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**Chapter 1 – A Mission in April Gold**
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The bus from the city took just over two hours, but by the time it wheezed to a stop at the single shelter that served as Asagiri’s station, Wakana felt as though she had crossed into a different season. The air here was thinner, cooler, carrying the green scent of wet rice paddies and the faint salt of the inland sea. She was the only passenger to step off. The driver, a man with white gloves and an immaculate silence, handed down her small suitcase as if it were a piece of evidence she had chosen to forget.

She stood for a moment on the cracked asphalt, watching the bus pull away and disappear around a bend thick with cedar trees. Then she began to walk.

The road to her grandfather’s house had not changed. That was the first thing that unsettled her. The same stone wall, moss-slick and crumbling in exactly the same places. The same vending machine outside the shuttered tobacco shop, still glowing blue and red, still offering cans of cold oolong tea she was fairly certain had been there since she was twelve. The same steep flight of stone steps cut into the hillside, worn smooth in the centre by a century of footsteps, leading up to the wooden gate that never quite latched properly.

She had not been here in three years. Three years of design deadlines, of Tokyo rents, of a relationship that had started brightly and ended in a series of quiet, exhausted silences. Three years of telling herself she was building something, until one morning she had sat at her desk, looked at a colour palette for a cosmetics brand she did not care about, and realised she had built nothing at all. She had handed in her resignation the same week. She had not told her grandfather the real reason for this visit. She had said she needed a rest. That was true enough.

The gate groaned as she pushed it open. The garden was smaller than she remembered, but neater too. The persimmon tree by the veranda was heavy with fruit, bright orange globes beginning to soften. The stone water basin had been scrubbed clean. And there, on the wooden engawa with his back against a pillar and a cup of something steaming beside him, sat her grandfather.

He was eighty-two years old. She did the maths every time she saw him, as if confirming he was still defying the odds. His hair was entirely white now, thin enough to show the shape of his skull, and his hands resting on his knees looked like exposed roots. But his eyes, when he turned to look at her, were the same clear, dark brown they had always been.

“You’re early,” he said.

“The bus was on time.”

“That’s rare.” He did not stand to greet her, but he shifted a cushion on the engawa and gestured for her to sit. She kicked off her shoes, stepped up onto the cool wood, and lowered herself beside him. For a while neither of them spoke. The silence was not uncomfortable. It was the same silence she remembered from childhood summers, when the heat was too thick for words and the only sound was the distant drone of cicadas and the soft click of her grandmother’s knitting needles. Her grandmother had been gone for seven years now. The knitting needles sat in a ceramic vase by the altar, untouched.

“You look tired,” he said eventually.

“I am tired.”

“Did you quit?”

She turned her head sharply. He was not looking at her; he was looking at the persimmon tree, as if the question had been addressed to the fruit. “What makes you say that?”

“You brought a suitcase for a weekend visit. And you didn’t argue when I said you were early. Usually you tell me I’m the one who’s early, and that time is a construct.” He took a sip from his cup. “You haven’t said that since you were twenty-five.”

Wakana felt something small and tight in her chest loosen. She had spent the last two weeks steeling herself for a conversation that, apparently, had never needed to happen. “Yes,” she said. “I quit.”

“Good.”

“Good?”

“You sounded unhappy on the phone. For a long time.” He set the cup down and finally looked at her. “Now you’re here. That’s also good.”

She did not know what to say to that, so she said nothing. After a moment, her grandfather placed his hands on his knees and pushed himself upright with the slow, deliberate effort of a man who had long ago learned to ration his strength. “I have something to show you,” he said, and disappeared into the house.

Wakana remained on the engawa, listening to his footsteps move through the tatami rooms, the slide of a cupboard door, the rustle of paper. The garden light was beginning to soften into late afternoon gold. She closed her eyes and let the quiet settle over her, a quiet so deep she could hear the faint trickle of water in the stone basin and the distant cry of a crow.

When he returned, he was carrying a photograph.

It was large, much larger than the snapshots people kept in albums now, printed on thick paper with a white border and the name of a long-vanished photography studio embossed in the corner. He handed it to her without a word and sat back down, a little more heavily than before.

The photograph was a class portrait. Forty-three children, arranged in four rows on the steps of a school building she recognised immediately. Asagiri Elementary. The building had the boxy, utilitarian shape of the post-war years, but someone had planted cherry trees along the front, and in the photograph they were in full, extravagant bloom. The children squinted against the spring sun. Some grinned, some looked away, one boy in the front row had his finger up his nose. In the centre of the back row, a young man in a dark suit stood with his hands clasped neatly in front of him. He was tall and thin, with black hair combed to one side and a face that had not yet learned to show its age.

Wakana looked at the young man, then at the old man beside her. “This is you.”

“April 1975. My first class.”

She looked back at the photograph, trying to find her grandfather in the young teacher’s expression. The same clear eyes. The same quiet set of the mouth. But the man in the photograph had a kind of nervous hope in his posture, the sense of someone standing on the edge of his life, waiting for it to begin. The man beside her had long since arrived.

“You look like a film star,” she said, because it was easier than saying what she actually felt.

He made a small, dismissive sound in his throat. “I looked like a boy who had been teaching for exactly two weeks and had already lost three pieces of chalk down the gap in the floorboards.” He pointed at the photograph. “Look at them. Twenty-three students. I remember every one.”

“Forty-three,” she corrected.

“The class was forty-three. These twenty-three,” he said, and his finger traced a slow arc across the front rows, “are the ones I remember clearly. The ones whose desks I can still picture. The ones whose voices I still hear.”

She looked at him. His face had changed. There was something in it now that she could not name — a kind of hunger, maybe, or the shadow of one. “Why are you showing me this?”

He took a breath that seemed to cost him something. “The school is being demolished next spring. The building is too old, the student numbers too low. They’re consolidating with the town school. The land will become a car park for a new community centre.” He said the words as if they were a weather report, flat and factual, but his hand, still resting on the photograph, was trembling slightly. “I want to find them. All twenty-three. Before the building is gone.”

Wakana stared at him. “Find them?”

“Locate them. Speak to them. See what became of their lives.” He turned the photograph over. On the back, in faded blue ink, someone had written the names of every child, row by row, in careful, looping characters. Wakana recognised her grandfather’s handwriting. She had seen it on birthday cards and New Year’s postcards all her life. “I have a list. Some will still be in the area. Others...” He trailed off.

“You want to do this now? This spring?”

“I want to do this starting tomorrow.”

She set the photograph down on the wooden boards between them, as if it might burn her. “Grandfather, that’s — do you know how long that would take? These people could be anywhere. Some of them might not even be alive.”

“I know,” he said quietly. “That’s why I need to start now.”

A breeze moved through the garden, shaking a few ripe persimmons from the tree. They landed in the grass with soft, heavy thuds. Wakana watched them fall and felt something inside her drop alongside them. She had come here to rest. To hide. To sit on this veranda for a week or two and do absolutely nothing while she figured out what came next. She had not come here to embark on some quixotic mission to track down strangers from a photograph older than she was.

“I can’t help you with this,” she said. “I’m sorry. I’m not... I don’t have the energy for something like this right now.”

Her grandfather nodded, as if he had expected exactly this answer. He picked up the photograph and held it on his lap, gazing down at the rows of small faces. “I understand. You’re tired. You need to rest.” He paused. “But you’re also very good at finding things. You were always the one who found your grandmother’s glasses. Do you remember? She’d leave them in the refrigerator, in the rice bin, once in the umbrella stand. And you’d find them every time.”

“That’s not the same as finding people.”

“No,” he agreed. “But it’s the same part of you. The part that pays attention.”

She wanted to argue, but the words wouldn’t form. Because he was right, in a way that made her uncomfortable. She had always been good at noticing what others overlooked. It was what had made her a decent designer, until the work had ground her down into a machine that produced colour palettes on demand. She had stopped paying attention to anything that mattered. She had stopped paying attention to herself.

“I’ll make dinner,” he said, and pushed himself upright again. “We can talk more later. Or not. You’re my guest. You can do as you like.”

She watched him shuffle back into the house, the photograph tucked under his arm like a schoolbook. The door slid shut behind him with a soft rattle. The garden was very still.
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Dinner was simple: rice, miso soup with tiny clams, a piece of grilled mackerel, and pickled daikon that crunched loudly between her teeth. They ate at the low table in the tatami room, the sliding doors open to the dark garden, the only light a single paper lantern that threw soft shadows against the walls. The photograph was nowhere to be seen, but Wakana could feel its presence all the same, as if it had left a residue in the air.

“How long do you think it will take?” she asked, halfway through her fish.

Her grandfather looked up, surprised. “I don’t know. Weeks. Maybe months. However long I have.”

She put her chopsticks down. “That’s a very dramatic thing to say.”

“Is it? I’m eighty-two. I don’t buy green bananas anymore. Every timeline is short.” He said it with a small, rueful smile, and she felt her throat tighten.

“The school building,” she said, grasping for something safer. “Why does it matter so much? It’s just a building.”

He considered the question for a long moment, chewing slowly. “It’s not the building,” he said finally. “It’s what the building holds. I taught there for thirty-eight years. Every child who walked through those doors left something behind. A question they were too shy to ask. A story they drew on the back of a test paper. A moment when they understood something for the first time, and I got to see it happen.” He set his chopsticks down carefully, aligning them on the rest. “I remember all of it. Or I think I do. But memory is a fragile thing. When the building is gone, and I am gone, who will remember those moments? Who will remember them?”

He did not say “those children,” but she heard it anyway.

She thought about her own life. The design projects she had worked on for months, only to see them replaced a season later by something newer and shinier. The messages she had deleted. The friendships that had faded to occasional birthday texts. She had spent her adult life creating things that were designed to be temporary. Her grandfather had spent his creating something he believed should last forever.

“I’m not sure I’m the right person for this,” she said quietly.

“Neither am I,” he said. “But you’re the person who’s here.”

Later, after the dishes were washed and the lantern was extinguished and the house had settled into its nighttime creaks, Wakana lay on her futon in the room that had been her mother’s as a girl, staring at the ceiling. The photograph was in the next room. She could picture it vividly: the white border, the cherry blossoms, the boy with his finger in his nose, the young teacher full of hope.

She did not want to do this. Every part of her resisted it. She had come here to rest, to be still, to figure out what kind of life she was supposed to want. The last thing she needed was a project that would demand her attention, her skills, her emotional presence. She had nothing left to give.

But she also knew, lying there in the dark, that her grandfather had never asked her for anything before. Not once. He had attended her school plays and sent her money on her birthday and listened patiently on the phone while she talked about her problems, but he had never, in twenty-six years, asked her for help.

She turned onto her side and pulled the quilt up to her chin. Tomorrow she would tell him she couldn’t do it. Tomorrow she would explain that she needed to focus on herself, that she was in no shape to go chasing ghosts. Tomorrow.

But even as she thought it, she knew what tomorrow would look like. She would wake to the sound of him making tea in the kitchen. She would step out onto the engawa and find the morning light exactly the colour of the light in that photograph. And he would be sitting there, with the list of names in his hand and that quiet, patient expression on his face, waiting.

She would help him. Half-heartedly, reluctantly, with every intention of stopping the moment it became too hard. But she would help him.

Because she was his granddaughter. Because she had nowhere else to be. Because some small, buried part of her, the part that used to find lost glasses in rice bins, had already started paying attention.

—-
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**Chapter 2 – The Old Ways of Finding**
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Wakana woke to the sound of rain.

It was a soft, insistent rain, the kind that blurred the edges of the garden and turned the persimmon tree into a watercolour smudge. She lay still for a while, watching the grey light seep through the paper screen, listening to the drip and patter on the roof tiles. In Tokyo, rain was an inconvenience—umbrellas in doorways, wet socks on the train, the faint smell of mildew in her apartment’s genkan. Here, it felt like the house was breathing it in, welcoming it.

She found her grandfather in the kitchen, already dressed, already busy. He was spooning miso paste into a pot of simmering water, his movements slow but certain. On the table, beside a stack of faded folders and a notebook with a cracked spine, was the class photograph. It had been removed from its frame overnight, the cardboard backing peeled away to reveal the names written on the reverse in that careful blue ink.

“You were serious,” she said, sitting down.

“I’m always serious before breakfast. After breakfast, it’s more negotiable.” He placed a bowl of rice in front of her, then a small dish of pickled plums. “Eat. Then we’ll begin.”

They ate in silence, the rain filling the gaps. Wakana watched her grandfather’s hands as he lifted his bowl. They were steady this morning, steadier than yesterday. She wondered if the prospect of the search had given him a kind of energy, the way a long-dormant engine might splutter back to life if you turned the key just right. Or perhaps he was simply good at hiding his fatigue. He had always been good at that.

When the bowls were cleared and the tea was poured, he sat down opposite her and placed the photograph between them. The children stared up at the ceiling, frozen in their spring morning forty-eight years ago.

“Twenty-three names,” he said. “I’ve written them out separately.”

He opened the notebook. The pages were yellowed, but the handwriting on the first page was fresh—black ink, slightly shaky, the characters formed with the exaggerated care of someone who knew his hands were no longer entirely his. Twenty-three names, numbered, each followed by a brief description in brackets: *(Sat front row, left of Taniguchi)*, *(Always forgot his lunch)*, *(Cried on the first day)*.

Wakana pulled the notebook toward her and read slowly. Some names were common, some old-fashioned, a few she couldn’t pronounce with certainty. Next to the seventh name, the description simply read: *(Stopped coming in October. Kenji.)*

She looked up. Her grandfather was watching her, his expression unreadable.

“Kenji,” she said. “That’s the empty desk.”

“Yes.”

“What happened to him?”

The rain seemed to grow louder for a moment, filling the kitchen with its steady white noise. Her grandfather’s gaze shifted to the window, to the grey garden. “I don’t know,” he said. “He was there one week, and the next week he wasn’t. The school office said the family had moved. No forwarding address. No goodbye. He was just... gone.”

“And you never tried to find him?”

His jaw tightened, the smallest movement, there and gone. “I was twenty-four years old. I had forty-two other students. I told myself it was enough to remember him, to keep his desk empty for the rest of the year so the other children wouldn’t forget. But I never looked for him.” He turned back to her. “That’s why he’s on the list. That’s why all of them are on the list. Because remembering isn’t enough anymore.”

Wakana looked down at the name. *Kenji*. The characters were so simple: a child’s name, a name chosen with hope. She thought of the empty desk, the way her grandfather had described it yesterday—how the other children had left it untouched, how the girl who sat beside it had placed a paper crane on its surface every morning for a month. She had asked him if the girl was on the list. He had said yes, number fourteen: Akiko, the one who folded cranes.

“Let’s start with the ones who might still be here,” she said, forcing her voice into something practical. “The local directory. The phone book. Anyone with the same family name in the area.”

Her grandfather nodded and produced a slim, dog-eared phone book from the pile of folders. It was at least a decade old, the cover curling at the corners, the pages soft as cloth. “I’ve been saving this. It’s the last one they printed before everyone went digital.”

“You know there are websites for this now. Social media. City records.”

“I know. But I don’t have a computer, and my phone is too small for my fingers. I thought perhaps we could start with the old ways and see where they lead.”

Wakana almost smiled. It was such a grandfather thing to say—the old ways, as if a phone book were a sacred relic rather than an obsolete inconvenience. But she also understood. There was something fitting about using paper to find people who had last been documented on paper, in a photograph taken when the world was still analogue.

They began.

—-
[image: ]


The process was painstaking. Wakana would read a name aloud, and her grandfather would recite everything he remembered about the child: their seat in the classroom, their handwriting, their lunch habits, the way they laughed. Some memories were vivid and specific; others were fragments, glimpses through a fogged window.

“Number one: Kenichi Taniguchi.”

“Big ears. Sat in the back row because he was tall for his age. Good at maths. His mother made the best pickled radish for school lunch—she’d send extra and he’d share it with the boy next to him. I think his family ran a tofu shop in the next town.”

Wakana wrote *Tofu shop?* next to the name. “Is there a Taniguchi in the phone book?”

They found one. She circled it.

“Number two: Yumiko Abe.”

“Tiny. The smallest in the class. She wore a red ribbon in her hair every day except Wednesdays, when she wore blue. She once asked me why the sky was blue and I gave her a scientific answer, and she looked at me like I’d broken her heart. I learned to say ‘I don’t know, let’s find out together’ after that.”

“Abe is a common name.”

“Yes. But her father was a fisherman. I remember he came to the school once, in those big rubber boots, and Yumiko was so proud.”

Wakana scanned the directory. Three Abes in the area. She marked them all.

“Number three: Takeshi Mori.”

“A serious boy. Never smiled for photographs—you can see it in the picture. He’s the one in the middle row, looking at the ground. I asked him once why he never smiled, and he said, ‘I’m saving them.’ I never forgot that.”

“Did he ever explain what he was saving them for?”

“No. But on the last day of school, when we sang the closing song, I saw him smile. Just once. It was like the sun coming out.”

Wakana found a Mori in the directory. She circled it.

They worked through the morning. The rain eased, then stopped, and a pale, watery sunlight began to seep through the clouds. The kitchen filled with the sound of turning pages, the scratch of Wakana’s pen, the soft murmur of her grandfather’s voice as he summoned memory after memory from the depths of nearly half a century. Some names brought a quick, bright recollection; others made him pause, his brow furrowing, his fingers tapping the table as if trying to coax the past out of hiding.

“Number nine: Haruko Ishikawa.”

A long silence. Wakana looked up.

“Ishikawa,” he said slowly. “She was... quiet. Very quiet. I’m trying to remember her face, and I can see the shape of her, but the details...” He shook his head. “She sat by the window. I remember that. She spent a lot of time looking outside.”

“What did she look at?”

“I don’t know. The trees, maybe. The sky. I never asked.” He closed his eyes for a moment. “We should still try to find her. The quiet ones are often the ones who need finding the most.”

Wakana wrote *Quiet, by the window* in the margin. She was beginning to understand that this list was not just a set of search parameters. It was a map of her grandfather’s heart, drawn in the names of children he had loved in his own quiet, steadfast way. 

By noon, they had a list of sixteen possible phone numbers. Some were direct matches—family names in the same small towns, the same farming hamlets. Others were long shots: common names, no address, nothing but a prayer and a phone book older than Wakana.

“We should start calling,” she said.

Her grandfather looked at the phone. It was a beige rotary model, bolted to the wall in the hallway, with a curly cord that had probably been tangled since the 1980s. “You do it. My hearing isn’t what it was.”

“You’re just nervous.”

“I’m terrified. These people are sixty years old now. They have lives, families, grandchildren. They might not remember me at all. Or they might remember me and wish they didn’t.”

Wakana thought about her own school days. She had liked most of her teachers, but she couldn’t say she remembered any of them with the fierce, specific clarity her grandfather seemed to hold for his students. She wasn’t sure if that was a failing in her, or if her grandfather was simply an unusual man. She suspected both.

“I’ll make the first call,” she said. “But you have to be in the room. If they remember you, I’m putting you on the phone.”

He nodded, a little paler than before, and followed her into the hallway.

—-
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The first number was for the Taniguchi family. It rang six times, a flat, mechanical tone that sounded nothing like the warm, human buzz of the old rotary phones. Wakana was about to hang up when someone answered.

“Hello?” A woman’s voice, older, with the soft, drawn-out vowels of the countryside.

“Hello, I’m sorry to disturb you. My name is Wakana Sano. I’m calling on behalf of my grandfather, Hiroshi Sano. He was a teacher at Asagiri Elementary School a long time ago, and he’s trying to reach some of his former students. I’m looking for Kenichi Taniguchi. Is this the right household?”

A pause. The kind of pause that could mean anything—confusion, suspicion, the slow turning of old memories.

“Hiroshi Sano,” the woman repeated, as if tasting the name. “Sensei Sano? From Asagiri?”

Wakana’s heart gave a small, unexpected leap. “Yes. Yes, that’s him.”

“Oh.” The word was soft, almost a breath. “Oh, my. Is he... is he still with us?”

“He’s right here.” Wakana gestured frantically at her grandfather, who had been hovering in the doorway with the expression of a man awaiting a medical diagnosis. “Would you like to speak to him?”

“Yes. Yes, please. I’m—I’m Yumiko. Yumiko Abe. Well, I was Abe. I’m Yumiko Taniguchi now. I married Kenichi.” There was a sound that might have been a laugh or might have been a sob. “We both had him. Both of us, in the same class. I’m number two on the list.”

Wakana pressed the receiver into her grandfather’s hands. “It’s Yumiko. She married Kenichi.”

He stared at her for a moment, uncomprehending. Then he raised the phone to his ear.

—-
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Wakana stepped back into the kitchen to give him privacy, but the house was small and the hallway was not far, and she could hear his voice through the thin walls—at first halting, formal, the voice of a teacher addressing a child, and then, gradually, something else. Warmer. Surer. The voice of a man who had just been handed back a piece of his own life.

She busied herself with the dishes, washing the same bowl twice without realising. The conversation lasted nearly half an hour. At one point she heard him laugh, a sound she hadn’t heard in years, a dry, rustling laugh like leaves stirred by wind. At another point she heard him say, “I remember the red ribbon,” and there was a crack in his voice that made her stop, hands in the soapy water, listening.

When he finally hung up and came back into the kitchen, his eyes were wet, but his face was open in a way it hadn’t been since she’d arrived. He sat down heavily at the table and placed his hands flat on the wood, as if steadying himself.

“She runs the tofu shop now,” he said. “Kenichi passed away six years ago—his heart. But Yumiko still runs the shop. She makes the same pickled radish his mother used to make. She said she thinks of me every time she packs a jar.”

Wakana sat down across from him. “That’s wonderful.”

“They have two daughters. One’s a teacher. The other lives in Australia.” He shook his head slowly, marvelling. “She said she’d been thinking about the old school, ever since she heard it was going to be demolished. She said she’d been waiting for someone to call.”

“She was waiting for you.”

He looked at her then, and the expression in his eyes was something she had never seen before—not pride, exactly, and not gratitude, but something that contained both. “You made the call,” he said.

“You gave me the list.”

They sat in the quiet kitchen, the afternoon light slanting through the window, the photograph still on the table between them. Sixteen numbers. One call made. Seventeen if you counted the one that had been answered not by a name on the list, but by two.

Wakana looked at the names again. Kenji’s was still there, number seven, with its heartbreakingly empty bracket: *(Stopped coming in October. Kenji.)* They had not found a number for him. They had not even known where to start. But the list felt different now. It was no longer a collection of dead facts; it was a set of doors, and one of them had just swung open.

“Who’s next?” she asked.

Her grandfather pulled the notebook toward him and turned the page. His finger traced down the list, past the names they had already matched, past the ones with question marks, and landed on a name she had circled earlier.

“Takeshi Mori,” he read. “The boy who was saving his smiles.”

“There’s a Mori in the directory. Same town, but the address is a post office box.”

“Then we call the post office. Or we drive there.” He looked at her, and for the first time since she had arrived, there was something like eagerness in his face. “If you’re willing.”

Wakana thought about the bus ride she had taken yesterday, the way the road had wound through the cedars, the way the air had changed. She thought about her empty apartment in Tokyo, the unread emails, the silence that awaited her if she went back. She thought about the boy who saved his smiles and the girl who folded paper cranes and the empty desk that had stayed empty for forty-eight years.

“I’m willing,” she said.

Outside, the rain had stopped entirely, and the garden was beginning to steam in the sun.

—-
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