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To Master Noro Shinpei




When I was not yet old enough to wear long pants, Mama always worried that I might drown in a neighbor’s pond. Time and again she warned me not to play there, but I never listened because the pond was filled with carp of bright colors.

The last time I went there was a gray winter day, too cold for the fish to move around. They never came out from under the rocks, and all I caught was a bad chill.
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Mama would be upset with me, I knew. She would know right away how I got my mittens all wet.

But then she might be happy just to see me.

“Mama, I’m home!” I called. There was no answer.

She always met me at the porch, always. I called again, and finally she answered, sounding far away. I waited, but she didn’t come out to see me. She must be sick, I thought.
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Mama was in the living room, folding origami paper. She just nodded, barely looking at me. But there were two slices of my favorite tea cake waiting for me. That made me feel better.

“Why are you making cranes?” I asked.

“Because I want to make a big wish,” she said without looking up.

“You’re going to fold a thousand cranes to make your wish come true?”

“Maybe even two thousand . . .” She reached out and touched my face with her cool hand.

“Why, you’re hot all over.” Mama frowned and gave me a silent stare.

I hung my head and said nothing. She knew.
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Anytime Mama thought I had a cold it was time for a hot bath.

“Ten whole minutes and not one second less,” she told me.

She was upset. She didn’t even rinse my back. Her slippers went shuffling all the way down the hallway. Then a door closed shut. She wasn’t coming back to keep me company.

I’d better say I’m sorry, I thought to myself.
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But before I could apologize, Mama put me in my nightclothes!

“I don’t want to go to bed!”

“You need to stay nice and warm.”

“All afternoon?”

“All afternoon.”

“Will you read me stories?”

“No stories. But I’ll make you hot lunch.”

I knew what that meant. Rice gruel. Only sick people ate rice gruel.
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And that’s what I had, with a sour plum and yellow radishes, eating all alone and drinking hot tea in Papa’s big cup.

Then I lay down facing the door and hoped and hoped Mama would come back with an apple and peel the skin in a long strip like a red ribbon and then read me a story.

The door never opened.

“Mama!” I called finally. She didn’t answer.

After a long while I heard a noise coming from the garden. Maybe the old gardener had come to clip our trees again. I got up and opened the window.
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It was snowing outside. And Mama was
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