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Under a cloudless mid-November sky in the dead of night, a 1951 Volkswagen emerged sputtering into life from the garage of a large, well-to-do residence in the city of Hannō, Saitama Prefecture. The stone-cold engine required a few minutes to turn over before the car was ready to depart. All the while its passengers glanced around uneasily.

This old-fashioned household had only recently built the ramshackle garage for their newly acquired second-hand car. Blue-painted garage doors fronted some bamboo lattice fencing that had seen better days. The garage was a sign that the family had broken free from a long rut and was stirring into action.

But no one could guarantee the course of the action they had embarked upon. As scions of Hannō’s premier lumber family business, they had inherited a sizeable fortune, but none of the interest in the light-hearted, run-of-the-mill pastimes that had enthused their predecessors. Akiko, the beautiful daughter, was a quiet type with no close friends. Just a couple of doors from their home was one of those old-fashioned post offices built with thick earthen walls, but she would walk right past it and take her stack of mail all the way to the main depot by the train station. Some looked askance at this, and tongues wagged. Her letters included airmail bound for every corner of the world.

The car sped along the wide, flat Hannō roads in the deep of night. The son, Kazuo, was Akiko’s elder brother, and he sat in the driving seat alongside Akiko. Their parents, Mr and Mrs Ōsugi, were in the back.

‘I’m so glad we left early,’ said the father, Jūichirō. ‘Things often take longer than you expect, so it always pays to be a bit early.’

‘Exactly. If we’re late, our friends will take offence,’ replied Iyoko, the mother. All four looked steadily ahead through the car’s windscreen at the night sky as it slowly unfolded between low, unlit rows of houses. The whole family had inherited the same beautiful, crystal-clear eyes.

There was not another soul on the road. The car passed the city’s Chamber of Commerce and turned right, made a left at the police station, its presence marked by the faint glow of the night watch, and soon reached the front of the new City Hall which also served as the city bus terminal. The pure-white City Hall building, rectangular and modern, loomed out from the darkness of the night that gathered thickly around Mt Rakan, immediately behind. The family was going to climb that mountain.

Mt Rakan stands 195 metres above sea level. In the Kōji Period (1555–1558) during the reign of Emperor Go-Nara, the Venerable Onoya, first abbot of Nōninji Temple, founded a temple on a mountainside which he named Mt Atago. Later, in the fifth year of the Genroku Period (1688–1704), Keishōin, mother of Tsuneyoshi, the fifth Shogun of the Tokugawa Dynasty, donated sixteen rakan (important saints’) statues to the temple, and the site’s name was changed to Mt Rakan.

Kazuo parked beneath the huge windowpanes of the deserted City Hall. On the other side of the dark glass, traces of light from the streetlamps reached out to the absurdly high ceiling and the hundreds of chairs. Semi-circular rows of empty seats faced an empty onstage rostrum. Emptiness reflected emptiness in a way that seemed to maintain a tense equilibrium far more effectively than during the daytime when the hall was packed with people.

After taking a peep, Kazuo went to open the boot of the parked car. He dragged out a rucksack packed with things to eat and a blanket to ward off the cold, and slung it over his back. The others would be carrying cameras, binoculars and flasks to the top.

Akiko sprang nimbly from the passenger side, well wrapped up against the cold in grey slacks and a gaudy ski sweater, with the ends of a woollen muffler dangling from her neck. The ethereal beauty of her face shone in the darkness, while her shawl set off her slender frame nicely. Energized by the night cold, Akiko used a silver torch to draw bold circles of light around herself in order to test its strength. It looked like a deadly weapon in her hand.

Next out was Jūichirō, with an extra sweater on to keep warm, and Iyoko, dressed Japanese style, with a muffler peeping from the neck of her thick full-length overcoat. After graduating from university in the liberal arts, Jūichirō had dabbled for a while as a schoolteacher, but he never gravitated towards any other particularly intellectual occupation. And yet his splendidly long, bespectacled face endowed him with an elite academic weightiness. His distinguished, rather bony nose immediately conveyed an air of loneliness and desolation to those around him. Iyoko, in contrast, had a warm, homely face, the same dull-witted, gullible features she had passed on to her son.

The party set off up the mountain in silence, the lights from their four torches criss-crossing the ground before them. By the time the white lettering of a sign emerged from the gloom to inform them they were on the path to the top of Mt Rakan, sharp-tipped cedars were already pressing in around them. From this point, street lighting was non-existent.

It had been virtually windless at ground level, but the higher they climbed the more powerful grew the rustling of trees in the night. Through gaps among the cedars, deep wells suddenly opened up that led to the night sky, revealing ever-brighter clusters of stars. Kazuo was in the lead, and his sharp, probing torchlight happened upon a group of gravestones at a roadside cemetery. Since the path was wide and the incline gentle, they took a wide detour around the stones, and emerged into an open space halfway up the mountain. Their lights fell on empty benches and a scattering of white scraps of wastepaper.

Not a single bird was in song. After they crossed the open space the path narrowed, becoming steeper and tougher to negotiate. Logs were set horizontally into the ground to serve as footholds, but rocks and tree roots had invaded the path from all directions, and the path’s unevenness was exaggerated even further by their torchlight, as rock shadows flickered wildly along the way. The wind stirring through the trees above their heads grew steadily louder.

But none of them appeared at all distracted from their noble objective. Even the womenfolk remained fearless.

If the moon had been out over the mountains the landscape would certainly have seemed brighter. In fact, the moon had made an appearance the previous day at dusk, but quickly disappeared. Moreover, it was such a thin sliver of moon that it would not have helped much even if it had remained in the sky. The four urged each other up the arduous path. Had they made the climb during the daytime, it would have been child’s play.

They eventually came to a small grassy spot where their torch lights struck a set of four or five dilapidated stone steps. The stones cascaded down through the dark cedars like a small waterfall.

‘At last, we’ve made it! The observation deck is just up there,’ said Jūichirō, short of breath.

‘It took twenty-seven minutes from base to here,’ said Kazuo, holding the luminous dial of his watch close to his face.

The observation deck was a level patch of rock-strewn ground about 300 metres square. To the north stood a stone monument that marked an imperial visit, surrounded by a forest behind it. The ground lay entirely open to the south. Apart from two or three straggly pine branches and the tops of some dense low-lying woods, a completely uninterrupted view of the southern sky spread from directly above them all the way to the horizon. Down to the east was a scattering of lights from Hannō, but they were outdone by the cluster of green, red and yellow illuminations emanating from Johnson Military Base, visible on the horizon due east.

‘What time is it?’

‘Seven minutes to four.’

‘I’m so glad we got here before the hour. I really wanted to arrive at least thirty minutes before things are due to kick off.’

They had worked up a sweat during the ascent, but this dissipated immediately, and they became aware that the cold of a November dawn on a mountain top was not to be taken lightly. Kazuo removed the scruffy blanket from the rucksack and spread it on the ground, while the women, their backs set against the wind as it howled through the northern forest towards them, strove to make their surroundings a little more comfortable. Iyoko poured hot tea from a flask into plastic cups and offered them around, and she unwrapped the sandwiches. At last, they all had a few moments to contemplate their individual patches of the starry sky.

‘How clear it is. And no moon, either. We’re so lucky.’ Iyoko’s eyes brimmed with emotion as she spoke.

It was one of those magnificent starry skies never visible in the big city. The stars were embedded in the firmament like spots on a leopard’s fur. The atmosphere was crystal clear, and the arrangement of stars – some distant, some closer – revealed the true depths of the night sky. Light flowed into haze-like clusters, in such a way that those looking on thought they saw nets being cast into a misty expanse of starlight. Far too many stars to count, thought Akiko. Still no sign of dawn in any corner of the heavens. The horizon was cut at right angles by the Milky Way, and the Great Square of Pegasus was about to sink out of sight. The ceaseless twinkling of myriad stars flooded the night sky with those hyper-charged vibrations that linger even when the note on a stringed instrument has already been played.

‘What a pity, though.’ Jūichirō’s tone was sonorous yet direct. ‘This morning, neither your mother nor I managed to see our home planets. Just a glimpse of those tiny points of light would have brought so many forgotten memories flooding back. When I was still living on Mars all that time ago, I can tell you I looked at Earth in exactly the same way.’

‘It’s not possible to see Mars in November.’ Kazuo’s response was rather curt. ‘Because it rises and sets about the same time as the sun. But Jupiter, where Mum comes from, is visible in the early evening.’

‘I was too busy to look yesterday,’ sighed his mother. ‘I can’t tell you how happy it would have made me here this morning for us to see our native planets all together.’

‘Mine will come into view soon,’ said Akiko, turning back affectionately to her brother.

‘Mine too. Poor humans, you’ve got to feel sorry for them.’

‘Now, now!’ His mother admonished him with a smile. ‘Remember, that kind of language won’t do. It might be OK around here because no one can overhear us, but if you make a practice of saying things like that in front of strangers, you could get into terrible trouble.’

Behind them to the north, the wind crashed like ocean waves, flailing through the upper branches of cedar and pine trees, then rising up at a distance before dropping down to pummel them like a sudden avalanche. Their hands were frozen through, but they had equipment to carry – cameras and binoculars – so none of them wore gloves. A constant flurry of leaves pelted their backs. The strange sound they could just about catch turned out to be the rattling of a zinc door in a deserted teahouse nearby.

The constellations turned quietly, invisible to the eye. Orion’s Belt hung in the sky to the south-west, its three stars lining up with a fourth, below, Rigel, to form the shape of an old-fashioned kite. The whole family was watching out for movements of light, but they kept getting distracted by extraneous things. There were meteors. There was an aeronautical beacon nestled among the mountains far to the south which they had never noticed until then. And head-lamps from cars travelling along the main highway flickered in the dimly lit outskirts of Hannō.

‘They promised they’d appear in the sky to the south between four-thirty and five.’ Even as he spoke, Jūichirō’s bespectacled eyes remained firmly trained in that direction.

‘Just another ten minutes to go. I wonder what tidings our brothers and sisters will bring. What sacred mystery will they convey?

‘The Soviet Union has finally managed to test a fifty-megaton nuclear bomb. They’re on the point of committing a heinous crime that will break the harmony of the Universe. And if America goes on to follow blindly in their footsteps … The end of human beings on Earth is already in sight. Our family’s mission is nothing less than to ensure it doesn’t happen. And yet we remain powerless, while the world seems utterly oblivious!’

‘Don’t despair, Dad.’ Kazuo offered soothing words while his binoculars continued to scour the heavens. ‘Compared to the timescale that frames the Universe, the period of our suffering pales into insignificance. I don’t believe earthlings can all be that stupid. At some point they’ll wake up to the error of their ways, and a time will come when they submit to our way of thinking about complete harmony and eternal peace. In any case, we should write that letter to Khrushchev as soon as possible.’

‘Akiko’s been working on a draft. You’re almost finished, aren’t you, dear?’ said Iyoko.

Her beautiful daughter replied with a monosyllabic grunt as she searched the starry sky.

Finally, it reached four-thirty. Total silence reigned as the family attended to the sky with a mixture of tension and expectation. Jūichirō had received notice early the previous morning that several flying saucers would be making an appearance at this time.

It was summer the year before when the family suddenly awoke to the fact that they were all extraterrestrials who had descended to earth from their respective celestial bodies. This supernatural insight began with Jūichirō, but within a few days it had possessed both parents and children. Even Akiko, who had just thought it funny at first, was no longer laughing.

The easiest explanation was to assume that the souls of extraterrestrials had suddenly taken up residence in all the family members, and they now had total control over each person’s body and spirit. At the same time, while the family still retained clear images of past events and things like the births of the children, such earthly memories had been transformed instantaneously into false histories. It was highly regrettable that their personal memories of other worlds (that is, their true histories) had been irretrievably lost.

Jūichirō was no man of action, but he was thoughtful and had a clear understanding of the world. It was his belief that, in order to protect his family, it was absolutely vital to prevent society at large from getting wind of their secret alien identities. But how to do that?

Jūichirō had enough common sense to understand that human purity and honesty could only be protected from harm if they were kept carefully under wraps. This thought never entered his wife’s head, and his children were still young, but he did make every effort to alert them all to this reality. Let them feel proud about being extraterrestrials all they liked, but even the tiniest display of arrogance might leave them highly vulnerable and in real danger of being exposed to the world. It was essential that they conceal any feelings of superiority. After all, the world was obsessed with sniffing out why some people stood out even a little from others.

There was no way Jūichirō could have anticipated that he, of all people, would suddenly develop such a clear sense of his higher calling at the age of fifty-two. As a young man, he had been tormented with an inferiority complex. Held in contempt by his father, a complete philistine, he had sought salvation in the gentle and forgiving world of the arts. As long as his father was alive, Jūichirō at least made a minimal effort to help out in the company business. But once his father was dead, he felt no further obligation and turned to a life of idleness. He would accompany his wife to Tokyo from time to time to see a play or an exhibition, and he had put his son and daughter into Tokyo schools. He created an untroubled, isolated and cerebral family in this provincial city just an hour’s train journey from the big city.

Then one day in his early fifties, and with no thanks to personal effort or accomplishment on his part, he was touched by the grace of a superior understanding which awakened him to his life’s mission for the first time. The lack of purpose that had characterized the first half of his life now struck him less as a mistake, and more as a half-finished, though flawlessly preserved condition that allowed the universal truth to seek him out when the time was right to make him its vessel.

During the earlier, inactive phase of his life, he was the sort of person who could not stop wondering why, for example, the top branches of garden trees were slenderer than their trunks, and why these branches shorn of leaves became so delicately embedded into the blue sky. The structure of giant elms in wintertime reminded him of fine river tributaries on a map. It was as if the wellspring of the trees was hidden away somewhere in the heavens, and numerous treetop branches, cascading down from the watershed in the blue above, forged together into black trunks and suddenly melded into the shape of a tree. Perhaps it was precisely because trees were delicate streams pouring down from the heavens in crystallized form that their abundant branches and leaves also stretched upwards, struggling to find their way back to the celestial realm.

But these fantasies were no proof that he possessed a poetic nature. Constantly troubled by the way his worldly illusions got smashed into tiny pieces, he could never quite trust the structure and effectiveness of individual objects in the world. For instance, he had thought long and hard about the shape of scissors. When you spread them wide, the extended tips centred on the fulcrum spread out in the shape of an open fan, creating two areas diametrically opposed to each other. Scissors are simply something you hold in your hand, but they readily bisect the world, forming spaces that incorporate mountains, lakes, cities and oceans. But a simple snapping shut of the sharp metal tool obliterates the wide earth, and you are left with nothing but a cut sheet of white paper and a strange, beak-like implement.

In this way, the world expands and contracts around us – suddenly brought to life, and then extinguished – in an endlessly fretful series of transformations. Jūichirō had doubts about the effectiveness of all the everyday objects, and the wretched limits they constantly force upon us. When he opened the mysterious structure of a black umbrella above his head on a rainy day, how jarring the curved handle he felt in his hand, and how merciless the steel frame as the black silken material tautened above him, almost to breaking point. And that endless, persistent pattering of rain, forming rivulets that scattered in all directions!

There was a shop that made wooden tubs in the corner of an alleyway near the Ōsugi home. On sunny days, straw mats would be spread out all the way into the deserted alley, and two or three workmen would hammer nails into new bathtubs. As Jūichirō strolled by, he was nauseated by the thought of families who would soon be taking dips in those very same tubs. He could just see the husband, the wife and the children as they straddled the bath before getting in, with their flabby naked bodies and body hair, flecks of white soap foam still clinging to their waists, and looking horribly smug about life.

Every time Jūichirō and his wife went on an outing to Tokyo, he was distraught about the growing number of huge new buildings, their fluorescent lamps left on even in daytime. In every window, people constantly talked as they beavered away. But to what end?

Jūichirō sensed a total lack of coherence in the world. Everything was horribly broken. There was no connection between the steering wheel and tyres in a car, no link between brain and stomach in a human being.

On top of that, he was a kind and delicate soul who found it difficult to gaze upon such a fractured world with indifference. Cold war and global insecurity, the veneer of pacifism, people hurtling downhill towards imbecility between moments of respite, the illusion of economic prosperity, crazy hedonism, the effeminate vanity of the world’s political leaders. All these things pricked his fingers like thorns in a bouquet of roses that he could not resist picking up.

Later, such things came to strike Jūichirō as harbingers of grace, and he prepared himself to take on the heavy responsibility for a world that had fallen into such adverse circumstances. Someone had to suffer for it, he thought. There had to be at least one person willing to walk the earth with bloodied naked feet on broken shards of glass.

Whenever he got news of a child knocked down and left covered in blood on the roadside in a hit-and-run accident, or a train crash resulting in dozens of injuries, or some major flooding where hundreds of homes were swallowed up, he would recoil, trembling with feelings of self-reproach. After all, he inhabited the self-same earth, the same incoherent world, so how could he claim himself innocent of all offence and all scandal? But perhaps his heartfelt suffering was the very key to restoring a sense of wholeness to the world. One morning, as he was plucking a single flower from a tea bush in the garden, it occurred to him that somewhere on this planet, thanks to some mysterious act of fate (connected to the plucking of this very flower, perhaps), someone was probably getting dragged under a 10-ton truck.

Yet how could it possibly be that his own body felt no pain? If the suffering of an individual writhing in their death throes produced not the slightest ripple on the rest of mankind, how could anyone make sense of that? Confronted by the bald fact that physical suffering never extended beyond the experience of a single person, Jūichirō was plunged once more into deep despair. Why should even the fearful agony of the atomic bomb be reduced to individual suffering? Could it really be categorized simply as a physical experience? He thought he knew exactly why the person who dropped the bomb went mad. That man had lacked the ability to feel the tiniest bit of pain, not even an itch, and this must have driven him crazy.

Just as Jūichirō was coming to acknowledge the pettiness and limitations of his own suffering, and to feel ashamed of his own conceit, he read a book published in London, entitled The Home of Flying Saucers.

Until then, Jūichirō had hardly shown any interest in such things, but once he read it, particularly the section on the famous Mantell UFO incident, he became firmly convinced of the existence of flying saucers.

The incident took place at the United States Godman Army Airfield in Fort Knox, Kentucky, on 7 January 1948, when Captain Thomas F. Mantell lost his life while in pursuit of a flying saucer.

At approximately two-thirty that afternoon, a Fort Knox military policeman was notified by the federal police that an unusually large object was flying towards Godman. Police had sighted the object over Madison, Indiana, 150 kilometres from Godman. Several hundred citizens in Madison also spotted it.

Having received this communication just before three p.m. from the military policeman the officers at Godman Airfield kept their eyes on the sky over the base, which was cloudy, with occasional clear patches. Suddenly, through a cloud break to the south, what looked like a gigantic metallic object momentarily caught the sun’s glare as it came into view, but just as quickly disappeared. Instructions were issued immediately for three pursuit planes to take off from the base under Captain Mantell’s command.

All the officers in the control tower sighted it, shaped like a huge disc, with a top that resembled an inverted cone, and a tiny red light flickering on and off at its vertex.

At eight minutes past three, the two wingmen in the accompanying aeroplanes made radio contact with the control tower to say they had been in tight pursuit of the object, but it had outflanked them. They had watched the captain’s aeroplane disappear after it.

About five minutes later, Mantell’s voice was heard over the control tower tannoy.

‘Object ascending. Speed increasing. Now proceeding same speed as aeroplane. Three hundred and sixty miles per hour. Now ascending to seven thousand metres. If capture is impossible, I will abort.’

This was the last living communication from Captain Mantell. A few minutes later, his F-51 fighter appears to have broken up in mid-air, and its wreckage was discovered over a range of several square kilometres.

The witnesses who verified the incident included multiple experts. There was also an abundance of supporting materials, so that the possibility that people might have been carried away by their imagination was completely ruled out. As he read on, Jūichirō became convinced that the flying saucer had carried inhabitants from another planet. From that moment, he was possessed by the study of flying saucers, and he devoured every book on the subject he could lay his hands on. His open and intellectually curious family shared the books passed on by their father, with the result that flying saucers and extraterrestrials became the sole topic of their conversation.

And then something unforgettable happened during the summer the previous year. It started with Jūichirō.

He was asleep upstairs in the middle of the night when he awoke to the sound of something calling. Iyoko was conscious of her husband getting out of bed, but it was not unusual for him to pop down to the toilet during the night, so she went straight back to sleep.

Jūichirō was still in his pyjamas when he stepped out of the house. The moon was almost full, and the road brightly lit. He later remembered the clear outline of the moon reflected in the dusty front mirror of a three-wheeled motor bike parked outside the nearby sawmill.

After walking for a while, he came to an unmanned crossing on the Seibu railway line. Red gravel on both sides of the tracks was sprinkled with silver dust, rubbed away from the rails, which sparkled beautifully under the moon. As Jūichirō crossed the tracks, he was conscious that he had no idea where he was going. It just felt like he was on the right path, as if he were being pulled by a thread.

On the other side of the tracks was a large vacant plot, a factory site under construction, apparently, with just a single grubby tarpaulin sheet rising out of a dense blanket of summer grasses. It was covering up some building materials, but there was no sign that construction work was underway. As Jūichirō stepped through a gap in the barbed-wire fence into the deep grass, he sensed the tops of his feet getting soaked in dew, while his ears were inundated by the din of countless insects.

The insects suddenly fell silent. He looked up into the sky. Above the roofs of the surrounding low-lying houses there hung a flying saucer, tilted at an angle.

It was light-green, elliptically shaped and apparently utterly stationary. But as he watched, a wave of orange swept across it. The colour change took no more than four or five seconds. The vessel suddenly shook and shuddered, and no sooner had it turned orange all over than it flew off in a straight line at extraordinary speed into the south-eastern sky at an angle of about 45 degrees. At first it appeared as large as a full moon, but it shrank in an instant to the size of a rice grain and finally melted into the night sky.

Jūichirō sat, overcome, among the summer grasses, tears streaming down his cheeks. He felt that this fleeting apparition had touched the deepest core of his memories and triggered something within himself.

During those few seconds when the flying saucer was in sight, he had savoured an overwhelming emotion of supreme bliss. The bliss was the product of an indisputable realization that the fragmented world had attained a clear sense of harmony and unity, and the world was instantaneously healed. In the twinkling of an eye, heaven’s glue had reconnected the broken shards, and the world reposed once more like a crystal globe in a state of unblemished peace. There was a merging of people’s hearts, strife was no more, and his gasping sensation that he was on the verge of death had given way to calm, orderly breathing.

To think that Jūichirō was capable of glimpsing such a world for a second time! For this was a world he had certainly witnessed with his own eyes in the distant past, before he lost it. Where did he see it first? Sat among the summer grasses, his pyjamas drenched in dew, he racked his brains and dug deep into his memories. Various images of childhood emerged. All those flags in the marketplace, soldiers marching, rhinoceroses at the zoo, his hand thrust into a jar of strawberry jam, weird faces looming out from the woodgrain on the ceiling … like old exhibits crammed along both sides of memory’s corridor as it rose into mid-air. And at its end, doors flew open to reveal nothing but a sky full of stars. The corridor was set at exactly the same angle as the path taken by the flying saucer.

‘I get it. I know where my memories come from!’ thought Jūichirō. It was just that he had been blind to the reality until then.

Now he knew. He was not from Earth, of that he was sure. That flying saucer had carried him on a mission from Mars to save this planet from its critical situation. The supreme bliss that accompanied his sighting of the ship just now obviously involved some sort of exchange taking place between Jūichirō, as he once was, and the occupants of the flying saucer.

All this thinking had left him so exhausted he could barely keep his eyes open. He rose to his feet and somehow staggered back along the way he came.

Next morning, he awoke to find himself in the same bed he had got into the night before. His wife was completely oblivious to his excursion in the small hours of night.

Jūichirō’s heart was bursting with happiness the whole day long, but he wondered whether he should tell his family about what he had experienced that night. In the end, though, he could no longer contain his joy, and he came clean to the whole family as they sat around the dinner table. Akiko laughed the loudest.

But that evening Kazuo had a similar experience, and the next morning Iyoko had already sighted a silvery-grey flying saucer in the bright sky before anyone else was up.

Akiko laughed even more.

The next day, Akiko got off the train at Hannō Station on the way home from school. She was in no mood to go straight home to her deranged family, so she stopped by the Hachiman Shrine and ascended the steps to the grove inside the shrine. It was still light and the air was fresh, so she thought it might serve as a good place to prepare for the next day’s classes. No one was about, and the shaded cedar thickets, brimming with the cries of evening cicadas, felt pleasantly cool.

Akiko went northwards up the stone steps, and, just as she reached the Torii gate at the rear of the shrine, her attention was drawn to what looked like a white dot flickering in the sky above the main hall of worship. Upon closer attention, it seemed to be hovering somewhere over the Komatōge Pass, which was nestled among the mountains, although Akiko first mistook it for a star that had appeared in the fading sky light.

But this ‘star’ was moving in a strange manner, and it suddenly came to rest over her head. There she was, standing in the precinct of a deserted shrine, surrounded by cedar groves with a round silver-gleaming body above her. It circled slowly in the sky over the trees. Akiko trembled.

It spiralled around and around in increasingly smaller circles, its underbelly silver-grey with a faint green tinge, like a sparkling jewel. Akiko almost cried out. All the mistrust and derision she had ever harboured seemed to have been turned inside out.

And then, in a flash, it disappeared from view like a phantom.

… from that day on, Akiko stopped laughing. She had become convinced that she was from Venus, and that the family she was a member of actually comprised of an interplanetary federation of extraterrestrials.

For the next six months, Jūichirō did everything he could to protect his family by concealing their true origins from the world at large. He taught his children to apply themselves even more strictly to their academic studies, and never to neglect activities that would make them appear as earthlings. He was particularly insistent that Akiko should throw herself into her study of handicrafts and cookery, and act in a way that followed conventional custom. After all, he was aware how easily honesty and purity could be damaged.

It was Akiko who took on the most obvious visible signs of change. Once she became aware of her Venusian roots, she grew more stunning by the day. She had always been a good-looking girl, but this did not affect her behaviour as long as she remained oblivious to the fact. However, now that she knew where she got her looks from, her beauty immediately took on an extra sheen of refinement and coolness. The neighbours gossiped that she must have met someone, even though Akiko had begun to demonstrate an increasingly disdainful attitude towards the opposite sex.

The family greeted their neighbours with a smile even though their hearts were not in it. But they were naturally standoffish, and their smiles were so contrived that they put their neighbours off. People kept their distance even more than before.

‘Dad, people still push up against me when the train is full, but I don’t get upset like I used to. Because now it feels like I’m looking down on them from a higher plane. Only my eyes seem to see clearly. Only my ears hear music from the heavens. Those sweaty oiks have no idea that their fates actually lie entirely in my hands.’

When Kazuo spoke in this breezy manner, Jūichirō scented danger. If the mob could read Kazuo’s mind, it would never forgive him. In fact, it would kill him.

‘Act like you’re an ordinary guy,’ his father remonstrated gently. ‘Ordinary, no matter how distasteful you may find it. People superior to others have a duty to act like that. And it’s the only way to protect yourself.’

… When spring arrived six months later, Jūichirō had an abrupt change of mind. He began to say that, if they wanted to carry out their mission effectively, they ought to make every effort to find kindred souls rather than waste time worrying about secrecy. The world was in imminent danger, Jūichirō mused, yet here he was, a slave to old-fashioned family sentiment, with his thoughts too hemmed in by timidity.

He racked his brains before coming up with the idea of placing an advertisement in the ‘Common Interests’ column of a tabloid magazine: ‘If you are interested in [image: ], we would like to hear from you. Let’s work together as members of the Universal Friendship Association in the pursuit of world peace.’

[image: ] was the symbol that Jūichirō had devised to stand for a flying saucer, and responses were eerily spot on. Eighty per cent of letters arriving from every corner of the country surmised that the sign referred to a flying saucer.

Jūichirō produced pamphlets, copies of which the whole family helped to print, and he began to correspond frequently with members nationwide. Early that summer, Jūichirō had liquidated all the stocks bequeathed by his father and transferred the cash into a bank deposit to help with future activities. To everyone’s surprise the stocks had appreciated enormously, increasing five-fold. And then, later that summer, there was a major financial slump. The family was now firmly convinced it was in the hands of someone watching over them from above.

However, until that moment, the flying saucers had always chosen to reveal themselves to one family member at a time. Of course, they all trusted each other when they asserted that they had seen one, but they had never had the opportunity to witness one as a group. As head of the family, Jūichirō had been gradually honing his extraterrestrial communication skills since the summer, and he yearned for the chance for them to make contact en masse.

It was early on the previous morning that Jūichirō had finally received advance notice.

‘There’s no time to waste. Khrushchev and Kennedy should meet and sit down together for a simple breakfast. Nothing special. Fancy food dulls the mind.’ Jūichirō was talking to himself. Maybe he was tired and losing patience as he searched the sky. He vigorously rubbed his hands together, numb from the cold. ‘All they have to do is pick up the phone on the desk and say one word: Washington. They should throw away their pathetic pride and all the trouble they’ve got themselves into, and get down to some serious talk about the future of humans. And as for all their half-baked plans! They’re so far from everyday concrete reality that they’ve brought disaster down on the world. My father used to be like that. And that’s precisely why I can see right through them. Father’s life was so distanced from everyday objects like scissors, umbrellas, garden trees and vegetable salad that these things simply passed him by. Just like the stars have fled from humans.

‘Halting nuclear weapons testing, disarmament and the Berlin question should be up for discussion just as much as soft-boiled eggs, baked apples and raisin bread. If you look at things from the commanding heights of the Universe, they all have equal worth. We’ve got to get earthlings to understand that. People commit murder precisely because they think it’s such a big deal and they can’t resist the temptation.

‘Khrushchev and Kennedy need to sweep up their breakfast breadcrumbs with their napkins, set the napkins back on the table and emerge from the room arm in arm. They could make an announcement to the waiting reporters basking in the morning sun: “We are of the same opinion. Humankind should live and prosper.”

‘No need to release pigeons, or for a military band. The moment they utter those words, a bright fresh day will burst into life. The whole Universe will recognize that, from that moment on, Earth has become a beautiful star. So, what do you think? How about we find the strength to make them embrace each other as quickly as possible?’ But he had barely finished speaking before adding, more darkly, ‘… that is, if we have the strength. How sad that I’ve been assigned this temporary human body. But there again, it’s obviously all part of the Universe’s foresight and underlying plan.’

There was no reply from his wife and children. All had their eyes glued to the southern sky.

Astronomy is still an unreliable science, but Jupiter’s surface temperature is said to be about 100 degrees below zero. A native of that planet, Iyoko was huddled shivering inside her blanket, lamenting her own pitiful lack of resolve in the face of even this trifling cold. She was barely interested in politics. If the world was reformed and peace established in the way advocated by her husband, she would probably be assigned the domestic task of keeping the world neat and tidy. Iyoko loved the abundant cereals that were to be found on Earth. The sweet-smelling fragrance of wheatfields in the summer, and the golden heads of rice bowing in autumn. These were worth preserving for ever for the sake of earthlings. But whatever planet she found herself on, she would probably end up in charge of the kitchen. Despite that, she had no confidence she would be able to properly manage just the two different types of kitchen found on Jupiter and Earth.

Every time Kazuo’s binoculars shifted from one area to another, the lingering trace of starlight would fool him into thinking he had spotted a flying saucer.

He tried to remain focused, but his father’s chatter was putting him off. His heart overflowed with a decisive will to power, that gained traction from a mixture of unadulterated good intent and sentimental affection towards the world. He dreamed of an utterly pure form of power capable of maintaining eternal peace on Earth. This was something that the Earth had never experienced before, so it needed instruction from the other planets. Moreover, this power was not religious or spiritual in nature, but blemish-free, pure as a new towel, and able to exert control over every aspect of life.

Akiko ignored the others, devoting all her attention to the sky to the east. If the flying saucers were going to arrive slightly off schedule, might they not also come in from a different direction?

The cold sent occasional little shivers across Akiko’s shoulders. She was concerned her lips might chap, so she fumbled to apply a thick coat of lip balm. The cold had numbed her fingertips, and she was worried about making a mess. But it was better than deliberately shining a torch onto her compact mirror and getting ticked off by her parents.

Now that she knew she was from Venus, Akiko increasingly grew to accept the comfortably lazy indifference that formed part of her very nature. Close scrutiny would probably have revealed that her coldness was no different from the comfortably lazy indifference of a clever, self-satisfied little minx. And it was to the young woman’s advantage that, having no desires of her own, she appeared to have conquered all desires … Akiko was all for bestowing peace upon the Earth, but in the same way that someone might offer a sweet bun to a scruffy urchin.

It was almost five o’clock, but there was still no sign of flying saucers in the southern sky. Not one family member voiced their frustration.

How they longed for the red-tinted elliptical crafts to fly towards them, turn pale green and shoot off at a different angle. Witnessing this as a family for the first time would consolidate the sense of solidarity that underpinned their drive to save the world. Even if the ships turned up but failed to impart anything new, their mere presence would provide a huge boon to the family. All four of them harboured the same thoughts in their hearts.

The roar of the north wind behind them grew even fiercer. Kazuo glanced down at the luminous dial of his watch. The aqua minute hand pointed to five o’clock.

‘It’s not over yet. I said before that sometimes their timing is a bit out.’ Jūichirō spoke in a deep and phlegmatic tone. And yet all of them, in their hearts, experienced the dousing of their passions, like a cold wind scouring some inert planetary body. They found themselves abruptly scurrying back to their respective corners. A mood of harmony and unity had kept them finely tuned like a harp, but suddenly the strings seemed broken and all sound had died.

‘I see it,’ Akiko suddenly spoke out in a clear voice.

‘You do?’ The other three looked eastward, ecstatic.

But it was not a flying saucer. She had seen the red glow of Venus rising above the eastern horizon.

‘What I mean is, I see my home planet,’ said Akiko. Her parents were kind enough to indulge their charming daughter with their heartfelt blessings towards Venus. And then, they cast once more their long-suffering gaze towards the southern sky. Kazuo recognized the modest glow of his own planet, Mercury, as it rose simultaneously to the left of Venus. He set aside his binoculars and cried with delight, ‘I see mine too.’

The sight of that tiniest glimpse gave him strength.

The siblings could not bear to tear their eyes away from the eastern sky. Venus and Mercury arose at a dignified, ceremonial pace. The red hue of Venus slowly paled into the same clear white light of Mercury as they rose in unison.

The twin planets stood out above a dark purple bank of clouds while the shadows of surrounding trees gradually broke free from the darkness. Trees framed against the eastern sky etched particularly delicate silhouettes, while the shadows of individual leaves fluttered gently in the wind quite enchantingly. The stars were beginning to fade, but dawn remained a reluctant reddish brown, while assorted coils of cloud – from ink black to purple, and of various depths – lurked on the eastern horizon.

‘It wouldn’t surprise me if they turned up after dawn. After all, that’s what they did with you,’ Jūichirō addressed Iyoko.

‘That’s right, mine appeared after the newspaper was delivered.’ Jūichirō was already able to make out the general features of her face as she spoke, and the check pattern of the blanket wrapped around her stood out sharply. But he never imagined that the first stirrings of daylight could envelop his heart in such bleakness.

Autumnal leaves, scattered by the morning storm, came clearly into view along the uneven stony surface of the ground. Jūichirō was distressed to notice that the more things became visible, the more insistent the existence of all those things he had failed to notice on their way up.

‘It’s still early. Too soon to throw in the towel,’ he said to himself. For her part, Iyoko showed no sign of giving up.

At five-thirty, Kazuo could read his watch without needing to depend on its luminous markings. The clouds in the east had turned burgundy, the sky pale white. Mountain ridges to the south-west emerged clearly, while the three stars of Orion’s Belt lingered ever so faintly.

‘My home is disappearing. Look how the light …’

Akiko rocked her brother’s shoulders as she spoke.

‘Mine, too.’

Dawn was breaking hesitantly, emerging like a withered, pressed flower the colour of bitter orange. But just as it took on a dark vermilion colour, it swallowed the light from Venus and Mercury.

Tears flowed down Akiko’s frozen cheeks.

‘My star …’ Pale white roofs of village houses appeared out of the dark foothills, and the old
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