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			1

			In Osaka it had been raining since early morning.

			Minoru Aose pulled on his clothes as quickly and quietly as he could. By the sound of it, his clients were up and about already. The previous night he had successfully reached an agreement with this young couple for him to build their new home. Afterwards they’d celebrated with a lavish dinner and copious amounts of high-­end saké. It had been too late for him to make the train back to Tokyo, so he’d spent the night on a futon on the living room floor of their rental apartment. Now he needed to hurry – barely time to splash water on his face. He politely refused the offer of breakfast and made a beeline for the front door, bowing deeply all the way. He retrieved his folding umbrella from his briefcase and stepped out into the rain.

			He really was pressed for time. If he hurried, he could walk to Yodogawa station in about ten minutes. And from there he could make his way to the JR line at Umeda and on to Shin-­Osaka to catch the shinkansen bullet train home. If he managed to catch the 9.30 he’d arrive at Tokyo station around midday, and though slightly late, he could still make his meeting with Hinako.

			It was Sunday, and the shinkansen platform was crammed with families and young couples. Judging by the number of groups in formal dress, it must have been an auspicious day for a wedding. About half the people wore heavy winter coats, and the rest were in light spring jackets, giving a rather mixed impression of the season. The sky was adding to the confusion. The rain was neither cold winter downpour nor spring shower but that disheartening drizzle typical of early March.

			Aose had just been hired to design a forty-­million-­yen home, yet he felt no sense of exhilaration. The clients’ request had been straightforward:

			‘Aose-­san, we’d like the same one you built in Shinano ­­­Oiwake.’

			But it would be impossible to build the exact same house – for a start the location was not at all similar, and their family wasn’t the same size. On top of which, he preferred not to repeat himself; he enjoyed being creative and original. And then there were times that Aose wasn’t even sure that he liked that particular house. Some mornings he awoke believing he’d created something extraordinary, but by nightfall he wished he’d had nothing to do with it at all.

			Aose looked up to see the sleek aerodynamic form of the series 700 shinkansen glide into the station. Once on board, he stood in the area between cars and got out his mobile phone. Hoping that Hinako wouldn’t have left yet, he dialled her number. It rang several times before she picked up.

			‘I’ll be a bit late,’ he told her.

			‘’kay.’

			She hung up.

			He sighed and put the phone back in his breast pocket. These monthly parental visitation meetings with his daughter were always difficult, with him struggling to get through a range of topics with no warm-­up time. It was like trying to cook food on full heat, when what it really needed was a slow simmer.

			His phone rang. He pulled it out and saw the call was from his office in Tokorozawa, Saitama prefecture. He answered, and his ear was immediately assaulted by the enthusiastic tones of his boss, Akihiko Okajima.

			‘Hey there. Got a minute?’

			Aose leaned back against the door.

			‘Sure. What are you doing in on a Sunday?’

			‘You’re one to talk. You still in Osaka?’

			‘On my way back. What’s up?’

			‘How did it go? Does it look promising?’

			‘Already got the go-­ahead.’

			‘You’ve got to be kidding. They haven’t even seen a rough draught yet.’

			‘They agreed on the spot. We’ve already drunk a toast to it.’

			‘Seriously? But anyway, it’s good news. Well done.’

			Every time he received praise from his boss, Aose would secretly cringe. They were both forty-­five years old, both Class-­1 registered architects. They’d been classmates in the same department of architecture. But one of them had graduated; the other had dropped out and taken a different route. Now it was universally accepted that one was the boss and the other his employee.

			‘What’s the plan?’

			‘They’ve got the land already. Their budget is forty million. Came into some money, apparently.’

			‘Generous parents, perhaps? So, what are they asking for? Are they going to be picky?’

			People generally didn’t approach a small firm like theirs that specialized in original and unique houses if they weren’t already somewhat picky; it was when that pickiness crossed a certain line that it could turn into a headache for the firm.

			‘No, they’re not picky. They’re only asking for one thing.’

			‘What’s that?’

			‘To cut a long story short, they want a copy of Shinan ­­Oiwake.’

			‘The Y Residence from the top 200?’

			‘Yeah.’

			Aose tried to sound casual about it.

			At the beginning of the year a major publisher had put out a full-­colour coffee-­table book titled Top 200 Homes of the Heisei Era. The book featured some of the best designs of the past fourteen years, and somewhere near the end was the house in Shinano-­Oiwake, identified only by the initial ‘Y’.

			‘I see. Pretty influential, that book.’

			Okajima’s tone was an awkward mix of banter and envy.

			‘Just last week that couple from Urawa said they’d seen Top 200 Homes too,’ he added. ‘Which reminds me, the wife sent me an email. Seems she went up to Shinano to take a look at the house.’

			The couple had asked where the house was, and Okajima had drawn them a simple map, but Aose was surprised to hear that they’d actually gone up there.

			‘She says it looked like there was no one living there.’

			‘No one living . . .?’

			‘But there is, right?’

			Okajima sounded so serious that Aose couldn’t help laughing.

			‘Of course there’s someone. Well, unless they’ve put it up for sale.’

			Okajima laughed too.

			‘They were probably just out. Anyway, the Urawa woman said she liked it even more now she’s seen the real thing. Looks like we’ve got ourselves another client.’

			‘Well, let’s not get ahead of ourselves. At least not before she’s seen the inside.’

			‘Anyway, things are looking up. The influence of the famous Y Residence has spread to Urawa and Osaka.’

			The influence of the famous Y Residence . . . It felt as if a label had been attached to the awkward, nagging feeling he’d had in his chest since this morning.

			‘Look, Okajima, are you going to be okay with this? The travel expenses are going to be ridiculous if I’m supervising the whole thing properly. It’ll eat into the profits.’

			‘Don’t worry. Everyone will be talking about it. It’ll be good for the company. And I’ll tell you what – I’m not going to finish in the minor leagues.

			As soon as Aose heard this favourite expression of Okajima’s he made to hang up the phone, but Okajima stopped him.

			‘I need a good renderer as soon as possible. Do you happen to know any?’

			That was the real purpose of Okajima’s call. Renderers, or perspective draughtsmen, were indispensable to a project. The quality of their drawings made all the difference when making a presentation to a potential client.

			‘Isn’t Kato-­san available?’

			‘Unfortunately, he won’t take on anything outside of Tokyo.’

			‘How about Otsuka from Omiya?’

			‘No, not him. I’ll never win with his drawings.’

			Win?

			‘Is this for a competition?’

			‘There’ll be one before long. You know, a police box or a public toilet or some piddling little project like that. So I need to get myself a good perspective draughtsman.’

			The way he said the phrase ‘There’ll be one before long’ caught Aose’s attention. From time to time, Okajima would casually mention ‘prefectural people’ or ‘conservative representatives’. Aose suspected that his boss may have been given a confidential heads-­up about something in the works. From his cheerful tone and the fact that he was in the office on a Sunday, he was clearly feeling positive about something.

			‘I might be able to get Nishikawa-­san,’ said Aose.

			‘Huh? Who’s that?’

			‘Takao Nishikawa. He used to draw for me when I was at the Akasaka office.’

			‘Yes, yes, I know him! That guy’s drawings are amazing. Feels like you’re seeing stuff you could never imagine for yourself. Could you give me his number? I’ll ask him directly.’

			‘He switched firms. When I get home, I’ll look for the postcard he sent.’

			‘Do you have his mobile number?’

			‘Sorry, no. Too long ago. Back before we had mobiles.’

			He must have sounded too laid back, because Okajima told him to hurry and get the number to him by the end of the day. By the time he hung up, Okajima had taken on the tone of a typical employer. This was actually a bit of a relief to Aose. His boss was probably trying to snap up some dull community building project or other commissioned by the prefecture or the city, but it was always good to hear his boss in ambitious mode.

			There was a loud pop and the windows began to rattle. The Osaka-­bound train was passing.

			Aose started back towards his seat, but there was still something nagging at him. No one living there . . .? He turned around and went back to the standing area, scrolling through the list of contacts in his phone until he found Yoshino, Touta. He felt a slight pain behind his eye. Four months had passed since he handed over the keys to the Y Residence. He scrolled on further to the home number of the house, and his tired eyes became blurry for a moment. His thumb accidentally pressed the call button and as it connected he realized his mistake and tried to hang up. But then he decided to let it ring after all. He did have a reason to call. He could ask if they’d mind showing the couple from Urawa around the house.

			The answer machine picked up. Which meant, of course, that the house’s landline was connected and the family was just out. He couldn’t help feeling relieved. He thought about the day he had handed over the keys, ending his relationship with the Yoshino family. The interview and photos for the Top 200 Homes book had already been finished, so there was no need to visit again for that. Aose’s company had a rule that after the handover was complete, unless the client approached them with a question, the architects were to refrain from making any contact. There were plenty of clients who found it a nuisance to have the architect drop round after they’d moved in, either because it communicated a sense of dissatisfaction or disappointment with their own work, or a feeling of ownership towards the property. Some clients preferred to keep in close contact with the construction company that had actually built the house; others chose to leave the upkeep of the property or any renovation projects to a cheaper contractor. It was up to the client whether they wanted to befriend the architect and enter into a longer-­lasting relationship.

			Yoshino had not contacted Aose. He’d never called or sent a postcard to let Aose know his feelings about living in the house, nor for that matter had he expressed any dissatisfaction.

			And yet . . . at the beginning it had been very different. When he’d come to commission the design, in some ways Yoshino had felt like more than a friend.

			‘We’ll leave everything up to you, Aose-­san. Please build a home you would want to live in.’

			And in that moment his brain had lit up.

			It wasn’t about being featured in some design book that made the house special. It was the feeling that Aose had experienced when he accepted the job. And now it was as if the job had never happened. Yoshino’s long silence since the completion of the project was a cloud in Aose’s mind. It had drained him of so much of his passion, turned him bitter.

			A sudden sound made him glance up. Raindrops were striking the outer window of the train door and streaming in horizontal lines across the glass. Beyond, the leaden sky and endless lines of roofs glistened in the rain.

			It looked like there was no one living there.

			Aose stuck his phone into his breast pocket. Besides the family simply ‘being out’, no other explanation came to mind.
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			Aose dreamed about a mother bird calling to its young.

			He’d seen some flurries of snowflakes around Sekigahara but remembered nothing after that. It wasn’t until they’d left Shin-­Yokohama that Aose became conscious again. Soft sun had broken through the clouds and the upper windows of high-­rise apartments sparkled.

			He changed at Tokyo station for the Chuo line and got off at Yotsuya. Then he headed along Shinjuku-­dori towards the Imper ial Palace, adeptly dodging around strolling pedestrians. He lifted his wrist to check his watch, simultaneously making sure his breath and shirt sleeves didn’t smell of alcohol. When he was alone, he usually limited himself to a single can of beer. He often wondered if Hinako had noticed the change in him from his heavy-­drinking days.

			Picking up his pace, Aose turned into a backstreet. Before anything else, he planned to ask Hinako about her end-­of-­term exam results. Then he would move on to finding out what tune she was practising on the electone electronic keyboard. And then he was going to try to get the details of those odd phone calls. She said that the calls had stopped, but he still wanted to know who had been making them. He cut through a neighbourhood of tightly packed apartment buildings and turned at a crossroads equipped with curved mirrors for better driving visibility. By the time he spotted the blue signboard for Café Horn, he was a little out of breath. The cowbell on the door jangled as he entered the mint-­green Tyrolean-­themed interior. There was no need to look around for Hinako; she was tucked away at the back of the café at their usual two-­person table. The owner and his wife, who already knew the situation, were watching over her. Aose nodded to them and then with an appropriately contrite expression made his way over to Hinako.

			‘Have you been waiting a long time?’

			‘Yeah. I got sick of waiting for you. I was about to go home.’

			This was her usual style of banter. She pretended to sulk, but her eyes were smiling. This must be how thirteen-­year-­old girls were, but every time they met he was taken aback by the changes in his daughter.

			‘Hey, listen, Daddy, I really messed up in my exams. I might have to retake first year.’

			The look of amusement in her eyes was still there.

			‘That’s bad,’ said Aose.

			‘Really bad!’

			‘Maths again?’

			‘Yeah, maths sucks! There’s no way I’m telling you my score.’

			‘But English was okay, right?’

			‘Not so great. That’s why I’m in trouble.’

			‘Yeah, that really sounds like trouble.’

			‘What am I going to do?’

			‘You’ll get through this. I know you can do it if you try, Hinako.’

			‘I’m scared. The teacher might say I have to stay back a year.’

			The dialogue was slightly off. Maybe telling her she could do it was where he’d gone off script?

			‘Do you want something to eat?’

			‘I already ate. But you go ahead, Daddy.’

			‘I already ate too. On the train.’

			‘Oh, okay then.’

			Hinako gave her father a quizzical look. It was the look of someone who had learned to ignore the lies adults tell. She’d really begun to resemble Yukari. The more expressive her face, the fewer words she actually used.

			He ordered a café au lait. On the table in front of Hinako were a cup of cocoa and a mobile phone wrapped in a pink handkerchief. She carried it in case of emergency.

			‘When you called me before you were on the train?’

			‘Right! I was on my way back from a job in Osaka.’

			‘You went to Osaka?’

			She was trying to show interest, but Aose could tell by her expression that Osaka didn’t really mean anything to her.

			‘Just on the outskirts, really. Oh yes, I know – close to Universal Studios Japan. That theme park with Jaws and Jurassic Park and stuff.’

			‘Did you go there?’

			Seeing his daughter’s face light up, he panicked a little.

			‘No, no. I was just close to there, that’s all.’

			‘I see. Yeah, so it was for work then?’

			The café au lait arrived. As he listened to the owner’s footsteps walking away, he managed to muster a small amount of courage.

			‘Shall we go?’

			‘Where?’

			‘To Universal Studios.’

			Hinako’s expression clouded.

			In the past, Aose used to take his daughter shopping or to the pool. She’d even managed to pester him long enough to take her to Disneyland and Sanrio Puroland. But for the past two years she hadn’t wanted to go anywhere. Maybe it just meant she was growing up. Or perhaps it was Yukari who didn’t approve?

			‘I’ll ask your mother if it’s okay.’

			‘But isn’t it really far?’

			‘We’ll be there and back in no time by Shinkansen.’

			‘Will we stay the night?’

			‘Yes, why not? It’ll be fun to stay in a hotel.’

			‘Maybe, then.’

			‘Really? Great. Just let me know when you decide. We can go in spring break or the summer holidays.’

			Hinako nodded slightly, then shifted her gaze as if to say, ‘That’s enough of that topic.’

			Aose’s vision faded and was replaced with a memory of the back view of his little girl, her nursery school bag swinging back and fro as she waddled along. She had such trouble with her sa, shi, su, se, so sounds . . . In fact, her beloved budgerigars’ pronunciation had been better than hers. It was around that time that Aose and Yukari got divorced. His first parental visit after that, Hinako had been sitting in her high-­sided booster chair, restlessly kicking her legs. Even now, she was still so small, so skinny, that Aose couldn’t help talking to her like a little kid. But the muted lighting of the café revealed breasts that were beginning to grow. And she was getting taller. In fact, her whole silhouette was beginning to look like Yukari’s. But it wasn’t only her appearance. Aose could see each aspect of her personality, each emotion, develop and blossom one by one. After eight years of monthly meetings, she really did seem to have it all worked out – how to deal with the father who has a different surname. When she calls him ‘Daddy’ without a hint of embarrassment it isn’t that she’s still his little girl. It’s as if she understands that this is what he wants to hear more than anything else in the world.

			Aose had begun to suspect that Hinako knew the reason her parents had split up. He wouldn’t be surprised if Yukari had decided, now that her daughter had become a junior high school student, well on her way to adulthood, that now was the time to tell her. He’d been wondering about it since last year. What had Yukari told her?

			‘Oh, by the way, what happened about those phone calls?’

			He phrased it as if the question had only just occurred to him. He really was lacking in the fatherly chat department.

			‘Phone calls?’

			‘Don’t you remember? We talked about it the time before last. Did you get any more calls after that?’

			It had been a rare occasion for Hinako to ask his advice on something. The last time they’d spoken she’d told him that the strange calls that had been coming to the house had suddenly stopped. She’d said, ‘So that’s the end of it.’ The phrase ‘end of it’ had sent chills down his neck. He couldn’t help asking, was it a boy calling? Hinako shook her head. Then was it a friend? This time she didn’t shake her head. So who was it? For a moment, Hinako looked lost, but then, with ‘Whatever, it’s fine now,’ she’d put an end to the conversation, flashing her father a dazzling smile.

			‘They didn’t call again.’

			Hinako’s voice was flat. Clearly this was not her favourite topic of conversation. On the other hand, she didn’t seem all that bothered that it had been brought up again.

			‘Never again?’

			‘Not even once.’

			‘How long were you getting these calls?’

			‘Um . . . they started about a year ago.’

			‘That long ago?’

			‘But they hardly ever called, really.’

			Hardly ever? So this wasn’t a regular occurrence.

			‘They weren’t anonymous calls, were they?’

			‘No, no. Nothing like that.’

			‘Hmm . . . I see . . .’

			Who on earth was this caller? It was on the tip of his tongue to ask, but he was afraid that Hinako might shut him out again. Anyway, he had guessed who it was.

			‘So, what was that club your friend asked you to join again? Patchwork, or quilting, was it?’

			‘Right, but mostly I just come straight home after school.’

			‘Why?’

			‘Everyone’s busy with juku cram school.’

			It was back in the third grade of primary school that Hinako had been treated by her classmates as if she were invisible. She had no idea why.

			‘Are you getting on with your friends?’

			‘Yes, I’m doing fine.’

			Aose nodded. He laced his fingers together on the table.

			‘You can tell me all about it if you want.’

			‘I already said, I’m doing fine. But Daddy—’

			Just as Hinako spoke, the mobile phone in front of her began to ring. It played the theme song from the Sazae-­san anime, which was the ring tone she used for calls from her mother, Yukari. Whenever she heard the tune, Hinako always looked relieved but at the same time a little irritated.

			‘Ah, yes. He’s here. I’m fine.’

			Hinako watched her father mischievously as she talked on the phone.

			‘Yeah, yeah. OK. See you.’

			She hung up and grinned and then leaned forward as if confiding in her father.

			‘She called to ask how you were.’

			Aose smiled. At moments like this Hinako reminded him of his late father. Whenever he was in a good mood from drinking, he would tell the biggest whoppers. He loved to make his family laugh. They’d always say, ‘Rubbish! We don’t believe you,’ and fall about laughing. This made him happier than anything, and he’d laugh along with them.

			‘What was that just now?’

			‘Huh?’

			‘You were about to say something.’

			‘Oh, that’s right. I was going to ask you about work. Your job is building houses, right, Daddy?’

			Aose was taken aback. This was the first time Hinako had ever asked him about his work.

			‘Yes, kind of, but I don’t actually do the building. I’m not a carpenter.’

			‘I know. You design them, make the plans. That kind of thing.’

			It must have been a homework assignment or something. Or maybe she’d read about it in one of those magazines that listed different occupations that junior high school students liked to flick through and her interest had been sparked. Or more likely, Hinako being Hinako, she’d prepared a topic of conversation to keep things going. But it didn’t matter to Aose what the reason might be, an interest in her father’s job could easily be turned into an interest in her father himself.

			‘In the design company where I work, there are four people with first-­class qualifications in architecture. People call us architects or designers.’

			‘Oh, architects!’

			‘That’s right. Put simply, we’re people who design houses. We think about their shape, figure out how the rooms should be arranged. And then we draw a plan or a blueprint. And we build a model of it. Then we consult with someone who knows about construction and installation to work out the details.’

			‘Construction and what?’

			‘Installation. Even if the design looks really cool, the house might be difficult to live in, or easily damaged. That’d be a big problem.’

			‘Yes, I get it.’

			‘After that it’s the turn of the carpenter. Our company uses a very good contractor and they build excellent houses for us. And then our clients’ dream home is finally ready for them.’

			‘So that’s what you were doing today? Building a house in Osaka?’

			‘Right. I met some people who want to have a house built, listened to their specifications – what kind of house they’d like. That’s the most important part of the job. If you build it for them and then they say they don’t like it, it’s too late.’

			He was suddenly reminded of the Y Residence. But it was no competition for the sight of his beloved daughter nodding her head in response to his words.

			‘One question.’

			‘What?’

			‘Does your company have any TV commercials?’

			‘No, no. We’re just a tiny architects’ office.’

			‘So then those people who want to build a house in Osaka or in other places, how do they know about your company? From the internet?’

			‘Yes, it’s true that recently more and more people are finding us from an internet search. But mostly it’s by word of mouth.’

			‘Huh? Word of mouth? . . . So not the internet?’

			She didn’t get the concept right away.

			‘For example, say we build a house for someone, and then their friend comes over to visit . . .’

			‘Uh-­huh’

			‘And the friend really likes the house, then, when they want to build their own place, they come to our company.’

			‘Oh, I see now.’

			‘Or sometimes, like in the case of the people today in Osaka, they see photos of a house we built in a book or a magazine and they get in touch.’

			Hinako looked impressed.

			‘You mean a house that you designed was in a book?’

			‘Ah, yes. A little while back.’

			‘That’s so cool!’

			‘It’s not that cool. It was just one of many houses in the book.’

			‘I’d like to see the book.’

			‘Hmm. I’m not sure where I put it . . .’

			‘Please? I want to see it.’

			Aose remained poker-­faced, but inwardly he was thrilled at the interest Hinako was showing in him. It seemed to him another example of what Okajima had called ‘the influence of the famous Y Residence’.

			‘I’ll have a look for it.’

			‘If you find it, bring it next time. Promise?’

			‘Promise. I’ll dig through my stuff.’

			For a moment he was at a loss for words.

			‘I’ll do my best . . . but why are you interested in that house?’

			‘Mummy says she doesn’t really like the apartment.’

			He knew. He knew exactly how Yukari felt about her home.

			‘Does she want to move house?’

			‘She hasn’t exactly said so . . . Actually, she says our place is really convenient for her job. And it’s close to my school.’

			‘That’s true.’

			‘But sometimes she yells out, kind of like a joke, “I want to live at ground level. Feel the earth beneath my feet!”’

			Her impersonation of her mother was so good, Aose forgot to laugh.

			The café’s mint-­green wallpaper suddenly seemed to take on a life of its own. He pictured Yukari, one foot on a stepladder, giving considered directions on the colour of the walls. Theirs had been a marriage of architect husband and interior decorator wife, and yet somehow, they had completely failed to build a house of their own.

			‘So don’t forget you promised, Dad.’

			Hinako got up from the table. The phone in her hand was playing the theme tune from Sazae-­san again. She was going directly to her keyboard class. He quickly asked the prepared question ‘What tune are you learning now?’ but her reply meant nothing to him. She picked up a bulging bag and slung it over her shoulder. Aose guessed it was full of sheet music.

			He walked her out of the café. She set off with a spring in her step, but as she got further away her footsteps seemed to get slower. Maybe her winter coat was too heavy. Beneath the hem her skinny white legs looked cold. She reached up to put earphones in and dropped something. As she stooped down to pick it up, her long, straight black hair was blown up by the breeze, revealing one young, rosy cheek.

			In his head he urged her to hurry and grow up. These days he found himself looking for new signs of maturity every time he met her. Because if he wasn’t able to be with his daughter any more, to scold her or to hug her, if she couldn’t stay young for ever, then he’d rather she just grew up and got it over with.

			Hinako turned when she reached the crossroads and waved to her father. Aose waved back. He wondered all of a sudden what his ringtone was. If she’d chosen the cheerful and friendly Sazae-­san for her mother, what kind of tune did she find appropriate for her father?
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			One by one, sparrows came fluttering down on to the rain-­soaked pavement.

			Aose was reluctant to follow the same route Hinako had taken, so he headed in the opposite direction, towards Akasaka Mitsuke subway station. He just couldn’t bring himself to head for work right away. No matter how much he normally kept his guilt level under control, time spent with his daughter would always shake him up. His daughter, but no longer his family. It was impossible to build that proper, slow-­simmer relationship with her. The food he tried to cook would inevitably turn out a burnt mess. He sighed at the artificial nature of these father–daughter visits. Were there really any fathers and daughters out there who managed to keep a smile on their face for two to three hours?

			When Hinako was still little, he’d always been able to turn the conversation around by reassuring her that he was, and always would be, her daddy. The main purpose of the visits used to be for him to be a large, comforting presence, there for his daughter, in the hope that it would somehow make up to her for the loss of a father. But now they were at a different stage. He no longer had to play the comforting father figure. And he wasn’t confused – he was completely clear about his own feelings: having a daughter on the edge of puberty terrified him. And his sin wasn’t that he was wishing for her to hurry up and reach adulthood. He was guilty of just trying to get through this stage of her life by staying neutral and trying not to make waves.

			How far was Hinako just playing the role of daughter for him? Whenever they met, she would chat about Yukari. She was trying to minimize the reality of the divorce. Sometimes he’d look into Hinako’s eyes and see hope in there – hope that if she con­tinued to be brave and upbeat and get on well with both her father and mother, then one day a miracle might happen.

			But there were other times when the look in those eyes would put him on his guard. They seemed to be asking him a question.

			Hey, Daddy, why did you and Mummy split up?

			He was sure Yukari would have concealed what an abyss lay between them. She had probably invented a story that consisted of no quarrels or feuds in order to keep Hinako from feeling ashamed of her family background. In their insecure hearts, clouded with anxiety, they had both tried to tell a tale of a mother and a father doing their best to follow their separate paths, living a positive life for each other’s sakes. Yukari had done her best to keep her beautiful child from pricking her finger on the poisoned spindle and had no intention of letting that poison affect her in the future – for that, Aose had to thank his ex-­wife. He had nothing to blame her for, and yet . . .

			He couldn’t help feeling that Hinako didn’t believe the story. One day she was going to want to know the truth. There would come a day when, regardless of her parents’ wishes, she would need to know. Because one day she was going to fall in love with somebody. If she was going to envision spending her future life with them, then she would have to come to terms with the reality that her own parents gave up their future together.

			The sparrows hopped from side to side, preparing to take off and avoid the approaching feet of the crowds.

			He should prepare himself, stop drowning in an ocean of atonement and regret. He should prepare a small drop of truth in his heart for Hinako’s future. That was his task as a separated father.

			What truth would Yukari tell?

			The old feeling came over him of tumbling down a steep slope. He couldn’t forget the days they’d spent climbing a much gentler hill together. They’d been married for ten years. What had gone wrong? What had been their mistake? He could list everything that had happened between them, but it required an interpretation of each of these things to get to the truth. And the older he got, the less he understood. He’d given up trying to understand.

			He was sure Yukari understood. As the two of them spent so much time together, shared a space, she must have known all the forks and the bumps in their road. He wanted to ask her when it was that she had given up on him. What was it that she ultimately found impossible to forgive?

			Aose looked up. In front of him, he could see the tower of the Hotel New Otani.

			I want to live at ground level. Feel the earth beneath my feet.

			His mind was replaying Yukari’s words even though he had never actually heard her say them.

			It was typical of Yukari not to say right away what she was thinking. She preferred to store it up until one day it all exploded out of her. She’d drop hints but, if asked what was up, she’d decline to answer, and then she’d finally let it all out right when they were about to sleep. She’d pull his hands towards her, wriggle her hips in annoyance and cry out something like, ‘I miss eating chargrilled saury sooo much!’

			It would make Aose laugh and he would tell her how much he missed eating it too. The two of them would go to sleep, their mouths watering with thoughts of the cooked fish they would treat themselves to the next day. It was a happy time for the two of them, right on the eve of Japan’s huge period of economic growth, commonly referred to as the ‘bubble economy’, and looking back now, he could smile at how they could yearn for such simple things, how innocent their greed and frustration.

			Back then Aose had been working for an architecture firm in the upscale Tokyo district of Akasaka where forty or so architects competed with each other for recognition from their big-­name boss. The economy had been on the upswing for a while, but by the time the bubble economy was at its peak Aose was constantly on the go. It was only in the early years that he could say he’d been happy; the office with its massive volume of work projects began after a while to feel as deadly as a battlefield. The young architects would continually push the boundaries of their energy, stamina and potential in a building that had become a city that never slept.

			Eventually people began to fall away. And others were lured away by competing firms. In order to counteract this, salaries were increased and bonuses began to be paid at an unprecedented rate. Aose worked on his shopfloor plans like a creature possessed – it was all about the steel and the glass and the concrete with him. Boutiques, hair salons, restaurants, showrooms, wedding palaces, it felt as if he was constructing life-­size models. Appearance was everything. He was trying to be someone in an oppressive, terrifying world where only beautiful people and things could survive.

			Yukari had also been working her way up, in the field of inter ior design. She belonged to an association of young designers who incorporated the flags and coats of arms of western countries into their designs using the traditional Japanese ombre dyeing technique. Their work was very well received and her group became part of a new wave of design in Japan. Her own creations were frequently featured in magazines, and the orders were pouring in.

			In no time at all, they were a dual-­income couple on high sal­aries, returning home to their little two-­room apartment only to sleep. Aose remembers the moment something seemed to explode in his mind. Yes! Let’s do it! They spent a huge sum of money to move to an apartment in fashionable Roppongi, he chose a brand-­new imported Citroën from a catalogue, and whenever he had a little time after work they would slip into a top-­class restaurant just in time for the last order of the day. He’d hang out in trendy bars and pubs and pour alcohol into his exhausted body.

			Look, when things settle down, let’s have a kid and build our own house. One night he’d suddenly come out with this to Yukari. It was the most excited he’d been since the day he proposed. He’d been dying to say it and couldn’t keep it back any longer. A promising young architect and interior designer coming together to build their dream house. It would be a way of ensuring that the brief hours they managed to spend together were the best they could be.

			But it never happened. This was because the home that Yukari longed for was a traditional house constructed from wood. Whereas Aose was envisioning a western-­style house with naked exterior walls of unfinished concrete that would change appearance as they reflected the moving sun. This image of what he wanted to build was too vivid and specific. Yukari was not receptive to the idea of what he termed his ‘sundial house’, a house that marked the passage of time, and suggested that he build it for a client instead. She told him she could put up with a concrete apartment as a temporary option but that humans and concrete were not meant to exist together indefinitely.

			These words brought Aose back to his senses. It wasn’t Yukari’s professional sensibilities that made her want the wooden house, it was the combination of material and spiritual aspects of her upbringing that had given her the undeniable belief that a real house had to be made of wood.

			As an architect, he understood. People’s obsession with their homes was never a matter of simple preference or taste. It was rather a manifestation of their personal values and their hidden desires. It was not a view of the future but rooted firmly in the past. A person’s history whispers in their ear what is important and what isn’t, what is permissible and what can never be. Yukari had a clear response. The place she’d lived in Hamamatsu when she was a child had been a traditional old farmhouse with a gabled roof – ‘just a really big house,’ she used to say. From the time Aose met her, Yukari would talk fondly of her childhood. She’d tell him how beautiful the first star at night would look from the little platform up on the roof they had for drying clothes; about the amazing ant colony that lived under the front porch; how the first time she got in trouble with her father he made her sit on the cold, earthen floor of the genkan porch. She’d talk about her memories with such joy and nostalgia there was no doubting that this was something she cared about deeply.

			The plans for their dream home were left up in the air.

			Aose never mentioned it again. He felt that all of his skills as an architect had been rejected. However, he could have lived with that kind of resentment. It was Yukari’s guileless confidence that made him feel deflated. He felt that his own roots had been dis­respected. He pictured Yukari warm and comfortable in the embrace of her hometown, looking down on him for having no hometown of his own.

			This all happened before Hinako was born. If he were asked to explain the reasons for their divorce, he could cite the number of times he was in financial trouble after the burst of the economic bubble. But was that the real reason? No, it was much more than the money he’d lost. Now that he lived alone without his wife and daughter, could he really deny that it had nothing to do with the way he had been raised?

			Aose suddenly stopped walking. It was always here, this place, where his feet seemed to be unable to continue. He looked up at the towering Hotel New Otani. He loved this angle. The curving surface of the walls reminded him of the arch of a massive dam. He can still see it – hundreds of metres above the ground at the top of the dam, leaning over to fix a concrete panel into the dam wall, the proud figure of his father.
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			The Seibu Shinjuku line wasn’t crowded today. Aose stared out of the window. He’d never spoken to Hinako about his migratory upbringing, although he’d opened up to Yukari about it before they’d got married. A difference in upbringing can have both beneficial and harmful effects on a relationship, so Aose had told the most convenient version of his story. Kawamata, Takane Dai-­ichi, Sameura, Houheikyou, Touri, Yagisawa, Shimokubo, Nagawado, Yahagi, Shintone, Zao, Kusaki, Kiryu . . . and there were even more dams he couldn’t recall the names of. From when he was a baby carried on his mother’s back, he had moved house twenty-­eight times. Through the nine years of primary and junior high school he had changed schools seven times. The family would be put up in a series of prefab workers’ lodgings that consisted of just a couple of tiny rooms. Aose had heard that when he was a baby he had slept with his parents and two sisters in a single three-­tatami-­mat room.

			But they hadn’t been poor. The construction of new dams was an ostentatious public works project that had symbolized Japan’s period of economic growth. The form work for the concrete used to be assembled and the concrete poured on site. Being a specialist form-­setter by trade, his father was in great demand, due to both the precision required and the dangerous heights involved.

			Aose’s mother worked as a cook. They always had an eighteen-­inch TV in their tiny home, although it didn’t work well, and his parents would buy them books, coloured pencils and expensive paint sets if he and his sisters asked. However, the dishes, plates and cups in the house were all made of cheap plastic. Aose’s mother wouldn’t buy glass or ceramic tableware for fear it would break as they moved from one place to another.

			Due to the nature of his father’s job, whatever accommodation they were in, the route home from school would inevitably consist of an interminable uphill climb. On the way, he would notice the difference between the neater, prettier homes here and there along the route and the many shabbier houses. He heard the reason from his older sisters. There were families who had accepted reparation money from the government and built brand-­new homes on higher land, and those who refused to leave their houses along the roadside. The young Aose would dream of being able to rush home to one of those brand-­new houses. To go directly to the kitchen, to pick up his own glass, to mix melon-­flavoured powder with water and drink the whole thing down.

			It had been very rare for Aose to be invited to a classmate’s house. Whichever school he was at, the ‘dam kids’ were con­sidered a nuisance by everyone; they might as well have been called ‘damn kids’. Now when he thought about it, the instant acquisition of land by those who were affected by the dam construction had led to disparity and in-­fighting in these mountain villages, and it had had an effect on the children too. The dam kids were taunted, alienated, even had stones thrown at them. He didn’t remember ever being too bothered by it – he’d soon be moving on to the next school anyway. As ‘migration’ was all he’d ever known, he had no concept of settling down somewhere. His dream sequence always ended after he ran into the kitchen and finished his glass of juice.

			Aose closed his eyes.

			He remembered the features of the land at all the different places. He thought back to the birds or the flowers or the trees that were native to those specific regions. And yet he had never thought of going back to pay a visit to any of them. Each one of them was finished with, over, as if his memories had been abruptly cut off midway. The different locations failed to intersect with each other but lay separate and unconnected in the shadows of his mind. If your hometown is the place you think of when you come to a crossroads in your life, or when you find yourself in crisis, then Aose had none. All he had was the light.

			There were times when he longed to return to that soft light. For some reason, all of the workers’ prefab lodgings he had lived in had the same large windows on the north side. He had loved to read or draw in the light that came in through those windows. It was a soft, north light that neither burst in nor drenched them with its rays. That light from the north would almost apologetic­ally enfold the room in gentle arms. It was different from the sharp brightness of the east window or the cheery sunniness of the south. The light from the north was quiet and serene, as if it had reached a state of enlightenment.

			The train slowed down.

			Please build a home you would want to live in.

			Aose opened his eyes and stood up.

			He had built a wooden house up in Shinano-­Oiwake. With a view of Mount Asama, its windows welcomed in all the north light his heart could desire.
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			The sun was already setting.

			Aose exited the west ticket gate of Tokorozawa station and entered the shopping street known as Prope Street. It was always crowded on weekends and holidays. He walked with his shoulders hunched to avoid bumping into people, and passed through the mall between Marui’s A and B buildings to get to Showa Street. The office of Okajima Design Company faced this street, on the second floor of a small building.

			The door was unlocked, but Okajima was nowhere to be seen. Instead, the bearded face of Yutaka Ishimaki was there behind his computer. He was using computer-­aided design (CAD) to touch up a floorplan.

			‘No family time today, then?’ Aose asked.

			The thirty-­eight-­year-­old father of four gave a pointed sigh and spun his chair around.

			‘It sucks, but the owner is in a rush.’

			Owner, proprietor, client. Architects used different words for their customers depending on which company they’d done their training at.

			‘Any particular reason?’

			‘His mother is turning eighty-­eight and she’s in a care home. He wants to get it finished while she’s still living so he can move her in.’

			‘That’s sweet. Can she still walk?’

			‘Been in a wheelchair for years.’

			‘It’s just up your alley.’

			‘I guess.’

			Ishimaki was a very competent all-­rounder, but his speciality was designing barrier-­free homes. He took pride in ensuring that all his designs met Level 4 or higher of the criteria related to senior-­friendly design. Since the collapse of the bubble economy, the considerations of environment and welfare had become essential elements in the world of architecture and design. Ishimaki was an indispensable member of the team. He used to work in the design section of a major construction company, but with the prospect of being laid off looming he had gone out on his own. Unfortunately, that hadn’t worked out, and in the end he had to give up his struggle to gain a slice of the ever-­shrinking pie. For a while he had been reduced to working for his wife’s family business, a fertilizer factory, but a thread-­thin connection had finally led him to Okajima Design.

			His story was a common one. Aose was also one of Japan’s bubble economy’s ‘fallen warriors’. He’d lost his job at the Akasaka office and, following his divorce, had resigned himself to picking up temp work at one architecture firm after another. His income dropped to a third of what it had been in the past, but as long as he was able to pay child support for Hinako he didn’t care about the rest. He wasn’t in any position to pick and choose his work, so he simply made himself useful and drew what he was told to draw. At one point he had worked for a shady housing company that sold cheap homes by giving seven different facades to seven houses sharing the exact same foundation. Every day he seemed to be drowning in such cheap tricks. And then he would spend his nights drowning in alcohol, because when he was drunk he lost the ability to complain. Then, just three years ago, he’d got a call from Okajima, who’d probably heard the rumours of his diminished circumstances. Don’t sell yourself short. Come and work for me . . .

			‘The problem isn’t really the barrier-­free stuff.’

			Ishimaki put his forefinger and thumb together to symbolize money.

			‘The owner’s only giving me ¥120,000 per square metre to work with.’

			‘Including everything?’

			‘Yep. Not only the lighting but the external water supply, drainage and septic tank. It’s ridiculous.’

			‘Yeah. Unreasonable.’

			Getting nothing but this brief acknowledgement from Aose, Ishimaki turned his gaze back to his computer screen and began to stroke his beard, as was his habit when anxious.

			‘Maybe I’ll talk to Takeuchi about it,’ he mused.

			‘That’ll make him very happy,’ said Aose.

			Ringo Takeuchi was the youngest architect at the firm. He’d graduated in architecture from university just four years earlier. He still had something of the student about him even now, and was the most enthusiastic member of the company when it came to research. In particular, he had a passion for the production of low-­cost housing, and lately he’d broadened his interests to the development of eco-­friendly homes.

			‘Where’s the boss, by the way?’ said Aose.

			‘Do you need him for something?’

			‘He was here earlier, wasn’t he?’

			‘Yes. You missed him by about thirty minutes. He said something about dropping in somewhere on his way home.’

			‘What the—,’ thought Aose, but he let it go. Probably it had something to do with that public design competition Okajima had been talking about.

			‘Hey, I heard from the boss that the Osaka trip went well.’

			‘Yes, nothing in writing yet, but I think we’ll have a contract signed by the end of the month.’

			‘They want a replica of the Y Residence?’

			‘Yeah, pretty much.’

			‘Did you see the email from that Urawa owner about the Y Residence?’

			‘That’s why I came in today – to read it.’

			Aose took the seat by the window and turned on computer #1. With the addition of Mayumi Tsumura, in charge of accounting, the office had a total of five employees, but the nature of their work meant that the office had nine computers, occupying a total of six desks.

			The email that Setsuko Yoda of Urawa had written to Aose was buried among a whole bunch of work emails.

			Aose-­sensei, I apologize for bothering you while you’re busy . . .

			He skipped past the greetings to the main body of the message.

			I took the map you kindly sent and went straight up to Shinano to check out the house. What a beautiful exterior! It has the look of a holiday villa. The complexity of its shape meant that seeing the real thing, I discovered many more features than were obvious from the photos in the book. And I love that it’s built on a small hill. My husband loved it as much as I did and we got so excited that we decided, rude though it was, we really had to ask to see the interior. We rang the bell, but unfortunately nobody seemed to be home. In fact, it looked as if the house wasn’t occupied, that no one was living there at all. Perhaps the family who owns it has decided only to use it as a holiday home on weekends? We would really love to have a chance to see how the light plays inside the house, so I wondered if I might ask you to have a word with the owners on our behalf?

			Best wishes

			Aose frowned. A second home? Yoshino-­san had never mentioned he wanted it as a holiday home. The Yoshino family were supposed to have moved out of their rental house in Tabata, northern Tokyo, and the very same day started their new life in Shinano-­Oiwake.

			Aose shut down the computer and leaned back heavily in his chair.

			He could see both of the Yoshinos’ faces. It was just around this time last year that they’d come to the office and told him that they’d fallen in love with a two-­storey house he’d built in Ageo. They were both about forty, short in stature, and initially had been extremely nervous. Aose’s reception of the couple had been less than enthusiastic. The house in Ageo they were referring to had been built on an awkwardly shaped piece of land in the corner of a housing estate. Aose had tried all sorts of things to make it work, but the client had done nothing but complain. In the end their relationship had soured and the resulting house was somewhat lacklustre.

			But Touta Yoshino had been impressed by the beautiful form and strong presence of the building, despite its small size. His wife, Karie, had sung the praises of the dormer windows that compensated for the lack of light, and the short flow lines in the kitchen. Her love for the house had been so strong it was almost like an infatuation with the architect himself. But at the same time, the couple’s attitude to Aose wasn’t one of blind worship. As Aose had talked to them, he had taken a liking to this calm, well-­balanced pair. They told him they had two junior high school age daughters and a son who was in the first year of primary school – the same pattern as Aose’s own family growing up. It made him feel some kind of a bond with them. He’d had to leave for a moment to take a call, then, when he returned, the couple was sitting up straighter as if to make an announcement. Then after they had signalled to each other with a deep nod, Touta Yoshino began to speak.

			‘We have 265 square metres of land in Shinano-­Oiwake in Nagano prefecture and a budget of thirty million yen for construction. We’ll leave everything up to you, Aose-­san. Please build a home you would want to live in.’

			Yoshino’s words had an instant effect on Aose. It was as if a switch had been flipped. A home he would want to live in . . .

			He instantly saw a wooden house – well, not an actual house. It was the trees he saw – the woods, the forests. Morning mist and birds twittering. The breeze that brushed his cheeks. All of these pleasant feelings, memories from all of his five senses, flashed through his mind. Together they formed the hazy image of his dream wooden house. He was completely taken aback. There was no sign of any concrete walls, no building where sunlight and shadows mingled to mark the passing of time. The western-­style house that had been his long-­term project did not put in an appearance in his imaginings. Several days later, it was the same. His precious house that marked the passage of time stood abandoned, covered in a thick layer of dust. It made no move to appeal to him.

			Aose decided on the wooden house. He believed his intuition was a pure impulse that had nothing to with surrendering, or giving up, and certainly had nothing to do with digging up the past. He had long since drawn a line under his connection to Yukari. For a start, it hadn’t occurred to him to build a trad­itional Japanese house like the one his ex-­wife had grown up in, so he was able to immerse himself in these musings without any awkward feelings. Nor was there any pressure to conform to trad­itional aesthetics or conventional building techniques. He was completely free to consider what kind of home he would want to live in.

			He would travel up to Shinano and stand on the future site of the Y Residence, checking the specifications and allowing his imagination to take flight. Whenever he got inspiration, he would work on the plans through the night. He drew dozens and dozens of rough sketches. He barely drank at all. Moreover, he was completely absorbed in his work to even notice. He felt bad towards his boss, Okajima, who had so kindly rescued him and taken him on, but he had to admit that this was the first time he had really put his heart into his work. The bursting of the economic bubble had severely dented his confidence and his pride. It was much more than a simple after-­effect – it had affected his whole philosophy on life. He had stopped pushing himself, his mind doing no more than processing requests that came in to the office. In order to avoid any kind of conflict or discord, he had been compromising his own views and approach. He felt he was trying to keep up the facade of being a first-­class architect but his actual state of mind was the same as when he’d been a sell-­out architect for hire, drawing up plans that pandered to the client’s tastes.

			He’d caught a glimpse of himself through Touta Yoshino’s eyes, fading and dried up. But then came a request that was pure magic. He’d been exhorted to build a house that he himself would want to live in. And with that, his creative juices were flowing again. His passion for architecture came bursting forth.

			He would build a house that faced north. When the idea popped into his head, Aose slowly clenched his fists. He’d found it. He was sure of it. The plot of land in Shinano was blessed with the most beautiful living environment, open spaces on all sides, at the top of a hill facing Mount Asama. In a place like that, Aose could open up those north side windows as much as he wanted – something that was always forbidden in the city. He would use north windows for the main light source and the other sides merely for supplementary lighting. His heart skipped a beat. He pondered how he would like to meet an architect who had never had to deal with insufficient light. In Japan, the south and east are the holy grail to those who design houses. Aose discarded that doctrine entirely. Turn the heavens upside down and build a wooden house that breathes with north light. He wasn’t doing it because the location limited the available light from the south and the east. On the contrary, he could have made as much of the south and east sides as he wanted. It was the ultimate inverse plan. He would design a home that was truly worthy of being called one. Aose drew as if possessed. Ground plans, elevation plans, cross-­sections – he drafted, rejected them and redrafted. The shape of the house was based entirely on the concept of natural illumination. It was a partially two-­storey structure, with its highest eaves on the north side. The north wall was also the longest, and the walls on the east and west boldly narrowed away from it to make the south side the shortest. In other words, viewed from above, the house was in the shape of a trapezoid. He made a 1:25 model and examined the way the light would hit the interior, calculating the angle it would hit for every season and all times of day. From these calculations he determined the inter ior structure and the size and position of the windows. And then, to compensate for any lack of light – or rather to make this a true ‘North Light House’ – he meticulously designed what he called ‘chimneys of light’.

			Construction took four months to complete. Every five days or so he visited the site to supervise the work and give further directions for every detail. To be sure that the house would be able to withstand heavy snowfall, he used a couple of varieties of hardwood oak. For the genkan, and in the interior to separate the different spaces, he used the softer Japanese cypress. The subtle scent of the wood beautifully matched the soft natural light. He did everything to the utmost of his ability. For him, the house elicited a deep nod of satisfaction. And he believed that the Yoshinos had felt the same way.

			On the day that the Y Residence officially became the Yoshino Residence, the couple looked up at their new home with an expression of deep emotion on their faces. They were amazed when they entered the house and found themselves in a space filled with clear autumn light. Smiles spread across their faces, and Touta Yoshino’s expression in particular was halfway between tears and laughter. He apologized for himself, explaining that he was deeply moved. There had been no doubt in Aose’s mind that his clients were extremely satisfied with their home . . .

			‘No, I get that!’

			Ishimaki’s voice reached Aose’s ears. He was in the midst of a long phone conversation with Takeuchi.

			‘If I wanted to cut costs by using lower-­quality materials, I could do it myself. I don’t want to do that, so that’s why I’m asking you—’

			Aose turned his gaze to the window.

			Four months had passed. Aose had been careful to adhere to the company rules of not contacting the client. He had expected a call from Yoshino in the first few days, thinking his client would want to let him know how the family was settling into their new home. When half a month had passed, he began to get anxious. It didn’t matter how fine the interior and exterior of a house, it was impossible to know its true quality until it was actually occupied by human beings. He began to feel afraid of hearing their judgement. Many times, he’d been on the point of picking up the phone, but then he would imagine the smiles fading from the Yoshinos’ faces and lose his nerve. He threw himself instead into the other work that had been piling up over the previous few months. There would never be another opportunity to design a house with total freedom. He was forced to return to the usual daily grind of trying to accommodate his clients’ more self-indulgent requests.

			It was nothing but an illusion created by nostalgia. It was just a house. He got into the habit of telling himself that every time his head became filled with thoughts of the Y Residence. Just a run-­of-­the-­mill wooden house with no special merits that would prompt its owners to pick up the phone or send a postcard. At the same time, totally without those sorts of faults or problems that would precipitate a
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