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            The Secret

         

         A white cloth was lying at the foot of a zelkova tree. When I walked over and picked it up, I saw a child underneath.

         ‘What’s the big idea?’ The child glared up at me.

         It had narrow eyes but thick eyebrows. I couldn’t tell if it was a girl or a boy.

         ‘Oops. Sorry!’ I apologized. But the child kept glaring at me. ‘Are you playing hide-and-seek or something?’ It shook its head vigorously from side to side.

         ‘I live here,’ it said.

         The cloth was big enough to carry things in if you folded it at the corners. Tall grass twisted and curled around the child’s legs.

         I took a step back and turned to leave. I could feel the child’s eyes on my back as I walked away. The hair on its body was thick and downy.

         The following day the same cloth was lying under the zelkova tree. Damned if I’ll pick it up this time, I thought, but just then the child sprang up in front of me.

         ‘Let’s go!’ it sang out, and headed down the road. I didn’t intend to follow, but it was taking the path that I had to walk to get back to my room, so naturally I tagged along. 

         The child went straight to my door. ‘Open it,’ it said. Its tone was so bossy I couldn’t say no. The child and I entered together. The room became its home.

         Luckily for me, it didn’t eat very much. And it was an unexpectedly good listener. It would listen to my tales of woe – my failures at work, my diffident lover – with great sympathy, nodding as I spoke.

         The child was always excited after a shower. It would dance madly around the room naked, its little penis bobbing up and down. It appeared to be a boy after all.

         Sometimes, the boy would disappear for no apparent reason. After he’d been gone for a week or so, I would go back to the zelkova and find him sleeping under the white cloth.

         ‘Why did you leave?’ I’d ask.

         ‘I don’t know,’ he’d answer.

         I began to doubt he was a human child. It didn’t matter to me, though.

         
             

         

         He’s been with me now for thirty years.

         He hasn’t changed in all that time. He continues to eat sparingly and to be a great listener. He still dances his funny dance after his shower, and he still disappears from time to time.

         I’ve come to realize that he can’t be human after all, seeing how he’s stayed the same all these years.

         Humans change over time.

         I certainly have. I’ve aged and become grumpy. But I’ve come to love him, though I didn’t at first. I bought a flat. And a dog. And three cats. I developed a fear of death.

         The dog died, and the cats too. Now only the child and I remain. Before too long, he’ll be the only one left.

         ‘Why did you come here?’ I asked him once.

         He thought for a moment.

         ‘It’s a secret,’ he said at last.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chicken Hell

         

         There’s a hell, the old man said, for people who are mean to chickens. If you get sent there, a giant chicken comes and spits fire on you, and pecks you, and tramples you with its claws. And that goes on for ever.

         I listened. The old man was a member of what had been the biggest farming family in our area. Now they were farmers in name only – they had sold almost all their land, and blocks of flats and housing estates stood on what had once been their fields. The old man still raised goats and chickens in his yard, but no one from the main branch of the family had anything to do with agriculture. The young people all commuted to white-collar jobs in the centre of Tokyo, in business districts like Shinbashi and Shinagawa.

         He was raising about ten chickens. Some were fine cockerels with magnificent combs; others looked worn out and bedraggled.

         ‘The strong ones peck the weak ones,’ he told me. I was dying to see the weak ones get pecked, but it never seemed to happen when I was there, no matter how closely I watched. Instead, each chicken wandered around the yard by itself, quite unconcerned as to whether another chicken happened to be nearby or not.

         The old man was missing an eye. ‘Lost it in the war,’ he said. In its place he wore a glass eye that never moved. Sometimes he’d take it out and show it to me. It was cloudy white, and bigger than the biggest marble I’d ever seen.

         ‘Lookee here!’ he’d say, thrusting it at me in his right palm. He knew it scared me.

         Not long ago I went to a big art museum and saw a painting of Chicken Hell. And all that time, I thought he had made it up! An illustration in a thirteenth-century Kamakura hand scroll. A national treasure. It showed a scaly breasted giant cockerel with both wings extended.

         The old man sometimes tormented his own chickens. When he put feed out in their box they’d all come running. Then he’d kick them away. If he was in a particularly black mood, he’d chase them around the yard.

         His chickens laid lots of eggs, which he piled up in a bamboo basket. I never got a single one, however longingly I looked at them. When a hen stopped laying, the old man always let it live. ‘Can’t stand breaking their necks,’ he said.

         I once witnessed him bury a dead chicken in the backyard. ‘Why don’t you eat it?’ I asked. ‘Won’t eat ’em if they die of natural causes,’ he replied.

         I haven’t a clue what he is doing these days. I stopped visiting him around the time I entered the fourth grade, and that was that. A small white building stands where his house used to be; its ground floor is occupied by an antique shop and a patisserie. Their Mont Blanc cake is delicious.

      

   


   
      
         
            Grandma

         

         I can’t remember her name. ‘Grandma’ was what I called her, but, looking back, she must have been in her mid-forties at the time. I would drop by her place every two or three days on my way home from elementary school. It was so much more fun playing with her than with my school friends. My friends were barbarians.

         Grandma was always by herself. She told me she was just looking after the house, so I should come on in. It was a big house. I glimpsed a little boy younger than me on several occasions, but he always ran away and hid somewhere in the back, so I never met him. Grandma’s room had a kotatsu table, brightly coloured origami paper, a pack of Japanese hanafuda cards, and her tea things: a large Thermos, a teapot, teacups and a container of green tea.

         We always played cards. Since hanafuda is usually played with three people, we quickly ran out of cards in our hands and played off the table. As a result, we amassed all kinds of bonuses that would have been virtually impossible had there been three of us: sets of four and even five ‘lights’, for example, and triple red and blue ‘month’ combinations.

         Every so often, Grandma would ask me for money. ‘Ten yen, please,’ she would say. I didn’t have it the first time, but the next time she asked I was prepared. She praised me that one time, but after that she seemed to take the money for granted, though I handed it to her with immense pride.

         Grandma was subject to terrible moods. She would sit there sullenly, folding the same origami figure over and over again: a gaudy Fukusuke, the big-headed dwarf, for example, clad in hakama made from equally gaudy paper of a different design and a glittering kamishimo ceremonial jacket. Then she would toss the whole lot into the corner.

         I was introduced to the word ‘hell’ in her room.

         ‘I’ve been told hell smells like cod liver oil,’ she announced one day. Cod liver oil was provided in the school nurse’s room during our lunch break, but only children whose parents had registered and paid got it. I said I wanted some too, but my mother called it a ‘waste of money’, and rejected the idea out of hand. When Shimizu and Kanae came back from their visit to the nurse, they said it tasted yucky and I was lucky not to get it.

         ‘Does it smell bad?’ I asked Grandma.

         ‘It stinks,’ she replied.

         Then I’m glad I don’t have to drink it, I thought.

         She had recently changed her hairstyle. The fringe now jutted weirdly over her face like the eaves of a house, while a mini-chignon covered the nape of her neck. When I asked, ‘Can I touch the front?’ she glared at me. Not long after that my visits stopped. ‘Let’s play,’ I would call from outside her window, but she would just slide it open a crack, poke her nose out and say, ‘No,’ in a cold, dismissive tone.

         Grandma went into hospital. I guessed she was dying, but she was allowed to return home after a while. I started visiting her again, but I was a third-grader by then, so I didn’t go very often. ‘Did they make you drink cod liver oil in the hospital?’ I asked, but she just shook her head. ‘My illness isn’t that simple,’ she said in a patronizing tone. She was hospitalized twice more, and discharged both times. After that, she suddenly became a normal old woman, pottering about in her garden, sweeping the road in front of her house and fussing over the neighbourhood children.

      

   


   
      
         
            The Office

         

         He called it his office, but it was really just a gazebo in the park.

         Although he rarely attended school, he always wore school uniform. It was so old the black had faded to a dull purplish hue. If you got close, you’d catch a whiff of mothballs.

         He was not a big talker. He had three set phrases – ‘Shall I sign here?’ ‘Final balance, please’ and ‘It’s raining hard today’ – and that was it.

         He would take a cushion and a writing pad with him when he went to his office. Then he would sit there drawing on the pad with a pencil stub.

         The cushion wasn’t for him – he sat cross-legged on the gazebo bench. Rather, it was for guests. If someone approached him, he would turn the cushion over and push it in their direction. I was afraid to talk to him alone, so I always got Kanae to go with me.

         Kanae was pretty nasty. She would boss him around, commanding him to recite the two times table and so forth. ‘Shall I sign here?’ he would mumble and fall silent.

         I went to see him by myself only twice. The first time was the day we heard that a big typhoon was about to hit. I got worried and went to check on him, but he wasn’t there. The second time was not long after that, when I took him a deep-fried bun left over from my school lunch. I placed it on his knee but he pushed it away. ‘Final balance, please,’ he said. I was upset – I had saved it especially for him – so I stamped my foot. He looked startled. Then he squeezed his eyes tight shut and clamped his hands over his ears.

         I didn’t find out he was four years older than I was until I started junior high. By then he had stopped going to the office. Sometimes we would bump into each other on the street. I would say hello, and he would say, ‘Shall I sign here?’ ‘All right,’ I would answer, and he would continue, ‘Final balance, please.’ Then, whether I nodded yes or shook my head no, he would walk away.

         He had an exhibition of his drawings at the children’s centre, so I went with Kanae. He had drawn pictures of animals, boats, flowers, and so forth in crayon on sheets of drawing paper. I couldn’t judge their quality, but I still found them amazing.

         He made a bit of a name for himself, appearing on TV from time to time. He got rid of the school uniform and started wearing striped shirts and overalls. When we met on the street he would still ask, ‘Shall I sign here?’ Once I didn’t answer but just stood there, looking at him. ‘Deep-fried buns are yummy,’ he said. It was the first time I heard him say anything other than his three phrases. Then he walked away without waiting for my reply.

         He died at thirty-three. A collection of his drawings was published posthumously and apparently sold very well. I leafed through it in a bookshop, but the illustrations seemed terribly flat compared to the actual drawings I’d seen at the children’s centre.

      

   


   
      
         
            Brains

         

         Kanae had an older sister.

         Her hair was straight and long, and her eyes had a hint of blue. Although the colour was like a Westerner’s, her flat face was Japanese, no question.

         ‘That’s not my sister, that’s a stranger,’ Kanae would say from time to time. Kanae was a mean kid. Although two years her senior, her sister was clearly the one who was intimidated.

         Kanae’s house had two floors. The kitchen and living room were on the ground floor, the girls’ room and their parents’ bedroom on the first. The parents’ bedroom had a double bed, still quite a rarity at that time. I always looked forward to sneaking into the room with Kanae and jumping on it.

         One day, we were in there bouncing wildly in the air when we noticed Kanae’s sister standing in the doorway, watching us.

         ‘Tell Mum and you’ll be sorry,’ Kanae threatened. Her sister spun about and ran down the stairs. Not long after, their mother came stomping up from below and flung open the door. By that time, of course, Kanae and I were no longer jumping on the bed. Instead, we were sitting beside it, our faces the picture of innocence, pretending to play with our dolls. We’d rushed to Kanae’s room to get them the moment we’d heard her mother’s footsteps on the stairs.

         Expelled from the bedroom, we moved to the girls’ room, where we found Kanae’s sister. ‘You asked for it!’ Kanae said, and began tickling her. I tickled her too. It seemed like harmless fun at first, but as we kept it up her sister started acting strange. Her spasms of laughter turned into strangled cries that hovered halfway between sobs and hiccups.

         When at last we stopped, Kanae’s sister was face down on the floor.
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