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The first vehicle I ever rode in was a baby carriage that had been brought across the sea, all the way from Germany. It was fitted out in brass and draped all around with bunting. The body of the carriage was elegantly designed, and the interior was lined with handmade lace, soft as eiderdown. The metal handle, the frame for the sunshade, and even the spokes of the wheels all glittered brilliantly. The pillow was embroidered in pale pink with the characters for my name: Tomoko.

The carriage was a gift from my mother’s sister. My aunt’s husband had succeeded his father as the president of a beverage company, and his mother was German. None of our other relatives had any overseas connections or had even so much as flown in an airplane, so when my aunt’s name came up in any context, she was always referred to as “the one who had married a foreigner”—as if the epithet were actually part of her name.

In those days, my parents and I were living in a rented house on the outskirts of Okayama City, and the carriage was more than likely the most valuable object among our possessions. A photograph from the period shows how out of place it looked in front of the old wooden house. It was far too large for the tiny garden, and it was far more eye-catching than the baby herself, presumably the subject of the picture. I’m told that when my mother pushed the carriage in the neighborhood, passersby turned to look at it. If they were acquaintances, they’d invariably come up to touch it, commenting ecstatically on how beautiful it was before moving on, without any mention of the baby inside.

Unfortunately, I have no memory of riding in the carriage. By the time I became aware of what was happening around me, that is, by the time I’d grown too big to ride in the carriage myself, it had already been relegated to the storage shed. Still, though the lace had yellowed a bit and was spotted with milk I had spit up on it, the carriage had lost none of its former elegance. Even surrounded by kerosene jugs and tattered blinds, it still gave off the aroma of foreign places.

Breathing in that smell, I’d let my imagination stray in my childhood. I’d daydream that I was, in reality, a princess from a distant land, abducted by a treacherous servant who had subsequently abandoned me, along with the carriage, deep in a forest. If you unstitched the embroidered Tomoko on the cushion, you would no doubt find some trace of my real name—Elizabeth, or perhaps Angela … The carriage always played a starring role whenever I invented these sorts of stories.



The next vehicle that transported me was my father’s bicycle. Jet black and featureless, it emitted a sad squeaking sound. It was, admittedly, quite plain in comparison with the German carriage. Each morning, my father would tie his briefcase to the rack and ride off to his office. On holidays, he would set me on the rack and ride to the park.

I can still recall the sensations associated with this bicycle. The strong hands that lifted me so easily, the smell of tobacco coming from the broad back, the breeze from the spinning tires.

“Hold on tight! Don’t let go!”

My father would turn to make sure that I was gripping his sweater, and then he would start pedaling. The bicycle flew along, easily negotiating steep slopes and sharp turns, and I held tight to his back, convinced that simply by doing so I could be taken anywhere in the world.

Though I was true to my word and never let go of him, he left me without warning, going alone to a distant place. Stomach cancer, discovered too late. In 1966, soon after I’d started elementary school.



On the fifteenth of March, 1972, the day I graduated from that school, the Sanyo Shinkansen link between Osaka and Okayama was inaugurated. The next day, at the age of twelve, I boarded the train alone, seen off by my mother from the Okayama Station, which was still decorated for the opening ceremony.

This vehicle was different from any I had ridden in before. It was sturdy but cold, full of life, but without anything I could find to hold on to.

As we made our way to the platform, my mother kept repeating the same bits of advice—“don’t miss your stop, don’t lose your ticket, ask the conductor if you need help”—but once I’d finally boarded the train, she suddenly fell silent, her voice reduced to sobs. She cried a good deal more that day than when my father had died, large tears dropping from the false eyelashes that were starting to pull away from her face.

After my father died, she’d supported us by working in a textile factory while doing some dressmaking on the side. But as I was about to enter middle school, she’d apparently started thinking about her future. She’d decided to pursue a year’s course of study at a school in Tokyo to improve her skills as a dressmaker, with the goal of securing more stable work. After discussing it with me, we’d agreed that she would move into the school dormitory, and I would go to live with my aunt’s family in Ashiya. We had no money for an apartment for the two of us in Tokyo, so we would simply have to accept my aunt’s generosity.

The decision clearly worried my mother a great deal, but I was less anxious about the move. After all, this aunt was the one who had sent the baby carriage on the occasion of my birth.

At the time, my uncle was already president of the beverage company. He and my aunt had two children, a boy of eighteen and a girl a year younger than me who was still in elementary school. The boy was not living at home when I arrived, having recently left to study in Switzerland. But there was one other resident: the German grandmother who had come to live with the family. My uncle was thus half-German, my cousins one-quarter.

I had never met them, but as the most remarkable household among our relations, I had decided I liked them and believed I knew all about them, down to the smallest details. Without any cause for thinking so, I was convinced that my new life with them would go well even without my mother, a decision I’d come to based solely on the fact that they’d given me such an extraordinary carriage.

“Go on then.”

Even though there was still some time before the train would leave, Mother hurried me aboard. Once I’d reached my seat, she continued to give me her final instructions from outside the window—“put your luggage in the rack; if you get warm, take off your sweater; check one more time for your ticket.” As the train began to move, she wiped her tears away with one hand as she waved over and over with the other.



The moment I got off at Shin-Kobe Station, I was convinced that my premonitions had been correct. I knew without any sort of sign that the man waiting there was my uncle. He stood, totally relaxed, legs crossed, leaning against the hood of his car, in a perfectly pressed gray suit and elegant tie. His hair was brown, with soft curls, he was taller than anyone else around, and the spring sunshine lit the deep recesses around his eyes. When he saw me, he raised his hand and called out, a warm smile spreading over his face.

Having difficulty believing that a man so handsome would be smiling for me alone, I could only manage an awkward bow.

“Welcome,” he said. “How was your trip on the new Shinkansen?”

My uncle bent over to look at me, then took my bag and opened the car door, as though I were a princess.

“Please,” he said. His voice was deep and calm, his manner refined, his eyes the same chestnut color as his hair. My heart was pounding.

“Thank you,” I managed to say at last.

As I sat down in the middle of the back seat, I realized I was in an elegant vehicle, as big as a small room and filled with an indescribable odor. The leather seats had been shined to a high gloss, and there were buttons everywhere, not only in front of the driver’s seat but under the windows as well—all attesting to the vehicle’s careful design. The engine was so quiet I hardly noticed that it had started before the car glided away, responding perfectly to my uncle’s touch. It was only much later that I learned it was a Mercedes-Benz.

No doubt, in order to help me relax, my uncle asked me questions about Okayama and told me about the middle school where I would be going. But I was so absorbed in studying his profile that I could manage no more than monosyllables in response. A mere touch of the gearshift or the button on the heater turned them into objects of desire. Parting with my mother in tears on the station platform seemed like a scene from the distant past.

After about half an hour, the car turned off the highway and headed along a river in the direction of the mountains. The Rokko Mountain Range loomed over us. We passed under the train tracks and crossed a bridge. Soon, the road started uphill and began to narrow. Trees closed in around us, birds could be heard among the leaves. Stone walls lined the road, tracing gentle turns. The roofs of houses peeked out between the trees. My uncle calmly maneuvered up a steep road barely wide enough for two cars to pass. Finally, he glided through a gate that had been left open, made a half-turn, and came to a stop under a porch.

“Here we are,” he announced, opening my door and taking my hand.

“Is this your … house?” I asked. “Is this really your house?”
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I will never forget the house in Ashiya, where I lived from 1972 to 1973. The shape of the shadow under the arched entry porch, the cream-colored walls against the green of the mountains, the pattern of grapes on the railings of the veranda, the two towers with their ornamental windows. Every inch of it is etched in my memory, from the grand sight of the exterior to the particular odor in each of the seventeen rooms, from the quality of the light in the garden to the cool touch of the doorknobs.

Now, after thirty years have passed, there is no trace of the house. The sturdy palm trees that grew at either side of the door, as though keeping guard over the family, have withered and been uprooted, and the pond at the southern end of the garden has been filled in with earth. The land long ago passed into other hands and was divided up, and is now home to strangers, the residents of a nondescript apartment block and a dormitory for the employees of a chemical company.

But perhaps because they are now so completely removed from reality, nothing in the world can dim my memories. My uncle’s house still stands in my mind, and the members of his family, those who have grown old as well as those who have died, live on there as they once did. Whenever I return there in my memory, their voices are as lively as ever, their smiling faces full of warmth.

Grandmother Rosa, seated before the makeup mirror she brought from Germany as part of her trousseau, carefully rubbing her face with beauty cream. My aunt in the smoking room, tirelessly hunting for typographical errors. My uncle, impeccably dressed, even at home, endlessly tossing off his quips and jokes. The staff, Yoneda-san and Kobayashi-san, working hard in their respective domains; the family pet, Pochiko, relaxing in the garden. And my cousin Mina reading a book. We always knew when she was about from the rustling of the box of matches she kept in her pocket. The matchboxes were her precious possessions, her talismans.

I wander quietly among them, careful to avoid being a nuisance. But someone invariably notices me, and, as if thirty years have vanished in a moment, calls out a greeting.

“Tomoko, is that you?”

“Yes, it’s me,” I answer to the family in my memories.



It was my uncle’s father who built this residence in the hills some two hundred meters above sea level to the northwest of Ashiya Station on the Hankyu Railway, along the Kōza tributary of the Ashiya River. The second in the family to serve as president of the beverage company, he had gone off in his midtwenties to study at the University of Berlin, specializing in pharmacology. It was there that he met and married Grandmother Rosa. After returning home, he had expanded the company by developing Fressy, a radium-fortified soft drink that was said to be beneficial to the digestion. And it was he who acquired fifteen hundred tsubo of land at the foot of Ashiya Mountain, where a residential area was being developed after the Hankyu Line came through, and there he built a mansion in the Spanish Colonial style. That was in 1927, the second year of the Showa period.

With its arched porte cochere and terrasse, semicircular sunroom on the southeast corner, and orange-tiled roof, the house gave an impression of cheerful graciousness rather than opulence. Great care had been taken with even the smallest details, and the balance of the whole had a special elegance. Though the exterior was in the Spanish style, the furnishings, dishes, and linens were all German made, to ensure that Grandmother Rosa would not be homesick. The garden to the south sloped gently toward the sea, in order to take advantage of the sunlight. Few cars passed along the road to the north, and trees grew all around. The bustle of the city was far away.

Protected from the seasonal winds by the Rokko Mountains, the winters were mild and the summers made bearable by the breezes from the sea. Perhaps it was due to this favorable environment that my grandparents were blessed with a child in the twelfth year of their marriage, almost as soon as they moved to this house. That child was my uncle.

My uncle’s life unfolded along nearly the same lines as his father’s. After studying in Germany, he had returned to work on improvements to Fressy, the company’s key product. He also updated the packaging and ultimately achieved a substantial improvement in sales. The only difference was the fact that he did not find a wife in Germany. My uncle married my aunt, who was working in the company laboratory, washing beakers and testing new products.

This couple, who lived the early years of their married life in the healthy environment of the house in Ashiya, did not have to wait twelve years to conceive a child. On the contrary, just seven months after their wedding, they had a son, Ryūichi.

As if to counterbalance this precipitous first birth, it was seven more years until the next one. Mina, who gave me so much and asked nothing in return, was born in the winter of 1960. Mina, the darling of the whole family, whose body was too weak to travel but whose soul never stopped voyaging to the ends of the earth.



They were all assembled in the hall to greet me when I followed my uncle through the door, and they all seemed more nervous than I felt. Grandmother Rosa, leaning on her cane, gave an awkward smile, and my aunt was apparently too disconcerted by this first meeting with her niece to find the right words to say. Mina’s look was serious, as though she was determined to discover the true nature of this newcomer.

In addition to the family, there were two old people I could not identify. It wasn’t long before I discovered that the man, who appeared to be the younger of the two, was the gardener, Kobayashi-san, who lived elsewhere, and the woman was Yoneda-san, the maid who lived in the house. Since the characters for Kobayashi, who took care of the trees, meant “little forest,” and those for Yoneda, who prepared our meals, meant “rice paddy,” I soon memorized their names.

“Please take your bags upstairs.” It was Yoneda-san who spoke up first. “Your room is the second one in the wing just at the top of the stairs. The boxes that arrived from Okayama are already there. You can take your time arranging things to your liking. Mina, please give her a tour of the house. The location of the bathrooms, how to get hot water, everything she needs to know. Tea is at three o’clock, so come down to the parlor then. I’ve made a fruitcake for this afternoon.”

As she spoke, the smile with which my uncle had greeted me at the station never left his face. Then we all left the hall in obedience to Yoneda-san’s instructions.

My first impression of this family was that the group had a great deal of variety. The color of their hair, for example, ranged from white (Grandmother Rosa and Yoneda-san) to gray (Kobayashi-san) to light brown (my uncle) to dark brown (Mina) to black (my aunt). Nor was that the only way they differed. Their names freely mixed Chinese characters with foreign ones (my uncle’s full name was Eric-Ken, Mina’s was Minako), and they all spoke somewhat different languages. Yoneda-san, Kobayashi-san, and Mina spoke a very natural version of Kansai dialect, while my aunt and uncle spoke the standard dialect but with a large inflection from Kansai. Grandmother Rosa spoke a peculiar sort of Japanese that was, at times, difficult to understand.

But there was nothing negative about all these differences. On the contrary, compared to my small family, just my mother and me, it provided room for a lost girl to wander in and find her place.



Mina followed Yoneda-san’s instructions and gave me a thorough tour of the house. There were many doors to open, and each room they revealed was more attractive than the last. A reception hall with a dazzling chandelier and a fireplace of black marble. A silent study illuminated by a ray of light through a stained-glass window. A guest room with a canopy bed of the sort I’d seen only in picture books. The excitement I had felt as I’d stepped from the car continued to grow.

But Mina, apparently unaware of what I was feeling, and apparently without a hint of vanity, continued the tour.

“This is where Mama hides to have a drink without Grandmother seeing. That’s why the carpet is covered with cigarette burns.” “I wish someone could explain to me why they chose such hideous curtains.” “This is Yoneda-san’s workroom. The spot on the wall is where she threw the iron one day when she was hysterical.”

She went on and on like this. But I was barely listening; I was so taken in by this palatial house and thoughts of Yoneda-san’s three o’clock fruitcake.



The room they had prepared for me had been Ryūichi’s before he went to study in Switzerland. It was next to Mina’s, sunny, south-facing, with a balcony and a fine view of the garden. Since it had been a boy’s room, it was a bit lacking in romance—nor was there a canopy on the bed—but still, how could I complain?

Mina and I went out on the balcony. Even the handle on the door, which had to be turned at a right angle to open, seemed strange to my eyes. It was then that I finally looked about the garden. It was so large that it seemed to stretch down to the sea, and at the far end was thick vegetation and a pond. Something was moving in the tall grass. A black, unidentifiable mass.

“Did something move down there?” I asked, pointing at the spot.

“Oh, that’s Pochiko,” said Mina, her tone softening. “Our hippopotamus.”

And that’s how I learned of the final, and equally important, inhabitant of the house.
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“A … hippopotamus?” I murmured. The question seemed natural enough, but Mina answered in a tone that implied she couldn’t understand why anyone would ask about something so self-evident.

“She lives here,” she said.

“A hippopotamus?”

“That’s right.”

“Here?”

“Yes, here.” There had been no sign of arrogance when she showed me the chandeliers or the canopied beds, but for the first time a look of pride crept over her face. “It was a present from Grandfather to my father on his tenth birthday,” she added.

“A hippopotamus … as a present?”

“A pygmy hippopotamus to be exact. From the order Artiodactyla in the Hippopotamidae family, common name pygmy hippopotamus. They’re way smaller and much cuter than a regular hippopotamus. Grandfather bought her in Liberia, before any Japanese zoo even had one, and it cost more than ten cars.”

“Did your father ask for it?”

“Not exactly, but I think Grandfather liked to spoil him.”

Mina rested her elbows on the balcony railing without taking her eyes from the tuft of grass. Pochiko was still no more than a black lump.

Perhaps it was because she’d inherited it from Grandmother Rosa, or maybe it was due to her chronic asthma, but for whatever reason, Mina’s skin was as white and transparent as tissue paper, revealing not only her blood vessels but the blood that flowed through them—or so it seemed. She was so beautiful that any girl would have wanted to look like her, but small for someone about to enter the sixth grade; there was no sign that her breasts had started to develop. To be honest, she looked more like a second grader. Her fingers and ankles were so delicate they almost made you want to reach out and touch them.

But the most remarkable thing about her was her hair. Soft and curly from the roots, it fell almost to the middle of her back. The sunlight brought out the delicate chestnut color, and it fluttered in the slightest breeze.

“Papa wasn’t the only one who loved having her around. His friends from school and the neighbors—they all wanted to see Pochiko. Which got Grandfather even more excited, and in the end he turned the garden into a zoo. He bought peacocks and Taiwanese macaques, goats and monitor lizards, and he founded the Fressy Zoological Garden, open weekends only. But of course, Pochiko was always the main attraction.”

“A zoo?” I murmured, more surprised than ever.

“But the war started soon after, and I think the zoo only lasted a couple of years. Grandfather died before I was born, and Pochiko was the only animal that survived.”

I tried picturing the Fressy Zoological Garden spreading out in front of me. And it was very difficult to imagine, with plenty of space, a pond, a little hill, shade trees—all sorts of places that animals might like. The children could laugh and shout to their hearts’ content, the macaques scream as loud as they could, and still the trees on the hillside would easily absorb all the noise.

How had I gotten so lucky as to come to live in a house that had once been a zoo? I was sure it must have been a peaceful, wonderful place, though, truth be told, I had never in my life set foot in a zoo.



We went to meet Pochiko straightaway.

“Is it really okay? She won’t attack us?”

I cowered behind Mina, advancing ever so carefully. There was no cage or fence, and the black lump was moving toward us little by little.

“Pochiko would never do anything like that. She’s very well-behaved, aren’t you, Pochiko?” From her tone, Mina might have been talking to a kitten. She leaned forward and rubbed her cheek against the lump, and it was only then I realized we were facing the animal’s hindquarters. As proof, Pochiko’s tail began to swing back and forth in time with the movement of Mina’s hand. A tail like a rounded ball of clay stuck onto the cleft in the animal’s rear end.

“Tomoko, come and pet her.”

“Me?” I said, taking a step back.

The front half of Pochiko’s body was still buried in the tall grass. She stood perfectly still, except for her tail, and I had no idea whether she was sleeping, waiting for a pat, or simply a bit shy. But it was clear that she didn’t seem at all dangerous. There was, in fact, something charming about the curve of her stout bottom. Her rear legs, planted carelessly one behind the other, seemed absurd, so short you might have wondered whether they served any purpose at all.

“Come,” Mina said, beckoning me forward. Realizing that I would have to be brave if we were to be friends, I made up my mind. Tapping my finger near the base of Pochiko’s tail, I let my hand slide along the curve of her bottom.

It wasn’t as rough as I had imagined. The surface of her skin was covered with little bumps and wrinkles, but it was smooth to the touch, warm, and covered with something damp and sticky, like perspiration. In response to my greeting, Pochiko’s tail began to move back and forth once again.

“Well? What did I tell you? She isn’t a bit scary.” Mina stared into my eyes, anxious to know what I was thinking. “Isn’t she the smartest hippopotamus in the whole world?”

“I’m sure you’re right. The smartest.” Though I knew nothing about any other hippopotamuses, I agreed with Mina, gingerly giving Pochiko another pat on the bottom.

Suddenly, without any warning, there was an eruption from the base of her tail, which she’d been waving so vigorously, and her feces went flying in every direction. I cried out, stumbling as I tried to get out of the way.

“Pochiko!” Mina laughed. “Is that any way to say hello to someone you’re meeting for the first time?” I was frantically checking to see whether it had landed on my hands or my dress, but Mina didn’t seem to care at all. Rather than trying to avoid the mess, she walked right through it as she came even closer to Pochiko.

At that moment, there was a rustling sound in the grass, and Pochiko finally emerged in her entirety. I thought she would turn to look at us, but instead she simply took a few steps backward, freeing her head from the undergrowth, and then fell completely still again, seemingly uninterested in either a dip in the pond or a rest on the grass. Apparently, her very short legs were not designed for any sort of quick movement.

As Mina had said, Pochiko was quite different from an ordinary hippopotamus. First of all, she was not enormously large. From head to tail, her length was approximately the height of an average man, and her head came more or less to my waist. The skin on her back, which I’d imagined to be completely black, had flecks of green depending on the light, and the flesh under her chin and down to her belly was pale pink.

The part of her that least resembled a regular hippopotamus was her face, which was simple and neat, with none of the rough, doltish quality you might associate with a hippo. Her nostrils and mouth were small, and her eyes and ears, in particular, were so tiny as to be almost invisible. In other words, you might say that her existence amounted to this round lump of a body onto which a tail, little legs, and a face had been stuck.

“Pochiko, say hello to my cousin Tomoko who will be living with us from now on.”

Mina brushed the dried grass from around Pochiko’s mouth and ran her finger along the folds of her ear. Pochiko’s eyes rolled up in her head in apparent annoyance and her nostrils flared. That was the extent of her greeting.



Mina and I sat down in the grass at the edge of the pond, which was lined with stones and large and deep enough for Pochiko to swim at her leisure. The water was a bit cloudy, but if you looked carefully, you could see grasses waving gently at the bottom. From a shed shielded by the bushes came the constant hum of the filtration system.

Since it was clear that Pochiko was the most important thing in Mina’s life, I made a point of questioning her closely about the hippo. Her daily diet (two kilos of kibble, seven kilos of compacted dry silage, and a few fruits and nuts), her weight (160 kilograms), her age (approximately thirty-five years), her bed (a hollow she had dug for herself in the garden hillock), her vocalizations (husky but somehow almost shy), her special talent (pretending not to hear) …

Mina seemed delighted to be able to answer my questions, and so to please her I asked every single one I could think of—and all the while the topic of our conversation remained absolutely still, staring off into space, seemingly unaware of all the attention she was receiving.

“Young ladies, your snack is ready.” It was my uncle.

Of course! “Fruitcake!” Did that mean there was fruit on top of the cake? Or were they baked into the cake itself? I rubbed my palms, which were perhaps still a bit soiled from Pochiko, on the grass, brushed off my skirt, and ran with Mina toward the terrace.
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My next surprise, discovered not long after I met Pochiko, was that the person who wielded real power in the household was neither Grandmother Rosa nor my aunt, but Yoneda-san.

Yoneda-san had been keeping house here since Grandmother Rosa arrived to marry my grandfather in 1916, the fifth year of the Taisho period. Fully fifty-six years—a length of time that seemed unimaginable to my twelve-year-old self.

To watch her work was to realize how completely she was convinced that no one else understood the house as thoroughly as she did, down to the last corner. She had no qualms at all about offering advice or the occasional rebuke to any of the other residents, often imbued with thick layers of irony. No one in the family minded, though; everyone saw it as her due. If a dispute arose, it was generally Yoneda-san who had the last word, and most arguments ended with the phrase “If Yoneda-san says so, then that’s how it has to be.”

Though Yoneda-san and Grandmother Rosa were both eighty-three years old, their personalities, their tastes, and even their appearances were completely different. Grandmother Rosa was short and plump, her back somewhat bent, and her knees riddled with arthritis, while Yoneda-san resembled a stork, without an ounce of excess fat on her body, as she moved restlessly about the house. It seemed that one of them had been defeated by old age while the other rebelled against it, refusing to give in.

Still, they were the best of friends. Their rooms were next to each other on the ground floor at the western end of the house, with a door connecting them to avoid the need to go out into the corridor. They sat next to one another at the table as well. They could often be seen with their heads together, trading secrets, and Grandmother Rosa never left the house unless accompanied by Yoneda-san. I can still see Grandmother Rosa perched on a stool at the counter as preparations for dinner were getting underway, finding something useful to do—peeling potatoes or garlic—while taking care not to bother Yoneda-san as she whirled about the kitchen.

I suspect it was Yoneda-san who had welcomed and encouraged my grandmother when she came all alone to Japan, a country whose language she did not understand and where she had no friends. Yoneda-san was an older sister, teacher, and friend to Grandmother Rosa.



The quietest members of the household were my aunt and Kobayashi-san. Kobayashi-san was nominally the gardener, but his daily duties consisted mainly of caring for Pochiko, a job he had inherited from his father, who had been the first keeper at the Fressy Zoological Garden. In silence, he brought Pochiko her food, cleaned up after her messes, and scrubbed her body with a deck brush. Together they made quite a pair. Though Kobayashi-san spoke little, they managed to communicate their feelings with gestures and tail-wagging, waves and flaring nostrils.

My aunt’s silence was deeper. She preferred to listen to others rather than talk herself. Whenever she had to speak, she would pause for a long while before saying anything, as if she were thinking about how best to express herself using the fewest words possible, or perhaps waiting for someone else to speak up in her place.

I knew it wasn’t because she was ill-tempered, but rather that she was always listening attentively, not wanting to miss the slightest murmur from anyone.

And I knew one other thing—that she was the one who smiled most readily whenever my uncle told one of his jokes. A little smile, eyes lowered, accompanied by a tiny sound, so slight as to be indistinguishable from a sigh.

It was true, my uncle had a genius for making other people happy. And in turn, everyone loved my uncle. Even Yoneda-san had long since taken to referring to him affectionately as “Little Ken.” Everyone wanted to hear his stories and tell him theirs. In any gathering, he could immediately sense who was bored or feeling weary, and he would find the right topic to cheer them up. He had a talent for turning any mishap into an amusing story, or adding a bit of fiction to a small happiness to make it a great joy. A simple conversation with him made you feel as though you were somehow very special.



Three days after I arrived in Ashiya, I went with my uncle to a clothing store in Nishinomiya to get my middle-school uniform. Since I would be entering Y Public Middle School in Ashiya, it seemed odd that we would need to go to a store so far away, but it turned out that Nishinomiya was much closer than I’d realized. When we left the house, we headed south on the national highway along the Ashiya River, passed under the expressway, and in less than five minutes we’d arrived in the neighboring town. I’d been looking forward to the time in the car with my uncle, so I was a bit disappointed.

As we descended the mountain, the city spread out in front of us, and I could feel the presence of the sea even through the car windows. Holding the wheel with one hand, my uncle sketched an imaginary map with the other, outlining the long, narrow shape of Ashiya, running north to south. The train lines, Hankyu, Kokutetsu, and Hanshin, he explained, ran parallel to one another through the city. The store was in the central commercial district around the Nishinomiya Hanshin Station.

“We need a pretty school uniform for the young lady,” my uncle told the shop attendant, his hand resting on my shoulder.

“Yes, of course,” the clerk replied. “I’m sure we have just the thing.”

The attendant was a middle-aged woman, but it was obvious that she was completely captivated by my uncle’s manner and appearance.

She must think we’re father and daughter. That I was very lucky to be out shopping with such a handsome father. That it would be wonderful if her own husband were as elegant as him. She must be very jealous. Or so I proudly told myself in secret.

The store seemed to specialize in school uniforms, and the racks were full of fancy ones with name tags from famous schools like Konan Girls College, Shukugawa Institute, or Nigawa Academy. But the design of the uniform for Y Middle School, which I would be attending, was less interesting, with a jumper skirt, matching vest, and formless blazer. As I studied myself in the mirror, I felt I had somehow brought my countrified upbringing along with me from Okayama.

My mother would have prioritized the practical over appearances and chosen a uniform that was large enough to last for the three years of middle school, but my uncle would have none of that. He had them take my measurements and instructed the attendant to adjust the sleeves on the blazer, shorten the skirt, and take in the vest.

“How does this look?” the woman asked, standing with pins in hand. My uncle took a few steps back and studied me, offering his opinion, a little longer or shorter, with great precision.

After a bit more of this back and forth, he put his hand to his chin and made a final check.

“It suits you perfectly,” he said.

At that moment, my uniform became fashionable and quite citified, unlike anything you could find















[image: Vintage Books]


Read Boldly. Think Differently.

Continue the conversation:

Twitter: @vintagebooks

Instagram: @vintagebooks

TikTok: @vintageukbooks

Facebook: @vintagebooks

Sign up for the Vintage Newsletter to hear more about Vintage books.

www.vintage-books.co.uk

World-class writing. Beautiful design. Ideas that matter.






VINTAGE

UK | USA | Canada | Ireland | Australia
New Zealand | India | South Africa

Vintage is part of the Penguin Random House group of companies whose addresses can be found at global.penguinrandomhouse.com.

[image: Penguin Random House UK]
First published in Great Britain by Harvill Secker in 2024
First published in the United States of America by Pantheon Books, a division of Penguin Random House LLC, New York, in 2024
First appeared in Japan in 2005 as a newspaper serialization with the title “Mina no Koshin” by Yomiuri Shimbun
First published in Japan in 2006 with the title Mina no Koshin by Chuokoron-Shinsha, Inc.

Copyright © Yoko Ogawa, 2005
English translation copyright © Stephen Snyder, 2024

The moral right of the author has been asserted

Cover illustration © Gerard Dubois
Cover design © Suzanne Dean

Designed by Anna B. Knighton

ISBN: 978-1-529-92024-6

    Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes freedom of expression and supports a vibrant culture. Thank you for purchasing an authorized edition of this book and for respecting intellectual property laws by not reproducing, scanning or distributing any part of it by any means without permission. You are supporting authors and enabling Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for everyone. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems. In accordance with Article 4(3) of the DSM Directive 2019/790, Penguin Random House expressly reserves this work from the text and data mining exception.


EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/prh_uk_logo.jpg
Penguin
Random Houge
UK





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avenir-light.otf


EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/logo_large.png





EPUB/images/cover.jpg
& R ‘
Ingationql Booker
shortlisted author
of The Memory Police

~ ‘Aworld of o
curiosity and JI
enchantment’ s
RUTH OZEKI o

WO —m

_MINA'S
~ MATCHBOX





EPUB/images/p002.png





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/banner.png
IJ
I\





EPUB/images/title_page_logo.png
VINTAGE





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avenir-heavy.otf


EPUB/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		About the Author



		By the Same Author



		Title Page



		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4



		Chapter 5



		Chapter 6



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8



		Chapter 9



		Chapter 10



		Chapter 11



		Chapter 12



		Chapter 13



		Chapter 14



		Chapter 15



		Chapter 16



		Chapter 17



		Chapter 18



		Chapter 19



		Chapter 20



		Chapter 21



		Chapter 22



		Chapter 23



		Chapter 24



		Chapter 25



		Chapter 26



		Chapter 27



		Chapter 28



		Chapter 29



		Chapter 30



		Chapter 31



		Chapter 32



		Chapter 33



		Chapter 34



		Chapter 35



		Chapter 36



		Chapter 37



		Chapter 38



		Chapter 39



		Chapter 40



		Chapter 41



		Chapter 42



		Chapter 43



		Chapter 44



		The Leopard



		Copyright













		ii



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285













		Cover



		Frontmatter



		Begin Reading











