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Rosin

THIS PLACE … IT’S ABUZZ WITH voices – whispers, murmurs. I can’t even tell where I am … It’s dark … But there’s something – someone, many someones – around me. I can feel it. There’s no mistaking it. Whispering and murmuring.

Is this … what I think it is?

So, this is how it feels.

I’m dead, aren’t I? I think. I’m pretty sure of that, at least.

I never thought, not even for a moment, that my life would end in my forties. I have all sorts of lingering regrets. I would be lying if I said I don’t.

But if this is how it’s got to be … I have no choice but to accept it.

I did what I could. And it took everything.

I must just accept it.

What more can I do?

But – that low, whispering, murmuring sound! All I want is a bit of peace!

So now I can see a little better. No wonder it’s all so noisy. There are countless presences, essences, things that were once living people. Thronging about, writhing, twisting. Luminous forms, all saying something out loud.

And one of them … one of them is coming towards me now.

Huh? What’s that? I can’t hear you properly.

I can see fingers, taking hold of something, pointing to it. This thing, or person, seems to be telling me to look at something.

Is that … lettering? I think it is … Wait …

I peer at it, straining to make out the words.

‘Officer for …’

Officer? Are you going to impose some sort of control, or punishment, or rule on me … now? Here, of all places?

Please, no … I haven’t done anything bad!

There I go again. That same, tired refrain. How many times have those words come back to me, in one form or another?

Why did this happen to me? Why did I fall ill? Why can’t I get better? I’ve never done anything bad! Not a thing!

How many times have I wept burning tears saying such things – and drawn tears from others, too?

Yet … what did I mean, when I said them? And how did I know, one way or the other? Good, bad … The very concepts of good and evil feel meaningless, after all I’ve been through … Why did I obsess like that, over-thinking, always dwelling on the worst?

But then again, even with everything I know now, I still don’t know how I should have taken it. And really, I’m too tired to wonder any more.

At any rate, it’s all in the past. My life is done.

I let my bodiless self float on the air, hoping for some distance from the murmurings.

But then, suddenly something caught hold of me.

‘Just a minute.’

That name tag again. Why are you following me? What do you want? You’re not going to try to put me away, are you? Why – when I’ve done nothing bad?

Fine. Do what you must. Nothing can scare me now.

‘Would you mind telling me what you want to put me away for?’ I asked defiantly.

‘Put you away? Don’t be silly. You haven’t even read what’s written here.’

A white hand fluttered back and forth in front of the name tag.

Scrutinizing the letters, I now saw:

Officer for Assigning Objects to Lost Souls.

‘Oh. But I don’t understand. “Officer for Assigning Objects to Lost Souls”? What does that mean?’

‘Well, I assign “hauntable islands”.’

I became aware that as the … whatever it was … spoke, a little hole opened in the otherwise totally smooth and featureless face.

‘It’s my job to ask you about what you would like to cling to. I am correct, aren’t I, in saying you are … searching for an “island”?’

‘An island …’

‘You know the metaphor? For “recourse”, or “help”? An island to cling to? I can give you the opportunity to attach yourself to an object in the land of the living. To belong to a belonging, if you will – until you feel more comfortable with … what’s happened.’

‘An object …’

‘Yes. Whatever you think might be suitable. You’ll have the chance to be in the world once again. It might really perk you up, you know. Only – you can’t become anything sentient. Sentient things already house souls. Of course, I don’t wish to force you to do anything, but …’

The face was once again a featureless blank.

‘OK, I’ll do it. Wait, though. I need to think.’

My thoughts turned to the home where I’d lived, with Shinji, my husband, and Yoichi, my son. A small house with a green roof, bought with a thirty-five-year loan. The soft rhythm of our days – Shinji and I sleeping in the tatami room downstairs, while Yoichi slept in his room upstairs. I never imagined it would all slip away so quickly.

In the hospital, I began to sense that my illness was one people didn’t recover from. But I held on to hope. I would gaze out of the window of my ward and dream of returning to that small, quiet life. Even as pain racked my body and sweat soaked my skin, I thought about my home.

I wonder how the two of them are doing now? Shinji lived alone for many years before we married, so he was good at taking care of things around the house. While I was ill, he reassured me everything was under control, and Yoichi was helping him out.

Yoichi. Always such a good boy …

Speaking of which, it can’t be long till the final match of his junior high softball tournament. I wonder how far his team has got? I remember telling him, even when I was at death’s door, ‘I’m going to come and watch you play. So train hard, won’t you? Give it your all!’

Give it your all …

I should have been more careful with my words. I didn’t keep that promise to watch him play. And he was always being told he had to ‘give it his all’ – he was an ace pitcher. But as his mother, I should have been the one person to tell him: ‘Don’t stress. Just do your best.’

I remember how, during my illness, my own mother told me: ‘You can’t die! You have a child!’ It made me feel terrible. But I ended up doing the same thing to Yoichi. Passing on the pressure.

But maybe … maybe if this idea of clinging to an object really works … I could spend a little more time with him. I’d like to watch him and make sure he’s all right, because … he is only fourteen.

‘If I could … see Yoichi …’

‘Yoichi,’ the officer echoed. The hole reappeared in the face.

‘I’d like to be close to Yoichi … To spend time by his side.’

‘That sounds eminently doable. By Yoichi, you mean your son, I presume? So you’ll want to settle in something he sees every day. What would that be? Please be specific.’

‘Hmm …’

One by one, I sifted through Yoichi’s things in my mind. The bag he took to school, his lunch box, his pencil case, his uniform, his cap, his bat, his glove, his shoes, his socks …

They were all dark-coloured. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. And he liked to hold on to things for as long as possible, till they fell apart. Did I really want to embed myself in one of his worn-out possessions?

In a way, yes, but then again …

A faded old glove and shabby old shoes would remind me of my own physical state during those last days in hospital. I knew I was dead, but I didn’t want to live through that ever again, so to speak, if I could possibly help it …

‘I don’t think it would need to be for very long …’ I said, hoping for some input. ‘If I could just be with him long enough to see how he does in the final round of the junior high softball tournament …’

‘Hmm …’ Two holes suddenly popped open in the face. ‘Maybe you should become something that gets used up. Something he needs during the game.’

Something that gets used up … I considered this, trying to picture the scene of a softball match.

‘Oh, I’ve thought of something! That stuff – what do you call it? The fine white powder the pitcher rubs on his hands before he throws. The stuff he slaps between his palms …’

‘I think you’re referring to what’s called “rosin powder”?’

‘Yes! That’s what I want to become.’

‘It’s usually kept in a loosely woven cotton bag. All right – so you’ll be rosin powder in a rosin bag. Quite a bit of it tends to fly up into the air when it’s used, so once more than half of it’s gone, you won’t be able to reside in it any more. When that happens, you’ll disappear from the world of the living. No more sticking around.’

‘I understand. It’s for the best – for him, and for me. Best not to hang around too long. The longer I’m with him, the harder it will be to leave.’

‘Mm.’ The two holes closed for a moment. ‘It’s good to let go. All right, now there are just a few steps I need to follow, and you’ll be able to settle into the rosin powder Yoichi is using in the softball tournament.’

The officer made a quick rubbing movement with her palms, producing a thin, semi-translucent sheet of paper.

‘This is the Note of Agreement. Just breathe over its surface.’

‘What? Don’t you need me to stamp it with a seal?’

The dark hole in the officer’s face curled upwards.

‘I don’t think you can have such a thing on you, do you? Not now?’

‘Oh, of course. Well, here goes …’

On the piece of semi-translucent paper, I saw the words ‘Yoichi Rosin Softball Match Tournament’ picked out in shimmering letters. I took as big a breath as I could, and slowly blew out air, making sure it covered all the words written on the sheet. As I exhaled, I felt myself quickly reducing in size.

When I came to, I was lying on the bare earth, under a blazing summer sky. A hand descended swiftly towards me, making me flinch in surprise. In the next moment, I found myself resting on the palm of Yoichi’s hand. His other hand quickly came down right on top of me.

A couple of light pats to dust off the excess powder. Biff, boff.

Some of me rose up, scattering into the air.

As I drifted away, I caught a glimpse of Yoichi’s profile. That familiar expression. He looked tense and upset, as if he was about to cry. This was typical of him when he was under pressure. He’d been like this since he was very small.

Even though Yoichi was a little bigger physically than the others on his team, as his mother I knew that mentally he was much frailer. He took everything to heart.

Yoichi could run faster than anyone else, and he was the fastest pitcher, too. So everyone kept pressuring him to do his best. And because Yoichi always pushed himself so hard, their encouragement only made him push himself harder. That’s why he always looked on the verge of tears.

Yoichi tossed me down to the ground. I got a brief glimpse of the scoreboard: bottom of the sixth inning, 3–2, two outs, no runners on base.

Yoichi threw the ball. A straight pitch. And fast.

There was the sharp clink of the bat.

Yoichi’s shoe came right down on top of me – hard. It seemed as if he’d conceded a home run. He stood still, watching as the scoreboard switched to 3–3. The catcher sprinted over. He was murmuring something in Yoichi’s ear. This was his best friend, Takuma-kun. I couldn’t catch the words. Yoichi just kept nodding slightly, murmuring, ‘Yup. OK.’

Yoichi … speak up. I need to hear your voice. And more than a few barely audible mutterings …

But in the next moment, Takuma-kun returned to the plate. Yoichi released me from his foot, kicked the dirt lightly, then bent down to get more of me on to his fingers.

Just moments ago, his team had been in the lead, but – from what I could tell – as soon as I arrived, he gave up a home run, and the other team managed to score. Now the teams were tied.

Oh dear. Not what I wanted.

From my position in the bag in his hand, I urged him: Stay steady!

Yoichi placed me down on the ground.

The next batter struck out. I sighed with relief, and during the brief pause between innings, I kept my gaze lifted to the cloudless summer sky. It was so beautiful. Had it always been this way? Just breathtakingly beautiful. A dazzling shade of blue.

Now I was being dusted on to the palms of the opposing pitcher. The smell of his sweat had a different tang.

Some faint traces of me transferred from his fingers to the ball, and the next thing I knew, I was slammed hard into the catcher’s mitt. For a moment, I lost consciousness, scattering like mist. It was Yoichi standing in the batter’s box. Traces of me settled around his shins, then disappeared into nothingness.

The part of me in the rosin bag watched as Yoichi swung at the ball.

I remember that bat: a black one, made of carbon. As I recall, we went to buy it together, at Mizumura Sports in the centre of town. It was a gift for his twelfth birthday. Shortly after that, he shot up, growing taller by about fifteen centimetres, and looking at him now, I think he’s grown even taller.

Yoichi made contact. The ball soared into the sky, describing a perfect U-curve – only to fall straight into the centre fielder’s mitt.

I watched as Yoichi stepped out of the batter’s box, his face cast downward. Who was the next batter going to be? Oh, this guy, Masaharu-kun. I recognized him by his silhouette. He was only fifteen, but tall – 180 centimetres – and packed with muscle. The powerhouse in Yoichi’s team of smaller players.

Go, Masaharu-kun! Hit it! Go for victory!

Fervently, I willed my prayer to come true, lying there, feeling the breeze gently lift me away.

A clean metallic sound rang out, and the white ball sailed through the air.

A home run. Masaharu had redeemed Yoichi’s earlier error.

The next two batters failed to connect with the ball, and Yoichi was back on the pitcher’s mound. His hands were warmer now, much warmer than when I first touched them. I rallied with excitement in his palms. Lots and lots of me scattered in the air.

We were now in the bottom of the seventh and final inning, and the opposing team were up to bat. If Yoichi’s team held on to their lead, they would win. Lying there by Yoichi’s feet, I kept up a steady stream of encouragement.

It’s OK. Keep your cool.

Yoichi made quick work of two batters, striking them out. The crowd responded with applause. One more out, and victory would be his. But the next batter managed to send the ball into play. Yoichi racked up two strikes on the following batter, but on the third pitch, the batter hit the ball outside the play area.

To my shock, Yoichi threw a pitch that hit the fifth batter. He immediately removed his cap and gave a brief bow of apology towards the home plate. The batter took first base. Now, the bases were loaded.

The sixth batter approached the box, strolling with deliberate slowness. I could see his eyes glinting under his black helmet.

If this kid gets a hit, it’ll be a walk-off home run – sealing the win for the entire match!

Yoichi! Stay focused!

I braced myself for the familiar look on Yoichi’s face: tense and unhappy. But instead, a faint smile flickered across his lips. He and the catcher, Takuma-kun, were exchanging signals. Yoichi gave a slight nod, acknowledging the plan. He stooped down and took a pinch of me between his fingers. He shut his eyes, summoning his concentration, then slapped me hard into the palm of his other hand. I sprang up, bouncing excitedly into the air.

As I floated upward, I caught a glimpse of the nape of Yoichi’s neck, the line of his hair and a flash of the red belt of his uniform out of the corner of my eye. In the next instant I felt myself cut through by dazzling sunlight, and then everything went blank.

The object I belonged to, the belonging that allowed me to belong to him, had been used up. I no longer belonged to anything.

What just happened! Wait! We’re in the last moments of the match!

Did he win? Or lose?

Oh, but … However it turns out, I don’t think I mind. He pitched a good game. Such great strikes. It was thrilling to watch. And he’ll be fine. I know he will. Thinking for himself, pitching the way he knows best.

My role as a mother has come to an end … But I had those final moments with him – my last in this world. Even if they were brief. I was blessed.

There’s nothing more I need.

Yoichi. This is my last goodbye. I’m on my way now. Going to a place beyond the light of the summer sky.




Triceratops

‘NO WAY! THAT CAN’T BE true!’ I blurted out. ‘I refuse to believe it!’

A hole opened in the face of the white person-like figure – it had announced itself as the Officer for Assigning Objects to Lost Souls – and I heard a long, drawn-out sigh.

‘I know how you must feel. It happened in an instant. It is hard to accept when something like this happens, with no warning. Pretty much everyone who dies in traffic accidents reacts in exactly the same way.’

‘A traffic accident?’

‘At the junction. You were struck by a car making a turn. You were on your bicycle.’

A vague memory flickered – oh yes. My bicycle. I’d had a sudden craving in the night for a bottle of Pilkul, and I’d hopped on my bike to ride to the convenience store. It’d be safer to go by bike at that hour, I thought, because I could make a quick getaway if someone mugged me.

So I’d lost my life because I wanted a probiotic drink?

‘I did look at the traffic lights before I crossed.’

‘You did. You seem to have followed the rules. But the driver didn’t see you when he made that turn. He wasn’t even going particularly fast. The problem was the point of impact. My condolences: you died instantly. But rest easy: the driver didn’t do a hit-and-run. He’s been referred to the prosecutor’s office to be charged with involuntary manslaughter.’

‘Rest easy, you say? Even if the guy gets prosecuted, that’s not going to help me! I’m dead!’

‘Exactly.’ The officer cleared her throat. ‘Which is why I want to offer you a belonging to belong to.’

‘A belonging to belong to?’

‘That’s right. As an Officer for Assigning Objects to Lost Souls, I work day and night to assign objects to anyone who feels a lingering attachment to the world, or who can’t accept their death, or who needs to stay near their loved ones to see how they are coping.’

‘Well, I feel a lingering attachment to the world. I can’t accept that I’m dead, I need to be with my loved one, and I want to see how he’s coping …’

Thoughts of Wataru, the man I married two years ago, flooded over me. My birthday was coming up. We’d promised each other a trip to France. Why, when I was the happiest I’d ever been in my whole life, had I ruined everything, for a bottle of Pilkul!

What on earth can I have been thinking?

I thought I was voicing these words to myself, but that last sentence came out in a shrill scream.

‘Please. Try to remain calm.’ A hand gently covered my clenched fist, which was trembling with anger. The hand was cool, and very slightly damp.

‘I want to be with Wataru.’ My eyes were now full of tears. ‘Let me go back. Let me go back to him.’

‘I will.’ The officer gave a big slow nod. ‘The best solution would be if you inhabited an object Wataru uses on a daily basis. That way, you’ll get to see him. We can’t get you your life back, but you will be able to spend time in his company.’

I thought fondly about all the things that Wataru had. What was he doing now?

If it was morning time now, Wataru would be drinking coffee, out of his favourite cup – the one we bought when we went to the museum that time. The one with a raised design of a triceratops dinosaur embossed on its side.

Wataru had a passion for dinosaurs. ‘And I especially love these horns,’ he would say, running his fingers over the triceratops’s head. He’d rubbed that part of the mug so often, the horns were beginning to get worn away. It was one of his little quirks – he said it every time.

Was he still fondling the cup that way, and coming out with that little quip? And if he was, with nobody there to hear him, it would only make him feel lonelier, wouldn’t it?

‘I want to be Wataru’s triceratops coffee cup.’

‘Ah. Good thinking. He’s still using that cup, you know, every day. Well then, I’ll prepare a Note of Agreement.’

On the semi-transparent piece of paper that the officer drew out from between her hands, I could see three words wavering: ‘Wataru’, ‘Coffee cup’ and ‘Triceratops’. Breathe over the words, she said, and I did exactly that.

No sooner had I finished than I was a coffee cup. Immediately, I felt hands – hands that I knew all too well. Wataru’s hands. Large, with skin that was very slightly rough.

Wataru’s work as an architect meant he frequently used pencils, and the pads of his fingers often had black smudges on them, like tattoos. His forefinger would tickle me when he moved it gently over my little bumpy ridges.

I can feel what you’re doing, Wataru. I may not have a body, any more, but I am melting under your touch …

Inside me, I held some hot instant coffee, and the steam was rising. Wataru lifted me up and put his lips to me. Wataru’s lips: a little dry, but quite full. A kiss like this: I never expected it … I was so happy, I felt I might burst into tears.

Just then, Wataru froze, still holding me on his lips. On my handle, I could feel his fingers were trembling slightly. Pretty soon, in response, I found myself shaking too. Our trembling went on for quite a while, and then I was put back gently on the tabletop.

Wataru? What is it? Are you crying?

Wataru had covered his face with his hands.

Don’t cry. I’m right here. Right here.

Wataru left to go to work, abandoning me – and the coffee.

In the dark apartment, I waited single-mindedly, longing for Wataru to come back home. The light came on. It was Wataru. Welcome home. I tried to transmit this with all my might. Wataru threw me a glance, and swept me up, as if to cradle me, and touched my triceratops’s horns. And then, as if resigned to something, he downed my cold coffee in one decisive gulp.

He’d understood my silent message. I was sure of it.

Once empty, I was put under a stream of hot water and carefully washed. I could feel Wataru’s strong fingers touching every part of me. Pushing right deep inside me, and cleaning away all the coffee stains and smells.

Then I was placed, gently, dripping with water, upside down on the draining board. That spot gave me an unobstructed view of the table where he ate, and the living room, where the sofa was located.

Wataru had meals. Relaxed on the sofa, and watched TV. He was living alone, so I rarely heard him speak. But I could watch him. That was the way I got my kicks.

And every day, he touched me. Because he drank coffee every morning. This was only with his lips and fingers, of course, but with every sip and stroke, I offered myself to him fully. I was so happy. This was the best thing I could have chosen to be. His favourite triceratops cup.

One year passed.

The woman appeared completely out of the blue. Very late one night.

I could see her from my position on the draining board. She was drunk. Wataru, likewise.

‘I’ll sleep on the sofa,’ he said. ‘You can sleep in the bed.’

Wataru! You mean you’ll give our bed – to her?

‘Oh, come on …’ she whined, in a coaxing voice. ‘I want us to sleep together.’

‘Don’t be silly. You’re only here because you missed the last train.’

‘Well, that’s one reason … but …’ She wasn’t drunk at all. I could see from her eyes. They were stone cold sober. ‘I also had another.’

She looked at him steadily. Wataru immediately seemed to focus. He stared back at her. With a look I knew.

Don’t fall for it, Wataru. This woman’s been planning this from the start. She’s after something. She’s a bad woman. I know – I can tell.

I don’t mean to stop you from ever having another girlfriend. But this one isn’t right. Yes, she’s cute, but look at her makeup – way too thick and flashy. She’s nasty. Stop it! No, please! Please! You’ve got to know better …

Desperately, I beamed out my thoughts. But the two of them just left me there on the draining board, and disappeared off into the bedroom, as if they were being drawn in by some inexorable force.

Wataru!

I called his name again and again, there in the dark kitchen. But the two of them spent the whole night in there, right through until morning.

After that, the woman began visiting regularly. Wataru stopped using me to drink his morning coffee. She made sure to pour his coffee into an entirely different cup. I could only sit there, long forsaken, on the draining board, watching as they chatted and laughed together, unable to look away.

As the days passed, the woman got more beautiful, and Wataru’s mood improved. I guess that happens when you get your daily dose of love.

Just one year ago, I was the one gazing at Wataru. And he had been gazing at me.

I was the one sitting there in that chair.

That was my place!

I thought I could take it, but now I can’t. Wataru, drooling over another woman? No way. Hey, you, whatever you’re called. Get off my seat!

What did I do to deserve this? Why am I being punished? All I did was go out in the middle of the night to buy a probiotic drink!

And then they kissed – right there, right in front of me. His hands roamed over her.

Hey! I’m the one who should be feeling those fingers and lips! Oh, must I see this? … Please, not this! It’s a kind of hell! A belonging to belong to? Why did I ever think this was a good idea!

Wataru! If you’re going to keep this up, you might as well smash me against the floor!

But my desperate pleas fell on deaf ears.

One day, the woman came to the apartment with a box tied with a red ribbon.

‘Open it,’ she said to Wataru.

‘How nice.’ Looking pleased, he untied the ribbon, removed the paper and lifted the lid. Inside were a pair of coffee cups made of luxurious Italian porcelain. I caught a glimpse of the brand.

‘Oh …’ He seemed at a loss for words.

‘We can have a delicious cup of coffee together now,’ the woman suggested. ‘You know how the quality of the china can make a huge difference.’

‘Hm.’ Wataru glanced my way. He took the cups out, studying them.

‘Listen,’ the woman began. ‘I’d like to replace all the crockery eventually.’

‘Huh?’ Wataru looked up with a shocked expression.

‘It’s not urgent,’ she continued. ‘I understand your feelings about your late wife. But you know, cups and plates … they’re the stuff of life. The ones you used with her – well, for me, it just hits a raw nerve. Knowing that you used to eat from these things with her … They’re full of memories, aren’t they, and just seeing them makes me feel … like it’s too much.’

‘Yeah. I know what you mean …’ Wataru furrowed his brow.

Wataru! What kind of answer is that? This brazen hussy is saying she’s going to clear out your cupboards completely!

‘Not right away,’ she added. ‘Just little by little. Slowly. And one day, it’ll all be gone.’

Then, out of the blue, there was a tremor. An unusually strong one. The plates and cups in the kitchen cabinet shook, rattling loudly – and I joined in from the draining board. The nails in the board were a little loose, so my rattling got extremely loud.

‘What a noisy cup!’ Wataru chuckled, lifting me off the draining board. He cradled me in his hands. Oh, I sighed … It had been a while since he’d held me like this.

After a short while, the shaking subsided. Wataru placed me gently on the table. He gazed at me. The woman, standing there, stared at me too.

‘Um, I’m sorry to ask this …’ Wataru broke the silence in a quiet voice. ‘But do you mind taking those cups away?’

‘Huh?’ The woman looked at Wataru, disbelief in her eyes.

‘In that earthquake just now, I imagined all the crockery might end up smashed to pieces. And the thought made me quite …’

Wataru trailed off, choking up. The woman remained silent. He tried again, but he was quite overcome.

Finally, he just managed to say: ‘Sorry. I can’t do this.’ Carefully, he put the cups back in their box and replaced the lid. ‘Something feels wrong.’

He did his best to rewrap the box. But he hurried, and the scrunched paper stuck out at odd angles. The red ribbon, now stretched out of shape, didn’t look quite right.

I had a clear view of the woman’s face. As Wataru fumbled with the wrapping, her heavily lined eyes, thick with mascara, widened in shock, and her perfectly defined bright red lips opened and shut in outrage. But no words came out. When Wataru held out the box, she took it.

She looked at him, an angry glint in her eyes: ‘You can’t forget her, can you? Your wife.’

‘Well, it’s not that,’ Wataru mumbled. ‘It’s just that … well … I don’t feel comfortable. I like … this.’

Wataru lifted me up, gripping my handle.

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean, I’ve got a thing about this triceratops,’ Wataru said, a happy look crossing his face. ‘And especially … these three horns.’

For a moment, seemingly stunned, she was silent. Finally, she spoke. Blinking back tears.

‘I think I’m going to leave. I can see I shouldn’t have even tried.’

Picking up the carrier bag with the wrapped box inside it, she bustled towards the hallway. The door slammed shut, followed by the sound of heels tapping as she hurried away.

Wataru gave me a quick rinse under the cold tap and placed me on the draining board. Then he opened the kitchen cabinet and checked his plates and mugs, one by one, inspecting them for cracks.

That was the last we would see of her.

Suddenly, another tremor shook the room. It was weaker, but lasted longer. I rattled away on the draining board, watching Wataru as he steadied the kitchen cabinet. His eyes were looking straight at me. The pair of us gazed at each other. As I shook with the rest of the dishes, I thought: Clackety-clack, I am back.

Wataru? Drinking from a fancy porcelain cup? What a silly idea!

I giggled.

You like me, don’t you, Wataru. You like my three little horns. You’ve got a thing about them, right?

Come here, Wataru. And touch me – right there.




The Blue Thing

READ IT OUT LOUD, SHE’D said, so I did.

‘Hu-n-t-able.’

She held up a long white finger and wiggled it.

‘No. You missed a bit.’

‘Ha-u-n-t-able.’

‘That’s it. Good. Now, sweetie, what would you like to “haunt”?’

‘…?’ Confused, I tilted my head.

‘Hmm.’ Two big, round holes opened in her face. ‘How should I explain it to you? Simply put, you can become something else, if you want. Is there anything you’ve ever wished – really, really hard – that you could be? Try naming one thing.’

‘Something I’d like to be?’

‘Yes. But not anything living.’

‘What about a cat?’

‘Cats are living. They already have something inside them. That won’t work.’

‘Well … how about a pussy willow?’

‘That’s living too. Plants have a kind of soul, you know … It’s a little bit abstract, but it’s there …’

‘But why do I have to turn into something else? What am I doing here?’

‘Well, I told you already, didn’t I? I’m afraid you’ve died.’

‘Oh …’

‘When you die, your body goes away. You know that, don’t you?’

I nodded.

‘So instead of having a body, you can turn into something else. You can belong to that. Belong to a belonging.’

I thought about it. ‘Mm. OK. I’m gonna be the blue thing.’

‘The blue thing?’ The space between the two round black eyes widened gently.

‘Yeah. The blue thing in Grasshopper Park. The one I climb. The really high one!’

‘Grasshopper Park … Let me see.’ She started moving her hands in quick little flicks, as though she was searching for something.

‘Oh … You mean Hatoyama Park?’

‘We call it Grasshopper Park. Because of the grasshoppers. Hop! Hop!’

‘But you say there’s a blue thing? Really really high? Do you mean the jungle gym?’

‘There are bars, too, and a slide, and a sand pit. Oh, and a see-saw! That’s red.’

‘Got it. But you want to be the blue jungle gym, right? Not the see-saw?’

‘Yeah. Because it’s so high. It’s the highest thing in the park! Everyone comes and plays there. Takashi-kun. Sho-kun … Mami-chan … Chii-chan … Ak-kun … Ten-chan …’

In my excitement, I gave a little jump. I was so light, I just zoomed about, flitting and floating – which was fun!

‘Hey, please don’t leap about. Not here. You might find yourself flying off somewhere and getting lost. You might not be able to get back.’

I didn’t want that. I was too excited to be that blue thing. So, I stopped jumping.

‘You really want to be the jungle gym in Hatoyama Park, not something in your home?’

‘I only ever went there with my mummy!’ I said, as loudly as I could, thinking of her. ‘My mummy will come there! I know it!’

‘Well, she may do …’ The mouth crumpled like the edges of a gyoza for a second, then disappeared. A moment later, it was back again.

‘Anyway. I think I’ve got all the details. Hatoyama Park, also known as Grasshopper Park. You want to become the blue thing, the blue jungle gym. I’ll just get all the settings right. OK, it’s done. Now, breathe out over this.’

She pulled a piece of paper from inside her hands. It glowed faintly. I just stared at it, my mouth open.

‘OK. First, just blow. Slowly.’

I took a huge, deep breath.

‘Let it all come out.’

I puckered my lips into a circle and blew gently over the glowing paper. As I did, I felt my soul being pulled quickly somewhere else.

All this light – it’s dazzling!

I shut my eyes tight again.

After a few seconds, I cautiously opened them to find myself in Grasshopper Park. Just like that white person, or thing, or whatever it was, told me, I’d become the blue thing. The tallest thing in the park! I could see everything. Everything.

I heard some little birds. Lots and lots of them singing right up close to me. I’d never heard them like this before.

‘When morning comes, the birds all sing for joy,’ I said aloud. It was a line from the story book my mummy used to read me. She read it so many times, I knew the words by heart.

And it was morning. Early in the morning.

I said it again. ‘When morning comes, the birds all sing for joy.’

A little green bird fluttered down and perched on me.

‘Good morning, little green bird!’ The little bird gave a tiny chirp, then flew away. Overhead, wispy clouds stretched across the sky.

Gradually, the chorus of birds calmed down. Now I heard another voice, happy and chattering. A child in kindergarten uniform came over.

Hiya! Yes, come here! It’s me! The high blue thing.

‘Not there,’ a lady called from the other side of the road. The child hurried back to her, his soft yellow shoulder bag swaying.

That was the same uniform and shoulder bag I used. At the Kodakara Kindergarten.

Yeah, the kindergarten’s over there. Not here. But come again, after school. You’ve got your bento lunch, and a little plastic cup, haven’t you, in your little bag.

I wonder if my bag and uniform still hang in their usual place in my bedroom at home.

When it happened, I’d had a hamburger for lunch. Hamburger was my favourite. My mummy even stuck a mayonnaise star on it. There was a sweet, yummy rolled omelette and a tiny tomato. Ah, I wish I could do that again. Sitting with my friends, putting my bento box on my handkerchief on the chair.

At kindergarten, we had a rule: after we finished eating, we showed our empty lunch boxes to Etsuko-sensei and called out, ‘Finished!’ Then she gave us fruit in little bowls. That day, I remember, we got persimmon. When I took a bite, it was a little hard. I thought: Hmm, I think this one’s kind of funny-tasting.

And then—

A big loud roaring filled my head. And it hurt. It hurt so much. Then my tummy felt awful, and then—

I just fell, backwards, on to the floor.

Everything went black.

And then, when I woke up, someone was calling me. That person who’s white.

As I was thinking about all of that, the park had started to fill up with people. Little kids, too small for kindergarten, and grown-ups pushing prams.

All of a sudden, soft hands gripped me. A little boy was trying really hard to climb me.

Oh, I know him! It’s Maa-kun, Hiroki-kun’s little brother.

Maa-kun! Be careful now! I looked over and saw Maa-kun’s mummy. She was holding the hands of a little baby, helping it to take some wobbly steps.

Oh, right! I remember now. When we were changing into our gym shorts for morning exercise, Hiroki-kun told me a new baby had come. A little sister. ‘In the middle of the night, she cries, sort of like, feh feh,’ he said. ‘But sometimes she goes really really loud – like GRAA!’

He opened his mouth wide when he did it, and I laughed so hard, I almost forgot to put my gym shorts on. That’s funny, I said. Then Hiroki-kun said, ‘But you’re getting a new baby, too, right? Any day now.’ Oh, that’s right. A baby brother or sister.

Hey, Mummy! Any news? Has the baby come yet?

It’s strange. Maybe my mummy is having the baby right now. Hiroki-kun’s mummy had her baby in a hospital, so maybe that’s why my mummy hasn’t …

‘Yay!’

Maa-kun’s voice. I hadn’t been paying attention, and now Maa-kun had got to the highest point on me. He was dangling his legs in the air, happily.

Yah, Maa-kun, you’re here! You made it to the top!

I said this in my king voice – the one I used in the school play not long ago.

Maa-kun was looking up, squinting in the sunlight.

‘I’m the king!’ he said.

Yeah! Whoever gets up here is the king of everything!

That’s what I told him. And he nodded, over and over, as if he could really hear me.

‘Maa-kun!’

A voice called out from behind me. I could have jumped. It was Maa-kun’s mummy – she had climbed up too. Her face looked a little scared.

‘I don’t want you climbing so high! It’s dangerous! Didn’t I tell you to wait until you were bigger before trying to get up to the top?’

‘I did it all by myself! I wasn’t even scared! Now I’m the king!’

‘Don’t be silly.’

She pulled Maa-kun towards her.

‘You might have done it today, but really and truly, it’s still too dangerous for you, darling. From now on, you can only play on the jungle gym with Mummy, OK?’

She started to climb down, carrying Maa-kun in her arms.

Then Maa-kun said: ‘Jun-kun’s up there.’

His mummy stopped. ‘What?’

‘Hiroki told me. He said, “Jun-kun’s up in the sky.”’

Hey! What are you talking about? I’m right here, silly!

‘Oh, that’s what you mean,’ his mummy said. ‘Well, yes. Jun-kun is up in the sky. And it looks beautiful up there, doesn’t it?’

Even Maa-kun’s mummy was saying it!

That made me a little disappointed. But since they were both looking up at the sky, I looked up too.

The morning clouds had disappeared completely, leaving a huge stretch of bright, clear blue.

Hiroki-kun, you told a lie! I didn’t go up in the sky. You know that.

But Maa-kun and your mummy were just climbing on me. Why didn’t they see me?

I don’t understand. Doesn’t anyone see me? I guess no one does …

Looking down, I saw another lady holding Maa-kun’s little sister, waving.

A cold wind began to blow.

‘Oh, it’s getting cold,’ Maa-kun’s mummy complained. Still holding him, she slowly climbed all the way down to the ground.

I looked over at the bench and saw a man in a suit, eating his lunch fast. A bright red umeboshi sat on top of his rice. He gave it a little lick, then popped it in his mouth. After glancing in my direction, he scooped up a mouthful of rice with his chopsticks.

Hey, mister! Does that taste good?

I really wanted to know. But the man didn’t look up. He finished with the meat and pickled salad, then focused on his rice. When he was done, he let out a little sigh, then shivered. ‘Brr!’ he muttered under his breath. Then he got up, tossed his empty bento container into the rubbish bin, turned up his collar and left.

While I’d been watching him, the park had emptied. I could still hear some voices far away, but no one was close enough to see. I really wanted to go towards the voices. But – I couldn’t.

Oh. I see.

I can’t move any more.

I’m the blue thing now.

Even if everyone goes away, even if I’m all alone, I just have to stay here. That’s how it is.

The wind whistled through the gaps in my blue body.

I wonder if Mummy will come to the playground? Please come, Mummy. Come now. Mummy, Mummy, Mummy, Mummy, Mummy, Mummy, Mummy, Mummy …

I thought about her so much, I started feeling numb.

Then I heard rustling. Dry leaves crunching under footsteps. Mummy?

No, wait – it was Takashi-kun. He swung a leg over me.

Hey, Takashi-kun, do you know where my mummy is?

Takashi-kun didn’t answer. He just hooked both legs up, then tipped himself up over to hang upside down.

Oh, stop that! Don’t just play on me! Say something!

Then Mami-chan appeared. She took hold of me, gripping me with her fingers.

Mami-chan, my mummy hasn’t come to the park. Do you know why?

As soon as I asked, she let go, and ran off, to her mummy. Her mummy opened her arms wide, hugged her tight and lifted her right off the ground. Mami-chan turned back to me, smiling.

Aw … That’s not very nice.

I thought at least Mami-chan would listen. I thought I could count on that. I used to like Mami-chan but now – I don’t like her any more. I won’t let her play on me. You’ll see.

Hey, Takashi-kun. Stop hanging upside down and answer me!

Suddenly Takashi-kun lost his grip, and fell straight down to the ground. ‘Ouch!’

Ten-chan came running over. ‘Are you all right? Are you hurt?’

‘I’m fine,’ Takashi-kun said, flapping his hands.

‘Phew! That’s good!’ Ten-chan grabbed his hands and rubbed them.

Then Takashi-kun said: ‘Let’s go and play at my house!’ The two of them, still holding hands, ran off together.

Hey! I thought Ten-chan was going to stay for a bit! I wanted to talk to her. Don’t run off so fast. Takashi-kun!

And then something freezing cold landed on my back.

‘Snow! It’s snowing!’ somebody shouted. Tiny white flakes drifted down from the dark grey sky. Then lots and lots, coming down fast, landing on every part of my body. Building little ridges.

For a while, the children ran around laughing, making footprints in the snow, but then, suddenly, I heard that tune playing over the loudspeakers. The one telling everyone to go home. The one that always used to make me feel a little sad.

‘Come on, let’s go home.’

‘Bye then! See you again soon!’

One by one, all my friends left.

Wait – you’re all leaving? Please stay a bit longer. Or if you can’t, take me with you. Hey, look how tall and big I am! It’s so much fun to play on me!

Silence. Nothing but silence.

Nobody even looked back. They’d forgotten about me completely. Because nobody could hear me. Nobody.

And here I was, alone again. Night had fallen. The sky was black, but the white snow kept coming down, lit up by the park lights.

It was beautiful. But it was cold. And it gave me a scary feeling.

It’s scary to be out here, all alone, feeling so very cold.

So cold … The cold is making me want to sleep …

And then I slept.

I heard the sound of feet crunching over the crisp snow. Someone had come over to me.

I felt a gentle touch. Small fingers pressing into the ridges of snow that had settled on my bars.

And then I heard: ‘Snow! It’s so cold, isn’t it?’

A little voice answered. ‘Noe … noe!’ A baby’s voice.

‘Yes! Snow! That’s right!’

A tiny baby, wrapped up warm in a woman’s arms.

‘Snow! And doesn’t it feel cold!’

The woman holding the baby looked up.

I peeked at her face, and my heart nearly burst.

‘Mummy!’ I shouted as loud as I could. ‘You’ve come at last!’

She stood there, wearing a black hat and a red scarf.

Is that … my new little sister? Or maybe … maybe my little brother?

‘Mina-chan. This is a “jungle gym”,’ she said.

Mina-chan – that meant the baby was a girl. I had a little sister!

‘Your big brother used to love this park so much …’

My mummy reached out and rested a hand on me. Gently, she brushed some snow away, as though she was giving me a little pat. And then, just for a moment, she squeezed me.

Her fingers felt so warm.

‘He loved it. Just loved it. Climbing up as high as he could.’ She lifted her head and looked straight at me. ‘Didn’t you, darling? You could never have enough of it.’

Yes, Mummy! But it’s OK! I’m here now, I’m inside it! Inside the thing I loved to play on!

My mummy looked down. ‘When you’re bigger, Mina-chan,’ she said to the baby, ‘we’ll come and play here. As often as we can.’

Then she turned away, humming a little song under her breath. ‘Wind, wind, send the snow away. Snow, snow, come along now.’

And she was gone, out through the park gates.

Did she know I was here? Right here, inside the climbing frame? Probably not.

But one day, I’m sure she’ll know. She’ll feel it.

Mummy, please come again.

Bring Mina-chan.

Promise?

I’ll be right here, waiting.

Until then …

I’ll be the best boy ever.




Sandalwood

I SENSED DAYLIGHT. SOMEONE HAD OPENED the drawer.

I let myself bathe in the light of the midday sun, coming in from the other side of the window.

And look who had taken me out.

Hama-sensei. It has been a while. This must mean summer has come around.

Sensei stroked my surface tenderly, and slowly opened me up. Then he started to use me to create a cool current of air.

‘Today, it’s suddenly very muggy.’

Enjoying the sound of his voice so near to me, I gazed at his white neck, and his earlobes, which were very slightly flushed. A drop of sweat shone on his nape.

‘It is hot, dear, isn’t it!’ That was the voice of Sensei’s wife.

Both of you look so well. I’m so glad.

‘This is the first time this year, isn’t it, that you’ve used your fan …’

‘Hm. I suppose it is.’

It is the first time, Sensei, it is, I whispered, keeping up the flow of cooling air.

‘That sandalwood fan …’ Sensei’s wife spoke softly. ‘The fragrance it releases always makes me think of Momoko-san.’

‘Of Momoko-san? Does it really?’

‘It does. That’s her smell. Momoko-san always smelled of sandalwood. I think she used to burn sandalwood incense.’

Quite right. So you were aware that I used to burn sandalwood incense continually in my apartment.

‘Wasn’t it Momoko-san who gave you that fan in the first place?’

Okusama! So kind of you to remember!

‘Did she? I don’t recall. It’s possible, I suppose. Maybe.’

Hama-sensei! Please, do give your memory a little jog.

I called this out to him, in a slightly playful tone. I could see a line of perspiration running down just behind his ear. Sensei fanned himself vigorously.

As I flicked back and forth in his hands, I thought: Sensei hasn’t forgotten. That would be impossible. He’s only pretending to do so, out of deference to his wife.

But you know, Sensei, you don’t have to worry about hurting her feelings. You must realize, surely, that she’s perfectly aware of everything, anyway? I can see her right now, behind you, slightly smiling.

And your mouth, too, has traces of a smile. Here the two of you are, smiling together. I am overjoyed, truly I am, to be able to see you both again, this summer.

This year, too, I get the feeling that it’s going to be scorchingly hot.

‘Sadness? Regrets? Oh no, I don’t have any …’ I started by insisting, but then my words trailed off. I had never married, both of my parents were long gone and I had no relatives. Yet, it wouldn’t have been true to say that I had no regrets at all.

‘So, no sadness. No regrets …?’ The person who had announced herself as the Officer for Assigning Objects to Lost Souls repeated.

I paused, reflecting.

‘Well, I might have one or two.’

‘Right?’ The dark eyes were smiling. Looking a little pleased.

‘I did want to be able to look after Hama-sensei till the end of his days. As one of his students.’

‘Hama-sensei. You mean your calligraphy teacher?’

‘Yes. I never expected that I would die before he did. I would like to know how he is. It would be a lie to pretend that I don’t.’

‘Would you like to become something he keeps in his house?’

‘Yes. But I want to make sure that …’

‘Is there something you worry about, perhaps?’

‘I’m concerned to avoid doing anything that might disturb him. Because I also care very much about his wife. I don’t want to encroach on their relationship.’

‘Oh? Would you prefer to give up the idea? We can do that.’

‘B-but I would like to see him, just once in a while. For as long as he is alive. Just – every so often …’

‘What about becoming something he uses only occasionally?’

‘Yes …’ I suddenly remembered the sandalwood fan that, long ago, I gave Sensei as a present. In my twenties, I’d taken a trip to China and found a fan to buy him as a souvenir. When I gave it to him, his whole face had lit up. The look of delight was now imprinted in my memory.

‘How very kind! I find the chill from air conditioners far too harsh, so this will make the summer heat much more bearable!’ And he’d opened the fan on the spot, and pointedly fanned himself with it. ‘Ah, and made of sandalwood. A subtle, sophisticated fragrance. And such intricate carvings. I can’t think of a nicer present to receive.’

Every summer, Sensei brought out the fan to use, keeping it on his person, tucked in the breast of his kimono. When the rivet holding the ribs had broken, and the fan fell apart, Sensei had had it repaired to be as good as new.

I was pretty sure he would still be using that fan in summer. Even now.

And I was right.

The first thing I saw, once I’d taken up residence in his fan, was the classroom ceiling. There was a stain of ink that somebody, one of his pupils, must have at one point flicked up with a brush.

It’s all just as it used to be.

The smell of ink. The soft murmurings. The sound of sheets of paper being collected. The sound of brushes moving over paper.

This space I spent decades in. I know every inch of it.

Sensei has brought me along to my beloved place.

The next thing I knew, Sensei gently opened me out.

That sandalwood fragrance.

Sensei. Your wife said that this scent makes her think of me. But really and truly, I have to tell you, this scent is your scent.

The first time I passed you by in the street, it was this heady scent that I smelled. I couldn’t help but turn and gaze after you.

On that day, you wore a kimono in a kasuri weave, in a shade of rich dark blue. I was wearing my school uniform. I was sixteen. Still a high school student.

Transfixed by that amazing smell, and the beautiful colour of your kimono, I stopped and stared. You became aware of my stare and turned. ‘Is there something I can help you with?’ you asked. In your calm, unruffled voice.

Taken aback at being suddenly addressed, I mumbled some sort of silly reply, and then just ran away. I should apologize for my schoolgirl gaucheness.

Thinking about it now, I realize you were still quite a young man, but in the eyes of a mere girl, which is what I was at the time, you were an older man in a kimono exuding the most heady of fragrances. Nevertheless, despite being ‘older’, your beautifully serene demeanour etched itself in my heart.

That day, you know, I was on my way to the dentist. In the waiting room, I casually took up a magazine, and in it I saw a photograph of the very person I had just passed, in the very same attire, which caused me to give a little cry of surprise.

That kimono of a deep dark blue. That kind smile. That neatly combed black hair.

I stared at the caption, which said: ‘Shiro Hama-sensei. Calligrapher.’ The article comprised an interview with you, several pages long, but a good deal of it was devoted to detailed and passionate praise of your art. The scent I had smelled a few moments before from your person seemed to rise from the page itself.

If I’m honest, I’d had no interest in calligraphy before that moment. But as I stared at that article in the magazine, I found myself pulling my notebook out of my school bag and hurriedly scribbling your name down.

Shiro Hama-sensei.

After my appointment, I stared and stared at that name as my tongue passed over my freshly polished teeth.

It didn’t take very long before I found myself longing to see you one more time.

To come upon your photograph in a magazine so soon after passing you in the street. And to have felt such an immediate, profound stirring of my heart. To be sure, it was nothing more than a coincidence, but to me, a mere teenager, it felt like a manifestation of destiny. I began to feel sure that my future lay in being by your side.

I wanted to be enveloped in that heady fragrance, to enter the world in which you were immersed.

I searched for a school with your name, flicking through the telephone book. Since I’d passed you near my home, I thought you too might live close by. I marked the name down and called the number. But it proved impossible to track you down.

How could I have known then that you were travelling, away from home, and that you had simply been taking a stroll in the streets near where I lived.

After trying to look for you for half a year, I decided that rather than trying to find you, I should try my hand at calligraphy, and steep myself a little in your world.

At the beginning, my parents were astounded. And who could blame them? The daughter who wasn’t able to write to save her life, and who had previously been happy to let her calligraphy brushes dry with the ink still on them, had out of the blue expressed a desire to take up calligraphy seriously.

But they were pleased. Nothing outshines being able to write in beautiful, expressive calligraphy, they said. We’re happy you’ve decided to pursue something of your own accord.

And it was true. Nothing had ever motivated and obsessed me like this before.

I attended the nearest cram school offering classes in penmanship, learning how to write neatly and correctly, the only teenager in a class of primary school children. It was only a tiny school, but they taught me everything, with the utmost patience – from how to grind the solid ink stick against the inkstone to how to hold the brush correctly, and how to hold oneself while writing. I was an enthusiastic student, which was surely the reason they poured so much effort into bringing me on.

Without fully understanding my own feelings, I persevered. If I kept at it, one day, I would be able to meet Shiro Hama-sensei. That’s what I thought.

With time, I started achieving recognition in calligraphy tournaments, one of which finally provided the opportunity that brought me face to face, once again, with you, Sensei. You were one of the judges.

It was an emotional moment for me. Five long years had passed since that first meeting.

‘And now, the judge, Shiro Hama-sensei, will give his evaluations.’ The announcement, which came from the master of ceremonies, flew straight into my heart, like a hot arrow.

At last. I’ve waited so long to meet you again.

I’ve searched for you high and low.

I listened to your critique of my work, struggling to keep my surging emotions from displaying themselves on my face, and was given a prize, directly from your hands. You still smelled the same as you had on that original day – I could smell that heady scent.

Did you notice how my hands trembled?

And how my eyes were dewy with emotion?

I obtained details of how to contact you from the organizers of the event, and lost no time in withdrawing from college, renting a room near to where you lived and enrolling as one of your disciples, so that I could study with you.

I remember that you were a little amazed at the apparent boldness and radicalness of my decision. But the fact is that I had been keenly yearning to do what I did for years. It was most certainly not an impulsive act.

‘Wouldn’t it be safer for you to finish your college studies?’ I remember you asking me several times. You were of course worried about my future. But my decision was hard and fast. All the time that had passed had made it solid as a rock.

And finally, you admitted defeat. ‘I find myself unable to resist your enthusiasm,’ you said. I remember you smiled. A warm, genuine smile, the wrinkles gathered at the corners of your eyes.

No doubt I struck you as one of those pushy women who, without being officially invited, move in on men with the intention of becoming their wife. I am truly grateful to you for accepting my sudden appearance in your life.

When I obtained this sandalwood fan in China, it was then that I was able to identify something that had previously eluded me.

I don’t think, Sensei, that you burn incense to perfume your clothes, but you’ve had a fragrance about you, which is like sandalwood, produced, I believe, by the natural smell of your body mingling with the ingredients, natural, herbal and animal, in the stick which you use to produce the ink you use in your work.

It was after that that I took to continually burning sandalwood-infused incense in my flat.

Which is why the fragrance I exude today is the fragrance I exuded while I was alive. It is your fragrance.

‘I have a suspicion that Momoko was deeply in love with you.’

This was a comment from Sensei’s wife.

‘Well, I don’t know where you got that from. She, in love with me? A man of my age? That’s absurd.’

Quite the contrary, Sensei. Your wife is spot on.

I was, indeed, deeply in love with you. I loved you for a very long time. From the first time I saw you in the street, at the age of sixteen.

I’ve loved you for as long as I’ve known you.

‘I think you were also quite partial to her, weren’t you?’ Sensei’s wife carried on, seemingly not having heard her husband’s original reply.

There was a silence. It lasted a while.

Sensei’s hand, which had been waving me back and forth, paused.

‘Momoko-san was an endearing student. In that sense, I will admit that I held her in some affection.’

These words were spoken in a soft tone of voice. I felt a thrill.

His wife added: ‘I loved her like a daughter.’

I do appreciate it, Okusama. That makes me happy. Extremely happy. I well remember how kindly and affectionately you treated me.

One day, you invited me to eat a peach with you. ‘Momoko-san, do you like the taste of momo?’ You said this playfully, with a large peach sitting on the palm of your hand. ‘Of course! I’m extremely fond of peaches!’ I replied. And you said: ‘Well, in that case, let me teach you a quick and easy method of preparing peaches to eat.’

You took me with you into the kitchen.

‘First, cut straight down into the line between the sides of the peach, thus.’

You placed the blade of the knife into the line running from the stem to the opposite end, and then took the blade right round.

‘Then, you place both hands gently on the sides, and twist. See?’ You showed me the flat sides of the two clean halves – the peach had now, as if by magic, split. The stone lay in one of the halves. You cut each half into segments with the skin still on, took out the stone and peeled off the skin, then placed them on a beautiful porcelain plate. They positively gleamed with juiciness.

How beautiful! I stared, overcome.

And then you said: ‘But it’s also extremely delicious just to take a bite straight out of it.’ At the thought of you sinking your teeth straight into it, I forgot myself and gave a quiet chuckle.

‘This peach is almost overripe. So we should eat it straight away.’

And the two of us enjoyed it together. The peach’s flesh was sweet and soft, quite delicious. And quite big: it sated me completely. That day, Sensei was away from home, giving a public talk somewhere out in the country. The taste of a peach you had prepared so beautifully for me and which I was able to enjoy in secret, without him knowing, had a deliciousness all of its own.

You had no children, Okusama, and there was something sad about your demeanour, but you also had the innocent playfulness of a young girl.

Whenever I saw you and your husband sitting together, so comfortably, looking out at the garden as I bustled about in the classroom dealing with my tasks, putting out sheets of paper and brushes ready for the next class, I always felt envious.

And now, look how close I can get to you. To both of you.

I remember the late afternoons, when the littlest students would all gather together in the classroom.

And the evenings, when the older students came to pay visits to their old teacher.

Remembering their faces makes me quite overcome. Their calligraphy likewise.

I remember this child, and that child. This person and that person.

As the years passed, the children grew into adults, who then all started to show signs of age themselves. All of them were intent on creating beautiful characters that were expressions of a particular moment in time. A particular moment on a particular day.

It’s busy, isn’t it, in the classroom? Even now. Busy with students keen to learn. The summer heat won’t keep them away.

The characters they write, rendered with beautiful, deeply expressive movements of the brush, are all displayed on the wooden pillars. The ink dries, giving off the usual fragrance. And I get a good view of your corrections and comments, Sensei, written in red ink, stark against the white paper.

Every so often, Sensei picks me up from the place where I’m kept, folded, on his desk, opens me out and uses me to cool himself. I can feel the film of perspiration on his fingers.

Sensei is of course using me for his own comfort, but as I waft a breeze over him, I for my part hope that the flow of air I create will blow a cool and relaxing current of air over every part of the entire classroom.

I loved this classroom so much. Or perhaps I felt it was here I belonged. It was my haunt, my hideaway, my retreat.

It was here that I spent my late adolescence. And here that I became an adult. In time, after years of study as a disciple, you, Sensei, employed me as an instructor.

With anyone who loved calligraphy, I found myself able even on first encounter to feel at ease. I was never able to overcome my shyness and hesitancy completely, but calligraphy provided me with a means to open my heart.

I was so happy.

I fully believe that the deep sense I experienced at age sixteen that our encounter had been a manifestation of destiny has been proven true.

Momoko-chan. Momoko-san. Momoko-sensei.

The ways in which you addressed me changed with the years, as I grew from girl to woman, eventually to become an instructor at the school, but every day, in our brief and passing interactions, I was able to experience a deep joy. I had to keep it hidden in the depths of my soul, along with the sadness.

Yes. Because I was also sad.

Of course I was. I was spending time with a person I loved more than anyone else in the world, but I had to interact with you with a veil covering my heart. Even though of course I longed to fling all barriers to the wind and hold you close.

It was a longing I was not able to fulfil. A forbidden longing. There were nights when I would meet you in my dreams, and in the morning, I would awaken, my eyes full of tears.

You were the love of my life, Shiro Hama-sensei.

I say these words softly, again, from within my perfumed haze. Can you hear these words borne on my fragrant breeze? I’m hoping that the air, drenched with my longing, is infusing you with my love, penetrating every fibre of your body.

‘It was the last thing I expected. That Momoko-san would leave this world before we did.’ Sensei’s wife’s words broke my reverie. ‘I dare say,’ she said quietly, ‘that she would have been glad if I had passed away before she did …’

Sensei folded me, placed me on the low table and stood up. His wife was standing with her back to him, staring out at the garden. Sensei, standing behind her, gently enfolded her hands with his.

‘Momoko-san would be hurt to hear you speaking like that,’ he chided.

… Of course, Sensei. I would.

And now, the summer has run its course. It has been scorchingly hot!

Once more I find myself being put away carefully into the depths of a dark drawer.

So, we’ll meet again, Sensei, next summer. I’ll look forward to that.

And please don’t forget to take me out and unfold me. In every summer to come.




Name

WELL, AT THAT POINT I had nothing left, did I? I’d lived a life full of ups and downs. I didn’t have two pennies to rub together.

In the end, I didn’t even have a home. It was just me, surviving one day at a time. Every night, I wondered how much longer it could go on. I’d ask myself: Is today the day? Truth be told, I often wished for it all to be over.

The one bit of joy I had was the library. It opened at ten in the morning. It was wonderful – a shelter from the rain and wind. Cool in the summer, warm in the winter. What more could I want?

I’d sit on a chair and drift off to sleep. The fabric was threadbare, and some of the guys used to complain that the seats were too old or hard. But for me? It was a place where I felt content. Comfortable.

My favourite chair was right at the back of the rows of reading chairs, just in front of the wall. Heh. It gave me a perfect view of her – of Koyuki-san.

Koyuki-san? She was one of the staff – sitting at the circulation desk. But the best thing about her was … Well, she had … How shall I put it …?

Now I’m all hot and bothered. Breaking out in a sweat. Or maybe not. Because sweating is not something I do now, is it …

You see, a guy my age … I’d been through a lot. Things I won’t go into. I’d lost everything. Oh. I think I already mentioned that, didn’t I …

So, do I have any … lingering attachments …? Anyone I’d like to see just once more? Well, that would be Koyuki-san. Back then, I came to the library every day. Not to borrow books but to sit for hours in a heap on a chair. And she would nod to me, give me that big, beaming smile. Yes, even an old man like me.

Did I have a library card? Could I borrow books? I thought about it – went to the circulation desk, even. But it turned out to be impossible.

Why? Because I had nothing to prove I was who I said I was.

‘I’m sorry,’ Koyuki-san said when she turned me away. And she really looked as if she meant it. Then she added, ‘But don’t let that stop you coming in. Come as often as you like.’

Her words made me so happy that tears sprang from my eyes.

Embarrassed, I hurried into the stacks to hide, crouching down and pretending to flip through a book.

And in case you’re wondering how I knew her name – it wasn’t her given name, despite how it sounds. Koyuki was her surname. Turns out it’s a name that can go either way.

In the library, all staff wore name tags displaying their surnames. A couple of them had the same surname – Tanaka – so they included an abbreviation of their given name for clarity. To fit all that in, the font of the tags had to be smaller.

Well, you don’t need to hear those details, but …

So, about Koyuki-san.

The first time I saw her name tag, my heart skipped a beat. Little Snow. What an incredibly pretty name, I thought. So much prettier than your average name, like Junko, or Yuriko. But then I noticed some of the other name tags – Tanaka, Nakata … and a little while later, it hit me: Koyuki was her surname.

No matter, I thought. She was still Koyuki-san – ‘Little Snow’ – to me.

Koyuki-san was such a kind and lovely young lady. As I sat there, stealing glances at her while pretending to read a magazine, I couldn’t help but wonder what my life might have been like if I’d been born someone like her.

Well, uh, so … for me, since I liked Koyuki-san so much in every way, ideally I would have wanted to inhabit her. To actually be her.

But then again, of course, that’s way beyond my pay grade. Probably a thought I oughtn’t even entertain. I’ve lived a life with all sorts of ups and downs … I should know better.

And yet, I used to wish I could be a part of her.

But now the thought has struck me: What if I could become her name?

Not her name itself, of course. But her name tag – that little thing that she wears with her name written on it.

I can’t be the woman herself, but if I could become her name tag, that might be almost as good …

When she wore me, I’d be working in my favourite place, alongside her.

That name tag was pinned on to her, uh, chest, wasn’t it …?

So … I’d get to see the world as Koyuki-san sees it. Together.

That would be nice.

Yes. Her name tag. That’s what I’d like to be.

The Officer for Assigning Objects to Lost Souls gave a deep nod when I’d finished speaking.

And that’s how I ended up where I am now, as a plastic name tag, fastened with a safety pin to the yellow apron that Koyuki-san wears at work in the library.

In the mornings, Koyuki-san comes and gets me from her locker in the cloakroom where I’ve been waiting in the darkness and with her soft, gentle fingers fastens me to the front of her chest. And I ride around on her breasts, displaying her name.

It’s warm. And soft. A place of privilege.

In this place of privilege, I get to see whatever Koyuki-san sees.

The shabby old chair where I used to sit is right in my line of vision. I used to think that my glances were undetected, but if that’s how visible the chair was, well … I’m a little embarrassed. More than a little. I remember how I used to doze, sprawled out. Feeling so comfortable.

Oh dear. Some other dirty fellow has occupied it now. Look at him, slumped over, legs spread wide apart. What a sight.

Now that I am where I am, I realize I must have made everyone feel quite ill at ease, sitting there. I should have apologized. To the staff, to Koyuki-san, to everybody who was using the library in the manner intended – to read books.

Thunk! Several huge volumes had just been placed in a pile before me. Glancing up, I saw a thickset middle-aged woman looking down at us snootily. Without a word. Not even holding out her library card.

‘Do you wish to return these?’ Koyuki-san enquired.

‘No. Borrow,’ came the curt reply. As if suddenly remembering, the woman rummaged in her pocket and brought out her library card. Koyuki-san scanned it with a barcode scanner, checked her computer screen and tucked a due date tag into the topmost book. All her movements beautiful, fluid and precise.

‘The due date for these will be—’ But the woman interrupted.

‘I can see that for myself.’ And she gathered up the books in her arms, turned round and strode out.

Hey! Who do you think you are? A touch too big for your boots, I’d say. Come back, right now, and apologize to Koyuki-san! A fit of fury overcame me, but Koyuki-san just leaned forward slightly, bent her head a little and called out: ‘Thank you!’ in her usual crystal-clear voice.

I couldn’t see her face from my position on her bosom, but I was sure she was flashing that beautiful smile. Koyuki-san never let anything ruffle her.

From now on, Koyuki-san, if you have to deal with pompous old bats like that one, since you can’t show your emotions on your face, I – your name tag – will get angry on your behalf! I will beam out vengeful energy! It’s the least I can do …!

Vengeful energy …

Hmm. On the other hand … maybe such dark, negative emotions wouldn’t be welcome. I simply meant to express my gratitude for the privilege of being able to borrow Koyuki-san’s bosom in the way I am now. To be of service.

When her lunch break came around, Koyuki-san opened her locker and took out a bundle tied in a yellow handkerchief with a flowery pattern. I caught a whiff of dried seaweed. That had to be her bento.

How very modest. How humble!

Koyuki-san took her bento to the little room next to the cloakroom, where she untied the handkerchief. Inside, I could see a fishcake, a burdock root tempura, a konnyaku twist and a hard-boiled egg. My, but what a lot of brown things! So you must have had oden last night. These are mostly leftovers, which means that you’re frugal, too! And here you are, all by yourself, enjoying a quiet lunch.

Of course, in a library, the staff can’t all take their break together. They have to take it in turns. It seems a little lonely to eat in silence, especially if you’re eating oden, which is normally eaten when you’re socializing … Oh, but Koyuki-san, you’re not alone now. I’m here – me, your trusty name tag. If you feel like it, please, talk to me!

Ahem.

As Koyuki-san ate, a variety of delicious aromas surrounded me. Of course, I no longer had a stomach or intestines, but watching her made me want to eat too.

Koyuki-san finished her meal and placed her chopsticks back in the box. By that time I felt full myself.

Of course. Eating together means sharing a sense of satisfaction. That’s why people do it. That’s why those who fall madly in love with each other want to share meals – they enjoy each other’s pleasure and fulfilment.

I’d almost forgotten.

And then I remembered.

Long ago, in the distant past, I’d had a wife. Yes. Difficult to believe now, maybe, but … We lived together, sharing our meals. We were poor, so we hardly ever ate out. Instead, she would throw together whatever scraps we had into a makeshift meal. Her cooking was almost always too spicy or too sweet – certainly nothing special.

But now, looking back, especially compared to the days I was homeless, living on the streets, I realize those soups of hers were something I should have appreciated.

Why didn’t I just tell her a white lie? Why didn’t I say her food was good, that it was delicious – even if it wasn’t? If I had, maybe she wouldn’t have suddenly packed her things and left.

One day, I came home to find everything gone. Stripped bare. All except my clothes. Unable to process it, I even laughed.

I laughed.

That’s good, I thought. Now I can see how big this place really is.

Ha!

Not worth thinking about.

Koyuki-san went over to the basin and brushed her teeth.

You always do this after lunch, don’t you? You like to keep fresh and clean.

Ptuh! Koyuki-san spat out the toothpaste foam. A tiny speck of it splashed up and landed on me. She peered at the mirror, noticed the fleck and wiped it away with a finger.

There she was in the mirror. Gazing at herself with a slightly self-assured look.

You are a beautiful woman. I could gaze at you all day.

But after touching up her lips with a swipe of lipstick, Koyuki-san stepped away.

I suppose I’ll have to wait till this time tomorrow to catch another glimpse of your face.

And now, we were back at the usual place, the circulation desk. This was definitely the place I felt most relaxed.

All the beautiful rows of books. And such exciting tales bound up within their covers. The shelves, so tidily sorted, with apron-clad staff continually making sure they were arrayed in the right order. The books waiting to be chosen by prospective readers. All the people passing by them, slowly, taking their time to choose.

All very peaceful.

But …

Hey! You little brat! Stop running about like that. And stop yelling at the top of your voice. And you – are you his mother? His mother, right? Rather than putting in a request for which flashcard story you want the librarian to read, how about teaching your child to behave!

Oh, now he was headed this way. But Koyuki-san had gone up to him and stopped him.

‘Don’t run. You might hurt yourself.’

And she encircled him in her arms. The boy suddenly became very quiet. And then, letting a bit of drool spill from his mouth, with a moist finger he gave me a poke.

What the—? Stop that! Cheeky! And right below me, there’s Koyuki-san’s ample …

Oh, now I’m getting visions of what lies there … Sorry, Koyuki-san …

But the more I tried to stop myself, the more those soft, plump things took over my thoughts. This really wasn’t meant to be happening …

Really and truly, I wanted to bury myself in whatever lay beneath that warmth and softness, directly, with nothing in between. That’s what I wanted to do. I simply could not stop myself from …

‘Now. Is there anyone here who still needs to check out a book?’

The sound of Koyuki-san’s clear, sharp voice startled me out of my reverie. That sad old song about the glow of the firefly was playing throughout the library, ushering people out, telling them that it would soon be closing time. For my part, this was not a song that I found peaceful. The ten minutes that it played were among the most bustling of the day, with everybody hurrying to pack up their things. They were also the loneliest.

It’s over. It’s over. Time to go home.

Why do things always have to end? How wonderful it would be if this library could stay open forever.

And if I could have just stayed sitting on that chair forever.

Now that other fellow, who had taken up my old place there, finally roused himself. He thrust both hands in his pockets and, with shoulders hunched, made his way to the automatic doors.

And one by one, the other visitors closed their books, packed up and left.

To those of you who’ve returned books, and those who have borrowed books – farewell.

And farewell to you, old fellow, who just sat and snoozed all day!

All too quickly, only the library staff remained. Under the dim lights, the seats, finally relieved of the people who sat on them all day, seemed to breathe a long sigh of relief.

Goodbye! See you tomorrow!

Koyuki-san was going around the sections of the library quickly, looking here and there, switching off lights. I went round with her.

As I did, I made a wish to myself, in my capacity as Koyuki-san’s name tag. May this special, accepting environment continue forever.

‘Hey, Koyuki-san, is it true you got married?’

Huh?

‘Yes. Just yesterday I went to city hall, to submit the paperwork.’

Whaaat …!

‘Wow! Congratulations!’

‘That’s fantastic!’

‘When’s the wedding?’

Their shrill voices rang out unpleasantly as I lay there, stunned.

‘We’re not going to have a wedding.’ Koyuki-san didn’t pause for a second and kept tidying the books. ‘We can’t really afford it, and we’ve been living together for years anyway. We decided just to create a new family register.’

Oh. You mean to say you’ve been living with a guy all this time, Koyuki-san …? And all those times – when I gazed at you, when you smiled at me, when you told me you would be happy to see me whenever I felt like it – you were with him?

‘Oh, OK. I see you’re not wearing a ring.’

‘A ring?’ Koyuki-san spread out the fingers of her left hand. ‘Why would I want to do that? I might end up catching it on a cover of a book and damaging it.’

Ah, that’s the Koyuki-san I know. So conscientious!

‘But you must have changed your surname?’

‘Mmm …’

‘So what name do you go by now?’

‘Kawanakajima.’

‘Kawanakajima? Wow! That’s quite a change! Wasn’t there a Battle of Kawanakajima at some point in history? A series of clashes in the Warring States period fought in the sixteenth century? Went on for quite a while, I seem to remember …’

‘Yes.’

‘Well, you’ll have to get a new name tag.’

‘Mm,’ Koyuki-san murmured. And then she took hold of me. She seemed meditative. Her touch felt very slightly different.

They were talking about me.

This was truly the last thing I expected – or at least, not soon.

But the fault is mine. I should never have been so presumptuous – that I could have your name. Please, don’t mind about me – change your name. I will happily meet whatever fate awaits me, considering it an honour.

‘I’ve decided not to change it.’

Huh?

‘When I was little, all my classmates used to tease me about my name – telling me it sounded weird, that it wasn’t a proper surname. But now, I don’t know, I find myself growing quite fond of it.’

Koyuki-san unpinned me, and held me in her hands, gazing at me. I could see myself, reflected in her big, shining dark eyes.

‘And anyway,’ she added, ‘it would be a waste to chuck this away. It’s precious.’ I heard a light chuckle from the people listening.

So you’ll be Koyuki-san forever.

‘Congratulations!’ ‘Wishing you every happiness!’ The staff dimmed the lights ever so slightly and held a small celebration.

I joined in with my own silent message.

My deepest, deepest congratulations.

And anyway, it would be a waste.

Those words, Koyuki-san, will echo inside me forever.

My feelings exactly!

And anyway, it would be a waste to chuck this away. It’s precious.

I couldn’t agree more.




Whisper

SO, I’D ACTUALLY DIED OF that illness? I’d no idea it was that serious …

That was all I could think about. It was going round and round in my head.

And this … person, or thing, or whatever it was, standing in front of me. Telling me: You’re dead now, think about what you’d like to haunt. Because I can arrange it.

Sorry, what? Say that again? Once I’d asked her to repeat herself several times, I started to get the idea, but as for her question … An object to lodge my soul in? I couldn’t think of a single thing. My mind was a blank. I stood there at a loss.

I must have been standing there, silently, for what seemed like an age.

‘Any ideas yet?’ That little black hole again. I detected signs of impatience.

‘I’m trying. It’s just that, well … Mama—’ I broke off. Even now, after death, I was still calling her ‘Mama’. It was embarrassing.

‘How is … my mother?’

‘She’s still very much alive.’

‘Well, I wouldn’t have assumed anything else, but … I’d like to know how she’s doing. My mother, well, she’s a … how shall I put it? … a bit of a “character”. There is a side to her that tends to put people on edge … and because of that, I am, I admit, worried for her.’

‘You could always use this opportunity of becoming an object in the land of the living as a way of checking up on her …?’

‘Yes. I … suppose I could. This thing you’re talking about: becoming an object. Does it mean I’ll be able to stop her from doing anything foolish, give her little bits of advice – things like that?’

‘Unlikely,’ came the blunt reply. ‘We’re talking about lodging yourself in a thing. All you’ll be able to do is observe your loved one from there. That’s it. You won’t be able to move, or act, on your own. And you won’t be able to have any effect on anything – or anyone.’

‘So I’ll just sit there? Like a lump?’

‘That’s correct.’ The white thing contracted, visibly.

‘Not even able to whisper in her ear?’

I could see another blunt comment about to come, so I quickly added: ‘My mama – or, well, my mother, she’s recently started using a hearing aid. She’s a little hard of hearing now. I was wondering if I could become an in-ear device? Then I could tell her things …’

‘If that’s what you want to be, that’s fine. But nothing you say will get through to her. It’s probably not worth trying.’

‘But I might be able to send her a message somehow. You know, like … what’s it called? Mental telepathy? Wordless communication?’

‘Well … you can always give it a go. Right. I’ll get the contract for you.’

And from the palm of her hand, she drew a light, soft piece of paper. On it I just caught the words ‘Mama Hearing Aid’.

‘It’s all written down here. All your deepest, darkest thoughts.’ I detected a sardonic note in her voice. She’d caught on to how difficult I found it to mention Mama’s name. I wished now I hadn’t been so willing to comply. I’d just embarrassed myself even more.

That … mother … who had forced that name to come naturally to my tongue, drilling it into my brain. Making it a part of me, a habit I could never shake.

My implacable, self-centred, meddling mama.

Why did I feel the need to go back so I could check on her now? No matter. I did as I was told and blew a big breath over the piece of paper.

I heard a scratchy rustling sound. The palm of a hand had just passed over me. A red hand, covered with wrinkles. Mama’s hand. That sound was her pulling her hair back over her ear.

I was now installed in Mama’s hearing aid.

I could see the sign for Dr Hashimoto’s clinic. Branches of pine trees sticking out like arms. The guardrail on the road, slightly twisted out of shape. All part of the streetscape that I used to see every day. We were going slowly by it all, swaying gently. I know this road. It’s the road she follows towards the station.

Mama was on her way somewhere.

Where are you off to today, Mama?

So you’re wearing your hearing aid now. It’s definitely more convenient, and safer, overall, don’t you think? You were pretty reluctant about it, weren’t you, though, before you agreed.

I was the one who suggested it, wasn’t I?

At some point, you stopped showing any sign of hearing me when I addressed you. You didn’t even look over your shoulder. Even when I was standing right in front of you, your expression would be one of bemusement and annoyance. Then you’d bawl, ‘I don’t understand what you’re saying!’ You’d get up from your seat in a huff and storm off.

I would think: Oh, Mama must be in one of her moods. But then you started blasting the radio and the TV volume so loudly, and that’s when I realized: Mama’s gone deaf.

It wasn’t that you were shouting and bad-tempered because you were in a mood. It was simply that you couldn’t hear what I was trying to tell you.

After that, I took care to speak loudly when I talked to you. And you, Mama, answered me just as loudly. The two of us had conversations in such loud voices, it seemed almost as if we were quarrelling.

‘The porch light is out.’

‘Ha? What’d you say?’

‘I said THE PORCH LIGHT ISN’T WORKING.’

‘The porch light? Well, go ahead and replace it, then!’

‘I will! I’m just telling you it’s not working any more!’

‘All right, all right! I’ve got it! God, you’re so insistent! Why d’you have to make such a big deal out of everything!’

‘You’re the one who’s shouting, Mama!’

A little remark, a passing observation from me, and all too often it would escalate into a full-blown shouting match.

I was really at my wits’ end. Sick of all our bellowed conversations.

That’s why I suggested a hearing aid. As expected, you flew into a rage.

‘Don’t you dare patronize me! You think I’m some old lady who’s about to croak? Show some respect. After everything I’ve done for you. You ungrateful brat. You’re just waiting for me to wither away and die, aren’t you! Well, let me tell you something: I’m not going anywhere any time soon!’

I would be completely overwhelmed by the barrage of insults that would pour forth without a moment’s pause. To some extent I had foreseen it, but it still hurt.

In the end, despite your stubbornness with me, when you continued to have problems in communicating with other people as well, and on the advice of the doctor, we got you a hearing aid. The very one that I had arranged to install myself in now.

It was so exhausting to get you to do the smallest, most trivial thing, wasn’t it, Mama? You had to agree on everything, and everything had to be done exactly as you wanted it.

I want you to call me Mama. I want you to look at me. I want you to listen to me. I am always right. I never make mistakes.

I couldn’t do anything without Mama’s permission. She was like a despot. I was desperate to escape that autocratic world, so I got married. But no marriage born of such desperation and haste ever had a chance.

Mama never stopped heaping insults on my husband. Before we got married, throughout our marriage, and even after we divorced. Relentlessly. And the fact was, she wasn’t always wrong. The flaws in my husband she pointed out were real. Maybe, over time, I stopped loving him because I started seeing him through her eyes, absorbing every criticism she insisted on voicing.

Flaws only matter if you let them. If you can live without noticing, why go looking?

I hated listening to Mama pick apart my husband, yet I listened anyway. I couldn’t help it. She would come over to my house uninvited, insisting it was her right as my mother. And she demanded that we visit her, saying it was my duty as her daughter.

‘That useless good-for-nothing,’ Mama would say, without even bothering to lower her voice, while my husband sat in the next room, watching TV. Did she want him to hear? I suspected she did. But maybe she was just getting deaf.

And so it went. My marriage with my husband started to fall apart. And Mama did her best to widen the rift between us.

When I told Mama about the divorce, she scoffed: ‘That’s so embarrassing. What do you want to do that for?’

I was stunned. I shot back: ‘But you were against this marriage from the start.’

She flew into a rage. ‘What are you on about! Don’t blame me for your problems.’ Then, after a pause: ‘But you can always come back home, if you want.’ And then, with one last jab, she said: ‘That is, unless you’ve somewhere else to go.’ She laughed.

I couldn’t afford to live on my own. So, I had no choice but to return to her. Mama lived a life of ease, free from financial worries, thanks to the money Papa had left her.

The train’s doors opened. The passengers started to pour out. Everyone who passed shot a surprised glance at us – because Mama was already forcing her way in before the people trying to get off had even finished alighting.

Mama. You should wait. Let everyone get off first.

I whispered this from the depths of her ear. But Mama pushed forward, deeper into the carriage.

Between two seated passengers, I spotted a narrow strip of crimson synthetic velvet. Nobody was going to fit in there – no adult, anyway. But with a ‘Move up a little, will you?’ Mama forced the people on either side to squeeze up a little more, wedging herself in.

The young girl next to us shot an annoyed glance our way. She was small, and had probably thought she could squeeze in too. But with Mama now taking up the space, she was left sitting forward at an awkward angle.

Mama. It’s rude to force your way in like that. Terrible behaviour.

That’s what I whispered.

Mama merely tilted her head and gave a little sniff, feigning indifference.

The girl, clearly unable to bear it any longer, stood up and moved to a different spot. With a satisfied sigh, Mama sank back into the seat, clutching her bag on her lap. She closed her eyes and started muttering under her breath.

‘Too right … that infuriating, disgusting damn cat … Dead leaves … Nojima, I expect an apology!’

A feud with the neighbour from the sound of it.

She kept mumbling, rocked by the swaying of the train. Then, suddenly, her head dropped forward. Mama had dozed off.

Mama, what’s your station? Are you going to wake up in time?

As I feared, she missed her stop.

‘Why bother with train announcements if they’re going to be inaudible!’ she snapped in a rage when she finally got off. She crossed the platform to catch the train back.

Passing through the ticket gate, I could see a row of elderly women, all about Mama’s age, waving in our direction. Suddenly we were surrounded.

‘He-e-y, what took you so long!’ one of them called out, her voice warm and familiar.

‘Ah, here you are! We were worried about you!’ someone else added.

‘We were just saying, weren’t we, maybe she’s done her usual thing of getting out at the wrong station!’

‘My train was delayed,’ my mother said bluntly. ‘There was an accident.’

Why do you have to lie, Mama? They’ll find out in the end. Why can’t you just admit it: you fell asleep and missed your stop?

‘Oh dear! That must have been awful for you.’ One of the women had put her hand on my mother’s shoulder. ‘What with you having lost your daughter so recently …’

Hey. Are you seriously comparing my death with a train delay?

‘Please, don’t mention my daughter. I beg of you,’ my mother whispered, her voice barely audible.

The hand left her shoulder. The light, friendly atmosphere from before suddenly vanished, replaced by an awkward silence.

‘I’m s-so sorry …’ The woman who’d mentioned me hesitated, her voice shaky.

‘That’s why we wanted to see you today,’ another woman added. ‘So we can all have a nice time, and take your mind off everything.’ I could hear a tentative laugh. But Mama remained silent.

Mama. Come on. Now’s the time to smile and say something cheerful. Don’t you see? These people have come today to give you a nice time. I won’t mind. Have fun. Forget about me.

Come on, Mama! How about a smile? Something bright and breezy like: Yes, you’re right. Let’s go out and enjoy ourselves. Banish the blues!

‘Hmm, yeah,’ Mama finally said.

Almost there. Now for something light-hearted to lift everyone’s spirits …

‘I don’t know why I am even alive.’

Mama!

‘I don’t understand. My daughter died before I did. I’m the parent. What was I doing?’

There was a long silence.

Mama. What’s the point of saying things like that – here, of all places? These are your friends. People you should be making an effort with. You’ll be able to offer support to one another in the years ahead. You don’t have to flatter them, but when you’re supposed to be having fun, you should at least try to lift the mood.

Read the room! If you can’t do that, sooner or later, you’ll lose all your friends.

Just then, a strong gust of wind blew over us. A horrible rasping whooshing sound passed through my apparatus. Mama gave a little scream of terror and clapped a hand over her ear.

Wow. So this is what happens when wind hits a hearing aid. A loud rasping noise – just like the one I was emitting.

The wind kept blowing. Mama kept her hand pressed tightly to her ear. Everything had gone dark. I couldn’t see a thing.

Through the slits between her fingers, I could hear the muffled voices of her friends, their words carried to me on the wind. They sounded worried, asking if she was all right, why she wouldn’t take her hands away from her ear. But I couldn’t make out exactly what they were saying.

‘It’s the wind. It’s the wind, that’s all,’ Mama tried to say.

‘Are you in pain? What’s wrong? Wind? Oh dear. That’s unfortunate …’ I heard someone murmur, solicitously.

They misunderstood. Not that kind of wind! And why would indigestion make her cover her ears, anyway? But Mama was never one to brush off an awkward moment.

‘No. Don’t be stupid. It’s that! That thing!’

Mama. You have to be more specific.

The women around her kept murmuring, uneasy, unsure what to do.

‘Ugh,’ my mother huffed. ‘I can’t be doing with this!’ And with that, she strode off, still clutching her ear.

Hey! That won’t do, Mama! Losing your patience so easily!

Just find somewhere sheltered. Then you can explain. Tell them you’re wearing a hearing aid, and that it makes a horrible noise when the wind blows. That’s all you need to say.

But no – patience was never your strong suit, was it? It never took much for you to snap. And even now, after all this time, you still can’t seem to control your emotions. Most people learn to manage their temper as they age. But you … maybe you’ve only got worse.

Mama. I imagine you thought I was too much trouble to bother with as well.

When I was a little baby.

When I was a child. Clinging to you and wanting to be held.

When, as a teenager, I rebelled against you.

When I married, despite your objections.

And then again when, after the divorce, I came back to you.

And finally when I fell ill.

It was always there, written plainly on your face. You simply could not be doing with it. Any of it. You were absent – mentally, emotionally. Always.

Except when you got angry. Then you would glare at me. Do you remember the time you really lost it, and hurled a vase at me? How it hit me on the head, how I bled?

The Mama I remember was either distant or furious. There was never an in-between. That was the choice.

Why can’t you be like these women you’re with today? A gentle, smiling old lady?

They’re trying so hard to comfort you, to be kind. Why don’t you take your hands away from your ear, and listen to what they’re saying?

Mama suddenly stopped in her tracks. Maybe … Maybe some of my words had got through …?

‘I can’t understand what the hell any of you are saying!’ Her voice rang out, incredibly loud. ‘This thing I’m wearing doesn’t help at all! If anything, it just amplifies the damn wind!’

And then she ripped me from her ear and hurled me down on to the tarmac. Hard. I even bounced a little.

Huh? Mama!

Don’t just throw me away like that! Don’t you understand? It’s me. Your daughter. Your hearing aid is me!

Lying there, I watched from below as Mama’s legs strode past, disappearing up the road. Her friends followed, their footsteps quick.

Mama, wait. Please. Wait.

I lay there, calling out, desperate.

You need me. How will you manage without me in the years ahead?

Also – there were still things I wanted to tell you. So many things.

There were times, many times, when I hated you. I wanted to kill you.

But I also loved you, Mama.

That’s why I came back.

Mama. Don’t leave me.

A strong gust of wind blew, lifting me forward just an inch. As it did, a rasping, whooshing noise rushed straight through me.




Journal

I COULD HEAR A QUIET, CRISP, scratching sound.

Ah: it’s the nib of that fountain pen I know so well, scraping gently over my white paper, leaving lines of words in dark blue ink.


1 January

New Year’s Day. This year, no cards came. I didn’t make any of the usual festive foods. We didn’t pay a visit to a temple or a shrine to pray for health and happiness in the coming year.

No. This year, it was a very lonely, dreary New Year’s Day. More than anything because you’re not with us any more, Hikaru-san.

Kana and I spent the day alone, without seeing anyone.

Watching the crowds on TV – people dressed up in kimono and hakama – Kana asked me:

‘Why are they all dressed up like that?’

I told her.

‘It’s New Year’s Day today.’

It was a clear and sunny day – crisp and cold, with a strong wind.



I could see Kimiko’s face, her lips pressed tightly together, looking lost in thought. As her journal, I could read every word she wrote. I could feel the touch of her fingers, and gaze into her eyes.

So it’s New Year’s Day.

My first January since leaving the world of the living.

Kimiko writes these entries in the form of letters to me. She does this at the end of the day, when the house is silent, and all her other tasks are done. She sits down, pen in hand, and slowly fills in an entry. While Kana, our only daughter, lies fast asleep in bed.


And I wonder



Oh. Now I could see Kana, the tip of her head. She peered over Kimiko’s arm, all droopy, looking distressed.

‘Couldn’t you sleep?’ Kimiko asked, and she wrapped her arms round her.

‘I need to pee-pee,’ Kana mumbled, rubbing her eyes.

‘OK. All right.’

Kimiko put on a smile, picked Kana up in her arms, and they left the room.

A brief pause in today’s entry.

On the desk, the maroon fountain pen with a gold-coloured trim that she’d left caught my eye.

I remember giving Kimiko that pen. I think that was on her twenty-fourth birthday.

We were colleagues at the same company. Then I was transferred to another branch, in a different part of the country. After a little while, Kimiko wrote me a letter. I hope I don’t make you feel uncomfortable by writing a letter like this, she wrote. On the contrary, I wrote back: it’s special. It’s both refreshing and soothing. I appreciate it, especially now, in this unfamiliar place, when I am all on my own.

And that was exactly how I felt. Her writing was graceful and gentle. Just looking at it brought me comfort.

We started writing to each other, several times a month. If too many days passed without me replying, Kimiko would simply send another letter.

I couldn’t wait. That’s what she wrote. After a while, she stopped explaining herself, and just wrote, and those letters came thick and fast.

In these letters, she would write anything that occurred to her: her thoughts on films and books, her observations on dogs or cats she had seen in the neighbourhood, the meals she’d eaten that day, the shapes of clouds.

Our correspondence continued, though the ratio of letters wasn’t equal – I must have written one letter to every three that she sent. When I picked out passages from her letters that I particularly enjoyed and wrote to her of my own thoughts and feelings in response, her next letter would arrive filled with quiet joy.

Two years and three months.

And then, in the next month, we stopped writing to each other. Because we were now living under the same roof.

We got married. All the letters that we had sent to each other – Kimiko to me and I to her – were stowed safely in a box.

‘This box contains all those feelings we expressed during that time we were apart,’ she said to me. ‘It’s a nice thought, but now that we’re living together, I also feel a bit embarrassed …’ She said this as she tied a red ribbon, one from a wedding gift, around it. She never untied that red ribbon. At least, not while I was alive.

I wonder whether she’s ever opened it since I died.

That night she didn’t come back. She never finished that sentence. No doubt she tucked Kana up in bed, then fell asleep beside her.

Her next entry was on 2 January.


It was another sunny day today, so I hung our futons out to air. The air is so crisp and dry in January – it’s really the perfect month for airing things outside.



I had spent the entire night wondering what she’d been about to write. But I suppose she may have forgotten herself what she’d been about to say.


4 January

Today was my first day back at work.

All the young women who are single came into work dressed in their furisode kimonos. The boss had told them to, apparently. That’s what Kamata-san, who’s thirty-two, said. She looked thoroughly annoyed about it. But nearly all of the younger new recruits looked very excited.

Needless to say, it’s a bit impractical to sit at a desk when you’re decked out in such heavy, tight clothing, and once everyone had exchanged a formal toast, and wished each other well for the coming year, they all left. Before midday.

The rest of us, the contract workers, hadn’t been issued with any silly instructions about kimonos or anything else, so we had things easy.

In the afternoon, I completed a few tasks, in my own time, with no full-time employee telling me what to do, sipped tea and chatted with the other women. And then I came home, early.

When I went to collect Kana from daycare, there were fewer than ten children playing with wooden blocks. The classroom looked big and everything was hushed in silence.

I suppose quite a few mothers are still on their New Year’s break.

When I called ‘Kana!’ she turned round. I had to smile, because the expression on her face was the exact same expression you used to make first thing in the mornings.

When night came, it rained, just a little.



When we got married, Kimiko gave up her permanent position at the company, and then, when a little time had passed, she went back, as a contract worker.

Furisode, I thought to myself, meditatively. That would never have crossed my mind, had I been the boss.

If I were alive, I can imagine Kimiko and I chatting about this over dinner.

Well, at least I know that Kimiko is still hard at work, and being a good mother to Kana. I can take comfort in that.


3 February

Today when I woke up, the world had turned silver.

Kana was already out of bed, staring out, pressing her face to the glass door so hard she squashed her nose. The sandals she normally uses to go out on the balcony were covered in snow, so I fetched her boots and let her go out to play in the snow.

I’m glad we don’t have to go out today.

Well, who would want to, in this weather? The road in front of her centre still hasn’t been paved, and we’d only get covered in slush.

Kana and I made five little snowmen out of the snow piled on our veranda.

We used azuki beans for eyes.

I should think they’ll all be melted away by morning.




4 February

Yesterday’s snowmen hadn’t melted! They froze! Their little azuki bean eyes fell out.

It was a piercingly cold day, today.

The day you asked me to marry you was a day just like this. Freezing cold. I was thinking about that day, today.



The day I proposed to Kimiko.

That was the day I presented her with a bright red berry I’d picked off a bush of nandina.

By then, Kimiko was coming to see me and staying overnight. We’d gone beyond merely writing letters.

On one visit, it snowed heavily during the night, and when we got up in the morning, we saw about five centimetres of snow on the ground. As we walked together along the snowy road, dazzling white in the morning sun, we looked up and saw the red berries of a nandina plant, each with a little white cap. ‘The white makes the berries look so red!’ Kimiko remarked.

Impulsively, I plucked a single berry, took Kimiko’s left hand and placed it on her wedding finger.

‘Let’s get married.’

‘Hey! Is this an engagement ring?’ Kimiko laughed. ‘I think I’m going to keep it!’ she said. And slipped it into her pocket.

‘Yes, let’s get married.’

And Kimiko wrapped her hands around my arm, and let her body rest on me very slightly. For a while, the two of us didn’t say anything, and we just walked, our bodies closely pressed together, along the snowy path.

The air was so chill that day. But inside, we were keeping each other warm.

I wanted it to last my whole life, that day we spent surrounded in snow. And clearly, Kimiko still kept the memory alive in her thoughts.


15 February

Today, I got out Kana’s hina dolls, ready for Girls’ Day next month. Our display isn’t anything very elaborate, just the Emperor and the Empress. But the display and the box for it all are far too big, so it was a bit of an effort, to say the least, to get it out from the storage space above the wardrobe.

I remember how you used to do it for me: use a ladder to go up and get it all out. I would just be standing there by you, waiting for you to pass it all down to me.

It’s still too soon to expect Kana to do that. She’s too little.

I managed to pull the box partway out of the storage space, but then it occurred to me that I had no idea how on earth I was going to get down the ladder holding the box in my hands. For a minute or two I just stayed where I was, trying to work it out.

And then I remembered hearing about people in rural areas in India (I think?) carrying pots and other items on their heads so that they can walk about hands free. So that’s what I tried, first positioning my head underneath the box, then pulling it over. And I managed it. Very carefully, making every effort to descend with the utmost calmness and smoothness, I carried it down on my head, right down to the bottom.

Quite an impressive achievement, don’t you think?

I should make sure to use the same method – my head – when the time comes to put the decorations away. I’m just writing this to remind myself.

What a beautiful doll the Empress is! Her face is so perfectly expressionless.

Kana tried to give the Empress some rice, so I had to stop her. I told her: The Empress is just fine, she’s got everything she needs. She’s with her Emperor. She’s not hungry.

And then suddenly she asked me: When’s Daddy coming back? I didn’t know what to say.

Which is why I



The nib of the pen stopped in its tracks.

And those last four words got firmly crossed out. With two firm lines.

The day’s entry ended with:


There was a discernible warmth in the sun today. Definite signs of spring.



I could detect a delicate fragrance floating in the room. Perhaps it had come out with the dolls. The scent recalled one I used to smell long, long ago, when I visited the home of my grandparents.

‘Goodnight,’ Kimiko said softly, and closed me up. There was a click of a switch, and the room went dark.

At such moments, I always find myself wanting to get up and join her.

I remember the old days, how, after an evening spent talking over a glass of wine, we would suddenly realize how late it had become, and ready ourselves for bed.

Even now, some instinct within me, was urging me towards her, drawing me close. But it’s futile: I can no longer stand, let alone hold her as I once did. All I can do is remain here, inert and helpless.

Is it a similar sense of loss that impels Kimiko to write in her diary?

I await these daily letters with devotion. They bring me happiness. But they also bring sorrow. With every letter, the sorrow builds.

Still, I will not let grief consume me. I take solace from knowing I remain in her heart.

Outside, winter reigns. Inside, in this unheated room, there is no blanket to shield me, and the cold cuts through everything. But not me – I endure it easily.

I am no longer a creature of warmth: no longer something that needs heat to live. Warmth – what meaning does it have now? It is nothing to me.

So then, what still has meaning? Why do I cling so desperately by the faintest sensations, to every stroke of Kimiko’s pen as she writes?


23 March

Today, we finally packed our hina dolls away, back in their cupboard.

Properly speaking, I know, we should have put them away on the day itself – on 3 March. But without knowing why, I ended up leaving the display out for all these weeks.

Tut tut. If you pack them away late, that’ll mean Kana will end up making a late marriage.

I’m joking of course. It’s old-fashioned, isn’t it, to think that marriage is the be-all and end-all for girls?

Kakimoto-san came over today. She was very taken by our dolls. They look so contented, she said. And then she offered to help me get the display back into the top cupboard. She said she knew how difficult it would be on my own. So I took advantage of this rare opportunity of having someone around to help. Finally, I was able to put the dolls away.

So I’m glad to report that I got the dolls up in the cupboard without having to carry the box up on my head!

As we were wrapping the dolls up carefully in paper and putting them in the box, Kana stroked their heads with her forefinger, as though she was very sad to see them go.

And she asked us: ‘Are the hina dolls going to be happy in the box? Because they have each other?’

For a moment we were a little lost for words, but then Kakimoto-san broke in and said, making her eyes even bigger than usual, and enunciating her words dramatically to make Kana laugh. ‘Yes! They’ll have no one but each other. And they’ll be as happy as can be.’



Kakimoto-san is a slightly older friend of Kimiko’s, from university. It seems she’s moved into the neighbourhood, so from time to time she visits, and Kimiko and Kana go to visit her.

I met her. Just once. A very nice woman, who has made a good career for herself. She did have big eyes, I remember; it was as if she continually found things astonishing. I seem to remember she was single. It’s gratifying to think that such a person would come to see Kimiko every now and then.

Ah. Now I can hear the sound of a piano on the other side of the door. Kimiko must be listening to that piece again. ‘Träumerei’. By Robert Schumann. She always listens to this when she’s having difficulty sleeping.

As I went through, one by one, all the many trivial, playful anecdotes she had recorded for me over these many months, a question popped into my mind. What was she really thinking about as she listened to that music?

Every day seemed to have been so filled with trivial episodes and scattered events. But had anything else been happening?

The thought flickered briefly through my mind, and I was given the answer a few months later.

The entry had no date.


Hikaru-san. I have a confession to make.

I’ve got a new lover. Someone I knew before I met you. Well, truthfully, he was at the same high school as me. Since you’ve died, he’s been helping me out such a lot.

Kana has also grown very fond of him. He’s a really really nice person.

For some time now, he’s been saying we should move in together, and I’ve been hesitating, unable to make up my mind, but today, I finally came to a decision.

I’ve decided to make a new life for myself. With this new man.

I realized that I can’t live without him. And neither can Kana.

And he can’t live without the two of us.

I’m sorry I didn’t let you know about this for such a long time.

I was a coward.

I still love you, Hikaru-san. My feelings for you haven’t changed.

But I need to make a fresh start, and I can only do that if I can make a clean break from you.

I came to this decision today.

I’m so grateful for everything you’ve done for me. Thank you from the bottom of my heart.

This is my last message to you. I’m not going to write anything more in this diary after today.

I can’t bring this diary with me into my new home. So tomorrow morning, I’ve decided to burn it. Outside, in the garden.



Well! I was stunned.

I was so consumed by the enormity of this news that for a while my mind went completely blank.

When Kimiko finished writing, she laid the fountain pen down, switched off the light and left the room. In the pitch-black darkness, I was left dazed, utterly overwhelmed.

After a few hours, I could see that morning had arrived.

As I lay there, bathed in the bright morning sun that filtered through from the other side of the curtains, I found my feelings gradually calmed, and gained a sense of clarity.

Kimiko, it’s all right. I’m glad you’re doing this.

I realize that the whole purpose of me coming back like this was to make sure that you and Kana would be able to make this fresh start in life.

At this moment, Kimiko entered, as if she had been waiting for me to work through my emotions, and opened the curtains.

Standing there, bathed in the morning sun, Kimiko was a vision of beauty. She looked dignified and composed, as if all doubts had been cast aside. She took me up in her hands and gazed at me. And then she smiled, her eyebrows arched in tender sorrow.

I tried to convey to her: I am, and will forever be, your first husband. Nothing will ever change that.

I found myself being clasped tightly to her breast.

Still in this tight embrace, I was taken by Kimiko, for the first time, out of the study where she wrote her journal entries and down into the garden. Here, I saw the box that she used to store all the letters we wrote to one another long ago.

Kimiko tucked me inside the ribbon tied around the box. I now found myself marked with a crimson cross on my breast. As I lay there, looking up at the sky, a great quantity of dry leaves fell rustlingly from Kimiko’s hands.

Very shortly, the dry leaves were replaced by glowing red flames. Kimiko had kindled the fire.

The flames immediately leapt on to me, quickly reducing the ribbon to ashes. At which I burst into flames, letting my pages flick up one by one.

Beneath me, all the letters Kimiko and I had sent one another were burning.

All those innumerable words we had written. All going up in flames.

Everything was shimmering, flickering, swaying.

And then, as my consciousness gradually faded, it occurred to me. My final message to her. I could still see her there, on the other side of the blaze.

I am so happy for you.




Massage

‘NO, WELL, AHEM, RATHER THAN becoming a “thing”, as you suggest … what if you simply revive me – allow me to come back to life? How does that sound?’

Without meaning to, I was showing quite a bit of eagerness.

‘As I’ve told you, multiple times, that is not going to happen.’

‘I’m sure everyone’s panicking now that I’m no longer with them. Because I did go quite suddenly and unexpectedly. Given the choice, it would have helped to be able to follow some sort of procedure … No? Well, um … what if I were to “possess” another human being – would that work? I can think of quite a few people whose lives might improve if I were to—’

‘NO. You can only haunt inanimate objects! That’s the deal!’

She had started to sound quite sharp. It felt as if I was being scolded. Why get so hot under the collar? For goodness’ sake … Surely, there had to be a little leeway somewhere …

But it was clear: nothing I said was going to have any effect.

‘All right, all right. Getting a second chance at it all is not an option … I understand …’

I paused and reflected for a moment, remembering the desk where I sat in the office. Directly opposite me was Taniyama. That guy always had such a sour look on his face. Wonder what he’s up to now. And next to him, Haranishi. Oh God, he was another one …

The truth was, I was well rid of those guys. I was sure they’d be running round wondering what to do without my unique expertise. I did wonder how they were managing, but, well … what to do? I didn’t choose to die unexpectedly. The doctor did warn me. ‘If this state of affairs continues,’ he said to me, ‘you’ll end up dead.’ I never imagined that it would happen. I was still in the process of figuring out how to discontinue the state of affairs, when, all of a sudden, the big full stop came.

‘Well anyway,’ I said, once I’d collected myself. ‘Since you insist, here’s an answer.’

‘Good.’ The official now sounded calmer too.

‘I’m going home. I want to go home.’

‘You mean, you want to become an object in your home?’

‘Yes. It makes sense, doesn’t it, to go back there? Where my family is?’

‘Of course.’

‘So I’ve been thinking. About the various rooms.’

‘Go on.’

‘I did build my own office space. That might be a place to hang out. But none of my family went near it, so it would be pointless. Perhaps the most suitable place is the living room. I’d be able to keep an eye on everybody there.’

‘Yes. Very good. And what do you think you might take up residence in, in the living room? Please, just name one object.’

I tried to visualize what it might look like.

The brown leather sofa, faded and tattered. The table, scratched and stained. Magazines, newspapers, advertising leaflets, clothes and who knew what other random objects, all scattered about haphazardly.

That bulky old cathode-ray tube TV, the one the kids were always nagging me to replace, barely ever functioning properly, its screen blinking, the picture with a greenish tinge …

Ah. Yes, there was one thing, wasn’t there, in that cluttered, dreary room that stood out – quite large and noticeable. How could I have forgotten?

‘There is a massage chair in that room. It gives you a full-body massage. You sit down, press a switch and, after first measuring your size, it travels up and down your body, stretching the muscles and applying pressure to your pressure points. Amazing, huh. It cost a pretty penny, I can tell you. If I took up residence in that, I would be able to give everyone, all the members of my family, a massage. Everyone would relax and feel happy, and that would make me feel happy too.’

‘Very good. Let’s make that massage chair your belonging of choice.’ And from the ghostly official’s hands, a single sheet of paper appeared, glittering in the darkness.

I was back. Home. Back in my house, installed in the massager.

I looked around, my heart filled with wistful fondness, only to get a shock. The sofa, which was directly in front of me, had been exchanged – for a brand-new one, made of fabric. Likewise the TV, which was now a flat screen with a high-definition display. But I thought I’d tried my best to instil in my family the idea that we should use things for as long as possible, until they broke! But no sooner had I left the world, than this had happened!

I was lying there feeling indignant, alone, when suddenly I heard a high-pitched ding! The sound went on for a few seconds, and I caught the smell of incense drifting over. I could see my wife Shoko in the tatami-floored room beyond, putting her hands together to pray. Her profile was solemn. Had she lost a little weight?

Shoko was offering prayers at the Buddhist altar. That must be to me … That annexe room had the tokonoma, as I recall. The quietest room of the house. So that’s where they put the altar, which they must have recently purchased.

So, I really am dead. I must be, to be the object of people’s prayers.

Shoko. I feel so bad. To have left you so early in life. And the children still so—

‘Mum! Hurry up. I’m hungry!’

Huh? Who’s that? Oh, Miho! Hey, Miho, look who’s here! It’s Dad! Right beside you.

‘One second. Just wait a moment. I’ve told you, haven’t I? We eat after offering food to the deceased.’

‘Do we really have to bother with that crap?’

‘Yes, we do.’

‘Ugh, I can’t deal …’

And Miho kicked me.

Miho!

‘This stupid thing … It’s just a big nuisance.’

What? Look, Miho, when I bought this ‘thing’, you jumped for joy, and you lost no time in using it. And you went on and on about how amazing it felt.

‘Yeah, totally. It is pretty annoying.’

Oh. You’re there, too, Kazuto? You too?

‘We should have had the electronics shop take it away with the TV.’

‘What are you two saying? This was the last big purchase your father made for us all. Don’t be so rude – use it.’

Use it because they’re told to? No thanks. I’d rather they didn’t bother. On a different note: Kazuto, I don’t know how many times I’ve told you not to wear your jeans so low over your backside. And Miho, you’re no better. Did you really go to school dressed like that? That’s not a good look, wearing a tracksuit under your skirt.

This is what happens, isn’t it, when I’m not around. The house falls apart.

I caught the smell of something delicious wafting from the kitchen.

Shoko. What have you prepared for dinner today?

‘Otosan. Today I’ve made you simmered vegetables and green beans with sesame dressing.’

Ah. Nice.

I said those words silently to myself, when suddenly it hit me. Had Shoko heard what I was thinking – the question I had just asked? Was that a reply?

No. Shoko wasn’t addressing the me in the massage chair. She was quietly addressing the official me – the one enshrined in the family altar. She had set today’s food in small dishes as offerings on one of the shelves.

Giving me everything I need, as they say, on a silver platter …

You’ve always given me everything I could ever need, haven’t you? Both when I was alive and even now, after I’m gone.

But, Shoko, I can’t eat anything you give me. You know that, don’t you?

OK, that’s enough for the me in the altar. Come here and sit down, on the massager me. You must be tired, right? Let me massage wherever your body feels stiff and sore. I’ll do it for as long as you need. It’s the least I can do to try to make amends.

My soul is now fused with the sophisticated neural-like technology of my apparatus. I promise you, I’ll give you a massage like no other. No one, anywhere, will be able to top it.

But as soon as she’d finished laying the offerings on the altar, Shoko bustled into the kitchen, without so much as a glance my way.

After dinner, Kazuto and Miho sat on the sofa for a while and watched TV. And then they left. They didn’t make use of me, either. From what I could tell, each of them just shut themselves up in their own rooms.

If they’re not going to use me, then I really am just a big nuisance, aren’t I?

So, Kazuto, you’re a college student. And Miho, you’re in high school.

Don’t you ever watch TV together as a family any more? Chat, laugh, make some noise? Is all of that over now? Not that I really know what it was like, since I only ever got home well after you were all tucked up in bed …

I began to wonder, lying there in the darkened living room with no one else around: Have I lived the life I should have lived?

Beyond the window, I could see many windows, each lit with a soft glow. Some with a bluish-green light, others yellow, some almost orange. It was evidence of people living their lives, a sign that people were going about their daily activities.

A month or so ago, I had been among those who could switch lights on and off, at will. But now, no longer. Such a trivial action, barely significant at all. But from my present perspective, very significant.

As I lay there, pondering the significance of insignificant things, the room brightened, and someone came in and briskly shut the curtains. Shoko.

‘Ah!’ Shoko sat down on me. I could feel the warmth radiating from her body. So, she had come to me at last.

I felt the switch flip. I was moving! How wonderful!

Slowly, I ascertained the exact shape of Shoko’s body. Ah yes, this is what her body was like. This takes me back. But seriously, my sweetheart, your muscles are so stiff! Your shoulders, lower back and calves … Naturally, I applied force to the areas where she needed it most. And then, Shoko let out a soft little moan. In a voice only I knew.

A memory came back to me from around the time when Shoko and I first met. It must have been over twenty years ago. Shoko had always had beautifully white skin, and a soft, gently rounded appearance.

It was summer when we started seeing one another. I’d just bought a car, and I remember how we used to go for drives here, there and everywhere.

We’d get into the blazing-hot car, and I’d turn the air conditioner to full blast. She’d say how she enjoyed the wind rushing at her with a soft roar from the vent. ‘I’m so hot!’ she would say, and she would bring her face right up to the vent, clearly enjoying the cool breeze.

How cute you used to look with your fringe lifting in the breeze, your forehead exposed.

When we went to the seaside, your fair skin and the voluptuousness of your body took my breath away. You sat by the sea, clutching your ankles, and when I asked you why, you told me: I’m too plump, it’s embarrassing.

Speaking of which, what about those cute little triple-fold ankle socks you used to wear?

Ah, so young, we were, back in those days …

The blazing summer sun left your white skin hot and flushed. I remember how we laughed, seeing each other’s sunburned noses.

When was it that we decided that we should get married …?

As soon as we did marry, we had a child, and my work just kept getting busier and busier. Every day was a hustle.

I kept up a steady pummelling and squeezing of Shoko’s body with my ball-shaped rollers, hoping that I would get my message to her through them. My own rumbling groans and Shoko’s soft moans echoed quietly together.

Tell me, Shoko. Did you ever regret marrying me? Not even once? Don’t get me wrong, I’m not trying to make you say anything, one way or the other. I just wonder what it was like for you being married to me …

I know I’ve brought our marriage to an end in a way neither of us could have foreseen, but I want your days ahead to be happy ones. And I hope that this room will be filled with laughter and cheer forever.

The allotted time had now elapsed, and I came to a stop. But Shoko remained where she was, unmoving.

Hey. Wake up …

‘Mum. I knew I’d find you here. Sleeping …’

Miho. When did she come in?

‘Uhh. I wasn’t … sleeping,’ Shoko replied. Her voice sounded unmistakably like someone who had been deeply asleep.

‘Mum! You were totally out of it! You shouldn’t do this. You’ll catch a cold!’

‘You’re right. I’ll go and have a bath now. Has your brother had his yet? What about you, Miho?’

‘Yup.’

Shoko always had her bath last, after everyone else in the family. She liked long baths. Often, she would read a book while soaking. She also sang songs. But if I ever said to her: You were singing in the bath, weren’t you, she would flatly deny it and insist that she hadn’t. She genuinely seemed to have forgotten. Such a strange creature, she was …

In a little while, I heard the sound of water. Shoko was at her ablutions. I could hear water splashing. Had water always seemed so sorrowful? Couldn’t she sing one of her songs?

‘Dad, you’re such an idiot!’ This comment from Miho startled me.

What was that, all of a sudden? Had she been there the whole time?

Miho didn’t sit down, but simply switched me on. Hey, what are you doing? That’s a waste, isn’t it, of electricity? Still, once my switch is flipped, I have no choice but to start. That’s the sad reality of being a machine. I simply got to work, adjusting my movements to fit the body of an imaginary person.

There wasn’t anything bearing down on me this time, so, compared to a moment ago, it was almost effortless. But still … it felt empty.

Oi. Miho. Why don’t you just sit on me?

‘Dad, you’re such an idiot.’

There it was again! Hey, have some respect, will you?

Miho plopped herself on the floor, leaning against me, her chin resting on the armrest. Then she ran her hand over the spot where the rollers were moving up and down.

‘Dad, you should have used this chair more. Maybe you’d still be around if you had. I feel bad using it now.’

What nonsense! Don’t feel bad! Use it all you like! I set myself up in this chair so you could enjoy it – so everyone could! So stop overthinking and sit down.

‘Does that feel nice, Dad?’

What? Feel nice? Me? I’m the one who’s doing all the work here, aren’t I?

I looked at her face. Miho was gazing at me, dreamily. Or, more accurately, she was gazing at a place where she imagined me sitting. Ahhh, I get it now. She is picturing me in the chair, getting a nice massage myself.

Oh yes, Miho, it feels good. Ooh yes, this is actually incredible. I didn’t realize how much I needed that …

And with that, devotedly, I put all I had into pummelling an imaginary me.




Lips

REGRETS? OF COURSE, YES, I had a ton of them. I mean, I was just fourteen, right? It’s like, no way …! Please tell me it’s not true. I want it to be a lie. It has to be a lie.

I didn’t know what object I wanted to be. I couldn’t decide. I couldn’t focus.

But if I had to pin it down to one thing … Maybe my one biggest regret is that I’ve never fallen in love.

Or rather that I’ve never had a love that was actually attainable.

Of course, I would have liked to do all the other things too – work, get married – just like anyone else. But the thought of never having gone on a date with a guy and then saying goodbye to the world … That’s just too sad for words.

Because there was someone I liked …

Ikegami-senpai. He was in the badminton club, one year ahead of me. He wasn’t super cool, or strong, or smart, or anything like that. But when I was around him, everything just felt … calm. Nice. I felt safe.

Like after practice, when I was picking up the shuttlecocks – the way he’d tap one over lightly with his racquet, smiling and saying, ‘Don’t forget this one.’ Or during breaks, when he’d take a big gulp of water and suddenly look up at me … Or once when I was washing my face outside at the water fountain, and realized I’d forgotten to bring my towel, and was like, ‘Oh, what am I gonna do?’ and he just handed me his. ‘Here you go!’ he said. His voice in that moment …

It was as if my eyes were drawn to him, even before I knew why. And then one day, it hit me: I was in love with him. But the second I realized it, a sharp pain shot through my heart.

Because Ikegami-senpai was dating Ayaka-senpai.

After club was over, the two of them always left to go home together. As I watched them walking closely beside each other, they seemed to radiate happiness. They looked so fresh and effortlessly beautiful. Too fresh, actually: it also hurt. It would have been easier if they’d just made me hate them instead.

When I got seriously ill and had to go into hospital, the two of them came to see me. I remember the card with both of their names written on it, which accompanied the bouquet of orange flowers they brought me. Ikegami-senpai had written, ‘Hang in there,’ in his small, slanted handwriting. Ayaka-senpai, in her cute, rounded script, had written, ‘Get well soon and feel better. Then we can play badminton together again.’ She’d added a little musical note symbol at the end. I read the card, and said, ‘OK, I’ll do my best,’ but the tears just started falling. I was happy, but I was also heartbroken.

Ikegami-senpai was in love with Ayaka-senpai. And I could understand why. She was beautiful, kind, hardworking and strong. She was the kind of senpai everyone admired in the badminton club. I’d always wanted to be like Ayaka-senpai, too.

I wanted to be the person Ikegami-senpai was in love with. But I could never be like Ayaka-senpai. That much was obvious. I just couldn’t compare.

If I had a wish, I’d come back to life as Ayaka-senpai … But that was not going to happen, and wanting to be another girl was … too pathetic.

But, but … I did so want to be Ikegami-senpai’s girlfriend – even in a fantasy, even if it was just for a moment. To hold his hand, go out on dates, and maybe even … to kiss him. It’s all I ever wanted.

To kiss him …

After thinking about it, pondering it forever, in the end I decided I wanted to go for Ayaka-senpai’s lip balm. I would take up residence there.

Ayaka-senpai had now got me tucked in the inner pocket of her school bag. Every morning, before heading to school, she applied a light layer of me on her lips. I could smell my own fragrance – grapefruit: the perfect scent for her. And when she was wearing me, I could see everything she saw from my position on her lips.

We got to the classroom. But there was no one there. Ayaka-senpai had come to school way earlier than anyone else. Oh – but no: Ikegami-senpai had just walked in.

Huh? I thought he was in a totally different class?

‘Here. This is for you.’ Ayaka-senpai pulled a bento box out of her bag.

‘San-kyu!’ Ikegami-senpai flashed us a smile.

Ahh, I get it now. Wow, you’re incredible, Ayaka-senpai! Even though you’re probably super exhausted with badminton practice, you got up early, put together the helpings for two delicious bento boxes, and came to school earlier than anyone else so you could give him one! Seriously, you’re amazing!

Ikegami-senpai slid the bento box into his bag, as if handling something precious, then took Ayaka-senpai’s hand in his, held it for a moment, and after sharing a sweet look, left the classroom. In my happiness at seeing Ikegami-senpai’s smile right there, in my face, I felt as though my heart was going to burst.

As soon as Ikegami-senpai left, a few students came in, and Ayaka-senpai started chatting with everyone. I heard lots of phrases being flung around – darui (ergh), nemui (soooo sleepy), cho-yabai (super weird!) and uzai (so annoying) – to describe various scattered feelings they didn’t want to go into, or to keep the atmosphere clear of awkward silences.

During the banter, I noticed I was disappearing little by little.

Then, just as Ayaka-senpai opened her mouth to start speaking, everything went black.

And now I was just sitting there, in the dark world inside the pocket of her bag.

That must be the teacher’s voice I can hear. Droning on, as though she’s reciting sutras. I don’t even know what the class is …

What was she going on about? I hadn’t a clue.

The voice was the kind that just puts you to sleep straight away – like a hypnotic spell. I’ll never forget the way, back when I was in class, I would think: Oh my God, I mustn’t doze off now: I’ll get scolded – and I would try things like pinching my arms or tapping my thighs under the desk. But once the drowsiness kicked in, it was pretty much game over.

That was scary. The idea that someone who was doing her best to send me to sleep was also equally ready to explode with fury if I did succumb to her spell. But right now, I’m in a pocket. No one can see me, and no one cares what a lip balm does or thinks.

I let myself fall under the sleeping spell, happy to enjoy it.

I woke up with everything around me bright. Right in front of me was a pair of lips. Behind me, I could hear the light thwack of racquets hitting shuttles and the squeaky sounds sneakers make when people are darting around on the floor.

Ayaka-senpai was applying me to her lips. She gave me a quick swipe, then pressed her lips together softly, blending me in. Before I knew it, my main self – the stick – was back in her bag, while a thin layer of me, like my avatar, stayed behind, coating her lips.

Badminton practice was about to begin. Ayaka-senpai no doubt looked super neat and dashing, as she always did. She turned her head for just a second, and I spotted Ikegami-senpai. He was already in the middle of a game, with strands of sweat-drenched hair clinging to his face.

Yumi-senpai walked by, and leaned in close to Ayaka-senpai and muttered softly, just loud enough for her to hear, ‘Make-up? For badminton practice? What, is your boyfriend watching or something?’

Huh? What was that supposed to mean?

I always thought Yumi-senpai was the straightforward, sporty type, the kind of student who’d happily look after the younger girls. I can’t believe she’d say something so … mean!

‘It’s not make-up. My lips get so dry and cracked, it’s painful. I just put on some lip balm,’ Ayaka-senpai replied casually. Wow, as always, cool as a cucumber. If it were me, I’d have been absolutely crushed by a comment like that.

But then, as soon as Ayaka-senpai stepped on to the court, she gave her lips a hard wipe. And just like that, I was gone.

Gutted! So she was bothered by it after all!

Still, that comment from Yumi-senpai was … scary. I’d seen her tear strips off girls for skipping practice, but for something this small … Ugh.

Then again, Ayaka-senpai is so perfect at whatever she does and she’s totally open about having a boyfriend. No wonder people get jealous of her. Honestly, if I were in the same year as her, and saw her casually putting on lip balm and making eyes at her boyfriend when practice was about to start? I’d probably get annoyed too.

If she and I had been classmates, and we both liked the same boy, who knows what I would’ve done … I might even have stuck a needle in her lip balm or something …

Yikes.

It must be tough, though, as the perfect student everyone’s obsessed with. Always top of the class, always admired – no wonder people start to get nasty.

I was just thinking about this when, out of nowhere, I was suddenly pulled out into the light. The face in front of me – wait, it’s a guy! Someone from my year in the badminton club. Okamoto. Wait, you opened Ayaka-senpai’s bag without asking? What are you planning to do with me?

I had a feeling something bad was about to happen, and of course it came true. Okamoto was about to apply the lip balm – to his own lips! No, stop, that’s so gross!

Just as I was about to be pressed up against Okamoto’s lips, his hand was suddenly stopped. Someone was gripping it. Ikegami-senpai.

‘What are you doing!’ Ikegami-senpai shouted, his voice sharp.

‘I-I’m not doing anything!’ Okamoto stammered, his grip on me tightening. His hand was all damp, slick with sweat. This … was suffocating.

‘Give me what’s in your hand!’ Ikegami-senpai demanded, trying to prise Okamoto’s hand open. Senpai, please, help me, I thought desperately. More footsteps were coming our way. Okamoto’s fingers finally loosened, and I dropped to the floor, rolling helplessly.

Ikegami-senpai quickly picked me up.

‘What’s going on?’ ‘What’s happened?’ Voices were buzzing all around us.

‘It’s nothing. Nothing at all. Just get back to your practice,’ Ikegami-senpai said, his voice tight, out of breath. Through his fingers, I could see Okamoto slipping away from the scene.

‘What’s happened?’ That was Ayaka-senpai speaking.

‘You dropped this.’ I felt myself being passed from Ikegami’s fingers into Ayaka-senpai’s.

‘Huh, that’s strange. I’m sure I put it in my bag,’ Ayaka-senpai said, eyeing me curiously for a moment before placing me back.

Such drama. If I had a heart, it’d definitely be racing right now. Being a stick of lip balm is no easy job.

I really admired how Ikegami-senpai didn’t try to interrogate Okamoto, or make a big deal out of it. Okamoto had tried to steal something – lip balm, of all things – from Ayaka-senpai, and, to make it worse, he’d tried to put it on his own lips. Yuck. If that got out, it would’ve made Ayaka-senpai look bad too. Much smarter just to pretend it never happened. Ikegami had made that call instantly. It also meant Okamoto got off easy, and hopefully wouldn’t try anything like that again.

Anyway, from the way he was acting, it was pretty obvious Okamoto had a crush on Ayaka-senpai. But he was totally going about it the wrong way. Guys like him never seem to learn, so who knows – maybe he would try to repeat it. And now, to make matters even worse, his embarrassing behaviour had been caught and shut down by none other than the boyfriend of his crush. Talk about humiliating.

‘I don’t want you to go near Okamoto.’

‘Huh? Why?’

Now I could hear Ikegami-senpai and Ayaka-senpai talking. Where was I?

‘He seems a little too … into you.’

‘Ugh, seriously? Now that you mention it, he does tend to stare right into my eyes a lot during practice. Oh, and speaking of which – didn’t you and Okamoto have some kind of fight a couple of weeks ago?’

‘Oh that? Nah, it was nothing. He was just messing around, so I gave him a bit of a warning.’

‘Hunh. Seems kind of extreme …’

Just then, the doorbell rang.

‘Oh, a delivery. Wait here, OK?’

I heard a door open. So, it seemed we were in Ayaka-senpai’s bedroom.

Suddenly, I saw a hand reach out towards me. It was Ikegami-senpai. He pulled me out of the bag, opened my lid, twisted me up a little and wiped my tip with a tissue. He was cleaning off any part that might have touched Okamoto’s lips. How considerate of him.

I thought: Wow, Ikegami-san, you really notice the tiniest things, don’t you? I was so impressed. I felt so lucky that I ended up liking this person. And in that moment, I totally understood why Ayaka-senpai, who’s so perfect in every way, fell for him too.

Ikegami-senpai gently wiped my surface, then blew on me softly. The scent of grapefruit filled the air. Then, without warning, he brought his lips close and began applying me.

Huh? What’s going on …? Oh, Ikegami-senpai …

Before I could process what was happening, my stick was tucked back in the bag. I couldn’t believe it – the smeared part of me was now pressed right up against the lips of my adored Ikegami-senpai. His lips were a little firmer and rougher than Ayaka-senpai’s. So, does this mean I’m actually kissing Ikegami-senpai on the lips right now?

As I lay there in a dreamy haze, Ayaka-senpai came into the room.

‘Grandma sent some mikan oranges,’ she said with a smile, two yellow mikan in her hands. ‘Shall we eat them?’

‘Let’s.’

Ikegami-senpai stood up. After taking a mikan, he said, ‘Before that though,’ and he pulled Ayaka-senpai close, kissing her. The mikan in Ayaka-senpai’s hand landed with a soft thud on the floor. I could feel the warmth of Ayaka-senpai’s lips, soft against his.

I’m sure it lasted only a few seconds. And it was the lightest of kisses. But for me, those few seconds felt like a dizzying, unreal eternity. As their lips pulled apart, I caught a glimpse of her shy, downward-turned smile, which was enough to completely blank me out.




Lens

WELL THEN, WHAT’S SHOTA UP to?

Wait, what? Where am I?

I could see a lot of people walking by in front of me. In the distance, cars driving down a road. A view of a streetscape.

Had I been taken out somewhere? Where’d Shota gone off to?

As I searched for him, a face I didn’t recognize suddenly popped up right in front of my lens, drawing closer, scaring me half to death. The person was smiling, and there were lots of deep wrinkles around his eyes.

Who the heck are you?

‘Well, well, this is rather fine.’ And he took me up in his hands.

‘Yes, it’s a good one. That one came in just recently. What do you think? Want to buy it? It’s been a while since you last bought anything.’

No way – buy it? What’s he talking about?

I took a quick peek at my surroundings. There were rows of shelves, stacked with old-fashioned cameras. Oh, I get it. This must be a second-hand camera shop.

Second-hand … But, Shota, what does this mean? Clearly, the ghostly person in charge of assigning objects to haunt must’ve mixed something up – and put me in the wrong camera.

How did that happen?

‘A while back, a young college kid came in and wanted to sell it because he needed some cash.’

‘Really? I’m surprised that a young guy like that would own something so valuable.’

‘His grandma bought it for him, apparently. But she kicked the bucket, so he said he didn’t have to hold on to it any more.’

‘Wait, you’re saying that as soon as his grandma died, he just sold the camera she gave him? That seems kind of heartless. Didn’t he want to keep it as a reminder of her? I suppose not.’

‘Yeah, pretty bad. His grandma must be upset about it, too. Wonder if she got off to heaven OK.’ And the other man, who seemed to be the shop owner, laughed.

‘There’s a cloth inside the case, with some initials, S. S., embroidered on it, probably by the old lady. Rather clumsy, but sweet in its own way – I don’t know whether to laugh or cry at it. See? Here it is.’

Right in front of me, I saw a light blue cloth change hands. Oh, I can’t believe this …

He’s right. That is my embroidery. I’m haunting Shota’s camera.

Hey, Shota, what can this mean? You asked me to buy this camera for you to celebrate starting college, so that’s what I did – I took out my savings and bought it just for you. You were happy as anything when you got it.

So, that’s all it was to you?

I wanted to see you again, Shota. It was my hope to be able to look at what you viewed through the lens. So we could do it together.

But now …

How could you do such a heartless thing, selling me off to a place like this? I’m devastated.

I tried to recall Shota’s face. But he had so many different faces, like a performer changing masks. His smiling face. His tear-streaked face. The sulky expression he’d wear. The way he’d look when he wanted love and attention.

Well, that’s the way it is, I suppose. You’re young, it’s only natural for you to want other things, too.

Oh, all right. I forgive you. What can I say? I gave it to you, didn’t I? So it was yours to do with as you wished. I don’t have the hands, the feet, as they say – or even the voice – to tell you otherwise any more.

Just then, I realized my lens was being wiped in circles with the light blue cloth.

‘That’s a good lens.’ It was the old gent of a minute ago, looking me over. ‘I’ll take it.’

What’s that? This old fellow’s buying me …?

‘Thank you for your business!’

The old man had passed me back to the owner of the shop, who shut me away in the pitch darkness of a camera case.

Jolting around in the dark, I could only ponder how powerless an object is when it’s being bought and sold.

Shota was never the most reliable. His mum, Yoshiko, on the other hand, was overly earnest, so she used to fret a lot about him. I can imagine those two are still at it, nagging and arguing with each other.

All of a sudden, everything around me went bright. I must have been taken out of the case.

‘Well, Grandma, welcome home!’

Grandma? That’s a bit much … I guess people’s disregard for old folks doesn’t change, even when you’ve turned into a camera. Still, considering I was second-hand when I was bought in the first place, I suppose it’s not entirely off the mark …

Now I was being given a nice polish with the little duster I’d embroidered for my grandson. This man clearly thought I was something special – I could tell from the careful, almost reverent way his hands moved.

Say what you will, it does feel nice to be cherished, even if it hasn’t happened in quite some time.

I do wonder how much I was used before Shota owned me.

I’d tried to dissuade him. ‘Why buy this one?’ I’d asked. ‘You could get a nice new camera for the same price.’ But no, he’d insisted on buying a second-hand one, pointing out this special feature and that, going on about how it had some kind of unique analogue charm, how it felt in the hand, how the design was so good.

I suppose it was that same ‘charm’ that caught the eye of this old fellow.

‘You’re not exactly a beauty, are you,’ the guy said, then blew on my lens, instantly fogging it up.

Hey! Do you mind?

But then, slowly wiping the fog away, he added softly, ‘But you’re the sad, sweet keepsake of a grandma that a grandson sold off. So I want to take good care of you.’

What a lovely sentiment …

I felt a tear coming on.

Shota once remarked that I cried over the littlest things. He’d been getting me to pose for him as he took a shot, and suddenly started talking like a real pro, someone who knew what they were doing – ‘Yes, that’s perfect, hold it right there. Great! Awesome!’ I couldn’t help but get misty-eyed.

When did I become so quick to tears?

‘Because I did something similar myself when I was a youth,’ the old gent muttered.

Something similar, you say? Well, when you’re young, you often do all sorts of things, don’t you, that you regret later – never thinking about the consequences. But if taking care of someone like me makes you feel better, then, by all means, go ahead and give me all the attention you want.

Still, I wonder how many years ago it was that this old gaffer did whatever he did. My grandparents died before I was even born, so I can’t really speak with any certainty about intergenerational feelings one way or the other. But I wonder if, one day, Shota will ever regret selling the camera I bought for him, just like this old man does?

Fat chance.

All of a sudden, a brown wall rushed up into my face.

Ka-chunk!

My shutter clicked shut.

‘Work number one. A Wall in My Home,’ I heard the guy mutter proudly.

No way. A wall in this guy’s home? What a pointless shot!

‘Not bad. That’s probably my best shot ever.’

You’re not serious, are you? I was disgusted, but the next moment, before my eyes a glass panel slid open, and I was placed inside. I found myself in there with several old, battered black cameras.

I wonder if I’m the only one with a soul haunting it? Maybe, just maybe, one of these other cameras is also similarly …

Could it be?

Hello? Can you hear me?

Is anyone there?

I cautiously looked around before calling out, but … silence. Nobody called back.

Oh. That’s disappointing. I guess I’m the only one of us that’s got a ghost inside.

How lonely.

Beyond the glass, I could see the silhouette of the old gent. He was watching TV. A bluish light, fluctuating in intensity, shone out from around his figure. Laughter emanated from the TV, but the old gent didn’t make a sound. He sat, perfectly still, not a muscle moving, his back straight.

His posture … it seemed familiar, as if I’d seen it somewhere before.

Ah. That’s it.

He looked like …

Yasuhiko-san. My late husband.

Yasuhiko-san died long ago – must be thirty years now – so he never got to grow to this age, but I remember he used to sit just like that, bolt upright, whether he was watching television or sitting at the dinner table. If he had lived, he might even be a bit like the old guy in front of me.

Yasuhiko-san didn’t have a deceitful bone in his body. Honest to a fault. I think it was that foolish honesty which took him from me so early.

And this old gent, who went out of his way to buy a camera like me, knowing all my baggage – could it be that he’s the same kind of honest soul?

Suddenly, the old man keeled over.

What? What happened? Are you OK? Are you sick?

Had he fainted?

Isn’t there anyone else in this house? Someone – anyone – didn’t you hear the sound – the thud – when he fell? If there’s anyone here, come quickly and find out if he’s OK!

I focused all my energy on willing someone to come, but no one showed up. The old gent lay there, completely still.

Oh, oh, what should I do?

Just then the old gent let out a noise, almost like a growl, and rolled over in my direction. His jaw slackened. He was softly snoring, asleep.

So that’s all it was. He’d fallen asleep, watching TV.

Thank goodness.

But it’s not very considerate of you, is it – to just drop off, over there, sprawled on the floor! I would like to go over to you and give you a blanket. But … well, as we know … that’s not possible.

I could hear the TV still blaring away. There he lay, in a haze of noise and light.

If Yasuhiko-san had lived this long, he too would have retired. No doubt he would have been home all day, lying around like this, napping and watching TV. He didn’t have any hobbies to speak of, and he wasn’t one to spend money on anything unnecessary.

On his rare days off, he would pass the time solving Go puzzles from the newspaper, placing stones on his board and thoughtfully pondering the best sequence of moves. Sometimes, with the warmth of the late afternoon sun on his back, perhaps feeling relaxed, he would fall asleep, face down on the board, a stone in his fingers.

And I would come up from behind and place a blanket on his shoulders as he slept. He would open his eyes for an instant, and I would think: Oh, he’s awake, but immediately he would close them again, and start snoring. He’s just pretending, I would mutter to myself, but when I touched his back, it would be as warm as a heater.

That’s why, when I saw him lying in the room with the evening sun pouring in, I thought: He’s done his usual thing, falling asleep on the floor, and went to cover him with a blanket. But when I touched him, he was icy cold.

Time flows, and we live one day after another. Today follows yesterday, and today will be followed by tomorrow.

But on that day, for Yasuhiko-san, the succession of todays ended.

I’ve lived thirty years’ worth of todays since that day.

He and I didn’t have any children. After he died, I married a man whose wife had died, leaving him with a child to bring up. Shota is that child’s son, so we aren’t truly related – not by blood. But for some reason, he and I always got along. We would talk about anything and everything.

But maybe I was under an illusion. Maybe Shota was actually just indulging me, playing along, letting me think we were having nice chats because he knew he’d be getting pocket money.

Ah, it doesn’t do, it doesn’t do to think like that. I’m dead now, just like Yasuhiko-san. I have no tomorrows, and no todays. I mustn’t fret over the people who are living. As that ironic saying goes: Life is at its best while you’re alive – because once you’re dead, that’s the end of it.

The only person I have to watch over is this old man, and from what I can tell he lives alone.

If you get ill, Grandpa, I’ll be there to see it through with you.

The next day we had good weather. The morning sun poured into the room.

I could hear the old gent singing some lines softly, in a nasal tone. He was evidently in high spirits.


It’s a new camera!

Where shall we go, I wonder?

This journey we’re on …



The melody felt a bit familiar, even if the words were a little different. The scenario was a kabuki one, two lovers embarking on a michiyuki.


With joy and shyness, at the edge of this life –

Shall we let go of this final love?



Dear me. What awful lyrics!

Come to think of it, I must have done this too while I lived alone, crooning songs without a shred of shame. Thankfully, there wasn’t a camera watching me … Or was there?


Refusing, refusing, they fell in love,

And now the two of them are at the bottom of a pond …



What? Did the two of them turn into frogs or something?

The old gent seemed to be getting ready to go out. He stood in front of the glass case I was in, staring at his reflection. He was right there, just in front of me. I watched as he carefully combed his fluffy silver locks, running the comb once through them before backcombing the front to give it some volume. It was quite a wacky hairdo, but the precise, efficient movements of his hands told me that he’d been sporting it for a while. I’d never seen anything like it – definitely one of a kind. Yesterday, he hadn’t worn his hair like this, so clearly he was making a special effort.

Once he’d finished getting ready, we stepped outside. In the darkness of my camera case, I couldn’t make out the details, but I could hear the clatter of a train. The swaying and rocking, the kind that makes you want to drop off to sleep, was unmistakable. Surrounded by darkness, I lost all sense of time. Every now and then I’d catch what sounded like train announcements, but nothing clear enough to make out what they were saying.

Wonder where we’re going?

Going on a trip to an unknown destination with someone I didn’t even know. Something I’d never have imagined doing while I was alive. Still, what could I do but go with the flow? That was the fate of the purchased object.

Oh my goodness, what is this dazzling sight …? Some pale, almost white, object had appeared right in front of my eyes.

Cherry blossoms. That’s what they were! I could see patches of blue sky through the petals.

Ka-chunk!

My shutter clicked shut.

Oh, I see now. The old man has come to take shots of the cherry blossoms. They are out in full bloom.

Flurries of petals gently fell around me.

‘Such a glorious day,’ the old gent said. ‘I’ve always been someone who chases away bad weather, wherever I go. I’m a genuine “sunny man”.’

Who was he talking to? My lens was pointed straight up at the blossoms, so I couldn’t check out my surroundings.

Which cherry trees were these? I wondered. We were surely in a spot famous for cherry blossoms, considering we had made a special trip by train to see them. But from the looks of it, the trees in front of me were the common Somei-Yoshino.

I could hear people chatting all around us, but for the past few minutes I had been pointed up, to where the blossoms hung on the branches.

Hey, old man, don’t just focus on the flowers – how about mixing it up a bit? Try some wider shots, include the landscape, or maybe capture a few interesting people! If it’s just cherry blossoms and sky, that’s too clichéd, like a run-of-the-mill tourist postcard!

Run-of-the-mill cherry blossoms and sky.

Light pink and light blue.

Ah, it’s spring. How lovely …

I’ve never been one to enjoy cherry blossoms in spring, so I never spent time contemplating the flowers like this. But now that I was here, I had to admit, I could see the appeal.

Say what you like, a beautiful thing is … well, beautiful.

The beauty of this season makes you feel quite giddy with happiness. Even if the flowers are just falling all around you.

Looking at these blossoms like this, it’s as if they’re pulling me in, deeper and deeper.

Hey, you … Grandpa. I keep calling you ‘Grandpa’, but don’t you think it’s about time you told me your name? I daresay I’ll hear someone call you by it eventually, but wouldn’t it be nicer if I heard it from you first?

Cradled in his hands, I felt a dry, bony finger press down on my shutter. Ka-chunk.

So this is how it’ll be, is it? We’ll look at the same landscapes together. I’ll see whatever catches his eye. Wherever he takes me.

I think I like that. It doesn’t sound bad at all.

The camera strap hung around his neck, and there I was, swaying gently against his chest. I saw lots of people strolling along a cherry-lined avenue, moving very slowly.

And then it hit me: from now on, I was going to be with this man. Forever.

The thought filled me with a quiet, growing joy.

‘Excuse me,’ I heard him say politely to someone nearby. ‘Could you tell me the best way to get to the sea from here?’

Oh? So we’re heading to the sea now?

How many years has it been since I’ve seen the sea in the springtime?

A lifetime ago, Yasuhiko-san took me to the sea during this very season. I remember it so clearly – the konbu seaweed drying along the shore, the radish flowers.

Will today’s visit bring sights as beautiful as those?

I hope so. No, I’m sure it will.

And as I bounced lightly against the chest of this old gent – this stranger whose name I still didn’t know – we headed with a sense of anticipation towards the sea.




The Girl and the Seed under the Biwa Tree

THERE WAS ONCE A beautiful only daughter who fell gravely ill. The physician who cared for her knew her time was short and told her mother, ‘She will not see the dawn.’ When the mother heard these words, she wept bitterly.

That night, as the daughter lay, aware that her end was near, she called out to her mother.

‘Mother,’ she said, ‘forgive me. Forgive me for leaving the world before you.’

‘Don’t say that!’ her mother replied. ‘Please – hold on. I want you to live!’

But the daughter only shook her head slowly.

‘No, Mother. I know my own body too well,’ she whispered. ‘I am dying.’

The mother was silent: all she could do was weep. The daughter gazed sharply up at the ceiling, her eyes wet, then spoke again.

‘Mother, I have one final request. When I die, take a strand of my hair and bury it beneath the biwa tree in our garden. From it, a shoot will grow – and that shoot will be my soul.’

‘You wish for me to plant your hair beneath the biwa tree?’

‘Yes. Promise me.’

‘I promise,’ the mother said, nodding as tears streamed down her cheeks. ‘I will do as you wish.’

‘Truly, you will?’

‘Yes, I swear it.’

The daughter smiled softly. And then, with her mother holding her hand, she took her final breath.

The mother plucked a single strand from her daughter’s lifeless body. Keeping her promise, she buried it beneath the biwa tree in the garden. She sprinkled water over the spot, just as she did when sowing seeds in the fields, and prayed over it. The tears that spilled from her eyes mingled with the water, soaking into the soil in which the seed was buried.

One day, a small shoot emerged from the spot where she had buried the strand of hair. Believing it to be her daughter reborn in another form, she cared for it tenderly. She watered it, and nourished it, and prayed over it, morning and night.

The shoot grew and grew, with a graceful sinuosity that reminded the mother of her daughter in life, and before long, its leaves brushed against the trunk of the biwa tree. Immediately, it wrapped itself tightly around it. Every night, the daughter-plant’s stalk grew a little higher, and its foliage a little thicker, until finally the biwa tree was completely overtaken.

The daughter-plant, which the mother tended so devotedly, was a lodging weed. It wound itself round the biwa tree so tightly and tenaciously, it hid every inch of the bark from view. With all its strength, it sucked up the sap in the biwa tree, and in the end, the tree withered away.

The withered tree inside the lodging weed slowly decayed, and bit by bit it fell to the ground. Without its core, the lodging weed was left, pointing emptily toward the sky. Now it had become a drifting thing, a rootless weed, destined to follow wherever the winds might carry it.

In dismay, the mother picked up all the broken pieces of the tree. But then up above her she heard a voice say: ‘I am gla-a-ad …’

The mother looked up.

High above, the rootless weed was spinning in the wind, and the voice coming from it was that of her beloved daughter.

‘I am gla-a-ad …’

The mother called to the rootless weed: ‘The biwa tree has died.’

‘Tha-a-t … is … whaaat I wa-a-a-nted,’ the voice came down, wavering on the breeze. ‘That tree was Niemon’s tree. It grew from a seed I planted long ago, in our garden. A seed from a fruit that he ate.’

Aghast, the mother tried to speak, but a sudden gust of wind came from the mountain, and the rootless weed was blown clean away.

Niemon was the man the daughter had loved in secret and yearned for since childhood. But Niemon had married another woman, around the same time the daughter had fallen ill. She learned of it the day before she died.

On the day the biwa tree rotted completely away, Niemon was working in the fields. And they say he died standing, and there he remained.

On her way back from Niemon’s funeral, the mother was sure she heard her daughter’s voice one more time. But perhaps it was only the sighing of the wind.




Afterword by the Author

WHILE I WROTE EACH OF THESE stories, a certain English phrase kept running through my mind.

If I were a bird, I could fly to you.

As I recall, I was taught this phrase in middle school as an example of the hypothetical or conditional subjunctive mood in the English language.

We all recited this sentence aloud, in unison, in a classroom on a hot, muggy afternoon, with the buzzing whine of a lawnmower outside the windows.

After this sentence comes the let-down:

But I’m not a bird. So I will never be able to fly to you.

It’s my belief that imagining scenarios in which people wish for things that could never happen can allow us to gain new perspectives on reality.

In this book, I explored a number of scenarios in which people wish for things that could never happen. I also touched on their preoccupations and on what makes each of these people the person that they are.

I hope my readers will find something to enjoy in the worlds of wishfulness presented here.

I would like to thank Fuyuko Kiire, my editor at Chikumashobo, for her prompt and excellent advice, from the initial online posting of these stories to their publication as a book.

11 March 2007




Afterword by the Author to the Bunko-bon (Paperback) Edition

WHEN THIS BOOK WAS FIRST published, I was surprised by the number of requests for permission to read the stories aloud in front of an audience. Whether on the radio, as part of live music and literature sessions, or at events in community centres, stories from the collection have been performed every year. While most requests have tended to be for the first episode, every episode has now been read aloud at least once. The fact that each episode can be read in a relatively short time – about twenty or thirty minutes – might be one reason they are enjoyed this way, but I couldn’t help feeling there’s more to it.

As I reflected on this, I recalled how I approached writing these stories. The word toritsuku-shima, the book’s title in Japanese, and its underlying concept, are intended to serve as a metaphor for the objects that provide temporary lodging for the souls of people who have died but wish to return to the world of the living. To think about this was to think of those who had only recently passed – and about death itself, which dwells within us all. Before I put pen to paper, I imagined a scenario in which a person died with some lingering regret. I then thought about the people they might have loved most dearly. If the dead could take the form of physical objects and reunite with those they left behind, I wondered: What might they wish to be able to say to them?

For nearly every episode, the first thing I did was decide on the final sentence, which needed to resonate in my heart as I wove together the words. Once that final sentence was clear in my mind, I imagined myself in the position of the person who had died and crafted the story as they might tell it, in the first person, ending with that final sentence. Writing a story through the words of someone who has died is emotionally exhausting work. But perhaps the words that emerged from that effort have struck a chord with those who read them on the page, speak them aloud, or listen to them in spoken form.

I hope this book will – like a prayer said on behalf of someone else, someone we might not even know directly, or ever know – continue to touch the hearts of readers and listeners, wherever they may be.

25 March 2021
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