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The Unopened Stack

Aya Matsumoto slipped the key into the lock of the old cedar wardrobe in the guestroom of her parents’ house and turned it with a soft click. The summer heat of Tokyo had already begun to recede, replaced by a faint chill that warned of the approaching rain. The air inside the wardrobe was cool, scented with cedar and the faint musk of decades-old textiles. Aya inhaled, feeling the familiar mixture of nostalgia and the faint unease that always rose whenever she entered the small upstairs room that had once been her teenage sanctuary.

She lifted the sagging wooden door, and a cascade of moth-eaten scarves, faded denim jackets, and a stack of frayed paperback novels tumbled onto the floor. Aya knelt, gathering the remnants of her youth, letting the soft rustle of cotton and paper fill the stillness. She had been looking for a set of old photo albums, something she could sort through for her mother’s upcoming birthday, when a thick bundle of envelopes slipped from behind a ladder of blankets.

The envelopes were the color of old tea leaves, their paper slightly warped, as if they had been pressed under some weight for years. Aya raised an eyebrow, feeling the weight of the stack in her hands—seventy-two envelopes, each sealed with a thin strip of dried twine. Their stamps were faint and worn, each bearing an image of a koi fish or a cherry blossom branch, the colors bled like watercolor left too long in the sun.

“What are you doing here?” a voice called from the hallway. It was her older brother, Daichi, his tone laced with the casual concern that came from living under the same roof a second time after ten years of separate lives.

“Just cleaning out the attic,” Aya replied, forcing a smile that barely reached her eyes. “Found a... lot of old stuff.”

Daichi stepped into the room, his gaze landing on the stack of envelopes. He ran a finger over the twine, his eyebrows lifting. “Those look like... postcards? Did you ever get a chance to open them?”

Aya hesitated. The twine was knotted, each knot a tiny seal, and the envelopes wore the faint imprint of a name written in delicate cursive: Ken. Her heart gave a quiet, involuntary thump. The name was a whisper from a chapter of her life she had long since tried to file away, one she rarely allowed herself to think about.

“It seems they were never mailed,” she said, more to herself than to Daichi. “They’re all addressed to... someone in Kyoto.”

Daichi chuckled, a low sound that didn't quite reach his eyes. “Coincidence?”

She could feel the heat rise to her cheeks. “I don’t know.” She glanced at the first envelope. The ink, though faded, curled in a script that reminded her of the hand she had once traced with her fingertips in the dim light of a Kyoto dormitory. The address beneath the name—Shichijo-dōri, Gion—spoke of narrow streets lined with paper lanterns and the lingering scent of incense.

Daichi leaned closer, his breath fogging the paper slightly. “Do you remember who this Ken is?”

Aya shut her eyes, the memory surfacing like a thread pulled from a tangled ball. Five years ago, she had been a sophomore in the University of Tokyo’s arts program, a scholarship student abroad in Kyoto. She remembered the narrow alleys that smelled of fermented tea, the sound of wooden clogs against cobblestones, and a man with a camera slung over his shoulder, his dark hair always disheveled as if he’d just stepped out of a storm. He’d introduced himself as Kenji Tanaka, but everyone called him Ken.

It had been a whirlwind—a coffee shop where she’d spent an entire weekend sketching, a shared bicycle that wobbled down the Philosopher’s Path, rain-soaked evenings in a tiny ryokan where he’d whispered poetry in Japanese and English alike. It had been intense, sudden, and then—just as quickly—he had disappeared. He told her he needed to find something for his next exhibition, something he called “the eternal spring,” and vanished without a word, without a trace. Aya’s mind flickered back to the night she found his luggage abandoned on the platform, the sigh she’d let out as the train whisked away from the station, leaving her alone with the echo of his laughter.

When she returned to Tokyo, the city’s neon schematics seemed too bright, the people too loud. She threw herself into internships, then a full-time job at a design agency, believing she could forget him by filling her days with deadlines and coffee.

“You’ve been holding onto this for a long time,” Daichi said softly, his hand rubbing the back of his neck. “Why didn’t you open them?”

She had never known, not really, until that moment. The nerves in her hands trembled. “Because I didn’t even know they existed until now.” She lifted the top envelope with a reverence that surprised even her. The twine, now more brittle, broke under her thumb. The paper unfolded, revealing a faint watercolor illustration of the Kiyomizu-dera Temple at sunset. The sky was a wash of pink and orange, cherry blossoms floating like confetti.

“Kiyomizu-dera,” she whispered, feeling an ache that was both tender and sharp. She lifted her phone, the screen’s blue glow cutting through the attic’s gloom, and scrolled through the photos she had taken on that trip, the blurry images of lanterns and the quiet smile she had worn when she had stood under the temple’s wooden balcony, looking out over the city. Ken’s presence crept back into those frames—her memory of his hand in hers as they walked, his laughter reverberating off the temple’s roofs. The postcard’s note was a single line, written hastily in blue ink:

“Ken, the hills are drinking the rain. I think it’s the perfect day for the garden. —A”

The signature was simply “A,” a monogram that was unmistakably hers. She felt bile rise in her throat. How could this be? The postcard was undated, the ink still wet on the paper, and she had been sure that was five years ago.

She flipped it over. On the back, a small sketch—a quick line drawing of a cat perched on a railing—had been added, almost as if someone else had doodled over her words. The small cat’s tail curled around a tiny heart. Adjacent, a faint watermark: a stamp showing a stylized sakura blossom.

Her mind raced. “Did Ken ever send me postcards?” Aya asked, more to the empty space than to Daichi. “Or... did I write these? Maybe I wrote them and never mailed them?”

Perhaps the answer lay in the other envelopes. Aya began to pull them one by one, laying them out on the old wooden floor like a litany of secrets. The next card featured a view of the Gion district at night, lanterns casting trembling amber light on the stones. The handwritten note read:

“Tonight the rain paints the streets. I thought of you, of the future we might have. The city smells of jasmine. I hope you remember the scent. —A”

Every card seemed to have been written from her hand, but addressed to “Ken,” each in the same modest, looping script. The pictures were never the same—some were the pond at the Imperial Palace, others the sweeping birch trees of Arashiyama. The timestamps, when they existed at all, were smudged, the ink feathered at the edges, as if the pages had been held too long beneath a humid sky. There were no postmarks. The envelopes were sealed closesly with twine, never broken.

A ripple of tears gathered behind Aya’s eyes, the attic’s stale air suddenly thick with the scent of rain-soaked paper. The stack of postcards was not just a collection of unsent letters; it was a chronology, a diary, a skeleton of a love that had never been fully put to rest.

Daichi knelt beside her, his presence solid and warm. “Aya, what does this mean to you?”

She looked up at the knot of his brow, his eyes a deep shade of chestnut, always observant but rarely intrusive. She wanted to tell him the truth, the ache that had rested in the pit of her stomach for half a decade, stubborn and unhealed. “I... I thought I moved on, Daichi. I thought I could put it behind me, that I could keep it locked up like these postcards. But it feels like I opened a box I wasn’t ready for.”

He placed his hand gently on the stack, the weight of it pressing into his palm. “Maybe it's not about moving on.” He paused, choosing his words. “Maybe it's about understanding why you never let go.”

Aya swallowed. “You always said I was stubborn,” she replied, managing a small laugh that quickly turned into a sigh. “Seems my stubbornness just follows me around in a wardrobe now.”

Daichi looked at the ceiling, where faint dust motes danced in the shaft of sunlight that cut across the attic. “You should read them. Not all at once—maybe a few at a time. Let the pieces come together. And if there’s something you need—”

“—to know,” she finished, a soft edge in her voice. “It could be stupid. I don’t even know if there’s anything left to find.”

“I think we’re never too old for a little mystery,” Daichi said, more to himself than to her. “You’ve always loved a good story. This is yours.”

Aya lifted the next postcard. The illustration was of a small tea house tucked behind a bamboo grove. The watercolor was watery, the green of the bamboo imperfectly blended with the pink of distant blossoms. The note, again in her handwriting:

“Ken, the tea we shared tasted like the purest sky. I think I finally saw the purpose in the ink we always argued over. Will you be my muse?”

Her pulse quickened. The phrase—“my muse”—was a phrase that had only ever been spoken between them, in the evenings when the city’s neon lights cast shadows on their faces across a cheap wooden table covered in sketches and charcoal drawings. She could feel the heat of her old memory flare—Ken’s warm smile, the way his eyes would crinkle at the corners when he was amused, the way he’d lift his camera and say, “The world is too beautiful not to be captured”.

The cards continued to stack, each a whisper from a time when everything seemed larger than life, when she could feel her heart beating against the walls of a cramped dormitory room, when she believed love could be the focus of a photograph—sharp, permanent, forever.

She could hear the steady patter of rain against the shoji windows of the attic—a sound she hadn't realized was present until this very moment. The rhythm of droplets was a gentle metronome as she turned each card. The final postcard in the current stack showed a lone torii gate at twilight, the silhouette stark against a violet sky. On the back, in the same looping script, a lone line:

“Ken, the gate is open. But I can’t step through alone.”

She held the card to her chest, feeling the paper’s delicate fibers brush against her fingertips, as if the card itself was a thin barrier between a past that still pulsed and the present, waiting for her to decide whether to cross.

Aya’s thoughts drifted back to that last night in Kyoto, when she had stood alone by the Kamo River, watching the lanterns float downstream, and thought she could hear Ken’s voice in the rush of water. “You’ll never be a burden,” she had whispered to the wind, a promise she had made to herself and to him. She had been twenty-three, head full of sketches, heart full of ideals, and she believed love fed the creative fire inside her. He had left, and she had built a wall—of work, of friends, of obligations—to avoid the emptiness he left behind.

Now, the wall seemed to crumble, not from the wind but from the weight of these little paper memories. She felt something shift in her heart—a tiny crack, a slit through which something unseen could slip. The unopened stack, once hidden in an old wardrobe, was no longer a secret; it was a mirror reflecting a life she had tried to forget, resurfacing with the clarity of a spring rain.

She turned to Daichi, eyes glistening. “Do you think... do you think he left these for me? Or did I leave them for him?”

Daichi shrugged, a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “Maybe they’re for both of you. Maybe they’re for the part of you that never stopped believing in the possibilities of a spring that never ends.”

Tears escaped Aya’s eyes, spilling onto the wooden floor, mixing with the dust. She didn’t mind. The water felt like a release. She reached for the next envelope, the rustle of twine echoing like a whisper in an empty hallway. She brushed away a thin film of dust, pulled the seal, and unfolded the paper.

The illustration showed a traditional stone bridge over a pond, the water so still it mirrored the clouds above. Her handwriting drifted across the page, jokes she’d told herself as a teenager doodling while waiting for a train:

“Ken, this bridge is as shaky as my confidence when I try to talk to you. Maybe we should both jump and see if we can fly.”

She cracked a half-laugh, half-sob. The absurdity, the youthful bravado—so familiar. In that instant, she felt as if she were standing atop that bridge again, heart trembling, the world a crisp, bright canvas waiting to be painted.

She placed the postcard aside, returning to the original stack, and bent down to carefully arrange them into a loose pile on the floor. The attic was silent, save for the rhythmic drip of rain against the eaves. She realized she could spend days—weeks—pouring over each image, each word, each curve of ink, untangling a mystery that was now a living, breathing part of her present.

A faint sound came from the hallway. Daichi’s footsteps approached, measured, his presence a grounding rhythm in the cauldron of her thoughts. He paused, his hand near the wardrobe door, then turned, an inquisitive smile softening his features.

“Are you going to keep them all?” he asked, half-teasing, half-concerned.

“Aya, what do you want to do with them?” He tilted his head.

She looked at the stack, at the weight of these paper memories that were both fragile and heavy
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