the ticket gates. Watching her walk put me in mind of a rubber ball bouncing up and down: boing, boing, boing. Every sticky-out part of her anatomy yo-yoed in unison.

			The Baron hastily dropped his cigarette and ground it out under the sole of his trainer. I was ready to warn him sharply if he’d just left it there—but then he picked up the cigarette butt and tossed it into a little ash case he had been carrying inside the sleeve of his kimono. He did have some manners, then.

			At this point, Madame Barbara arrived. We’d both been busy this morning making our own preparations to go out, so we had come along separately.

			Seeing as we were all assembled, I said an official “Good morning” to everyone in the group.

			“Not good morning—Happy New Year,” the Baron immediately snapped at me. But maybe he was right. This was New Year’s Day by the old calendar, and now that he’d mentioned it, the town seemed to take on a warm glow, as though it had put on its rouge.

			I dusted myself off and tried again.

			“Happy New Year. I hope this year is good to you all.”

			We stood out in front of the station, the four of us—a real mixture of ages—and exchanged our Happy New Years. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky; it was as though someone had unfurled a pure blue sheet above our heads.

			“I’m glad the weather’s turned out so nice today,” I said.

			“The wind’s chilly, but we’ll warm up once we get going,” said Bunty.

			“I am looking forward to our tour!” Madame Barbara chimed in.

			While we three women chatted away, the Baron extricated himself from the circle and went into Kōsen, presumably to collect the lunch. We stood there talking for a little while, and then he came out of the shop carrying a cloth-wrapped parcel: inarizushi for four. As he rejoined the group I caught a strong whiff of vinegar, sharp with a hint of sweetness, and my mouth watered at the thought of the deep-fried tofu pockets stuffed with sushi rice. It was still only morning, but I was already beginning to feel hungry.

			“Move out!” the Baron ordered lustily and then set off in the lead. Our first destination was Kita-Kamakura’s Jōchi-ji Temple, whose lucky god was Hotei, the jolly-looking deity of contentment.

			Kamakura had so many temples, by the by, that it wouldn’t be exaggerating to say the whole town was one huge gravesite. Temples here, temples there—no wonder there were so many ghost sightings.

			We made our way at a steady pace up Jōchi-ji Temple’s stone steps, surrounded by tall cryptomeria trees. When we arrived at the temple office, we stood in line and got out our stamp books, ready to receive our calligraphy and stamps.

			“This bit’s so exciting, don’t you think?” Madame Barbara whispered to Bunty.

			“It’s basically a stamp rally, isn’t it? Collect them all.” Bunty was probably doing her best to whisper too, but perhaps because she was so used to talking in front of her class, her normal speaking voice was already a good few decibels louder than everyone else’s.

			My eyes were riveted to the work of the temple attendant. He was writing my calligraphy for me, fluidly inscribing the characters on a fresh page in my book using a thin brush replete with black ink. If I was a scribe for worldly matters, then perhaps he was a scribe for the sacred. Finally, he stamped the page with three extra-large hanko stamps in red ink, and the work was complete. It was, I thought, a job that left no room for failure. I wondered whether he ever slipped up absentmindedly with his calligraphy. What did he do then?

			We waited for the Baron, who was last in line to get his book stamped, and then we set off back down the stone steps.

			“We’ve only just got started,” the Baron warned me sharply as I took a swig of water from my plastic bottle. “You’re the youngest, and you’re the most out of breath.”

			Well—he wasn’t wrong. I’d been the one worrying about Madame Barbara’s stamina, but so far she was doing fine. Maybe she got all that lower-body strength from her ballroom-dancing classes.

			Bunty was at the front, and she turned round to the Baron and said, “Where are we off to next?”

			“Ah, now, I’m glad you asked,” said the Baron civilly, in a tone I’d certainly never heard him use when speaking to me. “Next we’re aiming for Hōkai-ji Temple via the Ten-en hiking trail. We keep straight on here, and then head up into the woods behind Kenchō-ji Temple.”

			So, finally I was off on a proper hike. Despite being born and raised in Kamakura, I’d only ever been out into the hills a few times on childhood school trips.

			However, getting to the trail itself was no mean feat. Kenchō-ji was the foremost of Kamakura’s five great Zen temples, and so, unsurprisingly, the grounds were extensive; we walked on and on, yet never seemed to arrive anywhere that looked like the start. And to top it all off, one more forbidding obstacle lay in wait.

			A stairway extended up and up, as though clinging to the rock face.

			“Wait, are we going up there?!” I whined. I wondered if it would be wiser for me to return to Kita-Kamakura Station, take the train one stop back to Kamakura, and just wait there for the others. My back was already drenched with sweat.

			As I stood there, spirits sinking, Madame Barbara said, “Here, have one of these,” and popped a boiled sweet into my mouth. My tastebuds were hit with a burst of minty flavor, like a fresh summer breeze.

			“Tasty, aren’t they? That’ll give you a boost, Poppo.”

			Madame Barbara was decades older than me—so how come she was the one with all the energy? I couldn’t understand it. But Bunty had already set off up the steps, and there was nothing for it but to follow. As I climbed, my vision swam, and up ahead of me Bunty’s behind began to look like some strange creature.

			These stairs are hellish, I was just thinking, when behind me the Baron said, “See, the temple was built on the old site of Hell Valley.”

			“Hell…Valley…?” I managed feebly. I didn’t really have the energy to reply, but I thought it rude not to.

			“Yes. There was an execution site here a long time ago.”

			What a disturbing fact to foist on someone. But I couldn’t muster up the will to say anything more.

			My calves had been shrieking for quite some time now. If this was meant to be New Year, why wasn’t I lounging around at home eating mochi? I felt as though I were the criminal being punished. I should never have agreed to this.

			“Yoo-hoo, Poppo! Here’s the goal!” Bunty was beaming and waving down at me from somewhere far up above.

			“Nearly there!” Madame Barbara encouraged me with a breezy smile.

			By the time I finally reached the viewpoint, my entire face was as red as a maple leaf, and I was working so hard I was sure steam must be rising from my head. And yet the other three had already managed to catch their breath, and were gazing at the view. I wouldn’t have called it spectacular, exactly, but I could see out over the whole of Kamakura. The water of Sagami Bay was visible too, stretching away on the left.

			But this wasn’t our goal. This was just us finally arriving at the start of the hiking trail. The longer I stayed sitting on the bench, the more I felt in danger of my bottom putting down thick roots. So I got up, and this time I set off in the lead.

			Despite the awful start, the actual hike was very pleasant. Bunty sang loudly from behind me as we walked along, and sooner or later the rest of us quietly joined in. It transpired that Bunty was a big fan of Spitz. Four grown adults singing nostalgic chart-toppers as we trekked through the woods—What are we doing? I thought. And yet it was oddly exhilarating, and I found myself really getting into it.

			Bunty’s unflagging singing voice lent great encouragement to the rest of us. Every time the path went downhill, I stopped sweating quite so much. I could feel the rich smell of the earth grabbing hold of some ordinarily dormant part of my brain and shaking it awake. As we went on, I even found myself thinking I was glad I had decided to take part in this New Year’s event after all.

			After we had been on the trail for nearly an hour, we came down out of the hills through Maple Valley. From here I knew the way so well I could walk it with my eyes closed.

			“All this tramping through the woods has given me quite an appetite!” said Madame Barbara, and Bunty cheerfully agreed.

			“Shall we stop somewhere for lunch?” said the Baron.

			I doubted there was anywhere nearby that would be suitable for setting out a picnic. Though Kamakura had shrines and temples aplenty, there actually weren’t many parks where you could just casually sit down to eat and drink.

			“In fact…” the Baron began, and I suddenly had a nasty hunch what was coming next. And I was spot on: “…the Tsubaki Stationery Store is the closest.”

			It was a good thing I had given the place a proper clean that morning.

			“Oh, I’ve always wanted to try that. Eating a meal at the stationery store,” Bunty said, her voice bright and innocent.

			“Is that all right with you, Poppo?” Madame Barbara asked, looking at me anxiously.

			I gave a noncommittal reply. My house was the closest, it was true—though Madame Barbara’s was hardly much further. But nobody said that, of course. They weren’t shameless enough to pile into an elderly lady’s home uninvited.

			“Right then—we’ll eat our lunch in that old shack of Hatoko’s, and get on with the tour.”

			With this final pronouncement from the Baron, it was decided.

			I went round the back of the house and in through the kitchen door, and then I opened up the shop and hastily made space for four people to sit. I put out stools for Madame Barbara and Bunty—the ones I usually offered to scribery customers—and I gave the Baron the wooden chair I kept behind the shop’s counter. I set out a floor cushion for myself just inside the doors.

			I hurriedly got the heater lit, and then went into the kitchen at the back and boiled the kettle, brewing plenty of kyōbancha tea in a large teapot I didn’t normally use. Then I put pot and cups on a tray and carried them back through to the shop, where the Baron was already handing out the boxes of inarizushi. I poured out the tea into the non-matching cups, and we all gave thanks for the meal. Even before I’d opened the lid of my wooden box, I could smell the sweet, vinegary aroma from inside.

			For the next little while, I devoted all my attention to my inarizushi. The little helpings of firm sushi rice were nestled inside pockets of juicy, thinly sliced fried tofu that had been seasoned so it was sweet and tangy.

			“This is the best inarizushi I’ve ever eaten!” Bunty said, looking as though she was about to burst into tears.

			“Oh, haven’t you had inarizushi from Kōsen before?” said Madame Barbara.

			“No, I haven’t—” Bunty answered quickly, and then she must have got some rice stuck in her throat, because her face went bright red and she began to cough.

			“Here, have some tea.” I held out a cup of kyōbancha and Bunty heartily gulped it down.

			From the bottom of my rucksack, I got out four satsumas. They were from Ehime Prefecture, and I’d bought them a few days ago from the local greengrocer. I had thought we could have them as part of the picnic—though I wouldn’t have lugged them around with me all morning if I’d known we’d be coming back here anyway.

			After we’d finished the inarizushi we tucked into the satsumas. I still had one piece of sushi left and was debating whether or not to eat it, but in the end, I decided to save it for later. The satsuma I’d chosen tasted bland: neither sweet nor sour.

			The Baron was in danger of throwing a hissy fit if he didn’t get a coffee after lunch, so it was decided that our next port of call would be Bergfeld. I didn’t usually drink coffee at home; it wouldn’t taste any good if I only brewed a single serving. If I’d rooted around in the cupboard I could probably have found the long-dormant jar of instant coffee Aunt Sushiko had liked to drink, but I doubted the Baron would settle for that. For now, we headed out again, leaving the cups for me to wash once I got back.

			On the way to Bergfeld we took a detour through Kamakura-gū Shrine and we all did a ritual called yakuwari ishi. Despite having grown up just nearby, I’d never done it before. You got a little clay plate called a kawarake and blew on it, to transfer all your bad luck onto it, and then you hurled it as hard as you could at a rock.

			Everyone took the plate-throwing very seriously. It was Madame Barbara’s kawarake that made the best, most satisfying sound as it smashed against the rock.

			“Hooray! That’ll put paid to any bad luck,” she said with delight, making a fist of triumph.

			Once we had all exorcised ourselves of our misfortune, we left Kamakura-gū and strolled down the narrow street, passing by the entrance to Egara Tenjin Shrine. There weren’t many people out and about—not surprising, given that it was the middle of winter now—and everyone we passed looked like a local. A shiba inu padding along ahead of us raised one leg high and urinated against a telegraph pole. Watching the steaming jet arc through the air, I felt even colder.

			As we were sitting in Bergfeld, drinking coffee, the sky began to look increasingly ominous. It was getting darker and darker outside. Today’s forecast had been completely wide of the mark.

			“It was so lovely this morning as well…” I said.

			We all gazed out of the window. It looked as though it would rain any minute.

			“Shall we carry on to Hōkai-ji Temple just now anyway?” the Baron suggested, and there was a scraping of chairs as we all got up.

			The street was busy with traffic, so we fell into single file and walked briskly along. We had set out in high spirits to tour the Seven Lucky Gods, but we’d spent so much time loitering on the way that actually we had only visited one so far.

			“Which of the gods is at Hōkai-ji again?” Bunty asked in respectful tones.

			“Bishamonten, I believe,” said the Baron.

			“I’ve often been to Hōkai-ji—the white bush clover is beautiful in autumn,” Madame Barbara added.

			The entrance to Hōkai-ji Temple was a familiar sight. I passed by it all the time, but I had never been inside, mainly because there was an admission fee. I fished some change out of my coin purse and paid the hundred yen. As we entered the temple grounds, I saw that the plum trees in front of the main hall were blooming a mixture of deep pink and white. The pretty blossoms reminded me of the little puffy rice crackers you got on Girls’ Day. I closed my eyes and breathed in, and a soft, sweet fragrance permeated my whole body. Cold though it was, little by little spring was approaching.

			“Aren’t they beautiful?”

			I opened my eyes to find Bunty standing beside me, her own eyes shut as she breathed in the scent. From side on, the swell of her chest was more eye-catching than ever.

			We had got our stamps and calligraphy done and were just discussing which temple to visit next when there was a plip, and then another plip as rain began to fall.

			“Shall we head to Hachiman-sama for now?” Madame Barbara suggested quickly, and we all agreed. After all, today wasn’t just any old day—it was the first day of the year by the old calendar.

			We walked along the road, minding out for the large tour buses, and passed beneath the torii gate that stood at the main entrance to the shrine. Hachiman-sama was home to the goddess Benzaiten, who was enshrined on an island in the middle of the Genji Pond. It wasn’t my favorite spot, actually. The island was populated by a flock of white doves, hordes of them, wherever you looked, and they filled me with unadulterated terror. I know how ridiculous it is, having a name that means “dove child” and being scared of the things—but I’d never felt the slightest bit of affection for them.

			I gingerly got the visit over with, and then we collected our stamps and calligraphy, bringing today’s score of lucky gods to three.

			Without having discussed it, the four of us seemed to be walking through the drizzle deeper into the shrine grounds. We must have all been thinking the same thing. At New Year by the modern calendar’s reckoning I wouldn’t even dream of coming to Hachiman-sama: the place would be packed with visitors, and there would be a huge queue up to the shrine. But today, New Year by the old calendar, it should be possible to visit. I rarely ever climbed the steps up to the main shrine, but today was a special day, and I wanted to pay my respects properly.

			Truth be told, though, while Hachiman-sama’s shrine was very grand, it was the rustic feel of Yuiwakamiya Shrine that I liked best. I couldn’t help feeling that it was at Yuiwakamiya where my prayers would be heard.

			On the way up the steps, we passed the remains of Hachiman-sama’s great gingko tree. I knew it had been struck down by lightning, but actually seeing the old stump was just heart-rending. Next to it, surrounded by a fence, was a new tree that had been grown from the old one, but it looked feeble and insubstantial.

			When we reached the top of the steps, the four of us stood in a row and prayed. Then we moved off to a quieter spot and discussed what to do next. I really wasn’t keen to carry on through the rain, but I felt too awkward to say so. It looked like I wasn’t the only one, though. Just as I was thinking it, Bunty—ever the schoolteacher and quick decision-maker—said, “Let’s leave the rest for another day, shall we?”

			“I’d say so. Doesn’t look like this is clearing up any time soon,” said the Baron.

			“Yes, let’s finish the tour another time,” Madame Barbara agreed.

			“Well—this is it for today, then,” I said.

			If we had all been in our teens or twenties, we might well have been gung-ho enough to push on to the rest of the Seven Lucky Gods despite the rain. But as it was, we called it a day without much fuss.

			The Baron said he was chilly and he was going straight off to Inamuragasaki hot springs, and Bunty decided to piggyback on his plan. They invited me along too, but if I’d gone all the way to Inamuragasaki it would have been a pain getting back home again, so I excused myself. So did Madame Barbara, who said she had ballroom dancing that evening.

			We saw the Baron and Bunty off toward the station.

			“Are you going home, Poppo?” Madame Barbara asked. For some reason I was dithering. I was reluctant to go straight back to my house; it felt like leaving something half digested.

			“Here—you take this, then.” Madame Barbara handed me her folding umbrella.

			“Won’t you need it?”

			“I’ll be all right: I’ve got this.” She extracted her raincoat from her rucksack and put it on. “I’ll get my darling to come and pick me up.”

			Madame Barbara took out her phone from a pocket and deftly tapped away at it. Then she held it to her ear, putting on the special smile she reserved for her dates.

			“Well, I’ll leave you here, then. Thank you for the walk today!” I said briefly, so as to let her get on with her call. Madame Barbara beamed and waved me off.

			I wandered the grounds on the west side of the shrine, through a spot that felt like an ancient forest, keeping under the tall trees as much as possible so that I wouldn’t have to put up the umbrella. As I approached the Museum of Modern Art, I had a sudden notion to dive in. Perhaps it would be the perfect place to shelter from the rain.

			After I had looked around the artworks, I went into the café and ordered a lemonade. Through the wide-open glass doors I could see the lotus pond, misty in the drizzle. It was always like this when I came here. I would completely lose track of what era I was living in, as though I had strayed deep into the middle of some maze.

			The lemonade somehow managed to be both extremely sweet and extremely sour. But I sort of felt it would be a shame to leave any, so I ended up finishing it off as I gazed out at the pond. I was the only customer in the café. The mural that covered one whole wall, the retro lace curtains, the orange chairs: all were leaning in intently, pricking up their ears to hear the chatter in my head.

			And then I felt something stirring, rustling inside me. At first, I thought maybe I needed the toilet. But no—the shifting sensation wasn’t located in my stomach, but in my brain. Something was ever so faintly pressing up against the walls of my mind, like a tiny seed putting forth a tender shoot.

			The subtle signal soon grew into a definite quickening. Now I’d come here, that thing that had been obstinately refusing to emerge, that I’d been struggling over for days, was all of a sudden seeking a way out.

			I wanted to write. I had to release it—right here, right now. This must be what it was like having contractions. I felt as though I were unexpectedly going into labor.

			Seitarō’s father’s writing was itching to spill forth from my fingers. I couldn’t let this moment pass. I needed a pen in my hand, pronto.

			I hurriedly opened my backpack—but I hadn’t brought anything to write with! What a stupid mistake to make at a time like this! And I called myself a scribe. There was no time for regrets, though—writing was top priority.

			“Excuse me!” I called out loudly to the café’s waitress, who was behind the counter washing up. “Could I please borrow a pen and some paper? Anything will do.”

			She blinked in surprise, taken aback by my agitated request. Then, despite her bewilderment, she took out a biro from her apron pocket and held it out to me.

			“Will this do? It’s all I’ve got. The only paper I have is the order slips, though…You could use the back?” she said apologetically.

			“Yes, please—that will be fine.”

			I was anxious that even while these moments were passing the writing I was looking for would drop back into a deep slumber once more.

			“There are plenty, so just let me know if you need any more.”

			I took the biro and the pile of order slips with thanks, and went straight back to my table. Then I stilled my frantic heart and gently took up the pen. A love letter, written with my left hand.

			
				To my beloved Chii,

				As I write to you, I am looking out at the most beautiful sight. I can see you so well from up here.

				I have left that old, roly-poly ball behind now. So the next time we meet, we’ll hold hands every day, Chii, and we’ll roam to our hearts’ content.

				I love to see you smile, my dear one. Keep well, until the day we’re together again.

				From the one who loves you most in all the world.
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			—

			“This is my father’s writing. Without a doubt.”

			Seitarō looked me in the eye and nodded slowly, twice, three times. I was deeply sure of it myself. This was how his father would have written, if he’d been here.

			This “roly-poly ball” was a phrase Seitarō’s father had used before. I think he was referring to the world, and how he’d stood atop it and wandered freely. He had lived a restless life, hopping all over the globe, and perhaps he had been trying to take that fact and wrap it in a little humor, turn it into something to smile about.

			I had taken that businesslike order slip and stuck it onto a handmade paper mount, and then used pressed flowers to decorate the border, and to completely cover the other side, too. Then I had laid a thin sheet of paper over the top and waxed it.

			At first I had considered taking the words I had written in the modern art museum café and copying them out onto an antique postcard. But even if I used biro again I would lose the pressure of the original strokes. That sense of spontaneity would vanish. So in the end, I had decided to use that same piece of paper for the final letter.

			Seitarō had told me that his mother loved flowers, and that she had grown plenty of her own at home in Yokohama. And this was a letter from heaven. Heaven meant beautiful, flower-filled meadows—or was that too simplistic? No—if Seitarō’s father really were to send a letter from heaven, I was certain this was how it would look.

			Seitarō gazed wordlessly at the letter for a while, and then, “My father’s writing,” he murmured again. “But where did you get all these flowers, in the middle of winter?”

			He gently touched the dry blooms. I had stuck on layer after layer to form a carpet of blossoms, with four-leaf clovers tucked in among them. For the larger flowers, I had used only the petals, which I had removed using tweezers. The smaller flowers I had stuck on whole, and they looked just as they had done in bloom. There were leaves and berries in among them, too.

			“Actually, that might have been the trickiest part,” I admitted honestly. “It would have been easy in spring or summer, with flowers all over the place.”

			But unfortunately we were in the depths of winter. Here and there in Kamakura the plum blossoms were beginning to flower, but plum blossoms alone would have been uninspiring.

			“Roses, violets, daffodils, hydrangeas…and are these little red berries senryō? I’m not very good on plants,” said Seitarō.

			“They’re flowering dogwood, apparently,” I said.

			A few days after writing the letter, I had gone along the Dengakuzushi path in search of flowers, and I had run into Bunty, who’d been taking her class out on a walk. I’d mentioned what I was looking for, and once school had finished that day she’d brought me some notebooks full of pressed plants that she and the children had made the previous year. She didn’t need them anymore and had been thinking of throwing them out, so she’d said I could have what I liked. She was a real lifesaver.

			“It’s like a treasure chest,” Seitarō said, a little bashfully. The colorful petals strewn all over the paper really did look like precious stones. “They’re still alive, aren’t they?” He looked at me intently, as though to confirm.

			“Yes. I think they are,” I said.

			Even if they had been parted from the soil, even if they were no longer photosynthesising, these flowers on the page had life in them still. Perhaps dying also meant living forever. I’d been thinking something along these same lines the whole time I had been working on the letter.

			Seitarō said nothing for a while. Then, “Just like my father,” he said quietly.

			

			—

			Seitarō told me that his mother had been overjoyed to receive the love letter from heaven. And after that, he said, it was as though something had clicked with her, and she’d stopped asking to be taken home. I breathed a sigh of relief when I heard how she had kept the letter close to her heart, like a talisman.

			Soon after that, Seitarō told me, she had quietly passed away. It had been a peaceful end.

			“Thanks to your letter.”

			He had taken the trouble of coming to the Tsubaki Stationery Store to let me know that his mother’s seventh-day memorial service was over. It wasn’t so long ago that I’d given him the letter in the first place, and I worried that maybe my scribing work had hastened his mother’s passing. But he reassured me that wasn’t the case.

			“I think it gave my mum peace of mind,” he said, his expression mild. “Before that, she was always making these frightening faces, as though she was angry. But the moment she got the letter, she smiled for the first time in so long. Honestly, for my sister and me, even that was just…” Seitarō hastily reached into his pocket for a handkerchief.

			I got up from my seat discreetly and went to the back to make some hot chocolate. Spring might be on its way, but in Kamakura it was still bone-chillingly cold. I poured the steaming hot chocolate into two mugs and brought them through, offering one to Seitarō, who was sitting straight-backed, waiting.

			“My mother was holding on to all those letters from the old man when she passed away,” he told me.

			“Was she? That’s so lovely.”

			There must have been enough letters there to fill the whole coffin. I wished I could set off for heaven buried in letters from someone I loved too, I thought, as I sat opposite Seitarō and we quietly sipped our hot chocolate.

			

			—

			The little hyacinth shoots were poking out of the ground, like seals sticking their heads above water. I was outside cleaning the fumizuka stone with a scrubbing brush in preparation for the letter memorial service, which I would be holding in a few days’ time, when an unfamiliar young man appeared at the shop.

			“Konnichiwa.” He spoke in halting Japanese. “I call myself Agnolo. I am from Italy. I hold letters—from my madder. Please—call me Gnolo.”

			His intonation sounded funny, as though he were going up and down along a bumpy road. He held out a hand.

			“I am very happy I can meet you,” he said, and his eyes sparkled like the silver star at the very top of the Christmas tree. He seemed friendly enough.

			“Do you have time? Would you like—to come in for some tea?” The way he spoke was rubbing off on me, and my own intonation had gone a little funny too.

			“Yes, I have the time. Tomorrow, the day after tomorrow, also no problem,” he said. The final “no problem” came out with perfect pronunciation.

			I showed Gnolo into the stationery store. “I’ll go and make the tea,” I said, and I offered him a stool and went off into the back. I didn’t really know why he had come, but I could understand his Japanese if he spoke slowly, and I was sure he had some special reason for being here.

			“I’m afraid I’ve only got kyōbancha,” I said as I came back through. As I poured out the tea, Gnolo sniff-sniffed at the air like a dog.

			“It smells good. Like winter in Italy.”

			From close up, I could see he had an extremely high-bridged nose. His skin was smooth, and his cheeks were like a newborn baby’s.

			“Here you go. Watch out, it’s hot,” I said.

			I couldn’t tell if he was older or younger than me, but I thought if I layered on too much politeness then he might have difficulty understanding, so I kept my words simple. Gnolo was drinking his kyōbancha with a quizzical look on his face. He didn’t seem that keen on the taste after all.

			I shifted in my seat, sitting up straight, and Gnolo looked at me again. Then he opened his rucksack, and from inside he carefully eased out a large paper bag. To my surprise, it seemed to have occupied most of that big backpack.

			“All these are written by your grammar.”

			Grammar? What was he talking about? As I sat there feeling totally baffled, Gnolo continued.

			“My madder is Japanese. My fadder, Italian. My madder in Italy was friends with your grammar. Amica di penna, a friend for letters…in Japanese you have a word, yes?”

			Gnolo rolled his tongue as he rattled off “friend for letters.” Madder…That had to be his mother, but I couldn’t help wanting to giggle in spite of myself. Then I realized he had just asked me a question, and I answered hastily.

			“Er…do you mean pen friends?” I said without confidence.

			“Yes, yes—pen friends, pen friends. The Japanese is difficult, I always forget,” Gnolo said, running the words together: penfriends, penfriends.

			“So my grandma and your mother were friends?” I asked, deliberately emphasizing the pronunciation. My predecessor had never told me she’d had a friend who’d married an Italian.

			“At first, friends, no. But with letters, they became friends. My madder, she liked your grammar very much.”

			“Oh, really? I had no idea…Did they ever meet one another?”

			Gnolo frowned, seemingly struggling with the phrase “ever meet one another.” I reworded the question, trying to make it easier to understand, and he thought about it for a moment. Then he finally caught on, and began speaking rapidly.

			“No, no, no, no. They didn’t never meet. My madder wanted to meet your grammar. She wanted to visit, when your grammar was sick. But she couldn’t. The reason why is, my fadder’s madder also was sick. So my madder couldn’t go from Italy to Japan. Now, my fadder’s madder is gone.”

			“I see. So they never met, but they were always pen friends.”

			“Sì, sì, sì, sì. In her letters, she wrote always about you—about little Hato. So my madder wanted to return the letters to you.”

			“I don’t believe it!” I blurted out.

			“No, no, it is true. I don’t lie.” Gnolo looked slightly teary.

			“Oh, sorry. I didn’t mean that,” I said quickly. “It’s just—it’s a bit hard to take in.”

			“If you read these, you can understand. Your grammar was very kind. She loves you.”

			That just couldn’t be right, I thought. So why did I feel as though I was about to cry?

			“And now, I will say goodbye to you. I’m glad to meet you,” Gnolo said.

			“Oh—you’re going? But what will you do now?”

			“I will study Japanese more. I came here as an exchange student.”

			That wasn’t really what I had meant, but Gnolo’s answer was a fine one, so I didn’t pursue the question any further.

			“Thank you for bringing these to me,” I said. “Please come and visit again anytime. Next time I can show you around Kamakura. And if you ever need anything, just contact me.”

			“Thank you very much. Grazie.”

			Gnolo’s backpack looked much lighter now. He gave several jerky bows, and then he walked out of the shop, leaving my predecessor’s letters to her pen friend sitting on my desk.

			

			—

			And yet, I couldn’t bring myself to read them straight away.

			Maybe I was afraid of meeting a version of my predecessor that I didn’t know. So the letters remained in their paper bag.

			The bag itself might have been from an Italian supermarket; the paper had a rough texture, and it was printed with illustrations of fruit and vegetables. It wasn’t until that evening that I finally felt like opening it.

			The days were getting longer now, and so the Tsubaki Stationery Store was starting to stay open later. Maybe it was just me, but as spring drew near I felt the urge to whizz along the streets on my bicycle. I hurried to close the shop, and then I put the bag of letters into the basket on the front of my bike and set off. It would take a certain amount of readiness to face my predecessor straight on. I couldn’t just do it at home. She wasn’t an opponent to cross swords with lightly.

			At times like these, I went to Sahan.

			The café was right next to the railway, very near the station, and there the owner served up her comforting home cooking. She closed up when she had sold out, so I sped up on my bike, pedaling away furiously.

			I parked in front of the café and dashed up the narrow set of steps. Still open, thank goodness. And better yet, this evening there was rice and miso soup on the menu. The set meal at Sahan alternated week by week, featuring rice and bread turn and turn about—but I was firmly Team Rice.

			I always found this place to be a relief, somehow. I ordered a beer with my meal, to quench my thirst, and was handed a duck-shaped token with my table number on it. Sitting down at the long counter facing out of the window, I could see right onto the platform at Kamakura Station.

			I took a sip of my beer, slowly swallowing it down. Then I gently lifted the paper bag onto my lap. There really were a lot of letters in there. They were all addressed to somewhere in Italy, of course, and had “Air mail” written in red pencil, and the word “ITALY” enclosed in a blue-penciled box. The envelopes were Japanese ones—vertical, with the flap at the short end—rather than horizontal Western-style ones, but they had been turned horizontally and the name and address written longways. Some of them were patterned or colored, but most were just plain white lined envelopes. The oldest ones were yellowed now, blotched and marked in places.

			Now I thought about it, I couldn’t recall ever seeing my predecessor writing the Roman alphabet before. She had picked out each word on these envelopes especially legibly, as though to ensure there could be no mistakes.

			As I waited for my meal, I pulled out the first envelope that came to hand, took out the letter, and began to read.

			And suddenly, I could hear my predecessor’s voice.

			
				Buongiorno!

				As I write this, I’m just steaming some sweet potatoes in a big pot.

				Has your boy recovered from his cold? It must have been difficult for you, Shizuko, with both your husband and son under the weather. It’s showing no sign of warming up yet here in Kamakura, either.

				The other day, Hatoko ate cheese for the first time in her life. When you told me Italian families give their children cheese from a young age, I thought it was high time I put it into practice in my own household. It’s supposed to be very good for you, isn’t it?

				It was gorgonzola you wrote about in your recent letter, wasn’t it? That blue cheese. I simply couldn’t imagine how it would taste, heaped on top of rice and seasoned with soy sauce and katsuobushi flakes, the way you said you have it. I thought about trying it for myself, but when I went to the supermarket I couldn’t find any…

				So as a first step, I bought the one called camembert. It’s delicious, isn’t it? It goes down very smoothly. I’m going to try and get Hatoko used to the taste little by little.

				Nothing would make me happier than if we two could visit Italy and meet you and all your family someday.

				Hatoko will be coming home from school soon. She’s always hungry when she gets back, so I will give her the steamed sweet potatoes with butter for her snack. In fact, I’ve just thought of something—perhaps they might be nice with cheese instead? I think I still have some camembert left in the fridge.

				There I go, writing all these silly things, and now I’ve gone on for pages again. I’ll leave you there for now.

				Please take the very best care of your health.

				P.S. Do you eat spaghetti almost every day in Italy? I would love it if you shared some of your favorite recipes sometime. I’m terribly old-fashioned, and my cooking tends to be unadventurous.
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			When I lifted my gaze from the letter, I locked eyes with a woman standing on the platform at Kamakura Station, waiting for the next Yokosuka Line train. She must have been about my age. I thought she gave me a faint smile, and I wondered whether I knew her—but no, she wasn’t familiar. Drawn in, I smiled back.

			This was certainly my predecessor’s handwriting. And there was her habit of finishing her verbs with a 〼 symbol instead of the usual hiragana, too. But the person in this letter was subtly different from the person that I’d known, and it frustrated me that I couldn’t articulate exactly how or why.

			And anyway—I could not believe she had written P.S.! Wasn’t she the one who had nagged me about not writing it in the Roman alphabet but always using the kanji? And I had no memory of ever being given cheese, either. Though I do remember always coming home from school and being made to eat steamed sweet potatoes—now that I couldn’t forget, even if I’d wanted to.

			On the back of the envelopes were numbers written in red biro, which looked as though they indicated the order of the letters. They must have been added on afterward by Shizuko in Italy. Some of my predecessor’s letters contained lengthy thoughts on books she had been reading. Sometimes she was responding to Shizuko’s requests for life advice. The camellia tree has bloomed…I’ve broken a rice bowl I was very fond of…The river is swollen with the heavy rain…I saw a snake in the garden…Sometimes my predecessor wrote about little inconsequential things, and other times she was expressing her worries about Aunt Sushiko’s home life.

			My meal arrived, and I paused my reading for a while. As I munched on spring rolls filled with Chinese leaf and spring onions, I gazed absently up at the sky. It was just like Gnolo had said, I thought. Some of the letters were carefree, some were serious, but I always made an appearance. Hatoko, Hato, Poppo, my granddaughter, that cheeky madam. She called me lots of different things—but there I was, popping up all over the place.

			I focused desperately on shoveling the food in front of me into my mouth so as not to let my emotions run over. It was a good thing I had come to Sahan after all. I sluiced the last of my beer down my throat and then, having finished off my meal, I reached for another letter. This time I really was front and center.

			This letter had to have been written during my rebellious phase. And had my predecessor been crying as she wrote? Here and there the characters were smudged with tears. Her hand was uncharacteristically messy; instead of taking new lines, she had run on and on, her writing densely packing the vertical sheets.

			
				Dear Shizuko,

				Life is awfully difficult, isn’t it? I really have been struggling these last few days. Maybe I wouldn’t be feeling this way if I were Hatoko’s mother, but Hatoko and I are years apart, and we won’t have long to spend together. Perhaps I was depending on her, so sure she would understand me, respond to me. I believed I was educating her, but she hasn’t seen it that way. “Don’t steal any more of my life from me!” she told me in tears. I have been doing this for her sake, or so I thought, but perhaps it was all for my own satisfaction…

				But now it’s too late, and I don’t know how else to approach her. I believed my strictness was my affection, but when I think that it has caused Hatoko years of suffering I feel so utterly miserable.

				Will the two of us ever be able to understand one another? With things as they are now, I cannot imagine we ever will. The idea that we might travel to Italy together someday is pure wishful thinking. And just when things have finally settled down for you over there, Shizuko…

				I’m sorry for writing you such a gloomy letter. But you are the only person I can talk to about these things. Life has become so very painful today, but writing this has helped calm my heart a little.

				Shizuko, thank you, truly—for always, always being there for me!

				With heartfelt gratitude. Next time I’ll write a more light and cheerful letter.
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			—

			I paid my bill and left the café. The sun had well and truly set by now. It was an uphill road home.

			Did I still resent my predecessor? Was that why, even though she had died, I hadn’t yet shed any tears? As strange as it sounds, it still hadn’t really sunk in that she was gone. I felt as though when I turned the corner, she might be right there in front of me.

			Once I got home, I immersed myself in the rest of the letters. It was easiest to read them in the order Shizuko had given them.

			The later letters were full of accounts of the discord between us. And going hand-in-hand with that I got a real sense that my predecessor was growing old. She didn’t seem to even be thinking about trying to write beautifully anymore, and her characters were slanted, messy, sometimes mistaken. Though she herself had never grown bent-backed, her writing was aging before my eyes.

			And then I realized something, and was astounded.

			I had never written a letter to my predecessor.

			And I had never received one from her, either.

			I reached for the hundred-and-thirteenth letter. The handwriting was remarkably calm and unaffected.

			
				Shizuko, this may be my last letter. I’m writing to you from my hospital bed.

				I don’t imagine I will see Hatoko again. I know that, and yet I still listen out for her footsteps and think maybe, maybe…

				I have been lying to her all along. It was I who robbed her of her mother.

				I was never able to build a good relationship with my own daughter, nor even my own granddaughter. There must be something wrong with me. I took Hatoko from my daughter out of my single-minded desire not to be alone. She was a baby at the time, and my daughter tried to take her away with her. But I wouldn’t let her.

				Even the shop is one big lie. I was the one who started the stationery store. The scribery having been run for generations was just a fiction I constructed to suit myself. And yet Hatoko, with her honest heart, believed it.

				What history could this family have worth passing down? It was all a cock-and-bull story, a fairy tale of my own invention. And I didn’t feel a shred of guilt about it. Not until Hatoko rebelled.

				But now I truly wish I could apologize to her. If I were in good health, I would search all over the country so I could find her and say sorry. But she won’t even tell me exactly where she is.

				So I want to release her from this binding curse now, and let her be free.

				Will she be free once I’m dead?

				I’m sorry, Shizuko—I know it’s no use asking you that.

				Life turns out so very differently from how one hopes. I have failed to achieve a single thing. It really is over in a flash—truly just an instant.

				So please enjoy your life to the utmost, Shizuko, as best you can.

				I don’t imagine I will live much longer. If you haven’t received another letter from me in a month, then please know that I am no longer in this world.

				Shizuko, you are the best friend I have ever had. Your being there has helped me time and time again, so much so that it seems incredible that we have still never met. When Hatoko was little, I dreamed that one day when she was bigger we would go to Italy together. I wanted to come and meet you and your family, and eat real Italian food, and go round the little stationery shops. But it looks as though it will end up being nothing more than a dream after all.

				It is so difficult to be open, isn’t it? Though we’ve never met in person, it has been far easier for me to honestly speak my heart to you.

				The nurse will be coming round soon. I don’t know how to convey my feelings to you, Shizuko, so for now I will say—grazie! Thank you for all these years of companionship.

				From a country far away, I pray for happiness for you and your family.
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			And it really was the last letter.

			When I turned over letter number 113, written in cheap biro, I could see the raised impressions of my predecessor’s writing like Braille on the other side of the page. I closed my eyes and traced the bumps with my fingers. From the reverse side of the letter, lightly, gently, I touched her writing. I had certainly never touched my predecessor herself in that way. Even after I had received word that she had been taken ill, I’d never once gone to see her in hospital. I hadn’t known the warmth of her hands. Nor how they’d felt once they had grown cold.

			That night, I placed my predecessor’s final letter to Shizuko inside my covers and slept with it by my side. I felt closer to her that way than I would have praying at the butsudan or at a temple. Just once would have been enough; if my predecessor and I had slept beside each other like this on the same futon, just once, then both our lives might have been different. But now, these letters she had written to her pen friend were all I had left.

			

			—

			The forecast the previous day had been for drizzle, but in the event the day dawned bright and clear. It was the third day of the second month by the old calendar, the day of the letter memorial ceremony. It would be my first in some years. That morning, a gentle light was filtering down.

			I boiled the kettle as always, brewed some kyōbancha, and took a dust cloth to the floor. Then I filled a bucket with water and carried it out into the back garden. A lot of the houses around here were wooden, and if one caught fire the blaze would spread in an instant. So, as my predecessor would remind me over and over, when we were burning the letters, we always made sure we had water ready and never left the fire unattended.

			The hyacinth shoots had still only been peeping out of the soil until a few days ago, but now they had suddenly shot up. I replenished the offering of water at the fumizuka stone, and then took a minute to crouch down before it and respectfully put my palms together.

			The back garden was looking neglected. I knew Aunt Sushiko had been hoeing the soil and growing vegetables and flowers when she’d been here looking after the shop, but I hadn’t been taking care of the place at all since I had come back. The weeds that had sprung up so exuberantly in summer had withered where they stood, and the garden was in a sorry state.

			This year, I had four cardboard boxes’ worth of letters sent to me for the memorial ceremony. I gathered the boxes together by the raised veranda and took out the letters one by one. First, I sorted the mail into postcards and sealed envelopes, and then I opened the envelopes and took out the letters. I cut off all the stamps with a pair of scissors, taking care not to snip through the perforated edges. Even stamps that had been postmarked could still serve a purpose. If you sorted them into Japanese and international ones and donated them to a volunteer organization, they could be used to provide aid to developing countries. When I was a child, I’d been the one in charge of nimbly wielding the scissors to cut out the stamps.

			I began to pile the letters and postcards up in a corner of the garden. All were made of paper of one sort or another, but there were subtle differences in the materials. Different types of paper combusted at different rates, so as I built up the pile I took care not to concentrate too many of each item in one spot. I couldn’t say it was a hard-and-fast rule, but things like photo postcards took an awfully long time to burn.

			I added in some dead leaves here and there to make sure the fire would burn well. Now that I’d built up a good pile, it was time to set it alight. Once the fire got going, I would monitor its progress and add more letters from the boxes as I went along.

			I seemed to recall my predecessor actually using a firestone to start the fire, but I didn’t know how to use one, and I didn’t know where she had kept it, anyway—so I just used ordinary matches. I had got them from the bar in the old bank, when the Baron had taken me there last autumn.

			I set light to a piece of scrunched-up newspaper and used it as a firelighter, sliding it into the center of the pile. But the flames didn’t take, and they soon dwindled away.

			As I was trying and failing, trying and failing, the sun peeped over the treeline behind the house. It was a misty morning, and the scene was white and hazy. There was a sweet fragrance on the air—perhaps from the flowers of the blooming camellia tree.

			Come to think of it, hadn’t my predecessor used a fan when she was lighting the fire? I stepped up onto the veranda and into the house and fetched two round fans. This time, I thought with determination, and I struck a match and set another piece of newspaper alight. I used a Y-shaped twig to poke it in among the letters, and then I tidied up the pile a bit and began to fan it before the newspaper went out. I thought I might not get enough air through the heap using just one fan, so I took one in each hand and wafted for dear life. Flap-flap, flap-flap, flap-flap. The sound echoed noisily around on this March morning.

			My efforts with the fans seemed to have worked, because a thread of smoke began to rise from the heap. The piece of newspaper had done its job, and the smoke climbed in a steady stream up into the sky. I had overcome the first hurdle.

			I sat down on the veranda for a break and a cup of kyōbancha, keeping an eye on the fire’s progress for the next little while.

			“Hard at work already this morning!” came a voice. Madame Barbara was standing up on tiptoe and peering over into the garden. “Burning leaves?”

			“Mm, something like that,” I said vaguely, thinking that if I told her it was a letter memorial ceremony she probably wouldn’t know what I was talking about.

			“Something smells good. Are you roasting sweet potatoes?” Madame Barbara said, sniffing at the air. You couldn’t have a leaf bonfire without roasting some sweet potatoes—but I certainly hadn’t thought of cooking them in the pile of letters.

			“I’m not, but it might be nice,” I said, between sips of my tea. From somewhere, I could hear the notes of a bush warbler, only it hadn’t learned to sing properly yet.

			There was a pause, and then Madame Barbara said hesitantly, “Poppo, could I ask a favor?”

			“What is it?”

			“I’ve got some baumkuchen—do you think I could toast it on your fire?”

			I thought for a moment, and then, “Of course!” I said cheerfully. I could put on airs and tell her I was holding an important ceremony, but it wasn’t much different from burning leaves, really.

			“In that case, could I toast some rice balls, too?” said Madame Barbara. “I haven’t had breakfast yet.”

			“Yes, of course. Just bring out whatever you like.”

			“Oh, wonderful! The great outdoors! You know, I’ve always wanted to try cooking on a fire.” Madame Barbara’s voice was growing brighter by the second. “What about you, Poppo? Have you had breakfast already?”

			“No, not yet. I was going to eat once I’d finished this.”

			“Well, seeing as you’ve got a fire going, would you like to have a bonfire breakfast?”

			“That’s a good idea. We can probably cook anything if we wrap it in tin foil.”

			“All right—I’ll see what I’ve got in my kitchen. Thank you, Poppo! You’ve turned today into another special day.”

			“Thank you, too,” I said and looked around, but Madame Barbara had already gone back inside.

			The pile of letters was burning well now, the memorial ceremony proceeding nicely. As the flames crackled away, Madame Barbara added all sorts of food to the fire, and it became a veritable experiment in bonfire cooking. Rice balls, baumkuchen, potatoes, camembert cheese, fried fishcakes, French bread…The camembert was particularly delicious. Just by luck, we must have left it in the fire for exactly the right amount of time, and the rind was soft, the inside creamy and oozing. We spread the melted cheese on the French bread and the rice balls. Surprisingly, though, it actually went best with the fried fishcakes.

			“Now, this is what you call mariage.” Madame Barbara beamed as she piled melted cheese onto another fishcake.

			“It makes me want a glass of white wine,” I said offhandedly.

			“It’d go with champagne, don’t you think?” said Madame Barbara. “I’ve got a bottle I was given at Christmas. Shall we open it?”

			“What—now?”

			“Why not, once in a while? It’s only a half.”

			Before I knew it, Madame Barbara had a half-bottle of champagne in her hand. And I seemed to be cunningly waiting with two glasses in mine. With Madame Barbara on board, the letter memorial ceremony had turned into an impromptu party.

			There was a hearty pop! as Madame Barbara pulled the cork.

			“That’s rosé, isn’t it? Are you sure you want to drink such a nice champagne with me?” I said.

			“It’s because I’m with you that I want to drink it, Poppo.”

			Our glasses of beautiful pink champagne threw out a little sparkling light.

			“Cheers!”

			“To another happy day ahead.”

			Sitting on the raised veranda, enjoying champagne out in the fresh air while the morning sun shone down—it was really something.

			“Aah, that’s lovely!” I said.

			“It makes one glad to be alive,” Madame Barbara said grandly.

			I kept the blaze going, topping it up with letters from time to time. Fire was a mysterious thing. I could watch it for hours and never get tired. I gazed at it in a reverie, slowly munching away at a piece of faintly warm baumkuchen, as hundreds, thousands, millions of words were engulfed in flames and rose up into the sky.

			I had just drunk the last few drops of my champagne when Madame Barbara said, quietly, “Poppo, are you burning letters?” I hadn’t actually explained the ceremony to her yet.

			“Yes, that’s right.”

			“Are they all ones that have been sent to you?”

			“No! No, I’m doing it on behalf of other people.”

			Letter 113, sent by my predecessor to her pen friend Shizuko in Italy, and now back with me, wasn’t among the pile yet. After much deliberation, I had decided I wanted to keep it close for a little longer, and had returned it to the Italian paper bag.

			“Oh, I see. I was sure you were burning letters you’d received. I thought you must be very popular!”

			“No, there’s no way I would ever get this many letters. I’m not a celebrity or anything like that.”

			“Of course you are, Poppo! You’re a Kamakura celebrity.”

			Struggling to understand Madame Barbara’s meaning, I didn’t reply.

			I felt no pressing need to make conversation as we sat there facing the fire. Instead, the quiet gave both of us room to train our ears on the voices inside one another. The bush warbler twittered again.

			Hoh—ke-ke-ke-ke-ke-ke.

			Its chattering didn’t sound anything like the classic, elegant bush warbler song. This one must be a comedian or something. Its call was so inept, I couldn’t help but laugh.

			Then Madame Barbara said, “All right, I’ve decided. Would you let me add one to the fire too?”

			“A letter?”

			“Mm-hm.” She nodded like a little girl, and quietly got up and slipped back inside her house. Was it my imagination or were her eyes a little moist? Maybe they were just stinging from the smoke, but I thought I had seen a tear.

			While I waited for her to come back, I suddenly had an odd sensation, like déjà vu. That’s right—it was the camembert. My predecessor had written about it in one of her letters to Shizuko, and her words overlaid themselves upon the scene before me.

			I hadn’t managed to show my predecessor kindness, even though we were related by blood. And yet here I was, eating camembert cheese so companionably with Madame Barbara, just because we happened to be next-door neighbors. And my predecessor—she had been able to honestly open her heart to a pen friend who she had never even met. They had understood one another.

			But maybe that was just life. If those of us who shared a bond could help one another, make up for one another’s shortcomings, then even if things didn’t go well with family perhaps we would have somebody, somewhere, to support us.

			After a short while, Madame Barbara returned with a letter. She held the thin brown envelope in both hands, as though it was very precious.

			“Here you go. I’ve kept hold of it for so long, but now I’ve got to set it free. It may be the saddest, most unfortunate letter in the world.”

			“Are you sure you want to burn it?” I asked.

			“Yes. I’ve made up my mind.”

			As she handed it to me, for a moment the light shone through the thin envelope, and I caught a glimpse of a single slip of paper, and something that looked like a lock of hair.

			“All right. Then I would be very glad to offer it to the fire.”

			“Thank you.”

			Madame Barbara’s letter, the one she had been keeping safe for so long, turned to ashes in moments. Almost as though it were welcoming the flames.

			“Ahh, finally, that feels better. It had been all snarled up in here for ever so long,” Madame Barbara said, lightly placing a hand to her breast.

			I had the sudden urge to ask her a question. “Madame Barbara, what’s been the happiest moment of your life so far?”

			“This one, of course!” she said—and I wouldn’t have expected anything less.

			“Yes, you’re right. This is the best moment, right now,” I said. I wasn’t just parroting Madame Barbara. I felt really, truly happy.

			Maybe it wasn’t just happenstance that she and I were next-door neighbors; maybe it really meant something. And maybe the fact that we had become this close was because my predecessor had been pulling some invisible strings from up above.

			The things that I hadn’t done for my predecessor far, far outnumbered the things I had. But perhaps it wasn’t too late.

			Beside me, Madame Barbara sat there on the raised veranda, swinging her legs as she tucked into another piece of camembert.

		

	
		
			
				春

				Spring
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			When I peeked inside the letter box, there was a single letter. It had no stamp, so it must have been delivered in person.

			I knew immediately who had sent it without having to check: it was QP. The envelope was handmade, constructed with a piece of origami paper folded inside-out, and it bore the words “To Popo” in brightly colored pencil. Beside my name, written even bigger and bolder, was the word “Confidenshal.”

			However, quite a few of the characters on the envelope had been written back-to-front. QP was an expert at mirror writing. She was five years old, and had recently moved to the neighborhood.

			Unable to wait, I stood out there by the letter box and peeled open the envelope. A sweet smell wafted out. Inside was a paper chocolate wrapper, one side of which was completely filled with QP’s large writing. The other side was covered in a picture of cheerful tulips drawn in red and green felt-tip pen. I just wanted to read it over and over again, and every time I did, a field of tulips bloomed inside my heart, too. This was my third letter from QP. I kept them all to hand, of course.

			QP had no mother, though I didn’t know the details. Her father ran a café by himself. I had been out for a walk one Saturday in the early afternoon when I had happened to pass by, and had stopped in for lunch. The café had looked as though it was newly open, and I had been the only customer there. And there had been little QP, helping out her dad.

			That wasn’t her real name, of course. But that was what her father called her, and she called herself QP too. And when she signed her letters, she always wrote “QP” in perfect back-to-front writing. I could guess where the nickname came from. In every way, she looked exactly like the cheeky little cherub on the Kewpie mayo bottle.

			I was so delighted by the letter that I got straight down to writing a reply as I minded the stationery shop that afternoon.

			I was using a lettercard, also sometimes known as a “mini letter.” These haven’t caught on much at all, which is a shame, because they’re a wonderful thing where the letter paper folds up to form its own envelope. They’re nice and cheap to send, too, and are sold with the stamp already printed on them.

			First, I wrote QP’s name and address on the front. QP and her dad lived up above the café. Kamakura has quite a few shops where the owner uses part of their own home as their business, living where they carry out their trade—the Tsubaki Stationery Store included. That might explain the general leisurely air about the place.

			I followed QP’s lead and wrote “Confidential.” Where had she learned such a big word? She must like using it, because she had written it on all the letters she had sent me so far. I’d written the word in kanji, so I spelled it out in little hiragana characters too, so that QP would be able to read it. Then I flipped the letter over.

			On this side, I went to town with some colorful crayons, drawing a big rainbow in the middle of the paper. I always found myself wanting to use bright colors when writing to QP. Then I fitted my message into the spaces around the rainbow—an application of “scattered writing.”

			
				To my favorite QP,

				Thank you for your letter. I was very happy to receive it!

				The tulips that you drew for me were lovely.

				I hear you’ll be starting nursery soon! I hope you make some good friends.

				Would you like to come over and play sometime? I would love to read some picture books and do some drawings with you.

				It’s still chilly in the mornings and at night, so make sure you don’t catch a cold!

				I’ll come over for some of your daddy’s cooking again.

				I hope I see you soon!

				Poppo
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			The letters I wrote to QP were a hair’s breadth away from being love letters. I had never imagined that I too would have a pen friend, and it had been a happy encounter—one I felt had brought me a little closer to understanding my predecessor’s feelings.

			The lettercard was designed so that when you folded it twice, it ended up the same size as an envelope. It looked just like an ordinary envelope too, once you had stuck the three flaps down with glue.

			After I had glued the lettercard shut on two sides, I suddenly had an idea, and I held off gluing down the final flap. I could put something inside, as long as it was something thin. I looked around to see if I had anything, and found some cute animal stickers. When I slipped them inside and weighed the letter, it just squeaked in under the twenty-five-gram limit.

			I finished sealing the letter and then added on a two-yen stamp. You used to be able to send lettercards for sixty yen, but consumption tax had gone up, and now you had to stick on extra to cover it.

			After I had closed the shop that day, I went to drop the letter in the nearby post box. I didn’t use this box for work letters, but seeing as this one was personal I thought it might be nice to let it make the journey in its own time. Seeing the post box, I was immediately reminded of the day I’d first met Bunty, dripping wet and in a panic. Now, she was a dear friend.

			There was a little rustle as the letter dropped into the box. Safe travels, I thought. I felt just as though I were sending part of myself off on a journey. With letters, the anticipation was part of the fun. I hope you make it to QP.

			

			—

			“Poppo! Poppo! Do you have any condensed milk?”

			It was morning several days later when Madame Barbara called over to me. There was a real feel of spring in the air all of a sudden, and out in front of the house the sparrows were merrily chattering away.

			“I’ve been given some gorgeous strawberries, but I’m out of condensed milk.”

			“Hold on a moment, I’ll go and have a look,” I called back.

			I got up hastily and had a rummage in the fridge. “Yes, I’ve got some! I’ll just bring it over.”

			“Thank you! You can have some strawberries in return.”

			Our next-door-neighborly conversations had become pretty seamless by now. If you closed your eyes you might even think we were living snugly together under one roof.

			A few minutes later, Madame Barbara and I were exchanging the condensed milk and strawberries over the fence.

			“Don’t you want any condensed milk for yours, Poppo?”

			“No—I crush my strawberries and mix them with milk, and then drizzle honey on them,” I said.

			“All right, I won’t stint then.”

			“Have as much as you like!”

			I couldn’t remember getting the condensed milk myself, so it must have been bought by Aunt Sushiko when she’d been here. When I was little, condensed milk wasn’t sold in squeezy tubes like it is now but in tins; you made two holes in the lid with a tin opener and then poured it out. I wasn’t allowed to eat sugary snacks because they would rot my teeth, but even my predecessor hadn’t gone as far as banning condensed milk. When there was only a little bit left, she would open the lid fully and put the tin directly on top of the heater, and after a while, the remaining condensed milk would go brown and turn to caramel. I loved that stuff.

			At this sudden recollection, I found myself blinking back tears. It wasn’t much, but it was there: I had a memory, caramel-sweet, of enjoying time spent with my predecessor.

			

			—

			Having filled up on juicy strawberries so early in the day, I felt as though spring had finally arrived—but my merry mood didn’t last for long. In the afternoon, I was met with a dreadful scribing assignment. A breakup letter, of all things.

			“So you’re saying you want to completely put an end to your relationship with this person?”

			“Yes, I suppose that’s about the size of it.”

			The woman’s reply was very airy, given the weighty nature of her request. Generally, the first thing I would do was get customers to write down their name and address, in as much as they were willing to share—but this older lady had politely demurred. So I could only refer to her as Ms. Incognito.

			“I’d like it by tomorrow, if you can,” she said. “In all honesty, I feel like writing her a cursed letter in my own blood—but I’d only hurt my finger, and I don’t even want to give her that. You know, I just want to completely cut ties.”

			The expression on Ms. Incognito’s face gave no hint that she was struggling with some long-held resentment. If anything, she seemed in excellent spirits.

			“Was she a friend of yours?” I asked lightly, keeping an eye on Ms. Incognito to gauge her response. After all, I could hardly write a breakup letter without any information at all. Inside, however, I was torn. Should I be refusing the job? A scribe took pride in helping others find happiness—but I couldn’t help wondering whether it was really necessary to purposely write a letter that would injure the receiver.

			Then again, a job was just a job. It wasn’t as though I was doing this as a volunteer. Ms. Incognito was the customer here, and if it made her happy then that was fine—that was another way of looking at it. The two conflicting feelings locked horns inside me with a clatter.

			“Oh, she was my best friend. Everyone said we were like sisters. But not anymore. I don’t want to see her face ever again. Even just remembering her makes me feel sick,” said Ms. Incognito, with feeling.

			In my teacup, a single cherry blossom floated languidly. What would my predecessor have done at a time like this? Part of me felt she might have let fly a few short, sharp words saying the right thing, and refused flat out—but another part of me felt she might have just gone, Yes, yes, all right, and matter-of-factly taken on the job.

			“Did you ever go on holiday together or anything?” I said, still vacillating.

			Ms. Incognito’s face lit up. “Well, yes, we went all over the world together! To be frank, it was a thousand times more fun than going on trips with my husband…But that woman is a vixen. She lied to me. And I can’t forgive her for that, I just can’t. So I’m ending our friendship, permanently. I don’t want to see her, and I don’t want any more contact. I just want to live in peace from now on.”

			Ms. Incognito’s will was ironclad, her mind made up. The only one wavering here was me.

			“Are you sure? You won’t regret sending her the letter?”

			After all, words lasted. Once the recipient had read them, there was no taking them back.

			“Yes, I’m sure. You probably think I’m too old to want to cut someone off like this, that it’s childish—but the adult world is more like that than you’d think. It doesn’t just get easier once you’re a grown-up. If you don’t want to socialize with someone, why should you have to? Men hum and haw and have second thoughts about it, but women are free, you see. We can choose our own friends. Forcing yourself to spend time with someone you don’t like only causes stress to build up, and ends with you both getting tired of each other. And I don’t want that. I’m a grown woman.”

			Perhaps she had a point.

			“But what if the other person still likes you?” I said.

			“What, like unrequited love? Well, you wouldn’t tie yourself to someone else for that, would you? It’s unrequited! If one of you is forcing it, sooner or later it’s bound to end in discord and strife. If the feeling’s not mutual, you definitely shouldn’t see each other. You know,” she said, and her voice grew even more emphatic, “for the remainder of my life, I don’t want to lie to myself. I think there are two kinds of lies—the kind we tell ourselves, and the kind we tell others. That woman was lying to herself, and I can’t excuse that. If she didn’t like me, she should have just communicated her feelings clearly. So I’m going to be the one to get the tailor’s shears out.”

			“Tailor’s shears?”

			“That’s right. When you cut something, you’ve got to make sure you snip right through. It’s no use leaving little bits hanging on. Make a good clean go of it, and it’ll be less painful for everyone. But I don’t think it’s fair for me to do the cutting myself—so that’s why I’ve come to ask you to do it, as a third party. You are a professional scribe, aren’t you?”

			Listening to Ms. Incognito, I had begun to feel that I wanted to accept the job after all.

			“I was a little hesitant, actually,” I said. “I wasn’t sure whether I could really take on such an important letter. But now, I think I have to. Do you have any particular requests?”

			Once I had made up my mind, the only thing left was to put my head down and get on with the job. Scribing was my livelihood. My predecessor, in her letters to Shizuko in Italy, had given me license to escape these fetters and be free—and maybe the scribery had no distinguished lineage, maybe it hadn’t been handed down from generation to generation after all. But it was true, without a doubt, that I had been born into the family of a scribe. That the blood of a scribe flowed through my veins.

			“I just want you to really get across to her that my decision is final and forever,” said Ms. Incognito. “Anyway—I’m glad you’ve agreed to write it for me! I’ll tell you now, you’re the fifth person I’ve tried. As soon as the others heard what kind of letter it was, they all turned me away. So thank you—I’m very grateful you listened to what I had to say.” Ms. Incognito gave a formal bow of her head.

			At first I had taken her for an entirely ordinary older woman. But over the course of our conversation, my impression of her had changed. If she had been willing to gloss over how she felt inside, then perhaps she would have been able to keep up this relationship. But Ms. Incognito didn’t see such a deception as being acceptable. She had judged that continuing on when her heart wasn’t in it wouldn’t do either party any good. And the fact that she couldn’t end things with this friend unless she severed ties altogether was also a testament to how close they had been. It was a marvel if you made even one or two friends like that in a lifetime.

			“Bring that axe down hard for me,” Ms. Incognito said with a smile.

			“So it’s an axe? Not tailor’s shears?”

			“That’s right. It’ll take an axe to cut through this relationship.”

			“All right. I’ll do my best!” I said.

			Ms. Incognito stood up and held out a hand, and I realized it was my first time exchanging a handshake with a scribing customer. Her grip was more powerful than I had expected. Now that I’d said yes, I made a silent vow to write the best breakup letter there had ever been.

			Ms. Incognito gave me the name and address of the recipient before she left the store. For the sender’s name, she told me she wanted me to write “Your former sister.” She said it with a smile, and her cheeks dimpled; she was a charming person.

			Still, a breakup letter…I had written that letter for the Baron, refusing to loan someone money, but this was on a different level. This was putting an end to an entire relationship.

			By the time I had seen Ms. Incognito off and gone into the back to wash up the cups, the buds of regret were beginning to sprout. When I thought back on our encounter now, it seemed like sorcery. I must have fallen under the spell of Ms. Incognito’s words—why else would I have said yes? I had a bad feeling about this job. What if I found myself in another painful slump? I didn’t want to go through that again…

			I was truly pathetic for having so blithely promised I could do such a tough job. What an idiot! I had really dug myself into a hole. And Ms. Incognito had said she wanted the letter written and posted by tomorrow, hadn’t she? I hardly had any time, either.

			And yet it would be now that the ordinarily quiet Tsubaki Stationery Store was fielding an endless stream of customers. This had to be a nightmare. The black rotary-dial phone had broken its usual silence and was ringing off the hook, and parcel couriers seemed to be knocking on the doors one after the next.

			By the time I could finally draw breath, it was starting to get dark outside. I looked at the clock and saw that it was gone half five. The days were getting noticeably longer.

			When I went outside to start closing up, I heard the sound of a bicycle coming to a halt behind me, and I looked round to see QP’s father. The front basket of his bike was crammed with vegetables, and in the child seat behind him sat QP in her little bike helmet. She seemed to be asleep.

			“Hello. I was just stopping by to post this, but you’ve seen me now.” QP’s father took an envelope from the pocket of his jacket and held it out to me.

			“Thank you for doing this,” I said.

			“She was all excited about putting it in your letter box herself, but she’s dropped off,” QP’s father said, prodding his daughter’s cheek.

			“She looks like she’s having a nice sleep—don’t wake her up on my account.”

			The little girl’s face wore an expression of true bliss, and I wondered if she was having a lovely dream.

			“I think she’s really enjoying exchanging letters with you, you know. But are you sure you don’t mind having to write so often? You don’t have to send a reply if you don’t have the time.” QP’s father spoke quietly, sounding apologetic. He reminded me a little bit of a supporting actor who sometimes popped up in TV dramas and films.

			“I don’t mind at all!” I said. “I’m really enjoying being QP’s pen friend—her letters always brighten up my day. I really appreciate you delivering them to me.”

			“Well, I’ll be off,” he said.

			“All right. I’ll come in again for lunch sometime.”

			He must have faced a lot of difficulties raising a child as a single father. What had happened to his wife? We weren’t close enough that I could ask.

			QP’s father went off up the hill on his bike, and I gave a wave as I watched the two of them go. I glanced up to see the moon hanging there in the evening sky. Its shape reminded me of QP’s closed eyelids as she slumbered soundly.

			I opened her letter there and then, unable to resist, and was happy to see that she had made prompt use of the panda stickers I had sent her as a present. She was the apple of my eye—surely that was the only way to describe her.

			But I had no time to stop and smell the roses.

			The breakup letter. The breakup letter that, one way or another, I had to complete by tomorrow. I couldn’t very well tell Ms. Incognito that I’d given up because it was too difficult—I’d be a professional failure. I had agreed to this task, and now I had to finish the job, whether it had me bending over backward, turning cartwheels or standing on my head.

			Once I had read the letter from QP, I went inside and locked the doors. I’d been so busy in the shop today I hadn’t had time for a proper lunch. In fact, I hadn’t eaten anything since those strawberries Madame Barbara had given me that morning. On any other evening I would have just grabbed my purse and been out the door, but tonight, of course, I was worried about the letter, and I didn’t feel like eating out. I was still hungry though, and I wouldn’t be able to throw myself into the work on an empty stomach.

			There must be something in here, I thought, as I rummaged through the kitchen cupboards. If memory served correctly, I should have some packets of instant noodles somewhere. I managed to dig them out, and then I boiled some water in a small pan. There were eggs in the fridge, but no spring onions, and I was just wondering if I had anything else to top the noodles with when I had a sudden flash of inspiration. Somewhere in the back garden there should be some mitsuba that my predecessor had planted.

			I poured a beaten egg into the bowl of instant noodles and sprinkled over some mitsuba leaves, and the result tasted surprisingly first-rate. Finishing with a drizzle of Chinese chili oil had been a nice touch. I was hungry, and once I’d eaten the noodles I drank down all the soup, too.

			I could have done with a coffee to keep myself awake, but there was none in the house, so I brewed some strong green tea instead. I only had one job, and I knew what it was I had to do—but I was finding it hard to get down to it. I washed up my bowl, and then, even though there was no pressing need whatsoever, I scrubbed the sink clean.

			What was important with this request was the material on which I wrote. The letter was meant to sever ties, in which case I needed to write it on tough paper that wouldn’t easily tear. I wanted to choose something robust—as a mark of Ms. Incognito’s resolve, but also, in an extreme case, so that even in a fire the letter wouldn’t burn.

			The material that met these requirements was parchment. Though used like paper, parchment isn’t made from plant fibers but from animal hide stretched out very, very thin. People often think of it as being sheep skin, but it’s also made using the hides of other animals—goat, calf, deer, pig—with the highest-quality parchment said to be that made with the skin of a stillborn calf. Parchment has a history dating back to bc, and until the advent of paper it was mainly used in and around Europe for religious books and official documents.

			Writing on parchment called for iron gall ink. I was using a recreation of this medieval ink, which was traditionally made using galls: growths that insects cause to form on plants. A solution produced with these ground-up galls would have been mixed with scrap iron, and then the mixture made decay-resistant using red wine or vinegar. Finally, gum arabic would be added to adjust the viscosity. When you first write with iron gall ink, it appears pale, but as time passes the color is supposed to darken.

			This would be my first time writing with iron gall ink. It wasn’t suitable for use with a fountain pen, so I prepared a quill instead. These are made by cutting the tip of a goose feather into a point, and they were used for writing for around a thousand years, until metal dip pens were thought up in the late eighteenth century.

			On my desk I set out the parchment, iron gall ink, quill pen and a pencil. It was already nearly ten. If I didn’t get going soon, I wouldn’t be finished in time. But I couldn’t just launch into writing on the parchment, so first I drafted the letter using pencil and paper. Even so, I was struggling to decide what to write.

			I chewed absentmindedly on the end of the pencil with my back teeth, and that cold taste of pencil lead, like chocolate with no sugar in it, spread through my mouth. Ever since I was little I’d had a habit of chewing on my pencil when I was thinking.

			As I sat there, my mind utterly blank, I was struck with the urge to read my letters from QP—the polar opposite of breakup letters. I opened them all out in order and read them through. They were only short, and there weren’t many—today’s was the fourth—so it didn’t take long. Then I went back to the beginning and read them all over again. It provided the perfect escape from reality.

			And what incredible back-to-front writing she had! The character わ billowed out on the left instead of the right; and instead of curving right, her し looked exactly like the letter J. Seeing as this tendency to write back to front was known as “mirror writing,” I had a sudden notion to try actually reading it in the mirror. I took the letters into the washroom and turned on the light, and then, standing before the mirror, I held one of them open in front of me.
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			That was it! Mirror writing!

			I dashed out of the washroom and back to my desk, and picked up the pencil again. Then I tried writing out the Iroha poem with the characters back to front, practicing over and over. First, I wrote on photocopy paper, and then once I’d got the hang of it, I tested it out on a scrap of parchment using the quill. There was only a limited stock of parchment in the shop’s storehouse, and it was precious, each sheet costly, so there was no room for mistakes.

			The quill pen had a thin shaft and twisted about, and to be honest, it was fairly awkward to handle. But it was the only way.

			As I practiced my mirror writing, gradually the words of the letter began to come together too. When I had spoken to Ms. Incognito earlier, I couldn’t help but feel the depth of her affection. Inside her, I sensed two opposing feelings battling it out. The ties of friendship had bound her and this person together so powerfully; if Ms. Incognito wasn’t the one to cut those ties, their relationship, such as it was, would drag on endlessly through force of habit. In fact, I realized, wasn’t this letter actually intended to set the other person free? This was the topsy-turvy sentiment that I wanted to convey using mirror writing.

			Practicing the back-to-front writing took a lot longer than I had anticipated, and the hands of the clock told me it was now past 2 a.m. My predecessor always said that evil spirits lurked in letters written at night, but there wasn’t much I could do about that now. And anyway, this was a breakup letter—maybe it could do with a few evil spirits.

			Having come this far, I wanted the letter to be flawless. I had to bring the axe down with all my might or it wouldn’t cut through.

			Holding the quill in my right hand, I dipped it into the bottle of iron gall ink. By now, I knew what I was going to write.
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			I added the recipient’s name, and set the quill down.

			The writing was pale, as though the ink had been diluted with tears. But the iron in the ink would oxidize when it came into contact with the air, turning it a deeper and deeper black. And then once the ink had gone as dark as it would go, it was supposed to settle down into a peaceable brown hue. It seemed to me as though this changing color expressed the dynamics of Ms. Incognito’s feelings.

			I looked at my fingers to see that the middle finger of my right hand, which had been supporting the quill, was stained jet black. For now, I would have a shower and get the ink off, and then go to bed. Morning wasn’t far off.

			The next day, I gently picked up the breakup letter from where I’d left it sitting in the special place on the butsudan, and read it over. Just the look of the writing was enough to send shivers down my spine. It was nothing like a normal letter, and it might make the person receiving it feel ill at ease. But that was exactly why it would be able to carry out its purpose. Only something like this could express Ms. Incognito’s inside-out sentiment.

			It was right at the last minute, when I was standing in front of the mirror giving the letter a final check, that I noticed the mistake and let out a shriek.

			“Are you all right?”

			My voice must have carried across to Madame Barbara. I hadn’t realized I had yelled that loudly.

			“I’m fine!” I said, to reassure both Madame Barbara and myself.

			On the fourth line from the bottom, the comma after “Sometimes” was the right way round instead of back to front! But it was fine—no need to panic. Mistakes on parchment could be scraped off using a knife, or wiped off with orange juice.

			I was afraid I would tear the parchment if I tried to scrape off the ink with a knife, so I decided to go and get some orange juice from the convenience store. Once I had redone the comma, I planned to roll up the parchment and send it as a scroll. It was still possible to send a rolled-up letter as ordinary post, as long as its diameter was within three centimeters and the length within fourteen. I would wrap it in baking paper and write the name and address on a tag, affixing the wire to one end of the scroll so I didn’t have to worry about it coming off.

			In my heart, I believed I had given the task my absolute best.

			

			—

			But I had never imagined that I would be met with two such assignments in a row.

			I had just been down to the post office in front of the station to post the back-to-front letter, and then had come back and opened up the shop, when a few minutes later a woman in a kimono entered. She spent some time poring over the shelves, so I thought she was just an ordinary customer looking for stationery. But after a little while, she came up to me shyly and told me she was here to ask for help.

			“Another one?” I squawked. Receiving scribing requests two days in a row was unusual in itself—but the words that had come forth from the lips of the beautiful woman in the kimono, would you believe it, were none other than “breakup letter.”

			Perhaps Ms. Incognito had told her the Tsubaki Stationery Store would write one for you. But what with Ms. Incognito being incognito, I couldn’t check—and besides, it sounded as though it had nothing to do with her, and the timing really was just a coincidence. It was perfectly possible that cutting people off was in vogue at the moment, and I just hadn’t realized it.

			“Who would you like to send it to?” I asked, keeping an eye on Kimono Beauty’s expression. Was she in her early thirties, maybe? Or perhaps it was the kimono making her seem more mature and collected.

			“My tea ceremony instructor,” said Kimono Beauty, in an alluring, slightly nasal voice. “I’ve been taking lessons with her since I was in senior high school. She used to be so lovely, but then she started behaving oddly, saying these awful things to me. Calling me ugly, and useless, and a waste of space. At first I just put up with it—she was still my teacher, after all, and tea ceremony was something I enjoyed…”

			Kimono Beauty cast down her gaze, as though recalling a painful memory, and dabbed lightly at her eyes with a handkerchief.

			“In some ways I just thought, If she’s going to be hostile toward me, what can I do? So I resigned myself to it. But then she moved on to saying horrible things about my husband, and even my son. The thought of my child being exposed to harm…it’s keeping me up at night. To be honest, I wish we could just move somewhere far away. But it wouldn’t be easy, not with my husband’s job and my son’s school. And I like Kamakura. I mean—it’s not what I want, to move away for a reason like that.

			“When I told my friend about it, she said maybe there was an issue with how I was handling the situation. She told me with people like that, you really have to put your foot down. That maybe I’m making it worse by showing too much respect.”

			“And you said your tea ceremony instructor was a woman, didn’t you?” I asked delicately. If the teacher had been a man, I might have suspected him of harboring special feelings for Kimono Beauty, and being jealous of her family.

			“Yes, that’s right,” Kimono Beauty said. “Anyway, I gave up going to her lessons and decided to take a break for a while—only, now she won’t stop emailing me to ask why. I’m on the verge of a nervous breakdown. And she’s even started sending expensive gifts! Please—I need your help, Poppo!”

			At Kimono Beauty’s final words I glanced up sharply, and for a second or two we looked each other right in the eye. Her face sparked a faint recollection in me.

			“Mai…?”

			“You finally recognized me!” Kimono Beauty, otherwise known as Mai, let out a whoop.

			“Wait—is it really you?” I said.

			“Yep, it’s me! It’s Mai! I was all excited thinking you’d recognize me straight away, but you took ages! I was getting worried you wouldn’t figure it out at all.”

			“Sorry!” I said. I was so astonished, I couldn’t think what else to say. She had spoken with such composure that I’d been sure she was older than me. Mai and I had been in the same class at primary school. I had been introverted and had found it difficult to make friends, but Mai had been the one who’d made an effort to talk to me.

			“Hey, Poppo, you know I still have the name tag you wrote for me?” All of a sudden, Kimono Beauty had lost her former self-possession and was speaking to me with easy familiarity.

			“What name tag?”

			“Don’t you remember? You did one for everyone in the class,” Mai said, and she took a name badge out of her handbag. “See?”

			There was her name, written in felt-tip pen: Mai Onodera.

			“I was sooo bad at writing, I couldn’t even do my own name nicely, so I was super happy when you wrote it for me. I wanted to learn to write just like you. I’ve been holding on to it since forever!”

			“But that was, like, twenty years ago!”

			“Yes, it must be, I guess. But it’s special,” Mai said, and she enclosed the badge in her hands and brought it to her chest, as though she really meant it. I seemed to remember that after we’d finished primary school Mai had gone off to a private junior high in Yokohama.

			“Oh gosh, so you’re married! And you’re a mum now!” I said.

			“Yes, my son’s already in primary school.”

			“Really? I can’t believe it…”

			We were almost exactly the same age, and yet she and I had taken completely different paths. I could very well have been standing at the door waving a child off to school by now too.

			Grown-up Mai made such a different impression, but that was no excuse for not recognizing her. And yet when I had seen this kimono-clad beauty, I genuinely hadn’t had the faintest inkling that we might be contemporaries.

			“So, what about the letter then?” I said, half hoping it was some kind of elaborate story Mai had concocted to surprise me.

			“Well, that’s why I’ve come—to ask you to write it,” Mai said. “There was a class reunion recently, and your name came up. Someone said they’d heard you were back here. And I had just been agonizing over this thing with my teacher, so I decided to go for it and ask for your help. Your family have been writing letters for people for a long time, haven’t they?”

			Ah, yes—I’d had a notice in the post about the class reunion. But what with my embarrassing past, I could hardly have just strolled in and said hi to everyone, so I had replied to say I wouldn’t be going.

			“All right, leave the letter to me,” I said, looking Mai directly in the eye. She had helped me out so many times when we’d been at school together. Now it was my turn to repay the favor.

			Still, I couldn’t get over how much people changed! Mai had been a boisterous child back in primary school; she had even made the boys cry on occasion. To think that that rough-and-tumble little girl was now this elegant vision in a kimono.

			“Anyway—you do tea ceremony, Mai? That’s amazing,” I said, and Mai’s face broke into a smile. She gave a bashful giggle and said, “Actually, I wanted to be like you, Poppo.”

			“What, are you serious? But I was a dull little wallflower! I hardly had any friends, I was awful socially—who’d want to be like me?”

			“Well, some of that is kind of true, I guess,” Mai said. “But even as a kid you were really well-mannered, and you knew all these long words and stuff. We were so young and yet your behavior was so graceful—I wanted to be like that someday too. Plus, you had amazing writing.”

			“Yeah, but that’s all I had going for me,” I said. I had always got first prize for my calligraphy; it had been my only skill.

			“That’s not true. I know a few of the boys secretly fancied you, too.”

			“What? No, that I don’t believe,” I said vehemently.

			“Hey, Poppo—I’m glad you haven’t changed,” Mai said softly.

			There was no way I hadn’t changed since primary school, of course. But perhaps she was talking about my essence, or something like that; the part of you that stays the same no matter what.

			“Oh, sorry, Mai, I meant to make some tea,” I said. I’d been so overwhelmed in the presence of Kimono Beauty that I’d forgotten to serve the usual drink.

			“Don’t worry about it. I can come and visit anytime. But anyway, this letter—will you really write it for me? I’ve tried to do it myself a bunch of times, but I just get stuck.” Mai pressed her palms together in front of her face, her expression desperate.

			“Certainly, madam,” I said a little teasingly, and bowed my head. Then we exchanged contact details.

			“Thank you!” Mai said exuberantly as she sailed toward the doors. The moment she opened them, a breeze swirled into the shop. “It’s spring,” she murmured, as though she could smell it on the air. It must be about time for the cherry trees to blossom. The sky was blushing a faint pink.

			

			—

			That evening, I promptly got down to writing Mai’s breakup letter. Seeing as it was to be sent to a teacher of tea ceremony, I wanted to make sure the etiquette was watertight—in which case, it was probably best to write with a brush.

			Even if this letter did have an unhappy purpose, I still wanted it to feel as much as possible like Mai, to really convey how she was as a person. I had written yesterday’s letter with my teeth gritted with the effort, but Mai’s words came relatively easily. Perhaps doing the job for Ms. Incognito the other day had shifted my brain into breakup gear. It was certainly tricky, writing to someone to tell them you never wanted to see them again. The point wasn’t to wound the recipient, but you also had to try and avoid them ending up resenting you, too. Once I could dash off a breakup letter at the drop of a hat then perhaps I would be a fully fledged scribe.

			I took my time grinding the ink, clearing my mind and finding my bearings. I had chosen the color with Mai’s eyes in mind. Mai, with her strong sense of justice, who came at everything straight and true. Mai, who looked you directly in the eye when she spoke to you.

			We couldn’t truly see ourselves, I realized. We could look at our own hands or toes easily enough, but we couldn’t see our backs or bottoms without using a mirror. It was the people around us who must always be getting the better view. You might picture yourself as being one way, but others could be seeing another, different version of you. These were the thoughts that ran through my mind as I recalled that day’s conversation with Mai.

			I now had a pool of ink that was just a shade away from pure black. To convey Mai’s determination, there could be no better color. I dipped in the brush and let it pick up a generous amount of liquid.

			And then I wrote up the letter from beginning to end, letting myself be swept away in the process. And for that short space of time, I was Mai Onodera.

			
				This morning, I woke to the sweet smell of the winter daphne. It will soon be the height of spring.

				Time has flown since I started practicing tea ceremony ten years ago. At first I didn’t know whether I was coming or going, and I struggled even just remembering how to accept the tea. On more than a few occasions, my legs went to sleep from kneeling down for so long, and I couldn’t get up again.

				As my teacher, you always looked after me with such warmth even when I was still just a beginner, and I can’t tell you how much your kindness has meant to me. I attended your lessons during both good times and bad, and spending time with you lifted the weight from my heart, so that on my way home I could look up at the sky and smile.

				I believe that encountering the world of tea ceremony has been the greatest good fortune of my life. And when, on occasion, you spoke sternly to me, I believed it was meant out of affection, and it spurred me on to try harder.

				However, it has become difficult for me to continue attending your lessons any longer. Ordinarily I would visit you in person to tell you this, but unfortunately I am unwell at the moment, and unable to call on you. I therefore hope you will forgive me my rudeness in conveying this important matter via letter.

				My family and I enjoyed a meal of sukiyaki with the Matsusaka beef that you sent the other day. It was as delicious as one would expect from A5-grade meat. My son is a growing boy with a healthy appetite, and I believe it was the first time he had tasted anything like it in his life.

				Thank you very much for your thoughtful gift. However, embarrassing though it is to say, my husband is a salaryman, I am a full-time housewife, and my son with his hearty appetite is only in primary school. We have received so many luxurious presents from you, but to my great regret, we will not be able to return the favor in any way.

				It saddens me that I can no longer visit you for tea ceremony as I once did almost every week. However, I hope to go out into the world and put into practice the lessons that you have taught me.

				Please take the very best care of yourself.

				I hope that you remain happy and healthy, always.
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			The moment I had finished writing, a huge breath spilled out of me. It was as though I could hear the beating of Mai’s wings as she took flight, leaving her tea ceremony instructor behind. Though I couldn’t say for certain, I felt that with this letter, the teacher would stop her relentless harassment.

			The next morning, after reading over what I had written, I folded the pages and enclosed them in a piece of letter-wrapping paper. The excess paper at the top and bottom I folded over into triangles, forming a long, rectangular letter in the “tatebumi” style. To this I added a single spring starflower from the garden. In the language of flowers, the spring starflower meant “the sorrow of parting.” I wrapped all this up in one more piece of the same paper, on which I wrote the address.

			When it came to writing the teacher’s name, I added the respectful term “mimoto ni.” It was hardly ever used nowadays, but people in the old days used it to mean “by your side.” Given that the addressee was a teacher of tea ceremony, I thought it best to show her every courtesy here.

			I turned the letter over and wrote Mai’s name and address on the back, and then I affixed a stamp, and it was ready to go. I remembered my predecessor teaching me that you were supposed to use tears of sorrow to wet the stamps for unhappy letters, and tears of joy for happy letters. But I still hadn’t got the hang of it. In the end, I just wet the stamp using the droplet of water that had formed on the tap.

			

			—

			“Poppo, could I ask a little favor?”

			I had finished my morning cleaning and was having a sit-down when I heard a voice from next door.

			“Yes, hold on a minute!” I said. I’d just started on a scone, and I hurriedly crammed the piece I was holding into my mouth and then jumped up to open the window. Across the blue sky stretched a single, splendid airplane trail, as straight as if it had been drawn with a ruler.

			Madame Barbara beckoned to me. “Would you mind just coming out for a moment?” she said, keeping her voice low for some reason.

			I kicked off my woolly socks and, still wearing the toe socks I had on underneath, I stuffed my feet into my Genbei flip-flops and shuffled over to the fence. Madame Barbara was holding her body awkwardly; she walked over to the fence crabwise, without turning her head to face me. I was worried she had cricked her neck in her sleep or something.

			“Sorry, Poppo, but I don’t have anyone else to ask,” she said meekly, her cheeks reddening. It turned out it was nothing more than a request to do up Madame Barbara’s jumper, which buttoned up at the back.

			“I’m very sorry, I know you’re busy,” she said apologetically.

			“No, don’t worry—it’s always quiet over here,” I said as I fastened her buttons one by one. It was a lovely jumper with a very avant-garde design: black, with round buttons on the back in red, blue and white.

			“It’s really nice! What’s the brand?” I asked as I did up the final button at the bottom.

			“Oh, you are funny, Poppo! It’s fifty years old. It used to be one of my mother’s best, she often wore it in winter. But it was looking a bit dated, so I tried just putting new buttons on it recently. Do you know the button shop opposite the Renbai?”

			“Oh, yes. I can’t remember what it’s called, though.”

			“Well, all I did was buy some buttons and sew them on. I used to be able to get my hands around my back and fasten this jumper up easily, but I got into a flap when I tried it just now. My arms simply won’t go high enough.”

			“It’s no bother at all. Just call on me whenever you need help,” I said, surreptitiously removing a hair that was clinging to Madame Barbara’s back. It was a beautiful silver, like a spider’s thread.

			“Thank you. Well, if you’re sure, I’ll call for you straight away the next time I’m in a pickle,” Madame Barbara said cheerfully. “Anyway, Poppo—do you have any plans for the weekend?”

			“Nothing much,” I said. It was starting to warm up, so I had been toying with the idea of heading for the sea and doing some beachcombing, searching for treasures that had washed up on the shore. But I could save it for the week after.

			“Well, then, would you like to have a hanami picnic?” said Madame Barbara.

			“That would be lovely! The cherry blossoms are almost in full bloom, aren’t they? Where should we have it?”

			The very first place that sprung to my mind for viewing the blossoms was the Dankazura. For me, hanami had meant going out on those evenings when it was only just turning to spring, and taking a walk along that raised path with my predecessor.

			As I was lost in recollection, Madame Barbara said, “I was thinking of having it at mine.”

			“Are you sure?”

			“Of course, though I’ll ask everyone to help with the preparations. You can’t see it from here, but I actually have a wonderful cherry tree in my garden. I’d like to introduce it to everyone. It’s like me—it’s quite an old lady by now, and I don’t know how many more years it’ll flower, after all.”

			“Oh…”

			“Don’t look so sad, Poppo! All living things have to wind down some day or other.”

			That might be true, but I wanted Madame Barbara to live on and on and on. I wanted her to be my next-door neighbor forever.

			“Well, I’m looking forward to the hanami,” I said.

			“Yes. Looking up at the cherry blossoms makes one feel glad to be alive, doesn’t it? You can invite all your friends, Poppo.”

			“Oh—is it going to be a big party? I don’t have that many friends,” I said. To tell the truth, I was looking at my closest friend right now.

			“All right then, forget about that,” said Madame Barbara. “With friends, it’s all about quality not quantity, anyway. But if there is anyone you’d like to invite to come and see the blossoms, please do feel free.”

			“Thank you,” I said. Now she had put it that way, the person who immediately rose to my mind was QP.

			“Do you know, I used to get so excited about going out on far-flung trips to see the cherry blossoms, but nowadays, I prefer to appreciate them at home. After all, it’s the tree in my own garden that’s the loveliest. So I hope no one will mind making the journey up here to indulge an old woman.”

			“Madame Barbara, you’re definitely not old,” I said emphatically.

			“Thank you, Poppo. It’s very kind of you to say so.” Madame Barbara gave a peaceable smile. Truly, I swear on my life, I had never once felt that Madame Barbara was old. If anything, I was envious of her for being even younger at heart than me.

			“Bunty has said she’ll take care of the details. We can leave it all to the teacher,” said Madame Barbara.

			“Yes. She’s more on top of everything than she looks.”

			“Yes, she is—than she looks being the key point, indeed.”

			When I glanced up, I saw the airplane trail had faded away.

			“Well, I’d best go in and open up the shop,” I said.

			“Yes, and perhaps I’ll get a ride to Costco in Yokohama, to pick up the plates and things for the hanami.”

			“Costco?” I said. There was something slightly unexpected about the pairing of Madame Barbara and Costco.

			“Yes, it’s not far in the car. Dangerous, though—one finds oneself picking up all sorts of things that weren’t on the list.”

			And with that, Madame Barbara turned and headed into her house. On her back shone the row of evenly spaced buttons, red, blue and white.

			

			—

			Bam…bam…bam…bam…

			Early that Sunday morning, a loud noise was resounding throughout the kitchen.

			“Really smack it, Poppo. Get out all of those pent-up feelings,” Bunty instructed me.

			“What’s pentup?” an aproned QP asked innocently from beside me. But I was too preoccupied to give a proper explanation.

			We had decided to bake some bread, for the mainstay of our hanami picnic. When I’d told QP about the cherry-blossom-viewing party she had been keen to come, and so now she, Bunty and I were assembled in the Amemiya kitchen. It was the first time QP and I had ever made proper bread before.

			“It’s the effort you put into kneading the dough now that determines how good the bread will taste. So really give it everything,” Bunty said.

			It was basically just flour and water—and yet the round, springy mass sitting in front of me wasn’t like either of those things.

			“It’s like a animal,” said QP, and Bunty bent down so she was eye-to-eye with the little girl and said, “That’s right, it’s alive!” Bunty and QP had only just met today, and yet they were already as thick as thieves.

			For fifteen minutes I tussled with the bread dough, puffing and panting, until finally Bunty gave her nod of approval. I hardly ever did any exercise normally, and my arms and back were shrieking in protest. I hadn’t realized bread-making required this much stamina.

			“It’s quite…hard work,” I wheezed.

			“Oh, pull your socks up, Poppo. You’re younger than me,” Bunty said from behind.

			“Come on, Poppo!” said QP. Even she was joining in with Bunty’s pep talk.

			At this point, Bunty said we had to leave the dough to rest for a while until it doubled in size. As we waited for the dough to prove, we ate the breakfast QP’s father had made us. He could really have just made hers—she was his daughter, after all—but he’d gone to the trouble of cooking for three, and had brought the food along this morning when he’d dropped QP off.

			“Oh, onigirazu!” Bunty said the moment the tin foil package was unwrapped.

			“Beg pardon?” I blinked.

			The row of objects sitting on the tin foil looked like rice balls, but more rectangular; or like sandwiches, but made with rice instead of bread, and each wrapped in a sheet of nori seaweed. Like some kind of food I had never seen before, anyway.

			“Onigirazu, Poppo! Haven’t you had them before? There’s a big craze for them at the moment,” Bunty said.

			“Don’t you know, Poppo?” QP chimed in delightedly.

			“I’m not caught up on what’s trendy. You’re telling me these are really popular?” I said. Bunty urged me to just go ahead and try one, so I picked up an onigirazu, holding it with both hands like a sandwich, and took a bite. It tasted of scrambled eggs and minced meat. Another bite, and now I was getting the sweet flavor of simmered kelp. Alongside it I could taste cooked rapeseed blossom with a hint of soy sauce, and chikuwa fish-sticks in tempura batter. Finely chopped pickled radish added a good crunch to the mix.

			“It’s so good!” I said, impressed. “There’s all sorts of flavors in here.”

			“Told you! The onigirazu is the invention of the century!” Bunty said with pride, as though she herself had come up with it. “You don’t need chopsticks—and best of all, children can eat it neatly without getting food all over the place. It’s a winner on school trips.”

			QP looked like she was really enjoying her onigirazu. She hadn’t even joined in the conversation, instead devoting all her attention to her food. Bunty was right—you could never pack this many fillings into an ordinary rice ball, and there was basically nothing to tidy up afterward.

			Once we’d had our breakfast, I got out a jar of kumquats in honey and spooned some into three cups, and then diluted the honey with hot water. As we sat back and sipped our drinks in a leisurely manner, QP pointed at the butsudan. “Who is those ladies?” she asked.

			“That’s my predecessor, and that’s my Aunt Sushiko,” I told her.

			“What’s a pre-desser?”

			“Er…it means my grandma.”

			“Poppo, where’s your mummy?” QP asked.

			“Well, you see, my mummy’s not here anymore.”

			“Did she go to heaven?”

			“Hmm…I’m not sure. I’ve never met her—but I think maybe she isn’t in heaven quite yet,” I said. And then, because somehow or other the conversation had naturally brought us here, I said, “What about your mummy, QP?”

			Bunty quietly rose to her feet and began to wash up the bowls and spoons that had accumulated by the sink. Maybe she was trying to give QP and me some space.

			“Mummy’s in heaven,” QP said. “But when it’s lonely, QP can go squeeeze like this.” She crossed her arms over and wrapped them around her own body, closing her eyes tightly. “Poppo, you do it too,” she said, eyes still shut, so I followed suit and gave myself a great big hug.

			“Squeeeze,” I said aloud, in imitation of QP.

			“Squeeeze.”

			My mother had got pregnant with me in her teens. It was Aunt Sushiko who had told me this, when my predecessor had been out of earshot. She’d told me that my predecessor and my mother had always fought like cat and dog. By the time I’d been old enough to understand what was what, there wasn’t a single photo of my mother anywhere in the house.

			I had never known what it was like to have a mother, and so not having one around just seemed normal; I had never even felt the desire to meet her. But if she was out there somewhere, living her life, then perhaps we’d encounter one another someday.

			“Okay, you did it long enough. Now you’re not lonely, Poppo!”

			At QP’s voice, I slowly opened my eyes. And then QP reached out her hand toward me and began to stroke my head. She did it ever so, ever so gently, the way a mother might caress her daughter.

			Maybe QP hugged herself like this as a way of getting by, whenever she felt like she wanted to see her mummy. If I were there beside her, I’d want to gather her up in a cuddle and squeeze her tight—but it probably wouldn’t be the same. QP’s mummy must have had a comforting warmth that was all her own.

			When Bunty had finished the dishes, she suggested we make some pancakes with the leftover flour.

			“Well, then,” I said, “we should get some cream and bacon to go with them.”

			I took QP by the hand and we headed out shopping. We caught the bus at Kamakura-gū Shrine, got off one stop before the station, and went into Union on Wakamiya-ōji Street, the closest supermarket to my house.

			I asked QP if she wanted anything, but she said she didn’t. “Let’s hurry up and go back home,” she said, taking my hand and trying to tug me toward the doors, so I hastily grabbed a carton of cream and a packet of bacon, and we headed to the checkout.

			Our timing was good, and we left the supermarket just as the bus home was approaching. It was starting to warm up outside now, and we would soon be seeing more and more tourists on the streets of Kamakura.

			We arrived back home to find that the bread dough had puffed right up in our absence.

			“Does it snore when it’s sleeping?” QP asked.

			“Oh yes,” Bunty replied seriously. “It was snoring very loudly just before you got back.”

			I gently put my palm to the bread dough. It had a warmth like body heat. Bunty said we should leave it for a little longer, so we covered it over with a damp tea towel once more. “Night-night. You have a good sleep,” I whispered quietly to the living dough.

			While we let the dough rest, QP and I prepared the cream for the pancakes. We chilled the base of the mixing bowl with ice, and used a whisk to whip the cream at super high speed—another task that had my arm aching. Bunty stood beside us at the hob, cooking pancake after pancake. The pancakes were thin and their shapes slightly irregular, and it was obvious they were homemade, but they looked all the more delicious for it.

			It was at this point that Madame Barbara’s voice rang out from next door.

			“Good morning!”

			Bunty stood there astonished, spatula in hand, plainly not expecting this sudden voice from nowhere. QP, on the other hand, yelled back “Good morning!” She and Madame Barbara weren’t yet acquainted.

			“Oh, now who’s that little sweetie I hear?” said Madame Barbara, registering QP’s presence straight away.

			“We’re all looking forward to the picnic today! We’re just making pancakes,” I said.

			“And it looks like we’re in luck with the weather,” Bunty finally managed.

			“Are you quite sure you don’t need my help with anything?” called Madame Barbara.

			“No, we’re all right over here,” Bunty said cheerfully. “Leave it to us!”

			“Well, then—a twelve o’clock start as planned.”

			“See you at twelve!” I said.

			“Is that voice your neighbor?” QP whispered in my ear with great curiosity.

			“That’s right, that’s Madame Barbara. She lives next door, and we’re very good friends. You’ll get to meet her later,” I said. If Madame Barbara was my most senior friend, then QP must be my youngest.

			I looked at the clock and saw that we had two hours left until the hanami began. Once the bread dough was fully risen Bunty told us to squash it down and knock the gas out of it. Then we gave the dough another little rest, shaped it up, and baked it. The result was a great big loaf of French country bread. It was nicely browned and had a cross shape in the middle, which QP and I had made by holding the knife together and scoring the dough.

			At eleven, it sounded as though things were livening up outside, and by half eleven quite a few people had already arrived. By the time we were carrying the bread and whipped cream and bacon and everything else out into the garden and around into Madame Barbara’s house, the Baron had taken charge and was laying out a row of floor cushions on Madame Barbara’s veranda. I hadn’t seen him since our tour of the Seven Lucky Gods, on the traditional New Year’s Day.

			Everybody had brought something, and the table was overflowing with food. I spotted some old favorites—croquettes and grilled chicken skewers from Tori-ichi, roast beef from Hagiwara butcher’s, and sausages from Bergfeld—as well as lots of seafood. Slices of vinegared mackerel, horse-mackerel sushi, boiled whitebait…For pudding there were more Kamakura favorites: fu-manjū dumplings from Fuhan, and yōkan jelly from Shōkadō.

			There were ten or so people at the gathering, and what with us all living locally, we quickly got chatting with one another. That was Kamakura—whoever you met, you would always find you knew someone in common.

			I took QP’s hand and led her over to the veranda, and we sat down on the cushions. The party opened with everyone raising their cups of Yorocco Beer, which was brewed in Zushi. QP had a hot lemonade, made for her by Madame Barbara.

			And what a magnificent tree Madame Barbara had in her garden. It was an elegant weeping cherry, and its blossom-covered branches looked like threads of light pouring down from the sky. QP sat there, gazing at it in earnest admiration.

			“How old is it?” I asked Madame Barbara.

			“Well, my father planted it to commemorate my birth. So it’s the same age as I am,” she said, smiling serenely. The cherry blossoms were like Madame Barbara in every way. They were refined and vivacious, and just being around them made you feel at peace.

			Out in the open air—which was still a little chilly—we sat there drinking beer and admiring the blossoms. Looking closely, I could see they weren’t all the same color. The flowers were different shades, some paler, some deeper. Some were still only just budding, while others were already shedding their petals. Each was blooming at its own pace.

			It wasn’t just the flowers that were beautiful, but everything else, too—the tree’s gnarled black trunk, its branches like slender bowstrings, the smattering of leaves that were beginning to unfurl. I felt as though if I just opened my heart to the cherry tree, it would have so much to tell me. We grew closer and closer, the tree and I, until in my mind I was gently wrapping my arms around its trunk.

			I had been here in Kamakura last spring too, of course. But I hadn’t been able to spare so much as a glance up at the cherry blossoms. And now here I was, enjoying a hanami picnic with my neighbors. This small thing seemed like happiness to me.

			As I gazed up at the cherry tree, an elderly gentleman sitting next to me offered me a drink. “It’s supposed to be a special organic wine, a riesling from Alsace,” he said eloquently, his voice like a fast-flowing river. Was he a boyfriend of Madame Barbara’s, perhaps? I gulped down the last of my beer and then held out my empty cup for him to fill with white wine. It had a deep flavor, tinged with the aroma of the barrel.

			As I sipped my wine, I helped myself to the assorted food. The croquettes from Tori-ichi contained minced chicken, and I’d often had them at home when my predecessor had been too busy to make dinner. Our homemade bread tasted extra special, of course. The salt had really brought out the flavor, and it was so delicious that it didn’t even need butter or jam.

			Once the party had got into full swing, Bunty raised her voice above the chatter.

			“All right, I’d like to take this opportunity to get everyone to introduce themselves! Can you all please tell us a little bit about where you live and what you do?”

			She started us off going round in a circle from her left, so it soon came to my turn. I was a little bit nervous, but I stood up and introduced myself.

			“I’m Hatoko Amemiya, Madame Barbara’s next-door neighbor. I run the Tsubaki Stationery Store. I’m Kamakura born and raised, but I’ve been wandering about overseas for the past few years, and I just moved back here last year…I sell stationery, but I have a sideline as a scribe, too—so if you ever need someone to write you a letter, please call on me. It’s very nice to meet you all.”

			I normally wasn’t very good at introducing myself, but—aided by the drink, maybe—the words had come fairly easily. Next up was QP.

			“QP moved house to Kamakura and lives with Daddy and is five. QP’s favorite food is a boiled egg and mayonnaise. Nice to meet you!”

			It was an excellent self-introduction, confident with not a trace of shyness. Everyone at the picnic gave QP a hearty round of applause.

			But it was a few minutes later, when Bunty’s turn came, that the crowd really got going. After Bunty had briefly mentioned her work as a schoolteacher, she made an unexpected announcement.

			“And I also wanted to let you know—I’m soon to be married!” she said. “To that man over there.”

			I followed Bunty’s pointing finger to find…the Baron?!

			There was a moment of silence, and then a storm of whoops and cheers broke out. The Baron’s face immediately went crimson. Bunty and the Baron! I never would have guessed. In fact, I almost suspected they were going to yell, “April fools!” But looking from one to the other, it was obvious it was no prank.

			Once all the guests had introduced themselves, I sidled over to Bunty. There was a whole heap of things I wanted to ask her, but first, congratulations were in order.

			“Congratulations,” I whispered.

			“Thank you! I’m so grateful to you, Poppo,” she said.

			“Why? I didn’t do anything.”

			“You did! You managed to get back that letter I had posted. That changed my life. If it had been delivered, I don’t know what would have happened. I might have gone ahead and married someone I didn’t love.”

			Bunty didn’t drink, or so I thought—but looking at her face right now, I’d have believed her if she’d told me she’d had a glass or two.

			“Oh, I see…” I said. “But anyway—you and the Baron! I can’t believe it, I had no idea! Since when have you two been seeing each other?” Even I was starting to feel butterflies. It was a long time since I’d got all enthused chatting about romance.

			“Well, after the Seven Lucky Gods walk, I suppose. When it started raining and we all parted ways at Hachiman-sama. But the very beginning was when I met you in the bar that time, Poppo.”

			“In the bar?” I said, puzzled. I couldn’t think what she was referring to.

			“You know, after the big typhoon and all that rain. You were there in the bar in your wellies,” Bunty said.

			“Oh yes, I remember! That’s right—I was there with the Baron.”

			“Yes. And in fact, I was secretly jealous of you. I was thinking, Who’s that nice man Poppo’s with?”

			“Oh, were you?! So when we did the Seven Lucky Gods pilgrimage, that was your second time meeting him…And then the two of you went off to Inamuragasaki hot springs afterward, didn’t you?”

			“Yes. And on the way there, we got talking about this and that—and before I knew it, I was falling in love. I must have a weakness for these gruff, rough-and-ready types.”

			“So was it you who told him your feelings first?” I asked, and Bunty nodded like a little girl, her eyes moist.

			“You just never know what’s going to happen in life, Poppo,” she said, her expression brimming with assuredness. And she was right. In fact, if you could predict everything, life would be dull, without a doubt.

			“Well, I hope you’ll be very happy together!” I said. I still couldn’t quite imagine Bunty and the Baron as husband and wife, but perhaps they were actually a good match. The Baron was definitely quite a bit older than she was, and he had been married before, so I was sure there would be a few bumps in the road. But encountering someone to love and live alongside—what could be happier than that?

			“It turned out to be such a nice hanami, didn’t it?” I said to Madame Barbara that evening as we tidied up. Most of the guests had gone home by now, and QP was asleep on a cushion; she had dropped off partway through the party, tired out from being surrounded by adults all day. We sorted the rubbish and cleared away the dirty dishes quietly, so as not to wake her.

			“You know, when you get to my age, every single day is an adventure. There’s just no end to the fascinating things that happen,” Madame Barbara murmured almost to herself, as she gathered up the disposable wooden chopsticks.

			“It was a real luxury, enjoying a drink, looking up at the beautiful flowers,” I said. I felt as though a sparkling, cherry-blossom-pink raiment had been draped over my shoulders. Madame Barbara and I both had our eyes fixed on the drooping blossom-covered branches. Already the light was beginning to fade. In the sky, layers of pink and dark blue blended into one another, their hues like the finest cocktail.

			“I’ve just been so happy recently, I almost feel sad somehow,” said Madame Barbara quietly.

			“Today really made me glad I was born in Kamakura. Thank you, Madame Barbara. I’m lucky to have you as my neighbor,” I said. Normally it was difficult to express these words of gratitude, even if I was thinking them, but this seemed like a good opportunity.

			“It’s been an absolute delight to have such a sweetie like you for a friend too, Poppo,” said Madame Barbara.

			Just then, a breeze wafted in from the forest at the back, stirring the trailing branches of the cherry tree. I felt as though a god had stretched out a hand and gently brushed my cheek.

			

			—

			Two weeks later, I was invited out on a date.

			“I have something I want to ask you,” QP’s father announced, a serious look on his face. At first I was worried something bad had happened. It was a Saturday afternoon, and I had closed up the stationery shop and gone to his café for a late lunch.

			“Will you come with me on a reconnaissance mission?” QP’s father said as he got my change out of the till.

			“A reconnaissance mission?” I said. It wasn’t exactly what I’d expected.

			“I want to know what sort of curry they’re serving at the other cafés. It’s kind of embarrassing, but some of those places are quite upmarket, and I feel a bit awkward going in on my own…So I wondered whether you would come with me? I know there are quite a few curry places in Kamakura—and I want to compete, you see.”

			Sure enough, I was the only customer in the café today, just like the last time I’d visited. It was a bit out of the way, of course, that was probably partly why. But at this rate his business wasn’t going to succeed.

			“All right then,” I said. “We can do a curry crawl of the whole town, for research. And then you can cook up a delicious curry to take on the best of them!”

			A year ago, I would probably have felt awkward and declined his invitation. I would have been focussing all my efforts on my own shop, and wouldn’t have had room for anything like this. But now, things were different. I couldn’t explain exactly what was different, or how—but there had been a definite change.

			“Thank you so much! It’ll be a huge help,” QP’s father said, bowing his head. QP had been hiding behind the till, quietly listening to our conversation, and now she peeped her head out to cheer her father on.

			“Daddy, you get to go on a date with Poppo!”

			“It’s not a date, QP,” her father frantically chided, but QP just kept saying it over and over again until I started to feel embarrassed too, as though he really had invited me on a date.

			

			—

			Caraway was well known for having been around for years, and Oxymoron was popular with the young people. If you went in the direction of Hase there was Woof Curry, and if you changed tack somewhat then there were even curry buns from Russia-Tei. And there were enough restaurants in the Ōmachi part of town—not that I could remember all of their names—that you could easily go out for a proper Indian curry every week.

			I told all this to QP’s father some days later, and we decided to begin our campaign at Oxymoron. This was the café he seemed most interested in, but also most intimidated by.

			“I got to the top of these stairs before, but the place felt so stylish I couldn’t make myself open the door, and in the end I chickened out,” he told me.

			We had turned up on a Sunday evening, aiming to arrive just before last orders, so it was fairly quiet. We took a table by the window so we’d have a good view. QP sat opposite me, her dad beside her.

			Looking at the two of them sitting across from me, it was abundantly clear they were biological father and daughter—both of them had the same spacing between their eyes, the same thick eyelashes, the same supple cheeks, which seemed to be inviting me to just reach out and poke them.

			As I was lost in thought surveying the two of them, QP’s dad handed me the menu.

			“What would you like?”

			“Hmm…Maybe I’ll have the Japanese-style keema curry today,” I said, still debating. “What about you, Morikage?”

			It was the first time I had called him by his surname. QP’s real name was Haruna Morikage, and her given name, Haruna, was written with the kanji for “sunshine” and “leafy greens”: 陽菜 But in the end, I couldn’t imagine calling her anything other than QP.

			“Well, seeing as it’s my first time here, I’ll go for a standard chicken curry. What about you, QP?” said Morikage.

			“Pudding!” QP yelled.

			“Shh, quietly. You promised to be good today, didn’t you?” her father warned, and it was adorable the way QP immediately piped down. “I’ll give you some of my rice, and then if you eat that, you can have a custard pudding afterward, okay? Promise?” Morikage said, and QP nodded energetically.

			We ordered our food and then, as we were waiting for it to arrive, QP got some origami paper out of her own little rucksack and eagerly began to fold it.

			“She’s used to waiting. She has been ever since she was little,” Morikage said. As QP tussled with the paper, her gaze steady, her father stroked her head with feeling. QP continued with her origami, paying no heed at all.

			I see…I remembered when QP had shown me how to give myself a cuddle when I felt lonely, and I had slowly opened my eyes to find her stroking my head. So that was why she had done it. Because that was what her father was doing for her.

			Once all of our food had arrived, we said “Itadakimasu” in unison, in thanks for the meal. Morikage asked for a little bowl for QP, so he could give her some of his rice, and I transferred some of my rice into her bowl, too. A platter of purple cabbage coleslaw, marinated beans and carrot salad was placed down in the middle of the table, and we shared it between us. The only other diners were a young couple, and through the window the evening sun shone so brightly it was dazzling.

			I hadn’t had the Japanese-style keema curry for a while, but it was as good as ever. It was made with a whole medley of spices, and had a proper kick to it that jolted my inner eye right open.

			“Would you like to try some of the keema?” I said, offering my plate to Morikage.

			“Oh, thanks,” he said, and scooped some up with his spoon. “Would you like to try the chicken?” he offered, covering his mouth with a hand.

			“All right, just a spoonful.” I took a little of the chicken curry from Morikage’s bowl. Morikage was chewing slowly, as though thoroughly exploring the taste, and jotting something down in the notepad he had brought with him. QP seemed to have taken a liking to the carrot salad, and was steadily munching her way through it.

			On any other day I would have come here alone, ordered for one, eaten alone, paid the bill alone, and left the restaurant having barely spoken to anyone. That was just what I was used to. But now here I was, eating dinner with Morikage and QP. The curry must have tasted the same as always, and yet it seemed to satisfy my stomach in a different way when I had someone else to eat it with.

			There were only a few marinated beans left on the plate. Everyone was avoiding taking the last ones, but it seemed a waste to leave them, so I finished them off. Morikage got out a special handkerchief for QP and scrubbed vigorously at her mouth.

			“Oww!” QP turned her head the other way.

			“Come on, we’ve got to give your face a proper wipe,” Morikage said, wearing an expression of utmost seriousness as he turned the reluctant QP’s face in his direction and set to it with the hankie. As I watched the two of them, some ordinarily dormant part of my heart was woken with a sharp pinch, and I felt something rising up from deep inside my chest. Don’t start crying, I told myself, not now—but then QP was saying, “Daddy too,” and taking the hankie from Morikage and doing her very best to scrub at his mouth in turn, and I couldn’t take it anymore. I stealthily turned away so that the two of them wouldn’t see, and pretended to be looking out of the window into the spreading crimson sky.

			The sunset was blazing so fiercely it seemed as if the sky would burn right up and turn to ash. I certainly hadn’t expected to end up in tears this evening, and I didn’t even have my own handkerchief with me. I stretched out the sleeve of my shirt and used it to wipe away my tears. Thank goodness I’d worn a long-sleeved top today.

			I just couldn’t help bringing everything back to my relationship with my predecessor. When I tried to dig out a happy memory of her it was the unhappy ones that would come barreling out uninvited, never giving the good memories a look-in. I was jealous of Morikage and QP for the way they could behave so closely with each other without holding back.

			Eventually, QP’s custard pudding arrived. I realized that the young couple from earlier had gone, and we were the only ones left in the restaurant.

			“Pudding!”

			QP was obviously very fond of custard pudding, and her eyes shone as she speared her spoon into the pale, jiggly dessert.

			“How is it, QP? Is it tasty?” I asked, and she beamed contentedly by way of an answer.

			When QP had got through about two-thirds of the pudding, she suddenly lifted her gaze and looked from Morikage to me and back again. Then she scooped up a generous spoonful and slowly maneuvered the spoon toward Morikage.

			“Daddy, say aah.”

			Then it was my turn to be offered the spoon. “Poppo, say aah too,” QP said, feeding me some of her pudding in the same way. I was sure she must really have wanted to eat the whole thing herself, and I felt my heart respond again to her unvarnished kindness.

			“Is it tasty?” QP said, and I nodded my head, desperately fighting to keep my emotions in check. I was almost sorry to swallow it, really. I just wanted to savor it forever.

			“It was delicious, thank you,” I said. The pudding, silky and sweet, seemed to me to be just like QP herself.

			I had planned to split the bill with Morikage, but he ended up paying it all in return for me coming along with him. I thanked him, only for him to thank me instead.

			At six o’clock on a Sunday evening, Komachi Street was predictably quiet. The three of us fell naturally into line, walking along side-by-side, holding hands with QP in the middle.

			“You can feel free to ignore this if you like, but this is actually my first date in a while,” Morikage said all of a sudden. I glanced at him in surprise. “Oh—sorry,” he said. “Maybe I’m being a bit free with the word ‘date’?”

			“No, that’s alright. You know, girls often go on dates with their friends, too,” I said.

			I felt as though I didn’t want to walk too fast. QP had taken hold of my hand without any hesitation, and I wanted to keep her hand clasped in mine.

			“Would you like a coffee or something? I’ll get it this time, as a thank-you for the curry,” I suggested.

			“That would be nice.” Morikage’s answering voice sounded gentle to my ears.

			We turned the corner, ordered two coffees in a café and drank them sitting outside. A rickshaw-puller passed by in front of us with an empty rickshaw, having finished up work for the day. I didn’t want to let go of QP, so I had paid for the coffees one-handed and was holding my cup in my free right hand. Was Morikage still holding hands with her too? He had his coffee cup in his left. On his ring finger was a slender ring.

			“What I was saying earlier…” said Morikage, as he drank his coffee. “I never thought I would go out somewhere with a woman again in my life.” His voice was quiet, as though there were no one there to hear. I leaned in to listen.

			“My wife’s death was so sudden I had no idea what to do. For days afterward, I thought me and my daughter should just die—it was all I could think about. I couldn’t muster up the will to do anything. We spent whole days inside in the dark, with me just vacant. It was utter neglect, though it horrifies me to think about it now. And then, one day, I looked at QP and saw she had got hold of a squeezy bottle of mayonnaise, and she was sucking on it. It was all over her mouth—all over her face, actually. And it really gave me a jolt. I thought, I can’t go on like this.

			“QP was only one when her mum passed away, so I don’t think she remembers her. But even now, she still goes to sleep at night holding on to a mayonnaise bottle. Maybe she’s connecting it with the idea of her mother, in some way. Just a child, but she was doing her best to get through it—and seeing that made me realize that I have to be brave too, as her parent. So I thought, for QP’s sake, I’d fulfill the dream my wife and I shared.”

			“What was the dream?” I said.

			“She wanted us to open a café together someday.”

			“Was she from Kamakura herself?”

			“No, neither of us have any connection to the town. But Kamakura was where we came on our first date, and we both really fell in love with the place. It’s not far from Tokyo, but it feels so different, doesn’t it? We had this hazy wish that once we had a child, we would move here someday.”

			“Oh, I see…Did your wife pass away of an illness?” I asked. I was a little hesitant to pry, but I wanted to be aware of the situation.

			“She was stabbed from behind with a knife, in a random attack. She had gone with QP to the supermarket.”

			“I’m sorry…” I said, embarrassed to have asked such a tactless question.

			So that was why when I’d taken QP to Union she had wanted to get out of the supermarket straight away. Even if she had no conscious memory of the incident, maybe her body still recalled the terror of that time. I remembered looking down at her, seeing her face in profile as she gripped my hand so fiercely it almost hurt, and my chest felt tight.

			“It’s all right, those are the facts. It’s over now,” said Morikage.

			Even if there’d been some logical reason for his wife’s death, I supposed it wouldn’t necessarily have made Morikage feel any better. But to have your precious family torn apart by a total stranger, completely out of the blue, when you’d done nothing to deserve it…What was he supposed to do with his anger?

			QP, sitting between us, had started to doze off.

			“Shall we walk a little more?” Morikage rose to his feet.

			“Piggyback.” QP’s hand slipped softly out of mine, and she held out her arms to her father. He made to shift his rucksack round to his front, but I offered to carry it for him instead.

			“Thanks,” he said, and then he hoisted QP onto his back and stood up, and we set off in the direction of the level crossing.

			“How much does she weigh right now?” I asked.

			“About fifteen kilos, I think?”

			I looked up at QP, riding on Morikage’s back, and saw that she was firmly in the Land of Nod. Every time she seemed about to slip down, Morikage would stop and hitch her up again. As I watched them, a memory teased at the corner of my mind.

			While we waited for a train to pass at the level crossing, I said, “There’s somewhere I’d like to go—is that all right? It’s not far.”

			“Of course,” said Morikage.

			We crossed the level crossing and then headed up the street in the direction of Kita-Kamakura. The sun had set completely by now, and here and there stars were twinkling in the night sky. The cherry blossoms had scattered, and now it was the young leaves that were beautiful.

			“Here we are,” I said.

			“Jufuku-ji Temple…” said Morikage. “I haven’t been here before.”

			“It was founded by Masako. I haven’t visited for a long time.”

			“Who’s Masako?”

			“Oh—I mean, Masako Hōjō, of the Hōjō clan. My grandmother used to just call her Masako, like she’d known her personally. I must have picked up the habit,” I said. I had used the word “grandmother” thinking Morikage wouldn’t understand if I called her my predecessor.

			We passed through the main gate. Before us the paved stone path continued at a gentle incline toward the middle gate, which was as far as visitors were permitted to go.

			“It’s nice here,” said Morikage. “It feels soothing.”

			The stone path was flanked by dense foliage, the trees’ roots covered in spongy moss. I had a sudden urge to stop in my tracks and take a deep breath in. The fresh leaves budding at the tip of each twig looked like a multitude of candles, casting their twinkling, newborn lights out into the darkness of evening.

			Morikage walked slowly toward the middle gate, still piggybacking QP. I followed him, a step behind.

			“I remembered something just now, seeing you carrying QP like that,” I said. Morikage stayed silent, waiting for me to continue.

			“It was my grandmother who brought me up. She was incredibly strict. I mean, almost all the memories I have of that time are painful ones. But just a moment ago—” To my surprise, I found tears coursing down my cheeks. But I carried on. “Just a moment ago, I remembered. I remembered that she carried me on her back, too. Here, in this place.”

			That was all I said, and yet as soon as I had finished, I found myself sinking down into a crouch right there on the path. I wasn’t even sure why I was crying so hard. But the tears just kept welling up without end, overflowing and spilling down my face.

			“Here, you can use this if you like. I don’t know how clean it is, though.” Morikage handed me a handkerchief, and I caught a whiff of curry. It was the hankie he had used earlier to wipe a protesting QP’s mouth. Looking closer, I saw that it had “QP” embroidered in the corner—and the letters were back to front, just like QP’s mirror writing. What a kind, gentle father Morikage was.

			“I’m sure that being strict was the only way your grandmother could express her affection for you,” he said.

			He was probably right. But I had been left with these feelings smoldering away inside me, and no way of dealing with them.

			I straightened up and began walking again toward the middle gate. In my hand I clutched QP’s handkerchief, damp with tears. When I reached the gate, I spun round.

			“This is where you get the very best view of the place.”

			I could smell the night, could sense the rich breath expelled by living creatures. This was the place in Kamakura that my predecessor had loved the most.

			“Poppo, shall I piggyback you?” I heard Morikage say.

			QP had climbed down from her father’s back and was standing on her own two feet, gazing away down the path, wide-eyed. Had I been about her age, back when I’d come here? No, I might even have been younger.

			“Maybe it’ll help you remember some more,” said Morikage.

			“That’s all right, I’ve already remembered enough.”

			“You might as well let me, now that you’re here. As a thanks for coming with me today.”

			I came back down to reality with a bump. Did he know how much I weighed, for a start? He had struggled enough carrying QP, and she was only fifteen kilograms.

			But Morikage was already on standby, crouching down on the ground. As I looked at his back, a feeling flickered through my heart. The feeling that maybe it was all right to let myself accept this from him.

			“Okay, but please don’t overdo it. I mean it, just a few steps is fine,” I said.

			I leaned my weight against his back, and a few moments later, the world expanded outward.

			And sure enough, this was a view I had seen before. I must have been reasonably heavy when I was a child, too—and yet my predecessor had walked down this stone path with me on her back because she had wanted to show me this sight.

			“It’s all right, you know,” Morikage said from below me, in a voice soft enough to melt into the spring night. The leaves above us were silent, listening in to our conversation. “I mean, it’s impossible not to have regrets. I should have done this, I shouldn’t have said that…I spent so long dwelling on those things. But then one day, I realized—or rather, QP taught me—that instead of always going after the things you’ve lost, it’s better to treasure what you have left. The things you have in your hands right now. And,” Morikage continued, “if someone has carried you on their back, then next time around, you carry somebody else. My wife carried me through time and time again. That’s why I’m able to carry you now. It’s enough, you know.”

			Was Morikage crying? I couldn’t see his face from up here. In QP’s hand was a wild flower she must have picked from somewhere.

			“Thank you. I think this memory might be enough for me, for the rest of my life,” I said—to Morikage, and to my predecessor, though she was no longer in this world. I wanted my words to reach them both.

			

			—

			After parting ways with Morikage and QP, I went home and brewed some kyōbancha. Steam came wafting up as I filled three cups from the teapot. I placed one before the photo of my predecessor, and one before Aunt Sushiko. Then I rang the bell and put my palms together.

			I would never see my predecessor or Aunt Sushiko again. I had been harboring some faint wisp of hope that maybe I would encounter them someday and we could do things over. But this evening, seeing Morikage, I had understood that it was impossible. My predecessor was gone, and now I too had to take a step forward.

			I sat down in the kitchen, my own cup of tea in front of me. An orange glow came from the hallway of Madame Barbara’s house, just like every other evening. Soon the hydrangeas would be putting forth their buds.

			Madame Barbara never had deadheaded last year’s flowers, in the end. The old withered hydrangeas still stood there, their globe-like flower heads preserved on dry stalks.

			Once I had drunk the last of my tea, I got out my writing box and brought it to the kitchen table. From inside I took out a fountain pen.

			This was the Waterman pen my predecessor had given me to celebrate me starting senior high school. Lewis Edson Waterman was a New York insurance salesman who invented a new fountain pen that let the ink out at a steady rate. The one I had been given was the Le Man 100, released to celebrate the hundredth anniversary of Waterman’s invention.

			I let out a sigh at the pen’s dignified beauty, the black body with its attractive gold accents. At some point in the past, I had put this pen down and avoided ever picking it up again. I knew you were meant to use fountain pens regularly to keep them writing beautifully, yet I had turned away from this one, neglecting it for years.

			“I’m sorry,” I said, closing my hand around the fountain pen and stroking it gently. As I rubbed it, little by little it began to warm up. Perhaps it’s cold, I thought, and I breathed onto it, imploring the pen to wake from its long slumber. When I removed the cap, the nib glinted gold.

			That couldn’t be right. And yet a thorough inspection of the nib showed that it was free of ink. I had no memory of having cleaned the pen myself, so I could only imagine that my predecessor must have done it for me. Had the fountain pen been waiting patiently all this time for the day when I picked it up with a fresh heart?

			I opened the lid of the ink bottle and drew up the blue-black ink. The words that had been immobilized, frozen solid, were straining to break free. I was sure it was thanks to Morikage. It was his warm breath that had thawed the ice.

			I wanted to write a long letter. A letter to none other than my predecessor.

			
				To: Kashiko Amemiya

				Grandma,

				In the end, I never once managed to call you that. But now and again, in my head, I did refer to you in that affectionate way.

				Every year when spring came, we walked the Dankazura path toward Hachiman-sama, admiring the cherry blossoms. You never spared a glance round at me—you were so absorbed in looking up at the flowers. What was running through your mind back then? I was never able to reach out, to lightly touch your hand as you walked half a pace ahead of me. But in that, I think, we were the same.

				In the many letters you wrote to Shizuko in Italy, you painted an unvarnished picture of me. Within those words was a version of you I didn’t know. You were thinking of me every minute of every day. Worrying, hurting, sorrowing…I never thought you did any of those things—but I was wrong. You were always worrying, always hurting, always sorrowing. Immature as I was, I never imagined that beneath your mask there was an anxious woman struggling so hard with life, just like me.

				Recently, I’ve found myself recalling the taste of the caramel you used to give me—the caramel you made by sitting the tin of condensed milk on top of the heater. Do you remember? To be honest, I had forgotten all about it until a chance event brought it back to me. Now the taste of that caramel is always with me, and occasionally when I’m feeling down, its sweetness gives me strength.

				You were always waiting for me to come back, weren’t you? Even when you fell ill and went into hospital. But I was convinced you never wanted to see my face again.

				It was winter when you passed away. Aunt Sushiko contacted me, and I headed back to Kamakura as fast as I could. But when I arrived at the station, I suddenly felt afraid, and I couldn’t take another step.

				I know this is only an excuse. But I just couldn’t believe in a world without you in it. I didn’t want to acknowledge that you could be dead.

				But I regret it now. I should have been there at your funeral, to gather up your bones and put them in the urn myself. If I had seen you and said a proper goodbye, maybe I wouldn’t have been left feeling suspended in limbo.

				I’m writing to you now because I want, more than anything, to tell you that I’m sorry.

				Soon, the hydrangeas will be flowering in Kamakura. But I’ve learned that it’s not just the flowers (or to be more precise, the sepals) that are beautiful. That’s something Madame Barbara next door has taught me. She didn’t deadhead her hydrangeas even when we were well into summer, but left them standing all through the winter.

				Up until then, I had always thought hydrangeas looked shabby when they wilted. But it’s not true. The withered flowers have an uplifting beauty of their own. And I’ve discovered that it’s not just the flowers that are lovely, but the leaves and the branches, the roots, even the insect-bitten remains of the plant—everything.

				And so I’m certain that in our relationship, too, there was never a single season that didn’t have some meaning. That’s what I want to believe.

				On my way home earlier, Morikage—that’s the father of my pen friend—asked me if we could see more of each other. There’s a chance that like you, I might make the decision to bring up a child I didn’t give birth to.

				The garden at Jufuku-ji Temple was beautiful. You lifted me up and carried me, a grizzling child, so you could show me that place. For the first time in a long while, I remembered how it felt resting against the warmth of your back, and I cried.

				Thank you. Those are the words I couldn’t say to you at the time. I’m sending them to you now.

				You always told me that writing is life itself.

				This is the best I can manage for now. But I know, without a doubt, that this is my writing. I’ve finally found it.

				I wish for your happiness, up there in heaven with Aunt Sushiko.

				From Hatoko

				P.S. I’ve become a scribe, just like you. And I’ll live as a scribe for the rest of my days.
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			The moment I put down the fountain pen, the strength drained from my body like the tide ebbing away from the shore. Leaving the letter laid out on the kitchen table, I got up and shuffled over to the sofa like a sleepwalker. Sleep came quickly.

			In my dream, I stood upon a bridge.

			Beside me was my predecessor. Even without looking, I could tell it was her. And there were other people I knew gathered together on the bridge too. Could that be QP holding my hand? And Morikage beside her? There was Madame Barbara, and Aunt Sushiko. The Baron and Bunty, in matching striped shirts. And behind me—was that Mai and her family? And Lady Calpis, and her granddaughter, Little Kokeshi…

			And there, standing a little way off, was a woman I surely couldn’t know, and yet she seemed so familiar…It had to be her. My mother. The woman who had brought me into the world.

			The bridge was the one that crossed the Nikaidō, not far from my house. The little river burbled away to itself cheerfully as it rippled by below. And then someone pointed down at the water with an Oh! of surprise, and at that moment, a tiny light floated through the dusky air.

			A firefly. Of course—every year, fireflies danced above the stream. The crowd of people gathered on the little bridge were watching them.

			Oh! Someone raised their voice again.

			The fireflies drifted with leisurely grace, dancing up and down, back and forth. We all just stood there quietly, gazing at the faint lights. Nothing else—and yet I felt such a deep sense of happiness.

			When I opened my eyes, for a moment I couldn’t tell whether it had been real or a dream. I felt as though I might have stood on that bridge and watched the fireflies with my predecessor—but then again, maybe I hadn’t. It didn’t seem to matter either way. In my mind, I could still see the traces of those little lights, illuminating the darkness.

			One day, I would write a letter to my mother, too. I felt as though that was what my predecessor would want. I was sure it wasn’t too late.

			Through the window, the sky was just beginning to lighten. At Hachiman-sama, the lotuses would be flowering in the Genpei Pond any day now.

			The letter to my predecessor was still there on the table where I had left it. I folded it up and slipped it into an envelope. Outside, the birds chirped away merrily to each other, pecking at the last traces of the night.
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