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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
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