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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      The shop was tucked away in a place beyond anyone’s understanding.

      There, a thick fog, neither white nor grey, hung heavily in the air. But oddly, the space surrounding the shop, which was enclosed by neatly trimmed hedges, was as clear as crystal. It was almost as though the fog was parting for something, as if it had no choice but to keep its distance.

      In the centre of this enclosure was an old wooden building. Atop its green, triangular roof, a bronze weathercock stood proudly with its chest puffed out. Its beak stretched wide towards the sky, but its voice, meant for announcing the hour, would never be heard.

      In the front garden, which led to the entrance of the shop, was a weeping cherry tree. Its great age was evident in its height. Rising above the ridge of the roof, its branches hung over the weathercock, arching all the way down to the ground. In full bloom, the branches were bursting with blossom. What made the tree unusual were the strange colours of these flowers. The nearer they were to the tips of the branches, the deeper they were in shade, gradually transitioning from the white and pale tones of a somei-yoshino, or Yoshino cherry, tree to the vibrant hues of a bell-flowered cherry. It seemed as though this single tree was painted in every imaginable shade of pink and red.

      From time to time, a gust of wind swept through the branches, creating marble-like swirls of white, scarlet and light coral on the ground.

      Suddenly, a bell chimed and the door to the shop swung open, disarranging the mound of petals that had gathered by the entrance. A girl appeared in the doorway. Wearing a burgundy pinafore dress over a starched white blouse, she heaved a sign outside. Written in double-lined lettering in red and white chalk, it was a simple sign with just the name of the shop on it: 咲良 – Sakura.

      Sakura. Had the shop been named after the cherry blossoms in the garden? Or perhaps it was somehow linked to a person who went by the same name. It’s possible that the girl was named Sakura, but she certainly didn’t look old enough to be the owner or the manager.

      Once she had finished putting the sign out, the girl gave herself a quick stretch, disappeared inside the shop, and re-emerged with a broom and a dustpan. She began carefully sweeping the petals scattered on the pathway between the sign and the hedges. Then, all of a sudden, three small branches wreathed in blossoms quietly landed in front of her.

      Looking up at the tree in surprise, the girl said, ‘Three? You’re feeling generous today, aren’t you?’

      The cherry tree did not reply, of course. But the girl wore a knowing expression on her face as she tucked the broom under her arm and picked up the branches. She made her way back inside.

      The scent of coffee lingered in the air as the girl headed straight to the kitchen. Using a pair of floral shears, she swiftly trimmed the branches before wrapping the snipped ends with tissue soaked in plenty of water as well as a thin sheet of paper, holding them in place with a rubber band. Then, one by one, she put them into three individual vases.

      ‘Done,’ the girl said out loud.

      Stepping out of the kitchen, she scanned around, apparently looking for a good spot to arrange the branches. As you would expect from the exterior, most of the shop’s basic features were made of wood. The distinctive grain pattern on the walls and the tables gave the atmosphere that cosy feeling you can only get in a traditional coffee shop. Using a stepladder, the girl began placing the branches along the walls as well as on the pillar. There were more branches all around the room, adorning the shop with further splashes of pink. Decorating the shop with cherry blossoms was apparently an essential part of her daily routine.

      Satisfied with her work, the girl climbed down the stepladder and cleared the petals that had fallen on the floor. Then, using a damp rag, she wiped the place down. It seemed that she was preparing to open the shop. Once she had made some progress, the girl took a short break. Standing with one hand on her hip, she rubbed at her forehead with her wrist.

      ‘You know, I could really do with an extra pair of hands right now,’ the girl muttered as she glanced down at the table next to her.

      On the table was a calico cat. Unlike typical Japanese cats, this one was long-haired. The cat, which had been sitting comfortably in a loaf pose, gazed sleepily at the girl. Pushing its front legs forward, it lifted its bottom, stretching out its whole body before lowering its left shoulder and rolling onto its back. As if to say, Is this what you mean? the cat extended its front paws towards the girl.

      ‘Kobako, that is absolutely not what I mean,’ the girl said dismissively.

      For a brief moment, the cat stayed in the same position, but soon got to its feet and returned to its original pose. On the nametag sewn on to its brown leather collar were the kanji characters for incense box: 香箱 – Kobako.

      Shifting her gaze from the cat, the girl walked towards the wall to a set of speakers and a record player. Even the audio equipment featured wooden frames. A record had been left on the turntable – the bright red label at the centre of the disc stood out against the black. Crouching down, the girl switched on the amplifier, setting off a faint electrical hissing.

      Pointing her finger, the girl checked that the dial on the turntable was in the correct position before gently pressing the start button. The record began to spin, and the tonearm lifted automatically. The vinyl crackled briefly before the distant, hypnotic beat of a snare drum began to play. The unusual drumming – a triplet-infused rhythm in three-four time – slowly intensified, as though the beat was drawing nearer and nearer.

      A flute entered with the first melody, adding a sense of courtly elegance and exoticism to this distinctive rhythm. Boléro by Ravel. A composition of simple structure featuring two repeating melodies passed between different instruments, the piece maintains a steady, rhythmic drumbeat as it gradually builds towards a climax.

      The girl, who had been listening contentedly to the opening flute solo with her hands on her hips, suddenly turned away from the record player, and began spinning around the shop as though she was dancing to the music. The cat, on the other hand, didn’t so much as move a whisker.

      Aside from the kitchen, there were bookcases along all the walls. Some of them were even set on top of tables. Although they varied in height and width, they featured the same grain pattern, similar to that of the tables and audio equipment. Still, the place seemed to be lacking in a sense of consistency, thanks to its eclectic collection of books.

      The girl eventually stopped in front of one of the shelves. Using her index finger as a guide but taking care not to touch the books, she scanned the spines one by one, going from right to left, then left to right: The Neverending Story; In the Forest, Under the Cherry Blossoms in Full Bloom; Rashomon; The Glass Menagerie; The Parent Trap; The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman; The Sound and the Fury; Ten Nights of Dreams.

      They were all works of fiction, but that was the only thing they had in common. The books came in various sizes, and there seemed to be a book for every age – even large format picture books could be spotted here and there.

      Out of nowhere, the girl’s lips started to move.

      
        
        ‘More intensely than the wind-instrument of noon,

        When traces of amber are poured,

        The bitterness of anger, the blue of anger.’

      

      

      She muttered the words – seemingly lines of poetry she had memorised – almost hypnotically, as though she wasn’t aware that she was reciting them.

      The melody of Boléro was now being played by a trombone. Outside, white rays of the sun glinted off the cherry-blossom petals dancing silently in the air.

      ‘Hey Kobako, which one should I pick today?’

      From time to time, the girl paused her hand and turned towards her companion as she gently placed her fingertip on one of the spines. But the cat, apparently uninterested, remained completely still. This exchange went on for a while until the girl, seemingly giving up, moved on to the next shelf, then to the one after that.

      Then, just as her finger glided over one of the larger books, the cat opened one eye and let out a short meow.

      ‘This one?’

      The girl turned to find that the cat had lifted its head, its eyes wide open. Its golden pupils had dilated as if to say: That’s the one.

      Removing the book from the shelf, the girl brought it to eye level, then opened it in a reverential manner.

      ‘Ahem,’ she said exaggeratedly, pretending to clear her throat.

      The book was The Little Prince. Putting on a slightly affected tone, the girl began to read, her resonant voice echoing through the shop.

      ‘“My star will be just one of the stars, for you. And so you will love to watch all the stars in the heavens… They will all be your friends…”’

      As she continued to read, the girl and the calico cat – now in a loaf pose again – faced towards each other. Every time the girl turned the page, the cat twitched its whiskers and slowly blinked its eyes as though it was nodding along. Outside the square of the largest window, the petals continued their graceful dance. Boléro played on, reorchestrating the same melodies, over and over again.
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        ‘What is essential is invisible to the eye.’

      

      

      

      Just like that, the cremation was over.

      Less than two hours after the door to the incinerator was closed, sixty-seven years of her mother’s life had been reduced to nothing but bones and ashes.

      Mio carried her mother’s urn in her arms the whole way from the crematorium. Although it was placed inside a box, wrapped in thick cloth and a furoshiki, she could feel its warmth on her lap. It was as though her mother was trying to tell her that she was still there.

      Arriving at the place where her mother had lived, Mio found that it was a tired, two-storey building of wooden structure. Her mother’s studio flat was at the north-facing corner on the first floor. Its window looked out onto the bank of a river. Gazing at the neat row of winter-bare trees under the thick, grey sky, Mio felt overwhelmed with guilt that she had let her mother die all alone in such a place. I should have done more for her, she thought.

      Until then, Mio had never even set foot in the flat. Two years earlier, her mother had suddenly told Mio and her younger brother that she would be moving out of their family home. Although Mio had to admit that they hardly had any good memories of the house, she was dismayed by the thought of her childhood home being passed on to a stranger. For once, her brother agreed with her. The two teamed up to try and dissuade their mother, but she told them that the topic was not up for discussion. It’s not like you two come back very often, she had said. Do as you please, thought Mio. After her mother moved to her new flat, Mio used her busy work schedule as an excuse to avoid checking in on her. Now, she deeply regretted this.

      The flat was modestly furnished with just the bare essentials. There wasn’t even a television, though Mio knew that the family house had sold for a decent amount of money; she never imagined that her mother had been living so frugally. It seemed that the futon that was removed along with her mother’s body was the only set of bedding she owned. Thinking that she would need to stay in the business hotel across the street, Mio wondered if it would be all right to leave her mother’s ashes alone in the flat.

      On the floor lay a pale green carpet. Although it was worn out, it looked reasonably clean. There was a small round table which appeared to have been used as a dining table. Mio set her mother’s urn on it, creating a makeshift altar. Then, suddenly feeling a wave of exhaustion, she dropped down on the floor. Still, wanting to give her brother an update, she summoned up the energy to pull out her phone from her bag. Checking that it would be early morning in his time zone, she hit the call button. After two rings, her brother picked up.

      ‘Hi, Yoshihiro,’ Mio said. ‘I just wanted to let you know that the cremation went smoothly.’

      There was an awkward pause before her brother replied with a thank you. Oddly, it sounded like his voice was doubling. Mio couldn’t tell if this was because the line was unstable, or because she was.

      ‘I’m sorry that all of this has fallen on your shoulders, Sis.’

      ‘Hey, it’s not your fault. She wasn’t sick or anything, so it wasn’t like we could have prepared for it – emotionally or logistically.’

      The previous year, Yoshihiro, who worked for a major electronics manufacturer, had moved to South Africa after being put in charge of setting up and running a new plant there. Mio had not seen her brother in quite some time, as he rarely had the time to return to Japan. Their mother had been right – neither of them had visited her.

      ‘Anyway, Sis, where are you at the moment?’

      ‘I’m at Mum’s place. I’ve just brought her ashes here. I wanted to let you know that the funeral side of things is all done now. There’s still a lot to do in terms of paperwork, but I’ll manage.’

      Yoshihiro apologised again. It seemed to Mio that there should have been more to talk about, but she didn’t know what to say. She was fairly certain that her brother also felt the same way.

      ‘I don’t fully understand why she sold the house,’ Mio said.

      ‘Me neither.’

      ‘Have you seen Mum’s flat?’

      Yoshihiro told Mio that he hadn’t.

      ‘I didn’t think so. It’s my first time here. This place feels pretty empty.’

      There was another uncomfortable pause. Then, Mio said, ‘We’re terrible children, aren’t we? She raised us all on her own, and yet we let her die alone in a place like this.’

      Mio hadn’t thought that they would need to worry about something like that, not for a long time anyway.

      ‘Yeah… I didn’t even go to the funeral.’

      ‘Well, like I said, it’s not your fault. You have your work and your family to look after. Mum wouldn’t have wanted you to prioritise her over your own life – I mean, I don’t think she would have.’

      As soon as she said those words, Mio’s heart tightened in her chest. There was no way of knowing now. Suddenly, she was confronted by the brutal truth that she would never speak to her mother again.

      Her brother said nothing in reply, and the two fell silent for a moment.

      Somehow managing to switch the conversation, they went through the checklist of things to do. It was agreed that Mio would handle the time-sensitive tasks, such as cancelling their mother’s health insurance and her pension payments. Everything else, including the sorting out of her belongings, would be discussed once Yoshihiro had confirmed the timing of his next trip to Japan. Mio told him that she wanted to keep the flat until after the 49th-day memorial. Although Mio had intended on covering the rent for that period, Yoshihiro insisted that the least he could do was to contribute financially, and so it was decided that they would split the cost.

      After hanging up, Mio took another look at the box containing her mother’s ashes. She had learned that the cloth wrapped around the box was called kotsu-ooi – a cover for the bones. She had never even heard of the word before. It was made of thick, white fabric adorned with a pattern woven in a lustrous thread of the same colour. The pattern, which looked like bellflowers, was so intricate that it was not immediately noticeable. I’d like to draw something similar, Mio suddenly thought. I would spend a whole day – maybe even two days – carefully drawing them out in pen.

      Why am I thinking about this now? Mio asked herself, even though she already knew the answer: I can’t bear to face the fact that Mum is gone.
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        * * *

      

      Mio had received the news while working. Ever since taking that call, she had felt detached from reality, as though she was living in a bubble. There were even times when she felt disconnected from her own mind and actions.

      When her thoughts drifted back to the ashes, she belatedly remembered to light some incense. Then, she pushed her palms together and bowed in prayer. Yet even as she did so, Mio found herself wondering: Why am I doing this, and for whom?

      It had all begun in the afternoon four days before, when, out of the blue, the office phone rang. She found it unusual, as people rarely called her on the landline these days. Looking back, there was something ominous about the way the old-fashioned ringtone echoed through the room.

      At the time, Mio had been speaking to her editor on her mobile about a certain issue – an amateur manga artist had accused her on social media of plagiarising the composition of their work. Mio had a series in a manga magazine, and the illustration in question had appeared in a chapter published two issues earlier. The rumour gradually spread online, escalating to the point where complaints were being made to the publisher. From Mio’s perspective, however, it was nothing more than a false accusation.

      ‘The only part that is similar is the sloping street winding through a residential area, and that it leads down towards the sea. It’s a simple composition – why would I need to trace over someone else’s work?’

      ‘I couldn’t agree with you more, Kisanuki-sensei. It’s just that – err, proving something like this is, well … it’s not very easy.’

      Mio’s editor, who had recently been assigned to her, was rather inarticulate. Younger than Mio, it seemed that she was still learning the ropes.

      Trying her best to manage her tone of voice, Mio continued, ‘You’ll see the difference straightaway if you put my illustration over theirs and align them at the horizon. The positions of the train tracks and the people don’t match. Plus, I really wish I didn’t have to say this, but the perspective in their drawing is off.’

      ‘Apparently they’re claiming that you changed the positioning slightly on purpose – that you copied them despite being a professional, and that you were trying to cover it up.’

      ‘That is ridiculous.’

      What is this world coming to? Mio thought to herself.

      ‘Indeed. But the thing is, the accuser is gaining more and more supporters online. People are starting to spot more similarities, like the boy in the school uniform pushing a bike, and the girl in the sailor-style uniform holding her bag in front of her.’

      ‘It’s illustrating the everyday lives of high-school students. There are only so many ways you can depict that.’

      As she said so, Mio compared the two illustrations on her computer screen. Having taken another good look, she couldn’t deny the fact that there were similarities, but this was probably because they were both trying to portray the same thing.

      And for Mio, that was not the sea or the houses; it wasn’t the clothing of the two high-school students, nor the plush bag-charm hanging from the girl’s bag. What she wanted to express was not visible. As she drew the everyday scene of two teenagers walking to school, she tried to capture that intangible something – that warmth – that lingered between the students. That was something she clearly remembered.

      ‘Anyway, I’m in discussion with the higher-ups about how to handle it. To be honest, we haven’t been able to reach a consensus within the department. Some say there’s no need to do anything, and others say that if an apology is going to be issued, the sooner the better⁠—’

      ‘Apology?’ Mio broke in.

      Exactly who did they expect would apologise, and for what?

      ‘What I mean, is that some people feel hurt by the whole incident. If we acknowledge our company’s responsibility in the matter, even loosely, then it would be less damaging⁠—’

      ‘You’re not being serious?’

      It was right then that the landline rang. While the rest of them fell silent, one of her assistants got up from her seat and picked up. She made a series of responses that gave nothing away, like ‘Yes’ and ‘No’, before bringing the cordless phone over to Mio.

      ‘Umm, it’s the police,’ she said to Mio. ‘They’re calling from⁠—’

      As soon as her assistant mentioned the name of her hometown, Mio’s heart froze. When was the last time she’d spoken to her mother? she frantically tried to remember. After telling her editor that she would call her back, Mio took a deep breath. Then, nervously, she picked up the receiver.

      ‘Are you Mio Kisanuki?’ a male voice asked.

      Struggling to control her trembling voice, Mio answered yes.

      She had died alone – kodokushi, as they call it. It was likely a heart attack, the police officer told Mio. Was her mother so set on never relying on others that she didn’t call for help? Or was she simply unable to? No one would know the answer to these questions.

      The fortunate part was that her mother’s next-door neighbour thought to inform her landlord after noticing that she had not left her flat for a couple of days. The landlord reported it to the police, who found her body upon entering her flat. Initially, a crime had been suspected, but it was determined that she had died of natural causes, and so an autopsy was not necessary. A death certificate had already been issued.

      ‘Thank you for taking our call. There’s not much more to be done from our side now, so we would appreciate it if you could come and collect her as soon as possible.’

      The call ended with those words. But even after the line disconnected, Mio stood frozen to the spot, the indifferent beeping from the receiver still ringing in her ear.

      ‘Oh, sorry—’ Mio said, barely noticing that her team had been staring at her with concerned expressions. But in that moment, that was all she managed to say.

      She couldn’t cry – not a single tear would come. I’m still in shock, Mio tried to reason with herself. Suddenly, her mother’s voice echoed through her mind:

      ‘To live my life with my head held high – I’ve always stuck with this motto, because I want to make you kids proud.’

      What had made her remember this? Mio was utterly perplexed by her own thought. She couldn’t even recall when it was that her mother had said those words.

      After Mio finally set the receiver down, she immediately thought of calling her brother. Checking the clock, though, she quickly worked out that it would be long past midnight where he was. She hesitated for a moment before sending him an email. Letting him know about their mother’s death in this way felt so mechanical, it left Mio feeling terribly unsettled.

      She decided that she would stop by at her home to pick up her mourning clothes and other essentials. Then, she would get the next available bullet train. Takahashi, her chief assistant, offered to accompany her, but Mio softly told her that it would not be necessary, as it was a personal matter. In fact, knowing how reliable she was, Mio asked her to stay behind and take charge in her absence. Leave it with me, Takahashi said, her voice tinged with sadness.

      Mio managed to arrive at her hometown before dusk. First, she visited the police station, where she was given the name of a funeral home.

      The man who introduced himself as the funeral director gave Mio a rundown of the different funeral options, such as the size of the venue and ceremony style.

      ‘Please make a decision now.’

      Urged by the man to make up her mind, she opted for a kazokuso – an intimate, private funeral – in the ceremony hall. Then, there was the task of choosing the coffin, the altar, the candle stands, the urn and the box, as well as the kotsu-ooi. She couldn’t quite grasp what she felt when she learned that there was a catalogue for such items – she was taken aback, yet she found it quite useful.

      When the crematorium was confirmed, the man had said to her: ‘You must be pleased to hear that they had availability. Things don’t usually move so quickly in the big cities.’ Indeed, it meant that Mio would not need to take too much time off work, though she knew this was not the right time to worry about such things. As the wake, the funeral, and the cremation proceeded like clockwork, it seemed as though Mio was just going through the motions.
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        * * *

      

      Sitting by the altar on the round table, Mio offered another incense. As she gazed into the drifting smoke, a memory surfaced. From time to time, the funeral director had looked at her with a puzzled expression on his face. That was probably because I seemed indifferent, Mio thought. Despite being her daughter, I didn’t appear to be very sad.

      ‘Don’t you ever worry about me. You two live your lives to the fullest. Promise me you won’t let anything take away your freedom.’

      Her mother had said those words at Yoshihiro’s wedding. Although Mio couldn’t quite remember what had led to that conversation, she clearly recalled thinking, how dare you. Mio had looked after all the housework while her brother was still young, and she had taken a sense of pride in having done so. If anything, she felt relied upon; she had believed that her mother had depended on her.

      She wouldn’t go as far as to say that it was a burden. Still, hearing her mother speak as though none of it ever happened, Mio couldn’t help but feel overlooked. Back then, all my household tasks had done just that – take away my freedom. And it was because of Mum. Mio silently protested, though she also knew well that it would be unfair to blame everything on her mother.

      Mio’s relationship with her mother was never strained or conflicted, but it was more emotionally distant than what you would expect from a typical mother-and-child relationship. It was the same for her brother. Thinking about it now, perhaps this was because, given her position, she felt like she had to treat all children equally. But how could I have known that? I was still a child. Mio never confronted her mother. Although she’d longed for the kind of relationship where she could talk to
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