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				Family tree of the Horai family. The older generation consists of Kai Sakuragawa, who is married to Miyako Sakuragawa, Madame Hinako (Kiyoshi's first wife), Kiyoshi Horai and Komaki Horai. Kai and Miyako's children are Tohoru Sakuragawa and Kahoru Sakuragawa. Madame Hinako and Kiyoshi Horai's children are Itsuki Horai and Koyomi Horai. Kiyoshi Horai and Komaki Horai's child is Kagami Horai (the family cook). Finally, Kahoru Sakuragawa and Itsuki Horai's child is Hikari Horai (dumpling girl).
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			Early Spring

			Breakfast

			Chicken and burdock roots simmered with apples

			Broccoli sprinkled with dried whitebait

			A bowl of brown rice

			

			 

			Grandad’s name is Tamaki, and Mum’s name is Komaki, so they decided to call me Chimaki. Basically, we’re “thick roll”, “little roll” and “rice dumpling” respectively.

			Mum Komaki is a translator, and she writes on the side. She has a popular column called “Komakoma-­ki”, or “Itsy Bitsy Diary”, in the free magazine published by Tekona, who sells home goods and crafty things in her shop. So I’m going to try penning my own “Chimachima-­ki”, or “Tiny Tiny Diary”.

			 

			First, let me start with how I met Grandad.

			It was a cold evening at dusk, and it looked like snow. Now that he’s eighty, Grandad hardly ever helps out with the family business, but that day he took on a delivery run since it was just in the neighbourhood. They’re called Matsu Sushi, but they don’t do nigiri – their speciality is catering and bento boxes. When there’s a flurry of events like banquets and memorial services, they get so busy that they need extra pairs of hands to cope with all the deliveries.

			

			Grandad retired a long time ago, passing down the role of head chef to his son, Tsukune. Nowadays, he pitches in only when they get orders from their old, familiar customers. When a ninety-­year-­old neighbour says they’ve got a sudden craving for his anago sushi, fresh-­faced Grandad simply has to call on them, toting a box of sushi topped with saltwater eel.

			On his way home that night, Grandad swerved into a side alley instead of heading straight back. He had a mind to pop by Ukiyo-­bune, just for a little bit, to grab a bite of some steamed tofu – a big favourite of his. In fact, that was the real reason why he stepped forward to deliver the sushi. The job was just a convenient excuse.

			Steamed tofu is a special treat for Grandad, who’s not supposed to eat a lot of eggs. You mash tofu and egg in a suribachi mortar until it’s thick and gooey, then you pour it into a bowl and put it in a bamboo steamer. Once it’s cooked enough, you splash on a bit of sake and eat it piping hot, blowing on it so you don’t get burned. It’s good with a spot of wasabi, too.

			It tastes like a dream on a chilly night; some people even call it “paradise tofu”. Grandad was planning to slip into the diner and enjoy it in secret. Ukiyo-­bune is a friendly joint where all Grandad has to do to have a steaming hot bowl of tofu served up to him is take a seat.

			

			He was about to cross the threshold with a spring in his step when his eyes – rather keen for his age – happened to fall on us. There was a lamp with a paper shade standing outside the diner, with a gap of about four inches between the bottom of the lamp and the ground. That was where my baby brother and I had been sleeping since the night before.

			The lamp’s electric light gave us a little warmth, and it shielded us from the rain, too. A reassuring shadow to keep us hidden – just like they say, “It’s darkest under the candle stand.” We’d taken cover there when we saw Denden looking daggers at us. He’s the grumpy, pot-­bellied one who rules the streets around here. Grandad picked us up, brought us home with him, and we got our new names.

			As you can guess from my name, I have pointy ears (if you look at me from the front, the white pointy triangles look like chimaki, those sweet rice dumplings wrapped in bamboo leaves that you have for Children’s Day in May). The back of my ears is marbled with the colour of the caramel on custard pudding, and my eyes are a shade of aqua, neither green nor blue. My fur is mostly creamy white, except for one spot on my belly that’s shaped sort of like a swirl, the same colour as my ears.

			

			As for my brother, the tip of his nose is white, as if he’s dipped his face in a box of flour; other than that, he’s chocolate brown all over. Sometimes, the light makes it look like he got sprinkled with cocoa powder. Tsukune – Grandad’s son, now the head chef of Matsu Sushi – came out from behind the counter, took one look at my brother, and said he looks like an ohagi, those mochi rice balls wrapped in red bean paste, but Mum had already made up her mind that his name was Norimaki, or “seaweed roll”.

			By the way, for a while after we were born, we lived with Mademoiselle Rocco, who used to call us Marble and Chocolate. My brother probably doesn’t remember much about her, though, since he was just starting to have baby food back then, and I hardly ever think about her now.

			Norimaki and I strayed from Mademoiselle at a busy airport around New Year’s, and since then, we’ve been wandering around by ourselves.

			We were still wearing collars at first (though Norimaki was still such a tiny kitten that he didn’t even have a name tag yet). But one time, at a restaurant parking lot off the national highway, a stranger – who looked like a travelling performer – warned us that some random roughnecks might slit our throats in our sleep if we went around wearing fancy-­schmancy collars like those. He was living with a truck driver in their dekotora: a huge, blinged-­up truck that looked like a shiny palace.

			

			The truck driver’s other companion, Jonathan (that’s how he introduced himself), looked like a tough guy, with thick black hair that jutted out the top of his head in a flattop style, and he could stand on his hind legs by propping himself up with his long tail.

			He was clever with his hands too – he could do tricks like unscrewing the cap off a plastic bottle or opening a new box of sweets. He even knew how to work the car stereo. Apparently, he’d had some service monkey training once. So he took off our collars for us right away.

			Maybe they were swindlers, but at least we still have our throats intact. They gave us a lift in their flashy truck to the drug store in the next town over, and they fed us some pumpkin and boneless ham, so it’s all good.

			Even if we still had our collars, we couldn’t have gone back home anyway. Mademoiselle Rocco moved out of her flat before leaving for her trip. We’re lucky we got picked up by Grandad when we did. Norimaki was starting to get sick, snot bubbles dripping from his nose, so Grandad’s a real lifesaver.

			 

			The first thing Grandad treated us to was fluffy surimi balls made of cod. He mashed some cod, mountain yam and locally made flour in a suribachi until it was nice and fluffy, then scooped the dough into balls with a spoon and dropped them in a clear broth flavoured with kombu kelp and bonito flakes. He let them cool down in a bright red bowl and served them to us just like that.

			

			My little brother was feeling tired and weak, so he left some of the fluffy balls uneaten and went to curl up on Grandad’s warm belly. Already feeling right at home, he fell fast asleep with a contented smile.

			Grandad’s place is cramped, with tools everywhere, so he called Mum, who lives nearby, and she decided to take us home with her. Mum’s place is rather big, a Western-­style house with lots of doors. Judging from the footsteps and voices, I guessed there must be lots of people living here.

			That night, we slept in a basket. My brother was out like a light. Once I settled down a bit, I peeked out through the crack under the lid and found a little girl peering back at me. As soon as we locked eyes, I knew I’d met my rival.

			“This one’s got a mark like persimmon paste. Wouldn’t it make more sense to call him Sasadango instead of Chimaki?” the girl said to someone out of sight, sounding like a real know-­it-­all. What she meant is that the mark on my belly – the one I think of as a creamy caramel cake – looks like persimmon paste. You can tell she’s not the straightforward type by the fact that she opted for persimmon paste instead of something more common, like white bean paste mixed with miso.

			A chimaki is a steamed dumpling made from sticky rice and rice flour, wrapped in bamboo leaves. You don’t put paste in it. Sasadango, on the other hand, is a bamboo-­wrapped dumpling filled with some kind of paste. But Mum insisted that Chimaki is a good name.

			

			From then on, I secretly started calling the little know-­it-­all “Dango Hime”, or “Dumpling Girl”. When the third term is over, and April comes around, Dumpling Girl will be in fifth grade of elementary school. If I went to school, I’d be in junior high, so a couple of years ahead of her. But considering how girls are a little bit more grown up than boys around the same age, I’d say we’re evenly matched.

			As she turned her back to me and started going upstairs, I called out her new nickname a few times. I didn’t say it out loud, of course. She soon spun around and said, “Haramaki!”

			Belly wrap. She’s a sharpshooter all right.

			That same night, Mum rummaged in the cupboard and brought out two shallow bowls for us with camellias painted on them: white flowers for me, red flowers for Norimaki. According to meow-­rules, you can trust people who give you a nice bowl to eat from.

			 

			In this house, we can go pretty much anywhere we like. The rooms that are off-­limits are locked. I’m not a big fan of adventures, so I rarely go up to the first floor. Norimaki still takes time to clamber up the steps. Plus, he can’t get back down on his own. So most of the time, we spend our days either in the kitchen or the little dining room at the end of the corridor.

			

			There’s plenty of space for us to play games in the corridor, even though there’s a fridge there and a boiler that heats up the whole house. It has wooden flooring, partly made of decorative sheets of yosegi wood with a sort of mosaic pattern fitted in here and there. If you look at them from a distance, they can look like the scales of a snake, so sometimes Norimaki freezes in his tracks when he sees them. It’s funny – every so often he stops with his back paw hanging in the air, as if he were playing a game of Grandmother’s Footsteps.

			Next comes the small storeroom, hidden behind an accordion curtain. That’s where they keep the kitchen trolley and the chair that’s used both as a stepladder and a place to take a break from housework. Mum set up a den for us there.

			This house has two dining rooms: a small, casual one where everybody usually eats, and another one with a long table. That’s where they like to have classy meals when they have guests over. It’s right next to the living room, which has a large window that opens out onto a terrace on the south side of the house.

			When there’s a big gathering, both Dumpling Girl and us brothers are supposed to keep away from the grown-­ups’ territory. As long as we behave, though, we can pop in a little bit. But swinging from people’s legs and curtain-­climbing are a no-­no.

			

			As for Dumpling Girl, she’s supposed to pass by the mirror in the corridor before saying hello to the guests. Mum and the others remind her to pull up her socks properly, too.

			Her socks have her school emblem embroidered on the side, on the bit that’s folded over just below the knees. It’s a monogram designed with blue pimpernels, a cross and the name of a saint that starts with an E, but it’s been washed so many times that the threads are coming loose, and now it looks more like a skull. Dumpling Girl calls it “the curse mark”, and she usually wears her socks rolled down like a dashimaki omelette so that it’s hidden away.

			It’s not that she doesn’t like the mark. She keeps it covered so that the curse will be at its most powerful when the time comes to use it. She hasn’t told me yet what kind of occasion she has in mind.

			The other day, she rolled those socks down to her ankles and showed me a purplish bruise on her shin. An impressive badge of honour. Its colours were a mix of azuki bean and strawberry, though some of it was turning green. Actually, it was a fake bruise – she’d rubbed a sweet potato peel against her skin to dye it reddish brown and touched it up with ballpoint pens and coloured pencils. A work of art.

			“It was a nice purple bruise at first, but then it started turning green,” she said. For her, this was a serious problem.

			I told her, “You know how sweet potato tempura go green sometimes? I think it’s like that.” But I’m not sure if she got me.

			

			 

			There are shelves and drawers all over the kitchen. My brother and I aren’t so shameless as to poke our noses everywhere, hunting for bonito flakes and dried fish. But I’ve figured out what’s stored where and I have almost everything down pat. Norimaki, though, still goes around opening drawers and tipping headlong into them.

			One of the chairs in the small dining room has a square seat cushion on it, the well-­worn cover decorated with sashiko stitching. It’s a patchwork of deep indigo and white fabrics dyed using the aizome technique and sewn together to make gourd-­like patterns. Since no-­one sits there, it’s become a favourite spot for Norimaki and me. But, until two years ago, it was Dad’s seat.

			Dad’s name was Kiyoshi, but his friends called him Dodo all his life. The kanji for Kiyoshi (圭) is made up of two characters for do (土), stacked on top of each other: that’s how you get Dodo. Plus, it’s a riff on how he was an open, confident kind of guy who didn’t shy away from anything, which is one meaning for the phrase “dodo to shiteru” in Japanese. The nickname also stands for that thing you say when you want to calm down a horse – “doh doh”, as in “whoa” – because he was born in the year of the horse.

			Mr Dodo’s chair looks heavy, and the armrests are carved into horse heads. The left one is called Melos; the right one is Troy. Troy is pretty battered – an older American shorthair named Tatsumaki used to live in this house, and he had a habit of sharpening his back teeth on it.

			

			 

			Since we came to this house, I’ve fallen in love with small horse mackerel in the mirin-­boshi style: sliced open, marinated in mirin and soy sauce, and dried in the sun. Grandad brought some for us the day after he found us, when he dropped by at Mum’s to see how we were settling in. The rest of the family ate the fish, too, placing the slices on top of their bowls of rice.

			It was amazing. Grandad made it himself, so the flavour was pure and simple, and he’d made sure to pluck out all the tiny bones so it was safe for us to eat. He’d sprinkled a generous dose of sesame seeds over the fish, which gave off a mouth-­watering aroma, and broiled it over a fire real quick. When it’s warmed up, the flesh gets nice and soft. Grandad cooled some down for us brothers, and I sank my back teeth into one. The sweet and salty juices seeped out of the tender fish and pooled in my mouth.

			My baby brother took a bite from Grandad’s bowl at first, so ever since then, he’s liked having mirin-­boshi with a bit of rice stuck on it. In fact, just this morning, he trotted up to Kagami to pester him for some rice while he was working in the kitchen.

			

			Kagami is the household cook. He told Norimaki to wait a little; first he had to get the breakfast ready for the people who were going out. So Norimaki went back to sit politely in the corridor with the heel of one paw resting on the toes of the other. A smart gentleman who was passing by complimented him on his surprisingly good manners.

			I don’t know who he is, but he gave us a warm smile. My little brother looked pleased with himself. The gentleman had silvery hair, which he wore swept back.

			From the look and colour of his skin – smooth and shiny like simmered soybeans – he seemed to be East Asian, but given the way he dressed, in a fashionably washed-­out flannel shirt and a slim knit jumper in maroon, he could’ve easily been a Jean or a Paul walking down some narrow street in Paris. He looked quite old, but younger than Grandad.

			I was surprised to find there was still someone I hadn’t been introduced to in Mum’s house, even though we’ve already been here for about ten days. Then again, who knows how many people actually live here?

			Dumpling Girl was on the phone, leaning on the fridge door; she was talking to her father, who’s living by himself now for work, somewhere far away. I tried to ask her who the elderly gentleman was, but as soon as I said “Hey”, she flopped her round felt hat over my face.

			She gave me a pout that said, Later. I’m asking him something important now. The topic of discussion was who would attend the parent–teacher meeting just before the end-­of-­term assembly. It sounded like her dad was thinking of having someone else go in his place, but she wanted him to come, and neither of them gave in, so the call went on and on.

			

			Our Mum, Komaki, is Dumpling Girl’s granny. Which makes Dumpling Girl’s dad our big brother.

			That said, he’s not Mum’s real son. Mr Dodo married twice, so he had a first wife and a second wife. Mum was the second one, and now she’s a widow.

			But nobody calls her that in this house; if you hear “widow”, you might picture a really old lady, but in fact, she hasn’t turned sixty yet.

			Sometimes she tells people, “But I already have a grandchild in elementary school, you know,” and gets a kick out of seeing their surprise.

			What really shocked me was that the first wife, Madame Hinako, owns the atelier annex connected to the main part of the house, even now; and not only that, she makes the journey here every day from her own house nearby. Plus, she’s even renting out the room above the atelier.

			Madame Hinako is seventy now, but she still drives around in her car and casually goes on solo trips. She’ll go out anywhere as long as there’s a man who’s worth her time there, whether it’s the theatre, or the races, or a bar. I still haven’t figured it out: is this fun, light-­footed Madame Hinako actually a bunch of trouble who’s hard to handle, still hanging around her former husband’s house? Or is it just that Mum’s so laid back she doesn’t mind at all, so she’s happy to let Madame Hinako do as she pleases? Are they both too cool for school or simply thick-­skinned? Either way, one thing I can say for sure is that they’ve got style.

			

			Madame Hinako is Dumpling Girl’s real granny, but they’re more like accomplices, the way they go about swapping secrets and jokes and plots. They like to join hands to take down their target – by which I mean Madame Hinako’s son and Dumpling Girl’s dad, of course. Though they’re holding a truce right now because he’s far away.

			Norimaki and I haven’t met him yet, but he’s supposed to be coming home for a visit while Dumpling Girl is on spring break. His name is Itsuki.

			We had a little chat with him on the phone:

			“I’m Chimaki, and this is my little brother, Norimaki. Grandad found us under the lamp outside Ukiyo-­bune one night when it was starting to snow a little, and he took us in. Nice to meet you.”

			“Meet you,” Norimaki echoed.

			“Good to meet you too,” he replied. “Hope you’ll make friends with Hikari.” (That’s Dumpling Girl’s real name, by the way.) “Don’t go outside, though. It’s a pretty busy street with cars passing by all the time. Just play in the house and the garden. And watch out for the big lout who looks like a bear and that other one who resembles a grumpy lioness. Be careful you don’t get too close to the hedge.”

			

			A straight talker. Itsuki seems like a great guy. The only mystery is where his wife could be – that is, Dumpling Girl’s mum. She doesn’t seem to be living in this house, and I haven’t heard anything about her so far. It’s a delicate question, though, so I can’t just go around asking anyone.

			 

			Mum’s house doesn’t have any rooms with a tatami mat floor. It’s because it was built by Mr Dodo’s father to be rented out to people from other countries. Those kinds of rental houses used to be popular back in the day, apparently.

			How long ago do I mean by “back in the day”? Well, it’s when there was an airline called BOAC, and it used to be hip to go about town carrying a bag with their logo on it.

			You might wonder how I know such an old-­timey story: I heard about it from Jean Paul (I’m friends with him now, and that’s what I call him). He said he’s been to London on a BOAC flight.

			Anyway, when Itsuki was old enough to go to elementary school, his father, Mr Dodo, talked things over with his father, the owner of the house, and moved in with his family.

			“A house can last for a long time, huh?” Jean Paul murmured. He sat on Mr Dodo’s chair, letting me and my brother snuggle on his lap. But nobody told him to move aside – or seemed to notice he was there.

			

			Since it’s a Western-­style house, the kitchen is Western, too. It’s got a huge oven, probably big enough to roast a whole spring chicken, and a four-­ring gas hob – not so common in Japanese homes. The wrap-­around counter with all its shelves and drawers is in the shape of a U, with the sink in the middle facing the window.

			It’s Kagami who cooks for everyone. His name’s written with the kanji for mirror, but I always picture it in the simpler katakana letters. When he has to write his name somewhere, he draws a mark instead: it looks like that round, bald head that grows on the tip of a spring onion stalk.

			Don’t ask me why he chose a spring onion head for his symbol. It looks pretty similar to the blue onions on a Meissen plate. Sometimes he draws it like a crown and puts his initials on it. This family’s last name is Horai – written with the kanji characters for treasure and come – so his full name is Kagami Horai. It’s supposed to be a really lucky name.

			The Horai family has a particular tradition when it comes to naming their kids. They always put the kanji of the day of the week they were born in there somewhere. Mr Dodo was born on a Saturday (土曜日), so he has the do kanji, which means earth, hidden in his name, Kiyoshi (圭); Itsuki was born on a Thursday (木曜日), so you get the moku kanji, which means tree, in Itsuki (樹); Dumpling Girl was born on a Sunday (日曜日), so she’s got nichi, the kanji for sun, in Hikari (曜).

			

			But there’s one exception to the rule, to protect the family fortune: even if someone was born on a Wednesday (水曜日), which has the kanji for sui, meaning water, they would never use any kanji with a water radical. That’s why they have relatives with names like Hide (求) or Izumi (泉), but no Nobu (江) or Migiwa (汀). They say the water radical – that’s the three little strokes on the left side of the character that looks like a water current – would wash away the treasure. No-­one knows which one of their ancestors made this up, and there’s no real basis for the idea, either.

			This family tradition is a lot trickier than having a zashiki warashi haunting the house – one of those spirits that look like children and can be quite mischievous. Mr Dodo’s grandad had an extravagant name: Nishiki (錦), which is the word for those magnificent silk brocades with elaborate patterns woven from threads of gold and vibrant colours. His sisters were Kin (金) and Gin (銀), or gold and silver respectively. His brothers’ names were auspicious, too: Asahi (旭) and Nozomi (望), or the rising sun and hope. But when it was time to name his children, he picked ordinary kanji.

			My guess is that the family had already used up all the lucky characters, so he had to make do with more mundane ones. Take Mr Dodo’s dad’s name, Kashiki (炊): that’s the kanji for cook, as in cooking rice. I’m not sure how well it works as a human name. But I’d say it’s still better than aunt Fuku (服), which means clothes, or the other aunt named Nabe (鍋), which means pot, as in hot pot.

			

			 

			Kagami, who was born on a Friday, is Mum’s real son. It’s amazing that his name – the kanji character for mirror, so elegant and mysterious – still hadn’t been used in the family by then.

			Though he’d lived away from Tokyo for university, he came back when he graduated and took on the family’s cooking duties instead of starting work at a company. He takes care of groceries and grows aromatic vegetables in the garden.

			With her work, Mum Komaki doesn’t have much time for cooking, so she counts on Kagami to put food on the table.

			Besides (this is a secret, so don’t tell anyone), cooking isn’t really Mum’s strong suit, even though she’s the daughter of a family who runs a catering business.

			“I mean, think about it,” she’d say breezily, “a knife is a kind of weapon, so it used to be a man’s job to wield it in the first place. That’s why the flair for cooking only gets passed down to the men in our family.”

			Even though she can’t cook, her taste buds are hard to please – she’s been eating tasty food ever since she was little, after all.

			

			Mr Dodo liked to invite his friends over for meals, but Mum Komaki got by without cooking, thanks to Ms Fu.

			From what I’ve heard, there used to be a live-­in cook at the Horai house named Ms Fu, who was around since Mr Dodo was little. Auntie Fu was born in Shanghai, and her specialities were handmade shumai and gyoza. She was quick to learn Western-­style home cooking staples, too, just by watching other people. The Horai family called Ms Fu’s cooking “Fuinese Cuisine”.

			Jean Paul remembers Ms Fu’s cooking, and his personal favourite was her “Bavarian fried pastry”. First, she would prepare a white sauce using plenty of cultured butter, imported from abroad, then stir in some dry-­roasted shrimp and mushrooms. Next she sandwiched this sauce in some wholegrain bread that she’d baked earlier and dunked it in milk. Once the milk had soaked into the thickest part of the bread, she coated it in flour, egg and panko breadcrumbs, then deep-­fried it in a pan.

			“You eat it steaming hot – cut into thick portions while you can still hear the sizzling. She made it with different fillings too, like mince meat in white sauce, or marmalade. All delicious.” Jean Paul pretended to line up some freshly fried pastry in front of him, miming like a master storyteller.

			

			After Ms Fu passed away, the Horais managed to get by somehow, sometimes asking for help from a housekeeper who didn’t live ­in, or getting deliveries from Matsu Sushi; the rest of the time, someone in the family would step in to cook.

			But since it usually caters for special events like celebrations or memorial gatherings for the deceased, the Horais felt a twinge of guilt at eating Matsu Sushi fare on an ordinary day; besides, if they ate it too regularly, it wouldn’t feel special anymore when they did want to order in for some kind of occasion. So, more often than not, Mum and the others made do with bento boxes and ready meals from the local supermarket.

			The thing about a housekeeper – especially a veteran one – was that they would only cook in their own particular style. The one the Horais hired from time to time would make everything sweet and salty with sugar and soy sauce, then finish it off with mirin or sake. Sometimes she’d add sesame oil or vinegar, depending on the menu. Her dishes went well with rice, but the flavours were too strong for the Horais’ tastes.

			So they found another cook: one who’d trained as a nutritionist. Unlike the seasoned housekeeper, who stuck to her sweet-­and-­salty style, the nutrition specialist made the sort of meals you’d expect to be given for school lunches or in hospitals. Everybody could tell they were eating a well-­balanced diet, but they simply didn’t feel the spark in it.

			

			Eventually, Kagami came home from college to look for a job. For the first time in years, he was back in the kitchen in his own house. He’d sharpened up his cooking skills while living by himself, and he put them to good use.

			Most families would get worried if the son was having trouble finding a job, but not so in this house. Every time Kagami got a rejection, the whole family breathed a secret sigh of relief.

			When autumn rolled around, and he still hadn’t landed a job, he finally decided to become the cook for the Horai family, and he entered into negotiations over his salary with Itsuki, the present head of the household. They settled on the level of pay and benefits a college graduate would receive for his first job.

			That day, Mum opened the very best bottle of Condrieu white wine especially for her son.

			 

			Mum usually works on her translations or writes late into the night, so she doesn’t show up when everybody else is having breakfast. Mademoiselle Rocco was like that too, back when Norimaki and I used to live with her. She was an actress, and her plays always started in the evening, so she came home late and basically slept through the morning.

			Since we were brought to the Horai house, the two of us have been spending the night in the little storeroom that’s separated from the corridor by an accordion curtain. They laid the softest quilt for us in a basket that smells really nice, like a mix of pine needles and green apples – and that’s where we snuggle down.

			

			When she has to work all night, Mum comes downstairs when everybody’s asleep to make hot cocoa for herself. We hear her padding closer in her felt slippers, and she peeks in on us as she’s passing by. My baby brother is usually fast asleep, but I’m only pretending.

			You should see the way he sleeps. He lies flat on his belly with his front and back legs stretched out, like when you slide down a grassy bank in the summer. You grab a big round satoimo leaf and use it like a sleigh to go whizzing over the grass. At first you lie on your belly, and once you get used to it, you can stand up on the leaf.

			Norimaki was born in the beginning of winter, so he doesn’t know what it’s like to go sleighing on the grass yet. But I guess he’s already riding like a pro in his dreams.

			Mum bends down and tickles his side, saying, “You’re a funny little guy.” He curls up into a ball, then after a little while, goes back to sprawling out. In the morning, I ask him what he was dreaming about, but he doesn’t remember a thing.

			 

			The first one to wake up in the house is Kagami. He’s already in the kitchen before dawn. My brother and I come out from our basket and try to get his attention. Since he’s prepping for breakfast, he doesn’t really play with us, but he doesn’t scold Norimaki for swinging on his leg.

			

			Kagami is slim and he has slender fingers. The strands of his hair are thin, too – soft and smooth. But he wears funny-­looking glasses with thick black frames that look like someone drew them with a big felt-­tip marker. I can’t say it looks too good on him.

			Still, I think he’s actually really fashionable. Whenever he’s at the kitchen counter, he wears a crisp, spotless white shirt with pointy collars. The stitches around the buttons on his cuffs have a nice design, sewn with pale aqua blue thread, which stands out against the white.

			When the morning light falls on the nape of his neck, it makes you think of cool fresh milk inside a glass bottle, or the clear colour in between the patterns on a white porcelain bowl. Most of the time, he wears grey, melange or black slacks.

			This morning, he was making chicken soup in a big enamel pot. It was still dark outside; the house was quiet. The only sound was the soft bubbling of the simmering soup. Kagami stood in front of the pot, his expression serious. His hands moved gracefully like a tea master.

			My little brother was at the window above the sink, and he climbed onto a teapot without a lid (the lid went missing some time ago, and Kagami’s been looking for it). Since the window frame is about four inches thick, Norimaki needs a bit of extra height to peer outside. But it wasn’t dawn yet, so all he could see was the dark. Somewhere far away, a train was rattling by.

			

			Norimaki spotted something, and all of a sudden, his body narrowed and fell right into the teapot. It’s the kind that’s shaped like a European pear, so it tapers at the top. I thought he’d make a racket, but not a peep came out.

			I went over to check on him and found him curled up at the bottom of the teapot. It was a perfect fit for him. He’d already forgotten what he’d seen that had surprised him so much.

			At half past six, breakfast was served in the small dining room. The sky had been slowly paling for a while, and it was fairly bright already. Maybe the way I’m writing makes the timeline confusing, but this is supposed to be a scene that followed right after Dumpling Girl’s call with her dad, from the same morning I was telling you about.

			Kagami started introducing the breakfast menu for the day. He doesn’t normally bother, but there was someone new at the table this morning.

			A young man named Sakuragawa had moved into the room above Madame Hinako’s atelier over the weekend. Norimaki and I don’t know much about him yet
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