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‘In Mai Ishizawa’s extraordinary, beautiful novel, place and the present are filled with time: she shows us how we can migrate into a past and how our own pasts migrate with us, how we carry scraps of them wherever we go’

Sarah Bernstein, Booker Prize-shortlisted author of Study for Obedience

‘Missing persons and dogs, the dead and the living, are all on an even footing, interacting with equality. The multilayered intertwining of their memories saw me several times losing my perspective and growing dizzy, and the next thing I knew, I had been dragged into even deeper territory than I was expecting. This attempt to imprint upon humanity the experiences of the 2011 Tōhoku earthquake and tsunami in a way that only a novel can achieve deserves to be highly esteemed’

Yoko Ogawa, International Booker Prize-shortlisted author of The Memory Police

‘Like a memory, this book does not lose the quality of pain and loss, capturing everything that is shaky and incomprehensible’

Misha Honcharenko, author of Trap Unfolds Me Greedily

‘At once domestic and otherworldly, intimate yet austere … for a slim novel, Ishizawa sweeps across tragedies of personal and global order. Gratifyingly, the novel does so without veering into cliches … precise and piercing’

Los Angeles Review of Books

‘A strange and slim novel of erudition [that] captures the emotional haze in the aftermath of disaster … somewhere between W. G. Sebald and Hiromi Kawakami … it reads like poetry, or a prayer. The characters keep coming and going, crossing and circling, searching and suffering, living inside the reverberations of history’

Japan Times

‘A quietly devastating and masterfully surreal debut that lingers long after the final page … extraordinary’

Metropolis Japan
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STANDING IN THE SHADE OF THE DESERTED STATION, I awaited the arrival of a visitor whose face had half vanished. Whenever I managed to sift through my memories and cobble together some form of resemblance, it would slip apart like water the next moment. Still I would continue, gathering up the little pieces, forcing them inside the outline of a head to create a collaged image. The repetition of this act filled me with a sensation of cowardice, not unlike probing an aching tooth with one’s tongue over and over.

The early July sun grew ever whiter, unsparing in the heat it exuded. Its rays oversaturated the colors of things, while simultaneously returning everything to monochrome. In the glistening white square in front of the station, there wasn’t a single shadow. People sat at a distance from each other on benches, like stone statues able to withstand this heat without melting. These figures, held transfixed by the sun, found their contrast in the figure of a black dog weaving around them. The dog was circling the transparent water that rose in jets from the square. There were several fountains installed among the cobblestones, from which water would spurt at irregular intervals. Like plants made of glass with an impossibly fast life cycle, the slender columns would shoot up to about the height of a child, bloom and burst into flower and then quietly wilt away, leaving only a dark circular stain behind. The dog twisted its body joyfully as it cavorted with these watery snakes, glistening white and transparent. Each time the jets of water lost their shape and shrank away, the dog would go bounding over to a different fountain. Of every living thing in sight, he was the only one who seemed to be enjoying himself, oblivious to the weight of the sun.

Beside the square of bleached cobblestones in front of Göttingen station lay a forest of interlocking bicycles. The bicycles had been intricately threaded into the gaps of the parking rack, the metal of their frames winking with a powerful light that even this sun was incapable of melting. Three years after first encountering it, I still didn’t know how this complex physical structure maintained its balance. As I was watching, a cyclist approached and braked hard, slid the bicycle he’d been riding in one of the openings in the metal forest, and then came dashing toward the station. Deftly cloaking his face with his mask as he ran, he vanished inside the doors and was swallowed up by the building. That forest, now one vehicle more complex, had become such a dense mass that its appearance no longer seemed connected in any way to bicycles. As the light traced its surface, an image rose up in my mind of another kind of mound, assembled from those objects whose meanings have dissolved, and this too began to throb just like the toothache.

I checked the time and then peered inside the station through the front entrance. A train must have just arrived, as the once-empty station hall was now full of people, a rich burst of color filling its white space. As the travelers filed out the doors and moved off under the white rays of the sun, they too lost their pigmentation. I called the dog’s name, and though he looked a little wistful to be dragged away from his game with the water, he came bounding straight over to where I stood. I fastened the leash to his collar and stepped inside the station. Inside the white entrance hall the dog’s wet, black fur assumed a greater heft, its hue like a stake hammered into the whiteness, a post for me to lean on as I waited.

The people and their voices receded, even the voice over the loudspeaker announcing the arrival of the trains was quiet, and for a brief moment the station hall stood in complete blankness. Stepping into the white from which all the sounds had vanished, I progressed a little farther down the corridor. The front and back entrances to the station were joined by a straight corridor, and if you looked around the several glass-fronted elevators positioned there, you could see all the way to the back entrance doors, small in the distance. Standing to one side of the hushed passageway, I trained my gaze in this direction, the bright green beyond, framed by the door, appeared to me as a painting. Its brightness did nothing to shrink the intervening distance between us, and as though I were staring down a telescope through the wrong end, the painting flickered in my vision like a fragment of a far-off world. As I focused upon it, a human figure slowly formed in my vision. There, in the corridor that distorted one’s sense of perspective, stood Nomiya, his back to the green painting. He must’ve noticed me, and the monotonous squeak of his suitcase wheels drew closer. As the distance between us gradually lessened, I could tell that both the far-off time and my frozen memory had begun to thaw, creaking like those wheels. Nomiya’s tall, slender figure seemed to shrewdly cast aside the heavy heat. His broad forehead and the positioning of his large eyes beneath it reminded me of a medieval statue. With the greenery flickering in the sun behind him, I thought for a moment of the stained glass renditions of saints that one saw in tall church windows.

Yet my memory was not moving smoothly. Nomiya now stood at speaking distance from me but with his mouth covered by a white mask, my impression of his face from the nose down was obscured by the color of that cloth. Beneath the span of white rendering his facial contours ambiguous, I couldn’t perceive the movements of his mouth or the shapes his words. My own face was similarly masked, and right now I felt very grateful for the fabric covering, even as it hotly obstructed my breathing. I too stayed buried behind the article concealing my mouth, resisting speech. I knew, however, that when we moved past the main entrance of the station, I would need to take it off, and then I would have to produce some words to connect his time and mine. Nomiya moved forward, casting off the impression of a saint imprisoned in glass, and finally, outside the station, he removed his mask. His mouth almost started to form some words that I thought must be, It’s been a long time, yet perhaps his thoughts brushed up against the duration of time since the severance point, because in the end no sound came out, his mouth instead breaking into a slight smile. Seeing him bow his head to me in an understated yet polite gesture, a halting sense of pain welled up in me. My memories scattered in all directions and I lost my grasp on the words I’d been preparing. Yes, this was how he greeted people — the memories, which had been pieced together and then fell apart, now spoke. It was through his gestures, rather than his face or his body, that the nine-year gap was attempting to be bridged. At the same time, I felt a sense of relief to see the solidity of the form he took — solid enough, in fact, that the sun didn’t shine through him. He may have been dead, but he still cast a shadow at his feet. Instead of speaking, I bowed my head back at him, as he had done. We both smiled sheepishly at the awkward reflexivity of my response, and now that our lips had moved, the conversation could naturally begin. A long trip you’ve had, I said, and Nomiya, understanding the multiple meanings that my sentence could carry, nodded and said, Yes, I’m a little tired, smiling unaffectedly. He went on to relate, in a calm tone of voice, how his train had been delayed and he’d missed his connection, and when looking for the next train to board he’d asked someone at the station for help, but they’d spoken too quickly, and their mask had muffled their voice, so he’d struggled to understand; and also to tell me of the castle he’d seen from the train window. From what he said, the way he talked about his trip, he sounded exactly like any normal traveler. Confronted by this firm sense of reality, the various things that I’d been imagining from speaking to Sawata, Nomiya’s friend, dissolved into whiteness, and I found myself capable only of giving robotic responses. Eventually silence fell noisily upon this uneven exchange of ours, as if the cord holding up a heavy curtain had snapped.

There’s lots of greenery, but I don’t hear any cicadas, Nomiya mumbled, apparently unfazed by the way our conversation had broken off, narrowing his eyes as he peered into the sun in search of those voices that burnished the summer air. The heavy white light moved across his body, frozen in time, and yet his line of sight seemed somehow disconnected from the world in front of him: looking for the chirping of the cicadas that would fill the dense blankness, he directed his gaze on some far-off time.

The dog was observing Nomiya from a slight distance. His body language was easy enough to read: his tail, white only at the very tip, hung at an interim distance, showing his reservations. Not venturing beyond his own orbit, he waited for the other party to approach. I guessed he hadn’t realized that Nomiya was a ghost, and yet it seemed his behavior toward any type of stranger was consistent, with no distinction between the living and the dead. Relieved to see this, I set off with Nomiya, down the road that led to the old town. Viewed from afar, we — the dog, Nomiya, and I — must have appeared to lose our color, to melt and vanish into whiteness. The whiteness blurred the perspective of memory, yet it couldn’t completely fuse the rifts in time and distance.

Göttingen was a city that blended over the seams in time. Immersed in overlapping memories, one could slip smoothly from one era to another. As in many German cities, the old town with its rich history lay at its center, and from there newer developments of the city spread out in all directions. The old town, approximately circular in shape, had once been encircled by defensive walls. Now in place of the walls, which had been knocked down, was a thin band of wooded area with a path weaving through it, well trodden by the feet of seasoned ramblers. It took about half an hour to walk from one end of the old town to the other, making it a good size to explore on foot, and walking through the streets lacing through the center, one was struck by the multifaceted structure of time there.

I’d found out through Sawata where Nomiya would be staying while he was here: north of the old town, near the University’s Natural Sciences Department campus. “We should take the bus,” I said, at which Nomiya nodded, and we moved down the wide street running along the wall that led away from the woods. There were buses that stopped outside the station, but none of them went directly to where Nomiya needed to go, so I’d decided to take him to the bus stop in the town center.

It was around two weeks ago that I’d heard that Nomiya would be coming to stay in Göttingen. To this day we hadn’t exchanged any direct messages, relying instead on Sawata’s polite, scrupulous intermediation. For that reason, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was here as Sawata’s representative in this part of the world.

No sooner had we set foot in the old town, dragging our shadows behind us, than we came upon a golden orb gleaming dully in the sunlight. Positioned on the sidewalk next to a hotel with a pale stone facade, the orb looked like a bulging flower bud, swollen on its dark bronze stem. I saw Nomiya’s eyes slowly taking it all in. That’s the Sun. My voice, as it pronounced these words, seemed surprisingly far away, and I felt myself at risk of becoming disoriented.

Running through Göttingen was a Planetenweg — a planetary path — made up of scale models of the solar system. For a country so richly steeped in memories, these planetary models had only a short history, but they’d quickly become a fixture here, one of several symbols of the city. The path started out with the model of the Sun on Goethe-Allee, which ran in a straight line eastward from the station, and all the planets from Mercury to Neptune followed in order. The models’ spacing from one another was dictated by the 1:2,000,000,000 scale at which they were rendered, and they therefore lay at assorted distances from one another — someone who wasn’t paying attention could easily walk straight past without noticing them. Mercury through to Saturn lay within the bounds of the old town, while Uranus and Neptune were positioned surreptitiously in the residential area beyond. Neptune, at the end of the solar system, sat just at the border with the wood. The distances making up the solar system mapped fittingly onto the city’s layout.

There were allegedly around fifty Planetenwegen in Germany alone, and sometimes it struck me as bizarre that people would want to create these small-scale versions of the solar system on Earth: Were we drifting further from space exploration, which had once formed the core of our sci-fi–tinged visions of the future? Or was it rather that now, Earth was so demanding of our attention that we had no choice but to keep our feet on the ground, and had to make do with these models as substitutes? In any case, whatever the reasoning behind the planets’ installation, they made convenient landmarks for walkers and joggers, serving as signposts and markers of distance. Making their way along the line of planets, people moved toward or away from the Sun.

The bronze posts for the nine planetary bodies could appear at first glance like information panels for tourists, and as well as showing a simplified map of the Planetenweg that weaved through town, the panels displayed general information about the planets: their size, the duration of their orbit, their number of satellites, their distance from the Sun, and so forth. They also featured a scale model of the planet in question. The Sun, at the start, was represented as a large metal orb of burnished gold, its unstable form supported by the bronze rod beneath. It looked as though, if you kept staring at it, it might float up into the sky, like a balloon swollen in the sunshine. The models of the planets left a far less striking impression by comparison. At the top of each of the bronze posts was a peephole, in which the scale-model planets were displayed. From Mercury through to Mars, though, there was only a pinprick’s worth of metal suspended in the thick glass. So small were these metallic heavenly bodies that, when one peered into the peephole’s glass tarnished with fine scratches, one found they had been almost swallowed up and lost inside their distorted background. It was only beyond Mars that the planets began to command some kind of visual presence as objects.

Between the Sun and Mars, the distances between the planets were short. Nomiya and I walked along with the dog from the Sun to Mars, which took us about halfway down Goethe-Allee. Each time we came to one of the bronze posts Nomiya would pause to look, so the rhythm of our walking and the conversation that accompanied it assumed a discontinuous quality. We hadn’t said much to one another since leaving the station. I knew that this was because of the nine-year distance between us, but I couldn’t help feeling that the Planetenweg, also, was responsible for impeding our conversation. Yet, somewhere, I welcomed this situation. These bronze markers helped to paper over the gaps in our communication, which lay closer to silence than dialogue.

Over the river, the name of the road changed to Prinzenstrasse, yet the transition from Goethe to Prince heralded no discernible difference to the appearance of the street: for a while there were no bronze posts and, feeling suddenly flustered by the empty spaces in our conversation, I began delivering an incoherent monologue about the town. To the left, I pointed as we walked along, there was a secondhand bookstore, a place serving stone-baked pizzas, a musical instrument shop and a stationery shop, and on the right, the library, standing solitary and silent. Finally, next to the florist and the old bookstore facing onto the central street that ran from north to south through the old town, we encountered the bronze post for Jupiter.

It was Agatha’s dog that I’d brought out with me to meet Nomiya. Agatha was my roommate — for a year and a half now, we’d been renting a place together. She’d studied economics at Hamburg University, worked briefly at an office job, then moved to Göttingen to study information science.

Her dog was the size of a beagle, his longish fur divided into clearly defined black-and-white sections, with no blurring of the two. Most of his face and back was black, while his belly, legs, chest, and neck, as well one section of his tail, were white. His snout was longish, and his face had an indistinct look, as if that of another animal had been grafted onto it.

Most people — except Agatha — referred to him as the “truffle dog.” Our ears and our tongues were more accustomed to that nomenclature than to his real name, which was Hector. Just as one might suspect, a truffle dog is a dog with a talent for sniffing out truffles. Having undergone training to sniff out that particular scent from beneath the ground, truffle dogs possess the ability to dig up those fungi. Agatha’s dog had been trained to recognize the smell by his former owner, Agatha’s mother, who’d lived with the dog in a small village far south of Göttingen, where she’d enjoyed the leisurely forest walks and hikes, which were her main pastime. She’d died a year and a half earlier of breast cancer.

It was not only the truffle dog that Agatha had inherited from her mother, but also the mythology surrounding the creature. The small village where Agatha’s mother lived was half submerged in forest, which was home to those pungent fungi, secreted underground. In late summer, three years ago, on his daily walk in the forest, Hector had found a black truffle. He’d wrinkled up his long snout, dived without warning into the thicket and begun pawing at the ground with his nose glued to the ground. As Agatha’s mother watched, he proceeded to unearth a round, black object from the soil. That fertile-smelling black object was small enough, yet heavy and dense. Agatha’s mother had put it in her pocket to take home. Harvesting naturally growing truffles was forbidden in Germany, for environmental protection. One could be overlooked, though, surely — so Agatha’s mother had said with a smile. Yet as it turned out, the excavation wouldn’t be a onetime occurrence.

After noticing the dog nuzzling at her pocket, where the scent of the truffle still lingered, Agatha’s mother repeatedly brought the truffle up to his nose, thus imprinting the smell memory in the dog. The forest was a symphony of scent: the verdure, and the water it contained; the fallen leaves that had turned to mulch, and the mold rotting the backs of the leaves; the soil dissolving in the warmth of the sun; the smell of the cool green tinged with the young freshness of cedar; the dry aroma of the deciduous trees with their deeply stacked layers of fall colors. Now, the hue of this truffle scent had been added to the composition. In the dog’s olfactory purview, the forest appeared with clarity. Yet, just as it is impossible to isolate each color of an impressionist painting, so the nature of that composition remained a secret known to just the dog and the forest. The dog, who came from that point on to be known as the truffle dog, never excavated more than three truffles at a time. He’s respectful of the forest, Agatha’s mother would say, burying her fingers in the dog’s wispy, soft black fur and smiling.

After Agatha’s mother’s death
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