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1

A ginger-patch cat and a dish of simmered fish

Fat greenling

A delicacy, fat greenling can be fished in the waters all around Japan, by rocky shores or out on reefs where its food is plentiful. It can be caught off Uchibo, on the western side of the Boso Peninsula in Chiba Prefecture. The fishing season runs from summer to winter.

Fat greenling has a mild flavour and is delicious served as sashimi with the skin seared; marinated and grilled with sansho pepper leaf; or cooked in a hotpot.

 

*

The black-tailed gulls were soaring.

She had come across them before in books and on TV, but this was probably her first time seeing them in real life. They were known as ‘sea cats’, and with their mewing cries – miaoow, miaoow – it was obvious why. There was something mournful about the sound, and it put her in mind of a stray kitten.

Kotoko Niki, who was turning twenty that year, was visiting a seaside town in Uchibo. Blue sea, blue sky, a sandy beach – and running along behind it, an unpaved path covered in white shells instead of tarmac. According to the directions she’d been given over the phone, if she continued walking along this path she would reach the Chibineko Kitchen. That was the name of her destination: the restaurant by the sea.

It wasn’t even nine in the morning yet, which was perhaps why there was no one out on the beach. In fact, she had hardly caught a glimpse of anyone on her way here. This seemed to be a quiet town, unlike Tokyo where she’d come from today.

‘A town by the sea . . .’ she murmured. She gazed at the gulls and the beach a little longer, and then set off down the white path. The seashells clattered noisily under her feet; she felt as though she was disturbing the atmosphere of the sleepy town with her racket.

It was the middle of October but autumn still hadn’t arrived. The summer weather continued unabated, the sun beating down incessantly from a cloudless blue sky. Kotoko was glad she’d worn a hat with a wide brim to protect her from the sunshine. The hat was white and she wore a white dress too. With her fair skin, long hair and her neat, almost old-fashioned clothes, she would have fitted in well in a previous century. Her older brother Yuito had loved to tease her about this. ‘You look so retro, Kotoko,’ he would say, ‘like a posh young lady from the fifties.’ Even just remembering it, she had to fight back the tears.

It wasn’t out of frustration at having been teased. The reason Kotoko felt like crying was because her brother was no longer with her. He was no longer part of this world, having died three months earlier.

He had died, and it was Kotoko’s fault.

 

The universities were off for the summer holidays. It was evening, and Kotoko was on her way out. An author she was keen on had just written a new book, and she planned to pick up a copy from the big bookshop in front of the station. She could easily have bought it online but it would be sad, she thought, if any more bookshops went out of business.

Arriving at the shop, she found they had stacks of the title she was after – it looked as though it was selling well. She bought a copy and left.

It was after six, and Kotoko remembered being dazzled by the evening sun, low in the sky. She’d squinted, her gaze landing on the station for no particular reason when out walked her brother.

‘Hey, Yuito,’ she called over to him. ‘Oh, hi, Kotoko,’ he replied. It was a chance meeting but both station and bookshop were in their neighbourhood, not even ten minutes’ walk from home. If either of them went out, they’d usually think of heading home around now in order to make it back in time for dinner, so bumping into him wasn’t such an unusual coincidence.

‘Heading back?’

‘Yes.’

They didn’t talk on the way but just walked along in silence. When they were together they didn’t feel the need to make conversation.

Kotoko’s mind was on the book she’d just bought: she was looking forward to getting home and starting it. She didn’t have the faintest suspicion that anything other than a peaceful evening awaited. Her brother’s presence hardly even registered with her.

When they’d been walking for five minutes, they stopped at the traffic lights. It was a narrow crossroads leading to the station and it was always busy. Kotoko had felt no sense of foreboding; she’d just stood there waiting. She hadn’t looked at her brother. She didn’t know what expression he’d had on his face as they waited for the lights.

They had only been standing there for a moment when the lights changed. Kotoko stepped off the kerb, without a glance at Yuito. They were more than halfway across the road when it happened. She heard the noise of an engine close by – too close – and she looked round sharply. A car was racing towards them, towards Kotoko, at furious speed.

It’s going to hit me!

She sensed the danger but her body froze and she couldn’t run. She was petrified, her legs paralysed by fear. She almost squeezed her eyes shut in terror.

Then suddenly she felt a thump on her back. For an instant she thought the car had hit her, but the impact had come from another direction. Someone had sent her flying.

Kotoko tumbled onto the far pavement. She had scraped her knees and banged her elbows but the car had missed her.

What happened?

She wished she didn’t know; that she’d remained ignorant of the facts. But there was a moment when Kotoko had looked back. She should have closed her eyes, but she hadn’t, and she’d seen it all. It was her brother who had pushed her out of the way, who had saved her: just as the car had been about to hit her, he had given her a powerful shove.

‘Why?’ Kotoko murmured, but no one heard her.

She was safe, but her brother had been sent flying as the car sped over the crossing. He had landed like a puppet with its strings cut and was no longer moving; he was lying motionless in the road, in an unnatural, twisted pose.

A car horn beeped and someone screamed. Voices flew back and forth.

‘Call an ambulance!’

‘Call the police!’

‘Hey, are you all right?’

The question must have been directed at her. She was aware of it but was unable to reply. She couldn’t think properly and her voice wouldn’t come out. She just gazed at the now unmoving body of her brother. She had a feeling she might have whispered his name. She heard the ambulance and the police sirens but by the time the medics arrived, Yuito was dead.

 

Kotoko walked along the seashell path. She was unable to hold back her tears and the scene blurred before her.

She had cried every day since her brother died, but she couldn’t do so in a place like this. She was supposed to be going to a restaurant and it would be embarrassing if she arrived all weepy, and her eyes puffy. She stopped still and looked up at the heavens, fighting back the tears. Gazing at the sky and its never-ending blueness, she felt as though it would absorb her.

Feeling a little calmer now, Kotoko looked at her watch – it was almost the time of her booking. She had better hurry to the Chibineko Kitchen.

She was just setting off when it happened. Suddenly, a gust came in off the sea. The weather had been so calm, she was unprepared for the strength of the wind which lifted her hat off her head and carried it away.

‘Oh, no!’ The hat soared towards the water. At this rate it was going to end up in the sea.

Kotoko had to either chase after her errant hat or abandon it. But she liked that hat; she wasn’t prepared to let it go. She had never been much of a runner but she dashed off in pursuit.

And then a figure appeared, sprinting past her. A man. He’s trying to catch my hat for me.

From behind, the person who had overtaken her looked exactly like her dead brother. He was tall and slender, and there was that slightly long hair she remembered.

‘Yuito!’ she murmured in shock, but perhaps he couldn’t hear. He didn’t turn round, but instead leapt towards the sun.

He looked beautiful, flying through the air with the light behind him – almost as though he had sprouted wings, like an angel. Kotoko thought her brother had come back to her from the other world; perhaps she was witnessing a miracle.

She’d come here thinking only of Yuito and wanting to see him. She’d come here hoping for something extraordinary, and if this was it, nothing could make her happier.

But it wasn’t to be. Kotoko soon realised that no miracle had occurred.

The man caught the hat, grasping it in his right hand just as it seemed about to sail out over the water. He turned round and Kotoko saw his face clearly. He looked roughly the same age as her brother – in his early twenties – but it wasn’t Yuito. And there was something about him that made ‘young man’, or even ‘boy’, seem more fitting than ‘man’. Kotoko’s brother had been strongly masculine in appearance and he wore a suntan well, but this young man’s face was softer. His skin was so pale it was almost colourless, and his glasses were elegant and thin-rimmed.

Are those women’s glasses? Kotoko wondered. They certainly looked like it, yet they suited the young man’s androgynous features. He resembled the main character in a girls’ manga: his was the face of the tender hero who captures the heroine’s heart.

The young man came up beside Kotoko and held out the hat. ‘Here you go.’

His voice was as gentle as his looks. Kotoko felt as though she’d heard it before somewhere, but she couldn’t place it.

‘Thank you very much,’ she said, flustered. Taking the hat from him, she bowed. He’d gone to all that trouble to chase it for her while she’d just stood there gawping, remembering her brother. Where had he come from anyway? Kotoko had thought she was the only person around.

‘You must be Ms Kotoko Niki,’ he said.

Kotoko had never met him before, yet he knew her name. She nodded in surprise.

‘I . . . Yes, I am . . . And you are . . .?’ she asked tentatively.

‘My apologies for not introducing myself sooner. I’m Kai Fukuchi – from the Chibineko Kitchen. Thank you very much for making a reservation with us today.’ He bowed low as he gave his name. Kotoko was polite, but this young man’s manners were on a whole different level.

Kai, with the elegant spectacles that suited him so well, was from the restaurant where Kotoko was heading. Yes, that was where she’d heard his voice – he had taken her booking over the phone.

 

After Yuito’s funeral, it was as though a light had been extinguished in Kotoko’s house. Nobody talked any more.

Kotoko’s father was employed by a small local credit union and her mother worked part time at the supermarket. They were both quiet, mild-mannered people. ‘Your parents are so nice, Kotoko,’ was what friends always said when they came over. And it was true, her parents were nice. She’d never once heard them raise their voices.

Her brother had been her parents’ pride and joy. At primary school he was already excelling in class and he was sporty, too. In junior high school he was head of the pupil council. And, as though it was pre-ordained, he got into the best state senior high school in the area, and then passed his university entrance exams and was accepted to study law at a prestigious and notoriously selective private university. His life was plain sailing.

Kotoko had assumed that when Yuito graduated he’d go on to become a lawyer, maybe even a prosecutor. But before Yuito had completed his first year he told his family he was dropping out. Kotoko was surprised, but not as shocked as her parents.

‘What do you mean, dropping out?’ their father asked, as though cross-examining Yuito.

‘But what will you do?’ said their mother.

Their parents’ faces were taut with concern, their opposition to the idea evident in their voices. Neverthe-less, Kotoko’s brother had looked them straight in the eye.

‘I want to be an actor,’ he said.

On starting university, Yuito had joined a small local theatre company. Kotoko knew he was serious about it, but she’d never imagined he’d announce that he was quitting university. The thought didn’t seem to have occurred to her parents either.

‘Can’t you carry on with your acting alongside your studies?’ they asked. It was a fair question. What parents would want to let their child drop out of a prestigious university – one that he’d done so well to get into in the first place – just like that?

‘I don’t want to do it in my spare time, I want to give it everything I’ve got.’ Yuito’s reply was unambiguous. He had already made up his mind, that much was clearly written on his face. He was going to become an actor.

‘Isn’t it very difficult, though?’ This was another fair question, from their mother. Kotoko didn’t know much about acting but surely, she thought, only a handful of people actually succeeded. Staying on at university and then going on to some law-related job after graduation was definitely the more sensible option. But her brother didn’t back down.

‘I know it’s a tough industry. But I want to give it a shot,’ he said, without a shred of doubt in his voice. He was probably already envisaging the road ahead. ‘I’ve only got one life and I don’t want to have any regrets,’ he said so forcefully that their parents were almost persuaded. ‘I’ll have something to show for it in three years,’ Yuito told them. ‘I’ll get a part in a TV show, you’ll see. And if my acting career doesn’t take off, I’ll apply for a place at a national university and go into the civil service.’

At this, their parents agreed. They probably thought there was no point arguing with Yuito when he was so set on it. Maybe they believed he’d end up a civil servant. If Kotoko was being honest, so did she. Becoming an actor, getting on TV – it sounded like a fantasy.

But before the three years were up, her brother was making good on his ambitions. The year Kotoko got into university he was picked for a leading stage role, and then the following year he got through multiple auditions for a TV series and won a major part as the best friend of the protagonist.

He was attracting notice, being featured in weekly magazines as an up-and-coming actor and even appearing in TV interviews. ‘That’s quite something,’ their father had said. Each time Yuito appeared in a magazine, their mother would cut out the article. Kotoko’s parents were waiting eagerly for the TV series to air. Kotoko was proud of her brother too – ‘Yuito, that’s amazing!’ she said to him. She knew how hard he had worked. He’d poured his blood, sweat and tears into his acting career. Kotoko had gone along to rehearsals at his theatre company a number of times and knew he had many admirers there. Talent had undoubtedly played a part but – more importantly – he trained harder than anyone else. She knew he often went out to do vocal exercises in the local park.

I’ve only got one life and I don’t want to have any regrets.

That was what her brother liked to say. But he’d died before he could achieve his dream.

Life continued. But their family of four had become three. If her brother hadn’t saved her, Kotoko would be dead – but Yuito would be alive. Kotoko wished he hadn’t sacrificed his own life for the sake of hers. It wasn’t as though she had wanted to die, but she didn’t want to be living in place of her brother.

 

Kotoko was interested in the theatre herself and she had loved seeing Yuito’s company perform. The little troupe was always short of actors, and one night when they needed someone to take on a bit part, the company’s director, Kumagai, asked her to be in the play.

‘Kuma’ means ‘bear’ and, true to his name, Kumagai was a big, bear-like man. He was bearded and looked as though he could be in his forties or fifties, but in fact he was only about ten years older than Yuito. Kumagai had founded the theatre company, and it was also he who’d spotted Yuito’s talent. He had the kind of fierce look that would make young trouble-makers on the street scarper, but his eyes were kind and he had a warm, friendly smile. Maybe the reason Kotoko had agreed to get up on stage, despite her shyness, was because it was Kumagai who was in charge. He had a quality that drew people to him.

After her second performance, Kumagai said to her: ‘You can act, Kotoko.’

‘Oh, come on.’ She thought Kumagai was teasing her. All she’d done was walk on and off; she didn’t even speak.

But he looked deadly serious. ‘Kotoko, when you’re on stage the place lights up. Even when you don’t have any lines.’

It was the first time anyone had ever said anything like that to her. She had been a reserved child, always tucked away in the corner of the classroom. She wasn’t like her popular brother, anyone who knew Kotoko knew that. And yet Kumagai wouldn’t stop praising her.

‘You’ve got more stage presence than Yuito, you know.’ Surely this had to be a joke, but he said it with a straight face. What was more, there was someone else who agreed.

‘Yeah, he’s right.’

Her brother had been quietly listening in, and now he was nodding. ‘I might have been playing the lead, but everyone was looking at you, Kotoko.’

‘Are you sure it’s not because I was rubbish?’

‘Nope, it’s because they really liked you. You’re a natural, you steal the show even just playing a bit part.’

‘Stop making fun of me,’ Kotoko objected. Her brother shrugged and raised his eyebrows. She thought about protesting further, but then Kumagai interjected.

‘Why don’t you give acting a proper go? I reckon you could outshine your brother.’

‘No way,’ Kotoko said, trying to get out of it. She had enjoyed being on stage but she was sure she had zero talent. She was content being the icing on the cake that was her brother. Non-speaking roles were right up her street. Anyway, she only turned up at the theatre company because Yuito was there.

So when he died, she stopped going to the group. She decided to take a break from university too. She didn’t want to do anything or go anywhere; she just stayed in her room. When she did go out, it was only to visit her brother’s grave.

 

It was something Kumagai had said that had brought Kotoko to the seaside town.
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