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Chapter One

The Old Lady and the Bus

The hands and pendulum of the old wooden clock on the wall were motionless. Hirasaka cocked his head to listen, but the silence inside the photo studio was practically deafening.

His leather shoes sank softly into the ageing red carpet as he made his way over to the arrangement of flowers on the reception counter. Carefully, he adjusted the angle of the petals.

At the back of the foyer, a pair of double doors opened onto the photo studio. In the dimly lit interior, an elegant chaise longue stood in front of a paper backdrop. Nearby, a large bellows camera had been positioned on a tripod made, like the camera itself, from sturdy-looking wood. The contraption seemed far too big for a single person to carry – much to the amazement of Hirasaka’s guests, who never failed to comment on its unique appearance. Those who knew a little about photography would say something along the lines of: ‘Ah, is that an old Anthony?’ before getting into a lengthy discussion about cameras.

Just then, a figure flitted by the window, and a voice called out, accompanied by a series of jolly-sounding knocks at the door.

‘Delivery for you, Mr Hirasaka!’

Marvelling at the delivery man’s ability to remain so chipper as he repeated this same task over and over, Hirasaka opened the door.

Outside stood a young man in the uniform of a delivery company, his cap tilted back, the usual trolley at his side. When Hirasaka saw the size of the package on top, he practically gasped.

On the delivery man’s chest was a logo of a white cat, alongside a name badge that read Yama. His shaved head and tanned arms seemed somehow to complement each other.

‘Looks like today’s guest is a charming young woman,’ grinned Yama, holding out his clipboard.

‘Hah. Nice try,’ said Hirasaka with a wry smile as he signed for the delivery.

‘Mind giving me a hand? Been a while since I’ve delivered a package this heavy! Must be a hundred years’ worth of photos here, I reckon.’

With a coordinated grunt, the two men heaved the large package onto the reception counter. Hearing Hirasaka let out a sigh, Yama turned and said: ‘So, finally thinking about quitting, then?’

‘One day, maybe. But I think I’ll stick at it a little longer.’

‘Never one to give up, are you!’ said Yama, straightening his cap. ‘Well, I should get going. Deliveries to make, and all that. Rushed off our feet, aren’t we? One of these days we’ll work ourselves to death!’

‘Oh, I’d say that’s the one thing we don’t need to worry about.’

With a little wave, Yama tucked his clipboard under his arm and set off again with the trolley.

Hirasaka began preparing the room for his next guest. Her name, he saw, was Hatsue Yagi. He hoped he could give her a good send-off, with just the right photos to see her on her way.

And, more than anything, he hoped that one day, he’d finally meet that somebody he was waiting for.
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‘Hatsue? Hatsue Yagi?’

Hearing a voice gently calling her name, the old lady woke with a start.

Where was she? She appeared to be lying on her side on a sofa. Above her was an unfamiliar ceiling, and in front of her was a man, peering at her with a worried expression.

Could she have collapsed from heat stroke? It had been very hot recently. But when she tried to recall what had happened, her memories were hazy.

Let’s see, my name is Hatsue. I’m ninety-two, and I was born in Toshima, Tokyo.

Phew, she thought. Looks like I haven’t lost the plot completely.

Still, she felt a pang of worry as she stared at the man’s face. If he knows my name, then he must be an acquaintance of some sort. But who . . .? Or did he just find my name among my things? Sifting through her memories, she began to sit up on the sofa, slowly raising her body while trying to avoid straining her lower back. For someone who’d just collapsed, her body seemed in decent enough shape.

Really, though. Who is he? Normally, even if someone unexpectedly greeted her on the street, she would eventually remember who they were and, to their delight, exclaim, ‘Oh, it’s you!’ She concluded, with some exasperation, that she must finally be going senile.

‘Welcome. I’ve been waiting for you!’ said the man.

When she pointed at herself, as if to confirm that he meant her, he nodded.

‘Mrs Hatsue Yagi, yes?’

‘Erm, yes . . .’

She glanced up. The man was smartly dressed in a grey shirt with a stand-up collar, giving him the air of a good-natured vicar or priest, and his hair was neatly coiffed. He seemed kind, at least from his appearance, but there was also something a little mysterious about him. He wasn’t strikingly handsome, but nor was he ugly: his face was unremarkable, and yet somehow vaguely familiar.

‘My name is Hirasaka,’ said the man. ‘I run this photo studio – and have done for quite some time.’

Come to think of it, where was her cane? Had she dropped it when she collapsed?

As Hatsue glanced around the room, the man launched into an explanation of her surroundings.

‘Those doors on the left lead to the main studio. Photos can also be taken in the courtyard. On the right is the waiting room and workshop. Please, come on in, and I’ll show you around.’

Hatsue’s mind was buzzing with questions, just like it always was.

What did he mean when he said he’d been ‘waiting’ for me?

What does the owner of a photography studio want with me, of all people?

And how did I even get here?

She couldn’t remember a thing.

‘This way, please,’ said Hirasaka. She decided to set her questions to one side, and cautiously got to her feet. It had been a while since she’d walked without her cane. Leaning on the sofa to take the strain off her legs, she began shuffling along. Strangely enough, her entire body felt much better than it had in a long time, and her usual lower back pain had disappeared entirely. Hirasaka turned and, with a kind look, offered his arm.

He led her to a calm, comfortable-looking waiting room. The leather sofa was worn but well buffed, and the aged wooden desk was equally charming. Hatsue sensed that these choices of furniture resulted not from some lavish attachment to antiques, but rather from a habit of looking after things properly. Clearly, the young man had refined tastes for his age.

Through the window she could see a courtyard, lit by a small, flickering lamp. Peering closer, she was struck by the elegant sight of moss-covered stone lanterns, weeping cherry trees and the yellow flowers of a tsuwabuki plant. Not a bad background for a kimono photo, she thought.

In one corner of the waiting room was a cabinet on which an electric kettle, a siphon coffee maker and various cups had been arranged. Hirasaka must be diligent about cleaning, thought Hatsue – there wasn’t a speck of dust to be seen. On top of the desk, a large box caught her attention.

‘I’ll make you some tea,’ said Hirasaka and, turning away from her, set about preparing a teapot with well-practised movements. Watching him from behind, Hatsue decided it was time to ask the question that had been weighing on her mind.

‘Erm, excuse me!’

Hirasaka turned to face her.

‘Sorry to ask such an odd question, but . . .’

‘Please, go ahead.’

‘Am I . . . I mean, could I by any chance be . . . dead?’

Hirasaka’s eyes widened slightly.

‘. . . Yes. You died just now, in fact. This is normally when I start explaining the situation. But every now and then, a guest works it out all on their own – like you just have.’

At this no-nonsense response, Hatsue felt a strange mixture of relief and bewilderment – not to mention pride in her deductive skills.

The tea was perfectly brewed – neither too strong, nor too weak.

She had thought that being dead would feel a lot more like, well, being dead. She’d have one of those traditional triangular cloths placed on her head, or her body would have turned transparent. But no, there was nothing remotely ghostly about her. The feeling of the teacup in her hands, the flavour of the tea . . . everything seemed exactly as it had when she was alive.

Hirasaka sat down in the chair opposite and gazed steadily at her.

She couldn’t help voicing her thoughts. ‘But . . . I always thought that when I reached the afterlife, I’d find everyone waiting. My mother and father. My husband . . .’

Instead, she’d been greeted by this Hirasaka person, a complete stranger.

‘Oh, don’t worry,’ he said, reassuringly. He must have noticed the glum look on her face. ‘This is just a brief stop along the way.’

‘Say, Mr Hirasaka,’ she said, after a moment’s reflection. ‘I don’t suppose your name has something to do with Yomotsu Hirasaka?’

Hirasaka’s eyes widened again. Yomotsu Hirasaka was the name of the slope that separated the world of the living from that of the dead, down which the deity Izanagi was said to have ventured in search of his wife.

‘Wow, Hatsue! You really do know your stuff.’

With her natural curiosity and love of reading, Hatsue had all sorts of facts like this at her fingertips. Looks like I’ve not gone soft in the head just yet, she thought to herself proudly.

‘You’re right, it does. Well, that should speed things up. You see, this place is located at precisely that boundary between life and death.’

‘And your job is to greet me here?’

‘Yes. Although this is really just a sort of staging post.’

‘You mean I’m not in the afterlife proper?’

‘No, not yet.’

‘And does that make you . . . Enma, the King of the Underworld? Some kind of god? Buddha? I mean, you—’

With Hirasaka sitting there so quietly, beaming at her like that, she wanted to finish her sentence: You don’t exactly look the part. With a cup of tea in his hands, he looked very much the ordinary human.

‘Oh, no. I’m just a guide of sorts. See, when you go around telling people they’ve died, they tend to start crying, or getting a little depressed about it. Some of them make quite a scene. My job is to soften the blow slightly. That’s why this photo studio is designed to feel as similar to the world of the living as possible.’

Hatsue glanced around. It was true that the place resembled nothing more than a quiet photo studio. If she had been hauled in front of the King of the Underworld all of a sudden, she’d probably have been shaking too much to even say a word.

‘That’s also why you’re wearing your normal clothes. The idea is that even on the outside, you look like the same old you.’

‘I do like how my knee is all better,’ she said, bobbing her leg up and down. Hirasaka nodded approvingly.

‘If you run, you’ll still break a sweat and get out of breath. You’re essentially still inhabiting the same body you had when you were alive.’

Hatsue tried opening and closing her hand. He was right; everything felt just as it always had. It was hard to believe this body of hers no longer existed.

‘And where do I go after this, then? To the afterlife?’

If that’s where I’m going, then so be it. But at least let me know what’s going to happen next.

‘That’s right. But first, there’s a little something I need you to do for me.’

What could that be, she wondered?

Hirasaka scrabbled around inside the large box on top of the desk. Then he began producing a series of small bundles, each containing what looked like a stack of white paper. They were too big to hold with one hand, and seemed almost endless in number.

‘What are those, then? Where are my reading glasses? I can’t see a thing without them.’

‘Actually, you should be just fine without them,’ replied Hirasaka. ‘Try really focusing.’

She looked down at the bundles in front of her and found that her vision, normally so blurry, snapped into focus. She could see perfectly. It was a long time since she’d been able to take in so much detail with her naked eyes.

‘Ah . . .’ said Hatsue as she realized what the pieces of paper in front of her were.

They were photos. Hundreds and hundreds of photos, depicting all sorts of scenes from her life. The square near her childhood home, her mother and father when they were younger . . . Who could have taken them? The photos were a bit larger than normal photos, and had a pleasant feel.

‘These, Hatsue, are the photos of your life. One for every day, three hundred and sixty-five for every year. And you lived to a whopping ninety-two, which makes for quite the collection . . .’

Hatsue started leafing through the photos one by one. As she did so, all sorts of things she’d forgotten came back to her. The warbling white-eyes that perched in the persimmon tree outside her family home. That old slatted box they used to keep the milk bottles in. The light slanting through the lattice door to their home, creating beautiful striped patterns on the floor.

‘You’ve got all the time in the world, so please take as long as you need. I’d like you to pick out ninety-two photos, one for every year you were alive. Whichever ones you like.’

‘But . . . whatever for?’

Hirasaka opened a door on the right to reveal a workbench and, alongside it, a curious wooden contraption. In the middle of it was a round tray which looked like it was intended to carry something. This was supported by four columns which extended down to a sturdy-looking base. She could also see a thin bamboo pole and something that resembled a pinwheel. The wood had not been varnished or painted, and the entire assemblage looked as though it were still under construction.

‘The photos you pick will be attached to this spinning lantern.’

Hatsue seemed to freeze.

‘Wait. Is this the “lantern of memories” you’re supposed to see before you die? Your life flashing before your eyes, and all that?’

‘Yes, that’s the one.’

‘You mean I . . . get to choose the photos myself?’

‘That’s right.’ Hirasaka grasped the wooden frame gently as he spoke. ‘Each of my guests selects their favourite photos, and they end up on this lantern.’

‘I had no idea it was a do-it-yourself sort of thing . . .’ said Hatsue, still in shock.

‘With all these photos, I imagine the lantern itself will be a real work of art. I’ll be looking forward to showing you your life, Hatsue. All ninety-two years of it.’

Hatsue had always thought the ‘spinning lantern’ was just a metaphor – a way of talking about the rush of memories people experienced before they died. She never imagined it might be something you actually built.

‘So when someone has a near-death experience and says they saw their life flash before their eyes, this is what they mean?’

‘Yes. In some rare cases, people arrive here only to return, eventually, to the world of the living. But it seems they forget they were ever here, or that they chose the photos themselves. All they remember, vaguely, is the lantern of memories. Now, please have a look in here.’

Hirasaka led her back into the foyer, where he opened a door on the other side to reveal a perfectly square room. Peering in, she saw that not only the walls, but also everything else in the room, including the floor and a comfortable-looking sofa, was pure white. It looked like some kind of art installation. Hatsue could also see a door on the right which appeared to lead outside.

‘This room is for the final stage of proceedings, when we light the lantern. It’s a show designed for one person only, and that’s you. Though I’d be very happy if you’d let me sit in on the viewing, so I can enjoy the fruits of our labour.’

The spinning lanterns Hatsue had seen in the past had been made from delicate, floral-patterned Japanese paper, with a red or yellow light in the middle. She remembered gazing at them as they slowly revolved.

‘I have to say, getting to the afterlife is a little more complicated than I expected. I always thought you just sort of popped across the Sanzu River . . .’

‘Think of it as a sort of final ceremony. A chance to look back on your life.’

Hatsue decided this was as good a time as any to ask the other question that was on her mind.

‘You said this was a sort of staging post. So, where do I go after this?’

Hirasaka dropped his gaze for a moment, before glancing back up. He seemed to be trying to find the right words.

‘I’m afraid I don’t know. All I’ve heard are rumours. I haven’t made it to the afterlife yet either, you see. Nobody who has ever comes back.’

This was a little disconcerting. What kind of place was the afterlife, then? Or was she just going to sort of . . . fade away?

‘What I have heard,’ he continued, ‘is that souls who successfully pass into the afterlife are reborn. In other words, they get to live a whole new life.’

They returned to the waiting room, where Hirasaka poured them each a fresh cup of tea.

Hatsue brought the cup to her lips. As she drank, she thought to herself: This tea is just the right temperature, but I suppose dying means losing my awareness of things like that. Forgetting everything I’ve ever known. My consciousness slowly vanishing.

‘Even once you pass into the other world, it’s not like everything that makes you Hatsue disappears completely. You see, our souls are a sort of repository for the accumulated memories of generations.

‘For example,’ he continued after a short pause, ‘say you meet someone for the first time, but you’re convinced you’ve met them before. Or you feel like you know a place even though you’ve never been there. I’m sure you’ve experienced that kind of thing in the past?’

‘Oh yes,’ replied Hatsue. ‘In fact, even this photo studio feels strangely familiar.’

‘That might be one of the memories that has accumulated in your soul, then,’ replied Hirasaka with a smile. ‘On the other hand, if an intense emotion ties you to the world of the living – a lingering regret, for example, or a long-held resentment – it can be impossible to make it to the afterlife. When that happens, your soul ends up trapped in one place.’

Hatsue nodded.

‘So, Mr Hirasaka, what you’re saying is . . . I choose some photos – ninety-two of them, one for each year of my life – and help you build a lantern out of them. Then I’ll watch that lantern spin, and depart in peace for the afterlife?’

Sounds like I have my work cut out for me, she thought. Death was turning out to be an exhausting business.

‘Yes. You see, once you get here, it doesn’t matter how wealthy or important you were in life. All you’re left with are your memories.’

Hatsue stared at the enormous pile of photos in front of her. Just how long was it going to take her to get through them all?

‘Funny,’ she said, ‘I didn’t expect to be making the thing by hand. These days it’s all computers and smartphones!’

Hirasaka extracted a single photo from the pile.

‘Well, let’s see what you make of this one, for example. Do you remember this place?’

The photo he handed her showed a sloping road.

‘Ah . . .’

She remembered. 

On either side of the road that ran down the middle of the photograph, rice paddies stretched as far as the eye could see. A gust of wind was sending ripples through the rice plants, like waves on some vast sea.

She remembered the sweat dripping from her temples as she ran down the slope. A dry wind blowing. The salty taste on her lips. Ahead of her a heron, startled, taking flight, growing smaller and smaller in the sky until it was nothing but a white dot. She had watched until it disappeared completely, the sleeves of her kimono fluttering, the wind suddenly a roar in her ears.

Yes, she remembered. That summer when she was still young, a summer so long it seemed endless. Her body brimming with energy. The feeling she could run down that slope for ever.

‘Bringing back any memories?’

‘. . . Oh, yes. That road led through the paddy fields to the nearest town. I used to love walking along it.’ Just taking the photo in her hand had been enough to trigger a wave of memories and emotions.

‘And was it somewhere you remembered before seeing the photo?’ 

‘No, not in the slightest. I’d forgotten it even existed. That whole area was paved over and turned into housing, you see.’

Hirasaka took the photo and inspected it himself.

‘It is a lovely view.’

‘Yes. Even if it doesn’t exist any more.’

Hirasaka silently handed the photo back to her. ‘When you look at this photo, I suppose all sorts of other things come back to you. Your memories from the time it was taken.’

Examining the photo more closely, Hatsue noticed how grainy it was. The photo was really only a mass of tiny dots, and yet within its four corners it seemed to contain everything important about the day it was taken – the rush of the wind, everything she’d heard and felt . . . How was it possible for all that to be hiding among those specks of colour?

‘Photos do have a certain power, don’t they?’ said Hirasaka quietly.

Hatsue was still gazing at the photograph. It was no work of art – just a photo of a country road. But now that the scenery shown in it had disappeared for ever, it had become the one place where it could still be found. To Hatsue, this ordinary-looking photograph suddenly seemed incredibly precious.

With Hirasaka’s encouragement, Hatsue leaned forwards and set about choosing her photos, taking one after another from the pile. Because she found herself gazing at each of them for a long time, it was pretty slow going.

As she carefully leafed through the photos, she realized that, all things considered, she had really forgotten quite a lot. With some things, she’d even forgotten that she’d forgotten them – although, now that she thought about it, that was how forgetting worked. Until she looked at each photo, she’d have no recollection of the object or scene it showed, but then, in an instant, it would all come back to her.

Apparently not wanting to be a nuisance, Hirasaka told her she could ask him anything at any time and withdrew to an appropriate distance. Even when he went off to work on the lantern he left the door open, as if to keep a friendly eye on her. Perhaps because of the large number of photos it was designed to accommodate, the lantern was quite an elaborate construction, and would be difficult for a single person to carry. Yes, she thought, ninety-two photos probably would make for an impressive show.

Looking through the photos was quite a tiring process. When she glanced at the box, still full of bundle after bundle of them, she couldn’t believe the scale of the task ahead.

When she’d got as far as age seven, Hirasaka came over.

‘Is this your selection?’ said Hirasaka, glancing at a stack of photos by her side.

‘I thought I’d go through and make a shortlist, then whittle that down to the final ninety-two. But I have to admit I’m feeling a little overwhelmed!’

‘Please feel free to take a break at any time. Your body won’t tire, but your mind might.’ He paused. ‘Can I have a look?’

‘Of course, feel free,’ she replied. She felt strangely shy, as if she were showing him an album of photos she’d taken herself.

‘Are these your parents? They look very kind.’

Her father was wearing a waistcoat; her mother, standing by his side, wore an old-fashioned smock over her kimono. In her hand was a Western-style umbrella. There must have been rain forecast that day. In her other hand was a basket. Ah yes, remembered Hatsue. They always used to take a bamboo basket like that with them when they went shopping.

‘And these must be your friends from the neighbourhood.’

Little Mii-chan from next door was in front, gleefully showing off the gaps where her baby teeth had been; behind her, with their shaven heads, were the three Tagawa brothers. Their short trousers, frayed at the hems and patched in places, would have been hand-me-downs of hand-me-downs. Back then, people fixed things when they wore out, and that applied to clothes, too.

‘That’s right. I was the fastest out of all the local kids, good at swimming, and knew how to hold my own in an argument, so the adults always called me the leader of the pack. Told me I’d never find a husband if I carried on that way. Look at the state of us – I don’t remember looking that filthy!’

Hirasaka chuckled.

Hatsue glanced down at the photos spread across the desk. ‘But you see, I really have forgotten all sorts. Even things I thought I remembered perfectly well. I found myself gazing at my parents’ faces for the longest time before it clicked!’

She’d forgotten all about that favourite picture book of hers too, not to mention the tin can she’d been so attached to. And once she’d forgotten them, it was as though they’d never even existed.

‘That’s the way it goes,’ said Hirasaka. ‘We have to let go of certain memories as we make our way through life.’

A short while later, he brought her a cup of tea on a tray and quietly set it down at her side. Alongside the steaming cup was a slice of yokan bean cake. Her favourite.

At first, she’d had her doubts about this business with the photos. But
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