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Chapter 1

Tokyo, 2003

 

The smell had returned.

Miki woke with her eyes closed. Something sharp and chemical filled her nose, strong enough to make her forget the room around her.

For a few seconds, she was back in a school restroom.

The floor had just been washed. The tiles were still wet near the drains, and the fluorescent lights buzzed overhead.

Too clean.

Her heart struck hard against her ribs.

She opened her eyes.

The apartment was dark. Red numbers glowed on the alarm clock beside the bed.

2:17 a.m.

Miki stayed beneath the blanket and listened.

Rain touched the window in a steady rhythm. A car passed somewhere below, then faded into the distance. Inside the wall, a pipe gave a low metallic groan.

Nothing else moved.

She placed one hand over her chest and waited for her breathing to settle.

The dream was already breaking apart.

White tiles.

The hum of the lights.

Girls laughing somewhere nearby.

Behind them, barely audible, a boy was crying.

He had been trying to keep quiet. That was the part she remembered most clearly. The small breaks in his breathing. The effort it took not to make a sound.

Miki closed her eyes again.

Who was he?

She had asked herself the same question before. Each time, the answer disappeared before she could reach it.

She tried to hold on to the restroom, the lights, the voices. The harder she concentrated, the less remained. Soon there was nothing she could describe, only pressure in her chest and the certainty that something important had gone missing.

Something she should have remembered years ago.

The rain continued.

Miki stared at the ceiling until her eyes grew heavy.

When the alarm rang again, it was six thirty.

She switched it off and sat on the edge of the bed. The apartment looked smaller in the morning. A folding table stood beside the television. The refrigerator rattled once, stopped, then rattled again. Cardboard boxes remained stacked along the wall, still sealed with the tape from her move.

She had lived there for six months.

The boxes made it look as though she might leave at any time.

Miki washed her face in the bathroom and raised her head toward the mirror. Her hair had flattened on one side during the night. Shadows sat beneath her eyes.

At twenty-two, she had already begun to look tired before the day started.

She pressed a towel to her face, dressed, and checked the lock twice before leaving.

The corridor smelled of damp concrete. Someone on the floor below was frying fish. A television announcer spoke behind a closed door, cheerful and much too loud for the hour.

Outside, the rain had weakened to a drizzle.

People moved toward the station with umbrellas tilted over their shoulders. Men in dark suits walked quickly despite the wet pavement. Students gathered near the crossing, their voices low and unfinished. A woman pushed a bicycle with one hand and held a child beneath her umbrella with the other.

Miki joined them.

By the time she reached the ticket gates, the station was already full.

 

The train arrived already crowded.

Miki stepped inside before the doors had fully opened. There were no empty seats, so she stood near the door with one hand around the overhead strap.

Rain blurred the windows into shifting gray. Apartment buildings passed one after another, broken now and then by a convenience store, a parking lot, or an old video rental shop with faded posters in the window.

People rarely spoke during the morning commute.

Most looked down at newspapers. Others closed their eyes until the next station. Someone farther down the carriage coughed into a handkerchief. A schoolgirl rested her forehead against the glass without saying a word.

The train stopped.

People stepped off.

More climbed on.

No one looked at anyone for very long.

By the time Miki reached her station, she had forgotten the faces she had stood beside.

The publishing company occupied the third floor of an aging concrete building a few minutes from the station.

The elevator shook slightly before it began to climb. Every morning it made the same grinding sound. Every morning it reached the third floor anyway.

The office held eight desks arranged close together. Manuscripts covered almost every available surface. Cabinets leaned beneath the weight of old files, and two computers hummed quietly in opposite corners of the room.

The smell never changed.

Paper.

Coffee.

Printer toner.

Miki preferred that.

Nothing in the office ever surprised her.

She spent the morning correcting punctuation, fixing spelling mistakes, and checking page layouts before the files went to print.

Most people would never notice the work.

They only noticed mistakes.

That was enough.

She worked through one manuscript after another without speaking unless someone asked a question.

Around noon, she carried her lunch to the window.

Below, umbrellas crossed the intersection in every direction. Delivery trucks stopped beside the curb. A bicycle waited through two traffic lights before finding an opening.

The city never stood still.

It simply repeated itself.

Every day looked enough like the one before that people stopped paying attention.

Miki unwrapped her sandwich.

She watched strangers disappear into buildings she would never enter and wondered how many of them felt as tired as they looked.

The thought came quietly.

If she failed to come back tomorrow...

who would notice first?

Her landlord?

Someone at work?

The convenience store cashier?

She realized she had stopped eating.

A moment later, she folded the sandwich back into its wrapper and told herself not to think about things like that.

The afternoon passed the same way as the morning.

Pages.

Corrections.

Coffee.

The clock above the filing cabinets moved more slowly than it should have.

By the time the office lights began to switch off, the rain had already stopped.

 

Work ended a little after seven.

Someone switched off the office lights one row at a time. Chairs slid back. Drawers closed. A printer finished its last page and fell silent.

Miki packed her bag and left with the others.

Outside, the rain was gone.

The streets still held its memory. Water collected along the curb, reflecting traffic lights and passing bicycles. The air smelled of wet concrete and cooling asphalt.

She stopped at the convenience store near the station.

A rice bowl.

A can of coffee.

A weekly magazine.

She picked it up out of habit, knowing there was a good chance she would leave it unread on the table.

The cashier scanned the items without looking up.

"Thank you."

The word slipped out almost automatically.

"So long," he replied, already reaching for the next customer.

By the time Miki stepped back outside, he had probably forgotten her face.

She had almost forgotten his.

The walk home took less than fifteen minutes.

Most of the shops along the street were already closed. Metal shutters covered their windows. A vending machine glowed at the corner, bright against the dark sidewalk. Somewhere in the distance, a train crossed an elevated track.

Nothing unusual.

Nothing she had not seen hundreds of times before.

That was what she liked about the neighborhood.

It asked nothing of her.

She unlocked the apartment door just before ten.

The room greeted her exactly as she had left it that morning.

She changed into a sweatshirt, heated the rice bowl in the microwave, and turned on the television before sitting down to eat.

A variety show was on.

The hosts laughed louder than the audience. Bright captions flashed across the screen. Someone won a game. Someone else pretended to be embarrassed.

Miki watched without really paying attention.

The voices filled the apartment.

That was enough.

When the program ended, the silence returned so naturally that she noticed it only after the television had gone dark.

She rinsed her dishes and left them to dry beside the sink.

The routine never changed.

Home.

Dinner.

Television.

Dishes.

Bed.

People often spoke about moving to Tokyo.

Better jobs.

More opportunities.

A place where no one knew your name.

They rarely spoke about evenings like this.

About opening the front door to a room where nothing had happened all day.

About eating an entire meal without hearing another person's voice.

About discovering, little by little, that silence could become part of a person's routine without asking for permission.

Miki turned off the kitchen light.

The apartment settled into darkness.

Tomorrow would probably look much the same as today.

She expected nothing different.

 

Around eleven, Miki went into the bathroom with her toothbrush in one hand.

She stopped before she reached the sink.

There was a smell.

It was faint enough that she almost dismissed it.

She breathed in again.

The same sharp scent.

Cleaning solution.

Her fingers tightened around the toothpaste tube.

She stood still and listened.

Nothing.

The ventilation fan turned slowly overhead. Water dripped somewhere beyond the wall. Pipes creaked as another apartment used the plumbing.

Everything sounded ordinary.

She looked around the room.

The sink.

The mirror.

The shower curtain.

The tiled floor.

Nothing had changed since morning.

She leaned closer to the sink and drew another careful breath.

The smell was still there.

Not strong.

Not fresh.

Just enough to make her stomach tighten.

Miki gave a quiet laugh, more from habit than relief.

Someone downstairs had probably cleaned their bathroom.

Or the smell had drifted in through the vent.

There had to be an explanation.

Dreams could linger after waking.

People remembered smells.

People imagined things.

She squeezed toothpaste onto the brush.

By the time she finished brushing her teeth, the smell had almost disappeared.

Or perhaps she had simply stopped noticing it.

She rinsed the sink, turned off the bathroom light, and stepped into the hallway.

Her hand reached the doorframe.

Then stopped.

She looked back.

The bathroom was empty.

Moonlight from the kitchen window reached only as far as the doorway. Beyond that, the room dissolved into darkness.

Nothing moved.

Nothing waited.

Nothing that she could see.

She stood there for another few seconds before quietly shaking her head.

Enough.

She was tired.

That was all.

Miki closed the bathroom door.

The latch clicked into place.

She stood in the silent apartment, listening without knowing what she expected to hear.

There was only the refrigerator.

The distant sound of a train.

Rain beginning again somewhere beyond the window.

She switched off the last light and went to bed.

Sleep did not come as easily as it had the night before.

Whenever she closed her eyes, she found herself thinking about the smell.

Not the dream.

The smell itself.

It had been real.

She was certain of that.

Outside, the rain continued through the night.

Far beyond Miki's apartment, beyond the station, beyond the streets she walked every day, something that had remained undisturbed for ten years had begun, quietly, to move.

Miki slept through the sound of it.

She would not for much longer.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter 2

The Green Phone Booth

 

Nothing unusual happened over the next three days.

That was what Miki told herself, at least.

She went to work every morning, returned home in the evening, ate dinner alone, watched television, and went to bed. By Thursday, the rhythm of her days had settled back into something familiar. The strange smell in the bathroom had become easier to dismiss.

Almost.

Every so often it returned without warning.

While waiting for the kettle to boil.

While proofreading a page for the third time.

While standing in a crowded train with nothing to look at except her own reflection in the window.

The memory arrived first.

The smell followed.

Cleaning solution.

Each time she found herself thinking about it, she searched for an explanation before the thought could go any further.

Someone in the building had cleaned their bathroom.

The smell had drifted through the ventilation.

She had dreamed about it, and now her mind was connecting things that had nothing to do with one another.

That happened.

People remembered smells.

People imagined patterns.

By the time she finished thinking it through, she could almost laugh at herself.

Almost.

Thursday ended much the same as the days before it.

Rain had been falling since the afternoon. By the time everyone began packing their bags, the windows had turned into sheets of running water. Buildings across the street appeared and disappeared behind the rain whenever a bus passed between them.

One of the editors looked outside and











































































































































































































































































Chapter 3

Ren

 

The days that followed settled into their usual rhythm.

Miki woke before sunrise, caught the same train, and spent her mornings beneath the pale fluorescent lights of the publishing office. Manuscripts arrived in uneven stacks, each one asking for the same quiet attention. Spelling errors. Missing punctuation. Layouts that shifted by a few millimeters. The work was familiar enough that her hands often moved before she had finished thinking.

From a distance, nothing had changed.

Only her thoughts refused to follow the routine.

Now and then, without warning, the words returned.

Do you remember me?

Sometimes while she waited for the train.

Sometimes while reading the same paragraph for a second time.

Sometimes for no reason she could recognize.

The memory never stayed for long. It surfaced quietly, then disappeared again before she could decide what to do with it.

She tried not to dwell on it.

There was nothing to explain.

No missed calls.

No messages.

No reason to believe the voice had been anything more than a stranger on the other end of an old public telephone.

People misdialed numbers every day.

Someone might have been trying to reach someone else.

The explanation was ordinary.

She chose to believe it.

Friday arrived beneath a sky that had finally begun to clear.

The rain had passed during the night, leaving the streets washed clean. Water still lingered along the gutters, reflecting traffic lights and passing buses, but patches of blue had started to appear between the clouds.

When work ended that evening, Miki packed her desk a little more slowly than usual.

Most evenings she went straight to the station.

Lately, though, she had found herself delaying the walk home.

She had never disliked her apartment before.

It was quiet.

Comfortable.

Enough for one person.

Yet over the past week, the silence waiting behind the door had begun to feel heavier than it once had.

She left the office without deciding where she wanted to go.

The station could wait.

She crossed one intersection, then another, following whichever street seemed less crowded.

Office workers drifted toward the commuter lines with tired expressions. Students gathered outside convenience stores, deciding where to spend the rest of the evening. Delivery scooters wove between taxis that had already switched on their headlights.

The city was beginning another ordinary night.

Miki walked without paying much attention to the direction.

Sometimes that was enough.

Sometimes walking made the thoughts settle into places where they no longer demanded answers.

She passed a small bookstore with paperbacks stacked in wooden crates outside the entrance.

A florist was carrying the last buckets of flowers indoors before closing.

From somewhere deeper in the neighborhood came the faint sound of a television baseball broadcast drifting through an open window.

None of it felt remarkable.

That, she realized, was exactly what she had been looking for.

Something ordinary.

Something that asked nothing of her.

She slowed her pace.

Only then did she notice the old video rental store standing quietly at the corner ahead.

 

The sign above the entrance had faded with age.

A few of the letters no longer lit properly, leaving the words uneven beneath the evening sky.

VIDEO RENTAL

The store looked as though it had remained where it was simply because no one had found a reason to move it.

Miki stood outside for a moment.

She could not remember the last time she had stepped into a place like this.

Most people rented DVDs now.

Some had already stopped renting movies altogether.

The shop belonged to another time.

Perhaps that was why she reached for the door.

A small bell sounded overhead as she entered.

The air inside was cooler than outside.

It carried the scent of paper, old plastic, cardboard, and the faint dryness that seemed to settle into places where the same shelves had stood for many years.

The smell reminded her of school libraries.

Not because they were alike.

Only because they had aged in the same quiet way.

Rows of VHS tapes stretched toward the back of the store.

Their cases were worn smooth along the edges from years of being taken down and returned to the shelves. Some covers had faded beneath fluorescent lights that had probably been there just as long as the tapes themselves.

The room was almost silent.

Somewhere near the counter, an old air conditioner hummed steadily.

Behind it, a television no larger than a microwave played a movie with the sound turned low.

The owner, an elderly man wearing reading glasses, looked up from a newspaper just long enough to acknowledge her with a small nod before returning to his page.

No greeting.

No sales pitch.

As though customers were expected to find their own way.

Miki found that strangely comforting.

She wandered between the shelves without looking for anything in particular.

Drama.

Comedy.

Foreign films.

Animation.

She paused now and then whenever a familiar cover caught her eye.

There were films she remembered watching with friends during university.

Others she knew only from advertisements that had disappeared years ago.

She smiled without realizing it.

It had been a long time since a place had reminded her of so many things she had forgotten.

Near the back of the store, a narrow aisle held the horror section.

The shelves were taller here, packed tightly enough that little light reached the floor between them.

A single VHS case resting on the highest shelf caught her attention.

Its cover was almost hidden behind the row in front of it.

Curious, she stepped closer.

Rising onto her toes, she stretched her arm upward.

Her fingertips brushed the edge of the case.

It moved.

Only slightly.

She reached a little farther.

The case slid free.

"Oh..."

It tipped forward.

Before it could fall, another hand reached out from beside her.

The tape came to rest gently in someone's palm.

"That was close."

The voice was calm.

More amused than surprised.

Miki lowered her hand and turned.

The man standing beside her looked to be around her age.

His shirt sleeves were rolled neatly to his forearms. A canvas shoulder bag rested against one side, and another VHS case was tucked beneath his arm as though he had been carrying it for some time.

Nothing about him demanded attention.

If they had passed each other outside, she might never have looked twice.

He glanced at the tape he had caught before offering it to her.

"I think this belongs to you."

Miki accepted it with both hands.

"...Thank you."

"You're welcome."

He smiled.

It was small enough that it almost disappeared as soon as it appeared.

Not practiced.

Not self-conscious.

Simply the smile of someone relieved that nothing had broken.

For a brief moment, neither of them spoke.

The silence settled naturally between the shelves.

Neither seemed in any hurry to disturb it.

 

After a while, the man glanced at the tape in Miki's hands.

"I haven't seen that one in years."

Miki looked at the faded cover.

"You've watched it?"

He nodded.

"Once or twice."

"Is it good?"

"I think so."

She laughed softly.

"That doesn't sound very convincing."

"It depends on what you're expecting."

"A horror movie, hopefully."

"So was I."

"And?"

He looked at the cover again before answering.

"It wasn't the frightening parts that stayed with me."

Miki tilted her head.

"What stayed, then?"

"The people."

The answer came so naturally that it took her a moment to respond.

"They lose someone?"

He smiled.

"I shouldn't spoil it."

She looked down at the tape.

"Now I'm curious."

"Then it did its job."

She laughed again.

The sound echoed faintly through the narrow aisle before disappearing into the quiet of the store.

For a few moments they wandered in the same direction, stopping now and then whenever one of them recognized a title.

Most of the conversation grew out of whatever happened to be on the shelf in front of them.

A detective series that had once been popular.

An animated film neither of them had watched since childhood.

A foreign movie whose Japanese title made them both wonder what the original had actually been.

There was nothing remarkable about any of it.

Perhaps that was why it felt easy.

Eventually the man reached for another VHS case resting a little lower on the shelf.

Dust lifted as he pulled it free.

The title had almost disappeared beneath years of sunlight.

"You still watch these?" Miki asked.

"Sometimes."

"You still have a player?"

"I fixed one."

"You repaired it yourself?"

"It wasn't difficult."

He brushed a thumb across the plastic case, clearing away another thin layer of dust.

"I don't use it often."

"Then why keep it?"

He considered the question longer than she expected.

When he answered, his voice was quieter.

"I like things that have been around for a while."

Miki smiled.

"That makes you sound older than you are."

"I've been told."

She glanced at the tape in his hands.

"It must be inconvenient."

"It is."

"And you still keep it."

"I do."

"Why?"

He looked at the faded cover for another moment.

"When something has stayed with you for a long time..."

He searched briefly for the words.

"...throwing it away isn't always as simple as replacing it."

Miki found herself looking at the shelves around them.

Thousands of tapes.

Most of them would probably never be rented again.

Even so, someone had continued looking after them.

Replacing broken cases.

Keeping them in order.

Opening the store every morning.

She wasn't sure why that thought made her smile.

"It's strange," she said.

"What is?"

"I almost walked past this place."

"I'm glad you didn't."

The words were spoken so simply that they sounded less like a compliment than an honest observation.

Miki met his eyes.

"So am I."

Neither of them said anything after that.

The silence returned.

This time it felt familiar.

 

By the time Miki glanced at her watch, nearly an hour had passed.

She blinked.

"I didn't realize it was this late."

"Neither did I," Ren said.

He slipped the VHS tape he had chosen beneath his arm and looked toward the front counter.

"I should probably check these out before they close."

Miki nodded.

"So should I."

They walked toward the register together.

The owner folded his newspaper without a word, scanned the tapes one by one, and stamped the rental cards with practiced hands. The rhythmic sound of the stamp echoed softly through the quiet store.

When everything was finished, the old man returned the cards with a small nod.

"See you next time."

It sounded less like a farewell than something he had been saying for years.

Outside, evening had settled over the neighborhood.

The rain had left the streets clean, and the last traces of daylight lingered above the rooftops in shades of deep blue.

People were making their way home.

Office workers loosened their ties as they walked.

A child balanced on the white line at the edge of the pavement while her mother pretended not to notice.

Someone wheeled a bicycle out of a narrow alley.

The city was quietly changing from work to evening.

Ren adjusted the strap of the canvas bag resting against his shoulder.

"Are you heading toward the station?"

"I am."

"So am I."

Neither suggested walking together.

They simply found themselves following the same route.

At first they spoke only now and then.

About the weather.

About how few video rental stores were still open.

About a bakery they passed that always seemed to sell out before evening.

When neither of them had anything to say, they let the silence remain.

It never seemed to ask anything from them.

Miki realized she was matching her pace to his without thinking.

Not because he walked slowly.

Because neither of them seemed to be in a hurry.

As they waited for the traffic light to change, Ren glanced toward the line of commuters gathering outside the station.

"It gets busy around this time."

"It always surprises me."

"Even after living in Tokyo?"

She smiled.

"I suppose I keep expecting everyone to slow down eventually."

"They never do."

"No."

The signal changed.

They crossed with the crowd.

For a while neither of them spoke again.

The sound of footsteps rose and fell around them.

Announcements drifted from the station entrance.

Somewhere nearby, a bicycle bell rang twice before disappearing into the evening traffic.

The city carried the conversation for them.

When they reached the entrance to the station, both of them stopped almost at the same time.

Ren gave a small bow.

"It was nice meeting you."

"It was."

The answer came more easily than Miki expected.

She returned the bow.

"I hope you enjoy the movie."

"I think I will."

"And yours?"

He looked at the tape she was carrying.

"I think you will too."

She laughed quietly.

"I'll let you know if you're wrong."

"I'll be here."

The words slipped out so naturally that neither of them seemed to notice them at first.

Ren smiled.

"Then maybe we'll meet again."

"Maybe."

They exchanged one last nod before turning toward different platforms.

Miki watched him disappear into the crowd for only a moment before continuing toward her own train.

The platform was as crowded as it always was on a Friday evening.

Yet the noise no longer seemed quite so exhausting.

On the ride home, she looked out at the lights passing beyond the window.

For the first time in several days, her thoughts remained where they were.

They did not wander back to the telephone booth.

Or the voice.

Or the question.

At home she placed the rented tape on the small table beside the television.

The apartment greeted her with the same familiar silence.

Only this evening, it felt different.

Not because anything had changed.

Because she no longer felt as though the silence belonged only to her.

She prepared a simple dinner, watched half of a late-night variety show without paying much attention to it, and eventually turned off the television.

Before going to bed, her eyes drifted toward the VHS tape waiting on the table.

She smiled.

A small one.

The kind that appeared when she was alone and had no reason to hide it.

She switched off the light.

Darkness settled gently across the apartment.

Sleep came almost at once.

Deep enough that she did not dream.

And somewhere, unnoticed in the quiet beyond her room, an old public telephone began to ring.


Chapter 7

Memory Correction

 

The rain finally ended two days later.

The city seemed eager to make up for the lost time.

Office workers filled the sidewalks again. Bicycles slipped between pedestrians waiting at intersections. Delivery trucks idled beside convenience stores while drivers hurried boxes inside. The smell of damp pavement lingered beneath the exhaust drifting through the evening streets.

By the time Miki left the office, the last of the clouds had disappeared.

The western sky still held a trace of orange above the rooftops.

She adjusted the strap of her handbag and joined the flow of commuters toward the station.

People spoke into their phones.

Someone laughed loudly outside an izakaya.

A pair of high school students argued over whose turn it was to buy drinks from a vending machine.

The city had already returned to itself.

Only she had not.

Since the night of the VHS tape, the days had begun to blur together.

She answered emails.

Attended meetings.

Shared polite smiles with coworkers.

Sometimes she caught herself agreeing to conversations she had barely heard.

By evening, she often struggled to remember how the day had passed.

The station was already crowded when she arrived.

Ren was waiting near the ticket gates, one hand in his jacket pocket.

"You've been waiting long?"

He shook his head.

"I just got here."

She smiled.

Neither of them mentioned the tape.

They walked to a small ramen shop tucked beneath the railway tracks.

Warm air rolled out each time the entrance door opened.

The owner greeted them with a familiar nod before leading them to the counter.

Steam drifted from the kitchen.

The sound of boiling broth mixed with quiet conversations and the clatter of chopsticks against ceramic bowls.

For a while, they spoke only about ordinary things.

A manuscript that had missed its deadline.

A train delayed by the rain.

A television drama Ren had started watching and never finished.

The bowls arrived.

Miki wrapped both hands around hers before picking up the chopsticks.

"Itadakimasu."

Ren echoed her softly.

The broth was almost too hot.

She laughed after the first sip.

"I should've waited."

"I was going to warn you."

"You could've done it sooner."

"I thought you'd figure it out."

She smiled again.

The conversation wandered nowhere in particular.

It was strangely comforting.

When they finished eating, Miki reached for her purse.

Ren was already paying.

"You don't have to keep doing that."

"I know."

"You'll spoil me."

"I doubt ramen is enough for that."

She laughed, shaking her head as they stepped back into the evening air.

The shopping street beyond the station was beginning to close.

Metal shutters rolled down one after another.

Shopkeepers swept the pavement in front of their stores before locking the doors.

A bakery was selling the last of its bread at a discount.

Someone carried a bouquet of flowers toward the station.

Near the end of the street, an old video rental shop remained open.

Its faded sign had lost several of its lights years ago.

Movie posters filled the display window.

Most had been there long enough for their colors to fade beneath the sun.

Ren slowed his pace.

"You still come here?" Miki asked.

"Sometimes."

"I thought everyone rented DVDs now."

"They do."

"So why this place?"

He looked through the window for a moment.

"I like finding things people forgot."

She followed his gaze.

Rows of VHS tapes still occupied the shelves at the back of the shop.

"They still keep those?"

"A few."

"I didn't think anyone still watched them."

Ren smiled.

"Old things have a habit of surviving."

Miki found herself looking at the tapes a little longer than she intended.

Black plastic cases.

White handwritten labels.

Shelves filled with memories no one had borrowed in years.

Without warning, another black cassette rose into her thoughts.

No label.

No return address.

An empty classroom.

She looked away.

They resumed walking toward the station.

The evening rush had begun to thin.

Footsteps echoed beneath the elevated tracks.

For a while, neither of them spoke.

The silence settled easily between them.

Then Ren said,

"Who was Shin?"

 

The question settled quietly between them.

Around them, the shopping street carried on as though nothing had changed.

Someone pulled down the shutter of a stationery shop with a metallic rattle.

A bicycle bell rang somewhere behind them.

The crossing signal changed, releasing another wave of commuters toward the station.

Miki kept walking.

For several steps, neither of them spoke.

She wondered if he would ask again.

He didn't.

Ren simply matched her pace.

She looked down at the pavement.

Rainwater still lingered in shallow cracks, catching fragments of neon from the signs overhead.

"...Just someone from school."

Her voice almost disappeared beneath the passing train above them.

Ren nodded once.

"You were in the same class?"

"For a while."

Another few steps.

"What was he like?"

Miki searched for an answer that required the fewest words.

"Quiet."

She paused.

"He usually kept to himself."

The sentence felt familiar.

Too familiar.

It was the kind of thing people said when they didn't really know someone.

Or wanted to believe they hadn't.

Ren glanced ahead as they waited for the traffic light.

"And you knew him?"

"A little."

She answered before she had time to think.

The light turned green.

People crossed around them.

They followed without speaking.

A gust of evening wind carried the smell of grilled meat from a nearby restaurant.

Someone laughed outside an izakaya.

The city continued talking over them.

Miki folded her arms.

"They picked on him sometimes."

She heard herself say it.

Not "we."

"They."

Ren remained silent.

"He was... different."

She frowned almost immediately.

Different.

Had he been?

Or was that simply the word everyone had used?

She couldn't remember.

Another image slipped into her mind.

A classroom after school.

Desks pushed slightly out of line.

Sunlight stretching across the floor.

Then—

Nothing.

The memory dissolved before it reached anyone's face.

"I never really got involved."

The words escaped almost under her breath.

She wasn't sure whether she was speaking to Ren or to herself.

Ren looked at her.

His expression did not change.

"You sound like you're trying to remember."

She stopped walking.

The station entrance stood only a short distance away now.

People streamed in and out beneath the illuminated signs.

"I am."

Her answer surprised her.

It was the first thing she had said all evening that felt completely true.

"I know his name."

She looked toward the crowd without really seeing it.

"I remember people talking about him."

A long pause followed.

"But everything in between..."

She searched for the right word.

"...is blurry."

Ren waited.

She appreciated that about him.

He never hurried silence.

"It feels strange."

She laughed quietly, though there was little amusement in it.

"I can't tell anymore whether I'm remembering something..."

She looked at her own reflection in a rain-darkened shop window.

"...or remembering the story I told myself afterward."

Neither of them spoke for a while.

The evening announcements echoed through the station.

Somewhere overhead, another train arrived.

Ren slipped his hands into his pockets.

"Memory does that."

She turned toward him.

"It changes."

He offered a small smile.

"Usually without asking."

Miki let the words settle.

She had always believed memories faded because time passed.

She had never considered that they might also change shape while no one was looking.

They reached the ticket gates.

"This is me."

Ren nodded.

"I'll see you tomorrow."

She smiled.

"Tomorrow."

He disappeared into the crowd.

For a moment, Miki remained where she was, watching people flow around her.

Then she turned toward the opposite platform and began the journey home.

For the first time since hearing Shin's name—

she wasn't certain which parts of the past still belonged to her.

 

She reached her apartment a little before eleven.

The hallway was quiet.

Someone had left a bicycle helmet outside one of the neighboring doors. A radio played faintly somewhere beyond the thin walls before falling silent again.

Everything looked ordinary.

She unlocked her door.

The apartment greeted her with the familiar stillness that arrived every night after work.

She switched on the kitchen light.

Placed her handbag on the chair.

Filled a glass with water.

Without thinking, her eyes drifted toward the television.

The VHS player remained beneath it.

Dark.

Unmoving.

She looked away.

After changing into her pajamas, she made herself another cup of tea.

She tried reading for a while.

The words blurred together after only a few pages.

She closed the book.

Outside, the city gradually quieted.

The last trains passed.

Somewhere below, a taxi door slammed shut.

Then silence returned.

She lay down shortly after midnight.

Sleep came almost immediately.

—

She was standing in a school corridor.

Late afternoon sunlight stretched across the polished floor.

The windows stood open.

A warm breeze stirred the curtains just enough to make them breathe.

Somewhere nearby, voices drifted through the building.

Students.

Laughing.

Calling to one another before club activities.

The sounds belonged to another lifetime.

Miki began walking.

Each footstep echoed softly beneath the high ceiling.

She knew this hallway.

She knew where the stairwell waited beyond the next corner.

She knew which classroom belonged to which year.

The certainty came before the memory.

As she turned the corner, the laughter grew louder.

Four girls stood near the stairs.

School bags rested against the wall beside them.

One girl held something behind her back.

The others leaned closer, trying not to laugh too loudly.

Miki slowed.

The girl turned.

Sixteen years old.

Her own face looked back at her.

The same long hair.

The same school uniform.

The same smile she no longer remembered ever wearing.

Young Miki laughed.

She lifted what she had been hiding.

A pair of white indoor school shoes.

The name written near the heel was already beginning to fade.

Shin.

One of the girls pointed toward the cleaning bucket standing beside the wall.

Someone whispered,

"Do it."

Another burst into laughter.

Young Miki walked over without hesitation.

She held the shoes above the cloudy water for only a second.

Then she let go.

Splash.

Ripples spread slowly across the surface.

The shoes floated.

The girls laughed.

Not cruelly.

Not angrily.

The effortless laughter of teenagers entertaining one another without stopping to wonder who might be hurt.

Only then did Miki notice him.

Several metres away.

Standing alone.

School bag held against his chest with both hands.

Thin shoulders.

Glasses catching the afternoon light.

Shin.

He didn't move.

His eyes remained fixed on the bucket.

On the shoes drifting slowly across the dirty water.

His lips parted slightly.

No words came.

Young Miki looked back at her friends.

"Look."

She laughed again.

"He's going to cry."

Another wave of laughter swept through the corridor.

Shin lowered his eyes.

The sunlight across the floor seemed to dim.

Everything else disappeared.

Only the bucket remained.

The shoes.

The boy.

And the sound of laughter that refused to end.

 

The laughter broke apart.

Darkness rushed in.

Miki opened her eyes.

She was sitting upright in bed before she realized she had awakened.

The room was almost completely dark.

Only the digital clock beside the bed cast a faint green glow.

2:17

For a moment she couldn't move.

Her breathing came in short, uneven bursts.

Her hair clung damply to the back of her neck.

She listened.

The apartment.

The refrigerator humming softly.

Water running somewhere inside the old pipes.

A car passing several streets away.

One sound after another.

Ordinary sounds.

She held onto them.

Slowly, the room returned.

The bedroom.

The curtains.

The chair beside the window with yesterday's clothes folded across it.

Her apartment.

Not the school.

She lowered her head into her hands.

The image refused to leave.

The shoes.

Floating.

The ripples spreading across the cloudy water.

Shin standing alone.

She squeezed her eyes shut.

"No..."

The word barely escaped her lips.

It had only been a dream.

Dreams borrowed pieces from memory all the time.

Everyone knew that.

She repeated it silently.

A dream.

Nothing more.

She stood and walked into the kitchen.

The floor felt cool beneath her bare feet.

She poured herself a glass of water.

The glass trembled slightly against her fingers.

She drank anyway.

When she looked up, her reflection floated faintly in the kitchen window.

For an instant—

she almost expected to see the school corridor behind her.

There was only darkness.

She let out a quiet breath.

"It's not real."

The words sounded steadier this time.

She said them again.

"It's not real."

She carried the empty glass back to the sink.

As she reached for the faucet—

another image surfaced.

Not the bucket.

Not the shoes.

A sleeve.

Dark blue.

Someone's hand gripping the heel of a shoe.

A voice laughing close beside her.

The memory vanished before she could turn toward it.

The silence that followed felt heavier than the dream itself.

Miki rested both hands on the edge of the sink.

"I wasn't..."

The sentence stopped.

She tried again.

"I wasn't the one..."

Her voice faded.

She could no longer remember what she had been trying to deny.

Only that she needed to.

She returned to the bedroom.

Sleep no longer seemed possible.

She drew the curtains apart.

Outside, Tokyo lay beneath a sky beginning to pale.

Streetlights still burned along the road below.

A newspaper delivery scooter turned the corner.

Somewhere in the distance, the first train of the morning crossed the tracks.

The city was waking.

As though yesterday had ended normally.

As though sixteen years had passed without leaving anything behind.

Miki remained at the window until dawn.

She watched the light slowly gather between the buildings.

She tried, again and again, to recall the face of the girl standing beside the cleaning bucket.

Every time—

she found herself looking into her own eyes.

When morning finally arrived, only one certainty remained.

The dream had ended.

The memory had not.
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INTRODUCTION

There are places that remain inside us.

Places we thought we left behind.
Moments we buried so deep,

we promised ourselves we would never return.

But some days, without warning,
a smell, a sound, a photograph—

something small can open a door we thought was locked forever.

And when that door opens,
the truth we tried so hard to forget

begins to walk back toward us.

This is a story about that return.
About guilt that never faded.
About love that was born in the wrong place,

at the wrong time.

And about the boy
we left behind.
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