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A SMALL DISH OF SOY sauce sat on the dining table. A couple of grains of rice floated in it, left over from breakfast, no doubt. The dining table was covered by a light-blue tablecloth printed with a random pattern of small flowers.

Kota Sakuraba placed a palm into the soy sauce, then pushed it firmly on to the tablecloth, being careful to avoid the flowers. He left his palm there for a bit, then lifted it to reveal a small, soy sauce-coloured plum blossom print.

Not bad, not bad at all.

Gazing at his work, Kota again dipped his palm in the soy sauce. Then again, and again. More and more soy sauce-coloured plum flowers bloomed on the blue cloth.

I’m in the zone today.

He was about to make a fourth and a fifth print when—

‘Hiromi! Stop that!’ Mum scolded.

Damn, I’m busted, thought Kota, ears pinned back against his head.

And then—

‘Did I do something?’

It was Hiromi, in the hallway, peeking uncertainly into the living room. He was the Sakuraba family’s second son.

Kota was the Sakurabas’ third-eldest son – scratch that, cat – but Kota considered himself the second eldest, with Hiromi as the third in line.

‘Goodness,’ Mum said, seeing Hiromi in the doorway. She burst out laughing. ‘Sorry! I’m wrong. It’s Kota. He’s being an artist again.’

That’s what the Sakuraba family called it, when Kota made his little paw prints: he was being an artist.

Kota found this hard to fathom, since it wasn’t like he was painting a picture.

‘You’re at it again, eh?’ Hiromi said, coming over and giving Kota a gentle flick of the finger on his forehead.

‘Please don’t do that, Kota,’ Mum said. ‘Our tablecloths have your paw prints all over them.’ She grabbed Kota under his belly and wiped his soy-soaked paw vigorously with a damp dish cloth. Kota didn’t like feeling wet, and so quickly withdrew his paw and began to lick it.

‘Hey, Mum, I wanted to say the same thing to you: please don’t do that. I don’t like these false accusations.’

‘Ah, sorry. It just came out. I never make that mistake with Masahiro.’

The mistake Mum always made was to mix up Hiromi and Kota’s names. She never called Masahiro, who was Hiromi’s elder brother, Kota by mistake. All three shared the same Chinese character in their written names, though in Kota’s case, it was pronounced differently.

‘Well, it seems like it’s the youngest child’s fate to be confused with the family cat.’

‘Really?’ asked Mum.

‘I looked into it,’ said Hiromi. ‘My friends and I talked about it at school. The ones that get called the wrong name are all the youngest in the family.’

‘Well, what do you know,’ Mum said, as she attempted to scrub away Kota’s paw prints from the tablecloth. ‘Masahiro’s left home, hasn’t he? So if I’m going to mistake anyone’s name, Hiromi, you’re the only one still around.’

‘What do you mean?’ Hiromi shot back with a smile. ‘You’ve been doing it since I was a kid. Mistaking me and Kota.’

Mum just laughed it off. ‘I’m going to have to wash this,’ she said, folding her arms and looking disapprovingly at the tablecloth. ‘How did Kota learn to do that naughty trick, anyway?’ she wondered aloud.

Mum’s familiar response, to which Kota wrinkled his nose.

That is no naughty trick. It’s a dry run.

Kota was honing his skills at making paw prints, readying himself for when the time came.
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HIS EARLIEST MEMORY WAS OF being terribly cold.

During the rainy season twenty years ago, for whatever reason his mother had left him behind.

His eyes still hadn’t fully opened. Crawling out of the space behind a wall where they’d been sleeping, he searched everywhere for the mother cat’s warmth. Instead, he was hit by drops of cold, drizzly rain.

In the normal course of things he would have passed away soon after that, if he had not been rescued by the father of the Sakuraba family.

The Sakurabas already had a cat: a Persian with an abnormality in its iris that meant the pet shop was about to get rid of it. Mr Sakuraba rescued this cat, too. He was the kind of person who, if he crossed paths with a cat in trouble, could not simply walk on by.

So you are one lucky cat, the Persian, named Diana, said, as she let the motherless kitten suck at her teats. Mr Sakuraba, rather clumsily, often fed him milk, but the need to suck at a warm body with arms and legs like his mother’s could not be met by a plastic bottle.

‘I want to give him milk too!’ their son, Masahiro, whined.

Diana told the kitten that a human sibling was on its way, and that Masahiro would become an older brother. The pregnant human was in the hospital, she added.

‘No. It’s too tricky for you to feed him, Masahiro – I’ll do it.’

This was true, because once when Masahiro tried to feed him a bottle of milk, he stuck the teat so far down the kitten’s throat, he coughed for hours afterwards.

Apparently while the father was out during the day, he’d asked Mrs Sakuraba’s friends, women from the neighbourhood, to look after him.

He’d been drinking milk every three hours, which became every five hours and then three times a day, by which time the kitten’s eyes had fully opened.

It was the day that Mrs Sakuraba and her new baby, their second son, came home from the hospital.

‘Whoa, he looks like a monkey! What a weird face!’ Masahiro yelled when he came back from kindergarten, earning a slap from his mother. Diana, though, was inclined to agree with him.

You looked just like a monkey yourself, she thought.

Mrs Sakuraba had really been looking forward to seeing the kitten her husband had rescued while she was at the hospital. After getting the new baby to sleep, she came over to take a proper look.

‘My, what a beautiful silver tabby!’

This was the moment the kitten first learned what his fur colour was called.

‘Have you decided on a name yet?’

‘Not yet,’ Mr Sakuraba said a bit evasively.

‘But hasn’t it been two weeks since you found him?’

‘I wasn’t sure we were going to keep him, and if we give him a name, then we’ll get attached.’

Mr Sakuraba had planned to wait until his wife was back before making a decision about keeping him. But she had no qualms at all.

‘Let’s adopt him,’ she said. ‘The kitten seems to get on well with Diana, too,’ she added. ‘You’re such a sweet cat now, aren’t you, Diana?’

The Persian cat puffed up with pride.

‘So, what shall we call him?’

‘We need to name the baby first.’

The family had to register a new baby’s name with the city hall within two weeks, and so Mr and Mrs Sakuraba had been discussing the matter of the baby’s name for quite a while. As the older boy’s name was Masahiro, the one thing they’d agreed on was that the new baby’s name should contain the same character, hiro.

Mr Sakuraba decided on the name Hiromi, while his wife, after much deliberation, wanted Kota – the ko being another reading of the character hiro. Neither would back down, and so finally they did paper-scissors-rock to reach a decision. Mr Sakuraba won.

Mrs Sakuraba seemed quite disappointed.

‘Hiromi … isn’t a bad choice, but won’t people mistake it for a girl’s name? I still think Kota might be better.’

‘No complaints, please. I won the game, fair and square. If you like the name Kota so much, why don’t we call the kitten that?’

And that’s how he came to be named Kota.

By the time little Kota was scampering around the house, baby Hiromi still had not learned to roll over. All he could do was shuffle his arms and legs around while swaddled in a blanket.

Do you think he’s okay? Kota asked worriedly, but Diana reassured him. Don’t worry, he’ll be fine.

Masahiro had been exactly the same, according to her. Humans took longer to grow up than cats.

Even so it seemed to be taking a very long time. Kota often went to check on little Hiromi as he lay squirming around like a caterpillar.

Wonder if today’s the day he’ll stand up, thought Kota, fixing him with a good long stare. Nope, he’s still a caterpillar.

Hurry up and learn to stand. If your mother abandons you, then what? Kota suddenly remembered that his mother had left him behind because he had been such a weak kitten with extremely wobbly hind legs.

One day as he was nervously scanning Hiromi’s sleeping face, the baby’s eyes popped wide open.

No one had been able to tell if the baby could actually see anything much, but now those unseeing dark eyes seemed to be focusing at last.

And then he gave a little laugh.

Mrs Sakuraba came scurrying over.

‘I hope you’re not trying to bite him,’ she said.

That’s pretty rude, Kota thought and was about to stalk off, when Hiromi suddenly burst into a loud wailing.

‘Hmm … Do you want Kota to stay?’

Mrs Sakuraba patted Kota on the head, and put her hands together in apology. ‘I’m sorry. And here you were getting along so nicely.’

Ah well, she’s the mum, so best to cut her some slack.

Kota nestled down beside the baby’s pillow and Hiromi was now all smiles and contented gurgling.

‘Isn’t that nice, that Kota wants to have a cuddle with you?’

With a heart-melting smile, Mrs Sakuraba stroked Hiromi’s cheeks, and then gave Kota’s throat a fond scratch.

Ah, I get it. From the way Mum is smiling, it doesn’t look like she’s going to get rid of this caterpillar any time soon. All’s well that ends well, Kota thought, giving Hiromi’s milky-scented forehead a good lick, thus provoking another happy gurgle of laughter.

Kota began to curl up beside Hiromi every day, until Hiromi learned to roll over and around, then to crawl, then to stand on his own two feet, and finally to walk. Before you knew it, he was racing around the house like a member of some infant biker gang.

He fell down a lot though, and bumped into things, his motor skills still only half developed. Meanwhile, Kota was fast growing into a fully fledged adult cat.

Humans really do grow up so slowly, he lamented.

You’re right, agreed Diana. By the time the baby reaches Masahiro’s age, you could have become an adult five times over.

When Kota was still a kitten, Masahiro had looked huge to him, but now he seemed just like some young kid.

The fusuma sliding doors were by this time completely in shreds. They could repaper them all they wanted, but they still ended up in tatters. Mrs Sakuraba decided to let them stay ripped.

‘We have two gangsters in our house,’ she complained. This was about the time Hiromi was starting kindergarten and Masahiro had gone up to elementary school.

Masahiro was more often now referred to as the onee-san – the older brother. Most of the time it was when he was being scolded: ‘You’re the onee-san, so you should behave yourself.’ Masahiro would come back with a sullen, ‘I hate being the onee-san.

‘You never tell Hiromi to behave. It’s not fair!’ he’d protest.

His parents had to admit he had a point.

‘Okay, so let’s make Hiromi an onee-san, too,’ Mrs Sakuraba proposed.

‘But Hiromi doesn’t have a younger brother.’ Masahiro was pouting again.

‘No, but he does have Kota,’ Mrs Sakuraba said with a smile.

What? Just a second! Now it was Kota who was getting flustered. I’m the older brother, actually. I was born first, and besides, I’m already an adult. But Kota could protest all day – humans couldn’t understand cat talk.

‘Hiromi, you can be Kota’s big brother, can’t you?’

‘You bet!’

You bet wrong there, little man.

But this cat protest, too, was completely ignored.

You’d best give it up. Humans only understand their own language, Diana said.

‘So you’d better set a good example as an older brother for Kota,’ said Mr Sakuraba.

Kota dropped his eyes and lay belly down on the floor.

When it comes to walking, running, jumping, even grooming, a kid like Hiromi has absolutely nothing to teach me.

‘Before we have dinner, I’d like the two of you to clean up the room, okay? You’re both older brothers now, after all.’

‘Okaay,’ the two boys answered, a more docile response than usual, and began to gather up the toys and picture books that lay scattered across the floor.

This is how Kota became the third son – cat – in the family hierarchy, even though by any measure nothing could have been further from the truth.
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BUT NOW, YEARS LATER, HIROMI had grown properly big, Kota thought as he gazed up from where he sat at his feet. Hiromi had got up late this morning, but still did not seem to be in a hurry.

Hiromi had grown taller than Mr Sakuraba, even taller than Masahiro.

‘Morning!’ Hiromi greeted his mum, who immediately shot back with, ‘Took your time getting up, that’s for sure.’ Hiromi shrugged. Being a college student seemed a pretty leisurely occupation.

Hiromi gave Kota’s head a good pat as he passed by on his way to the fridge. He took out a carton of milk and started to glug it down.

‘Don’t drink straight from the carton!’

‘But I’m going to finish it.’

Hiromi drained the milk, rinsed out the carton in the sink and dropped it in the recycling bin.

Ah hah!

As Hiromi was crouched down arranging items in the recycling bin, Kota, who had been sprawling on the sofa, suddenly saw his chance. He shot over to him and scrambled up Hiromi’s back.

‘OUCH!!’

By the time Hiromi had let out this overblown yell, Kota was already at his shoulders.

‘You scratched my back with your claws, Kota!’

But I have to bare them – how else can I get a grip?

Kota now had a good purchase on Hiromi’s shoulders and was gazing down, his face inscrutable. Mrs Sakuraba, who had been rifling through the morning mail at the dining table, looked over and giggled. ‘He’s never satisfied until he’s climbed on top of your shoulders at least once a day.’

‘Kota has been doing that since he was little. Though it used to be Dad he preferred to climb.’

No, you’ve got that all wrong.

Kota stuck out a paw on the back of Hiromi’s neck.

Since he was little. Kota had not been little at all. Only Hiromi and Masahiro had been little at the time. When he’d started to climb up Dad’s back, he was already an adult.

‘I wonder what it was that made him start that habit.’

‘Diana never did anything like that, so he’s not imitating her.’

He did it on purpose, so calling it a habit was a bit annoying. What made him do it? It was Hiromi himself (and Masahiro).

But Hiromi seemed to have forgotten all about it. He might be big now, but he’s still an unreliable little kid, as far as I’m concerned.

At the time, the Sakuraba boys were crazy about riding on their dad’s shoulders, and whenever their father had a day off, they pestered him.

And as Kota observed the boys in action, he caught on to the rules. The one who got on top of Dad’s shoulders was the winner. And it wasn’t because he was lifted there.

So a few days later, Kota sat back, quivered his behind as he focused on his target, then took a leap and clambered up Mr Sakuraba’s back. Ignoring Mr Sakuraba’s shouts, Kota kept climbing, grabbing tightly with his claws on to the back of his neck, thus winning the cooing admiration of the boys.

Later, as Masahiro grew big enough to overtake Mr Sakuraba, so it was Masahiro he began to climb.

I’m the tallest of all, guys. Cool, right? Who’s lowest on the totem pole now, eh?

A few years later Hiromi outstripped Masahiro in height, so Kota switched again. Perceiving how Kota always chose the tallest person to climb, Masahiro wasn’t best pleased that the cat was now perching on Hiromi.

‘You’d better get down. You’re getting heavy.’

As Hiromi tried to pull him off, Kota beat him to the punch and took a deep jump down to the floor, landing in a single beat.

You wish! He had judged the landing perfectly.

‘Amazing, amazing,’ said Mrs Sakuraba, clapping her hands.

‘He’s so agile it’s hard to believe he’ll be twenty this year. And his fur still looks brand new.’

‘True. When I took him for shots at the vet’s the other day, the people in the waiting room couldn’t believe it. A cat with such fluffy fur and he’s twenty?’

You’re spot on, Kota thought proudly. No signs of ageing here, thanks very much.

Pretty soon my tail will show signs of dividing in two.
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‘WHAT ABOUT LUNCH? WILL YOU eat at college?’ Mrs Sakuraba asked her son as he gathered up his books.

‘I’ll eat before I go.’

‘Would udon be okay?’

‘Sure, anything’s fine.’ Hiromi sat down, and began to leaf through the newspaper.

Oh! Kota leaped on to the dining table. Silently stepping across the cloth, he plunked his behind on to the page that Hiromi was reading.

Hey, how about looking at me instead of that paper? Better on the eyes to gaze at a beautiful grey tabby cat than at all that minuscule writing. And allow yourself to glide your hand down my glossy, fluffy fur.

‘Why are you squatting right where I’m reading?’

‘Diana used to do the same thing.’ Mrs Sakuraba smiled nostalgically as she chopped rhythmically with her kitchen knife. From the faint but sharp smell, she was clearly about to top the udon with thinly sliced spring onions. Not exactly the kind of thing to tempt a cat.

Diana had taught him that if cats ate spring onions, they’d get sick.

The irresistible smell of dashi stock wafted their way, as Mrs Sakuraba brought in two bowls heaped with udon, a bowl for her and one for Hiromi.

‘Here you go.’

Kota sauntered off the newspaper and stepped down on to Hiromi’s lap. Once Kota had settled down comfortably, Hiromi, as a matter of course, placed his left hand on the cat’s spine to hold him.

‘That’s another strange habit that he’s got back into,’ Mrs Sakuraba said.

What are you talking about? Kota wasn’t sitting on Hiromi’s lap because he wanted to. It was you, Mum, who first told me to sit with Hiromi while he ate.

This was back when Hiromi was finally old enough to chew his food. He sat in a high chair and often grew bored of sitting and tried to escape, and so Mrs Sakuraba used to carry Kota over to accompany him at his meal.

‘See? Kota’s beside you. So be a good boy and eat your food.’

She picked the right person – scratch that, cat – for the job. Since he was a kitten, Kota had slept beside Hiromi every night, and the boy had grown attached to him.

When he got tired of sitting still, Mrs Sakuraba would pause in feeding him, and let him stroke Kota, and eventually Hiromi no longer tried to wriggle out of the seat.

He can’t even eat by himself, Kota thought, a bit stunned, but if he’s this fond of me, I guess I have to pitch in, as part of the family.

And ever since then, he always sat with Hiromi while he ate.

Around the time Hiromi stopped eating from a tray and began eating at the table, this whole ritual started to fade away, until, in recent years, Kota had felt inclined to revive this duty.

‘Doesn’t he make it awkward to eat?’

‘Not really. Kota’s getting old and maybe he’s feeling a bit lonely, too.’

Okay – go ahead and admit it. It’s your habit, not mine – not being able to eat unless I’m with you.

‘But eating with one hand doesn’t seem polite. You have to figure out another way.’

Mrs Sakuraba said this each time, but had yet to come up with any practical solution. Today, too, Hiromi ate with his right hand, and when he had finished, he tickled Kota’s throat.

That’s it, just there. A little more to the right.

‘Well, I guess I’d better be going.’ Hiromi stood up and lowered Kota to the floor.

‘Just a second – these are yours,’ Mum said, handing him the letters she’d been sorting through earlier. ‘You’re getting a lot these days.’

‘It’s because I’ve been applying for seminars and things about job hunting.’ Hiromi turned over a postcard and frowned. ‘This one I don’t need. An offer from some kind of beauty salon.’

‘Ah, another person who thinks Hiromi is a girl.’

As Mrs Sakuraba had predicted, people often mistook Hiromi’s name for a girl’s.

‘Around the time of the Adults’ Day celebration, you got mail shots for women’s kimonos, too.’

Hiromi handed the postcard back to his mother. ‘You can chuck out this one.’

‘Oh, there’s a discount card attached. Can I use it?’ she asked.

‘Be my guest. Go get all your wrinkles and stuff smoothed out.’

‘I wonder if it really does help with wrinkles,’ his mother mused, a serious look on her face as she tugged at her cheeks.

‘Hiromi’s a nice name and all,’ Hiromi said, ‘but I guess there’s nothing we can do about other people’s mistakes.’

His mother stopped tugging at her skin and smiled. ‘You think it’s a nice name?’

‘It’s okay.’

‘Tell your dad that next time.’

Yeah, Kota agreed. It would be good to tell him.

Hiromi gave an awkward smile. ‘I’ll get around to it,’ he said and gave a little wave as he went out of the door.
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‘I HATE THE NAME HIROMI!’

Hiromi had begun to whine about his name around the time he started elementary school.

The first time their teacher took the register, he mistook Hiromi for a girl’s name.

‘Hiromi Sakuraba-chan,’ he called, adding the -chan suffix used for girls. But the way he tried to correct his mistake made it even worse.

‘Oh, I’m sorry. You’re so cute with those long lashes, I mistook you for a girl.’

After that everyone in class would tease him with ‘Hiromi-chan!’ His self-respect took a dive.

But the person who was even more upset about it was his dad.

‘I just hate the name Hiromi!’

Every time Hiromi threw a tantrum and yelled about his name, Mr Sakuraba looked about ready to cry as the choice of name had been his.

‘Don’t say that,’ he said. ‘It’s a nice name. One of the characters in Mum’s name is in it, too.’

Mrs Sakuraba’s name was Akemi, sharing the same character, mi, as in Hiromi. For Masahiro they’d taken the masa part from Mr Sakuraba’s name, Kazumasa, and he’d decided that for their second son they’d use the same character for hiro, and combine it with the mi in his wife’s name. Mr Sakuraba had been quite pleased with the choice of name, even before they knew the sex of the baby. ‘Hiromi will work whether it’s a boy or a girl,’ he said. ‘We’re good either way.’

‘Maybe Akihiro or Hiroaki would have been good, too.’ Aki being the same character as the ake in Akemi. Mrs Sakuraba chuckled as her husband’s face crinkled up tearfully even more.

‘At least we should have reversed the characters and named him Yoshihiro,’ she said. Yoshi being another reading for the character mi.

‘No way.’

She patted her disheartened husband on the head.

‘For each of the boys we took one character from your name, and one from mine, and both brothers share the character hiro in their name, one in the end, one at the beginning. It’s clear how we choose names in our family and I think it’s a good name.’

‘NO, IT IS NOT!’ Hiromi yelled. ‘Kota would have been a better name! Let’s switch our names!’

Put on the spot, Kota was a bit confused. Hey, don’t involve me in your squabbles, okay?

‘Kota’s a boy’s name. And Mum wanted to name me Kota when I was born.’

His father was so dejected about the whole matter, he finally left the room.

‘Oh – poor Dad,’ Masahiro said, exaggeratedly, so they’d take notice. Hiromi felt a little put out, but the next thing his brother said was going too far.

‘You’re being a bad boy, Hiromi.’

‘Am not! Let me switch names with Kota!’

‘Absolutely not.’ His mum wouldn’t even consider it. ‘He’s been known as Kota for six years, so imagine how much confusion that would cause him to suddenly change names.’

‘No, it won’t. Kota’s a cat.’

‘I don’t like it when you say such things – you think because Kota’s a cat, you can do whatever you like to him.’

His mother’s strict tone got to him, and Hiromi fell silent. When Kota gazed up at them from underneath the chair, Hiromi looked away, teary-eyed.

Thinking maybe she’d gone too far, Mrs Sakuraba gathered Hiromi up and gave him a cuddle.

‘Kota’s been called that for six years and taking away a name that has so much love wrapped up in it would be hard for him.’

Hiromi still looked unconvinced.

‘Your name, too, Hiromi, is filled with six years’ worth of love from your family. Do you want to throw away your mother’s love for you?’

With her crocodile tears Mum was putting on quite a performance, and Hiromi became suddenly panicked. ‘No!’ he yelled.

Hiromi was yet to be persuaded, but the last thing he wanted was to make his mother cry, so he had to agree.

Humans. I tell you – all this ruckus over a name. Underneath the chair, Kota shrugged. Diana twitched her tail knowingly.

Names, she explained, were very important to humans. Back in the day when they named her, there was quite a commotion between the mother and father.

She herself, she explained, had become the Sakurabas’ cat well before Masahiro arrived. His parents had made their decision to name her by paper-scissors-rock back then, too.

Diana was the name of a character in the book Anne of Green Gables that Mrs Sakuraba liked. But Mr Sakuraba had suggested something else.

‘Furama? That’s a weird name,’ was Mrs Sakuraba’s response to her husband’s suggestion.

Apparently, it was the name of the hotel they’d stayed at on their honeymoon abroad.

Mr Sakuraba had rescued Diana just after they’d come home. He wanted their new cat’s name to remind them of their honeymoon, but what his wife most remembered about their hotel was forgetting her key and locking herself out for hours. Not a pleasant memory, so she had come up with Diana.

Mr Sakuraba had always been a bit of a romantic.

Just as they had used a character from his name for their eldest son, so he had wanted to include one of the characters from his wife’s name for their second – a very sweet and charming gesture.

The evening after Hiromi’s crying fit, Mr Sakuraba went to his son’s room, looking as if he’d come to a painful decision. ‘Here’s the thing, Hiromi,’ he began. ‘We can’t change your name right away, but after you grow up, if you still dislike it you can apply to the court and if they give you permission, you can change it. So even if you can’t do it now, you can consider it when you’re older.’

Lying curled at the foot of the bed, Kota poked his nose against the soles of Hiromi’s feet.

Hey, you’re awake, aren’t you? Tell him you don’t need to change your name. You know it’s no big deal – just some friends teasing you.

Hiromi gently pushed Kota’s head away with his feet, all the while pretending to be asleep so he wouldn’t have to answer his father.

All this commotion over names came to an abrupt halt thanks to their cousin Satsuki-chan, who came to visit during the summer.

Satsuki-chan, who was in the first year of junior high, was a gentle, good-natured girl, and the Sakuraba boys adored her.

Masahiro and Hiromi were continually scrambling around and competing for her attention. As they both vied to show her their good side, they sometimes ended up quarrelling.

For whatever reason, Masahiro had criticized Hiromi for whining about his name.

‘You’re the one who got upset just because the teacher called you Hiromi-chan.’

Hiromi went bright red and started pummelling Masahiro, and soon the boys were rolling around on the floor in a scuffle.

Satsuki-chan intervened and listened to each boy’s side of the story in turn. Puzzled, she turned to Hiromi: ‘Why do you hate your name, Hiromi-kun?’

‘Everyone laughs at me because it’s a girl’s name.’

‘But I think the name Hiromi is really nice,’ Satsuki-chan said, smiling. ‘When I was in kindergarten, the first boy I liked was called Hiromi. Written with different characters, though.’

These words hit Hiromi like a bottom-of-the-ninth, come-from-behind grand-slam home run. Even more so when she told him what a wonderful, handsome boy this first love of hers, Hiromi, had been.

‘It’s just a coincidence you two have the same first name. Don’t think that means she actually likes you, Hiromi!’

Masahiro did his best to dampen Hiromi’s good mood, but to no avail.

‘Ahh, thank you so much,’ Mrs Sakuraba said to her later. ‘He seemed to really hate it when his friends teased him, and it’s still bothering him. And it’s made Mr Sakuraba doubtful as well.’

‘Well, then, you’d better apologize to your dad,’ Satsuki said, trying to persuade him. 

‘Maybe later,’ Hiromi answered, awkwardly.

All this did put an end to Hiromi’s crankiness about his name. And to his idea of switching names with Kota.

When the new school term began, his friends seemed to have stopped teasing him. They’d done it because it was fun to get a rise out of him, and now that it didn’t seem to bother him any more, the teasing came to an end.

So Satsuki had helped Hiromi by teaching him how wonderful his name was. And his dad, too, after all his brooding over the issue.

It was in the summer of the following year that Satsuki-chan became a helpful influence on the family once again – this time for Kota.

The summer holidays the following year began on a depressing note.

The school’s pet rabbit had died just before the summer break. And it had happened just when Hiromi’s class had been looking after it.

Part of their duties involved bringing in vegetables to feed the rabbit, which was one of Hiromi’s favourite tasks. The children also vied with each other over who would get to clean out the rabbit hutch. Then, one morning, they discovered their beloved rabbit had given up the ghost, and was now lying stone cold in a corner of the hutch. The entire school was saddened, but Hiromi’s class was especially hard hit.

‘Mum, what does lifespan mean?’ Hiromi asked, when he came back from school that day.

The children were considering holding a class meeting, convinced they’d done something wrong in their rabbit-care duties, but their teacher had told them that the cause of death was related to lifespan.

‘It’s no one’s fault at all,’ he’d explained. ‘The rabbit was old and had reached the end of its lifespan.’

Rather than feeling relieved to hear it wasn’t their fault, Hiromi grew concerned about this idea of lifespan and death.

His mother wracked her brains to explain, but Masahiro, entering the rebellious stage, butted in with a mean remark.

‘Lifespan is lifespan. When you’ve reached the end of your lifespan, you die. Didn’t you even know that?’

It hadn’t been so long ago that Masahiro himself had lost sleep worrying over the same thing.

‘Mum, are you and Dad really going to die someday?’ he’d asked in the middle of the night, clinging to his mother and crying his eyes out. And now he wanted to act all high and mighty because of all the suffering he’d been through.

‘It’s not just the rabbit. Kota and Diana, too, will die sooner or later. And also—’

‘Masahiro!’ his mother said angrily and shooed him away. She wanted to get him out of the room before he finished what he was intending to say: And also Mum and Dad.

But for Hiromi, the mere thought that Kota and Diana would die like the rabbit was a terrible shock.

‘No way!’ He burst into tears, for all the world like he did when he
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