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         Movement’s a funny thing. When you concentrate on how something moves, its existence slides out of focus. Its contours blur and it starts to feel like things are moving, more than existing. Cats, trains … any boundaries melt into their surroundings and what’s left is their motion.

         I’m sitting in a café on a bridge overlooking the station, sipping green juice from a clear glass through a black straw and biting off chunks of mustard-covered hotdog. I watch the people below spill out from the ticket gates and, as I focus on their comings and goings, their physical appearance grows indistinct, hazy. What stands out instead is the heat that emanates as they go from place to place.4

         The movement picks up; perhaps an express train has arrived. People draw lines as they make their way from ticket gates to various meeting points, offices, homes.

         A calico cat jumps onto a wall.

         A small white butterfly flutters through the air.

         Cherry blossom petals fall, softly, to the ground.

         All of these draw line after line and I watch absent-mindedly as their traces tangle, weaving in and around each other. I could have stayed for hours, tracing the lines of these comings and goings. But when I check the clock, its hands too have moved. I get a sense of time, its very substance. The bus will show up at its allotted time and so I finish my juice, stuff the last of the hotdog into my mouth, and take my tray back to the collection point, before leaving the café.

         There’s a spring in my step and as I descend the stairs, my tie bounces a little. It’s a strange sight, no doubt, to anyone watching: a man in his forties practically skipping along. But something – maybe the warm, April sunshine – makes me want to move my feet more than I have in a while. Recently, I’ve stopped caring so much what other people think of me. So what if a middle-aged man is skipping? I head for my bus, throwing in whatever footwork I fancy.

         
             

         

         I board a bus bound for Shinden Hospital, from Stand 3 of the bus terminal.5

         Bus terminal.

         Terminal …

         There’s that word again. I roll it around on my tongue. It makes me smile a little, to think that we give the same name to a place like this and the final stages of an illness. I guess there’s a certain logic to it but still, it feels incongruous.

         I look out of the window as we set off. We drive down a wide avenue lined with cherry blossoms and pass first the entrance to a shrine and then a school. Just before we reach the last stop, I look out onto the canola fields to my left. They really are stunning. I first started to notice some patches of yellow a couple of weeks ago. Each day, as I’ve passed by, the proportion of yellow has grown – from a light sprinkling, like the shredded omelette which decorates bowls of chirashi sushi, to the bed of pure colour it is today.

         
             

         

         Come to think of it, the first time I met my wife she was wearing a canola-patterned dress, tailored and slim-fitting. At the time, her father was my line manager, though we don’t work together anymore.

         I’d always felt a bit out of place at work. The sales division of this life insurance company was a better fit for more macho types, with its high-octane, laddish culture. Not so much for someone like me – who chose to join a Folklore and Fairytales study group in high school 6over any sports teams, and majored in French Literature at university.

         The reason I started looking for jobs in places like banks, security firms and insurance companies after university is that I was interested in the way that money moves around. I felt that the flow of money was like the flow of conversation, linking one person to another. Money might be made up of numbers but that doesn’t mean it is irrelevant to humanities graduates; it is simply another kind of language. The kinds of financial institutions I approached back then were attuned to this. Their goal was to judge the best conditions for moving money from one place to the next: when, why, how far. Product development is best left to science grads, perhaps, and asset management to economics majors, but humanities graduates are surely the most likely to understand the relationships between people and how society is structured. Most of my cohort of sales trainees were humanities grads in the end.

         In time, I learned that communication skills aren’t all it takes to be a good salesperson. You also need a thick skin. I watched as my peers, who had started out with quiet, faltering voices, transformed into confident, smiling salespeople while I struggled to keep up and was left behind. The sales figures were read out to us each day, and I held a steady position in last place.

         Five years in, I started to think seriously about 7quitting. I wasn’t yet thirty and would have still been able to start afresh in another field. I flicked through the pages of job listings and tried to imagine a different future for myself. But then a new manager joined. He had the thick-set build and tanned face you would expect of a former rugby player, but to my surprise, he didn’t swagger around with the machismo of the other managers – the ones who spouted things like: ‘There’s no “I” in “Team”’, or ‘Competition is the best motivation’. Nor was he like the ones who slapped us on the back and tried to spur us into action. He respected our personal space and addressed us politely using our surnames and the honorific san, which the other managers tended to skip. He never pressured anyone into overdoing it on company nights out, and if someone was struggling with their work, he would take the time to find out what was really going on.

         ‘Competition isn’t for everyone, I suppose … Let’s try thinking about it in a different way. Forget about everyone else. Is there something that feels good to you in your work?’

         This was the question he asked me towards the end of one lunch break, as he bought me a can of coffee from the vending machine.

         I hesitated. ‘The other day I was helping a client who’d been injured in an accident, and they thanked me for the work I’d done. Is it okay to feel good about that?’8

         He thought for a while. ‘I know what you mean, it feels strange being thanked when something bad has happened. I suppose some jobs let you see the good parts of life, while others bring you up against the hard bits.’

         I finished my coffee, listening to his level-headed advice. When it was time for me to head out to meet clients, I continued to mull his words over on the train.

         I had always believed that work was something you did for someone else. That keeping this other person happy was the price you paid for living. But maybe I’d been wrong. Things like happiness and unhappiness can only be judged by the person feeling them, not by anyone on the outside. I realised how naive I’d been, imagining I could guess people’s true feelings from their words of thanks; trying to elicit gratitude from them, deluded into thinking I was doing some kind of social good. I’d found the company’s competitive ethos inane from the get-go. There were plenty of employees who might not have ‘added financial value’, so to speak, but still helped to make it what it was. But I’d been just as foolish, stuck in pursuit of other people’s approval. Perhaps it was time to stop worrying about everyone else and focus on finding my own version of fulfilment.

         Gradually, I began to feel like I could keep working there. Somehow or other I ended up qualifying for a financial planner’s licence, and through this, I discovered the satisfaction that working towards a goal could 9bring. I decided to qualify as a licensed social insurance consultant after that, not minding that it would have little impact on my standing within the firm.

         
             

         

         One Sunday, I headed into town, spent some time studying in a café and then stopped by a gyudon restaurant for lunch, ordering a bowl of their beef-topped rice with a side of potato salad. I paid my bill, and as the automatic doors opened and I stepped outside, I bumped into my manager and his family.

         It’s always awkward running into colleagues outside the office, especially on a day off. If they’re far enough away, I’ll usually try to draw back and do my best to avoid being seen. But when the doors opened that day, they were right there in front of me: my manager, his wife, and a young woman I guessed was their daughter. I couldn’t get away.

         ‘Well, this is a coincidence.’ My manager smiled. He was wearing a tired white polo shirt and chinos – the very image of ‘Dad off duty’.

         I became flustered, feeling like I’d seen something I shouldn’t have, and cast around frantically for something to say.

         ‘… Hello! Out shopping?’

         He smiled again, looking towards his wife. ‘Yeah, we thought we’d have a family day out, take a look around town.’10

         ‘We’re going to the department store after this, for a bit of clothes shopping,’ his wife added. ‘It’s usually just my daughter and me, but this one’s joining us for a change.’ She looked pleased. She was wearing an elegant grey jacket and moss-green skirt.

         Their daughter bobbed her head in greeting. ‘Hello, it’s nice to meet you.’

         I could see her long legs just below the hem of her canola-patterned dress.

         ‘Thank you – ah – I mean, it’s nice to meet you too.’ Still flustered, I lowered my head in a deep bow.

         That’s as far as we got, that time.

         
             

         

         Things moved forward after that.

         Maybe my posture had been good, standing outside the gyudon restaurant that day. Or perhaps I just had the kind of face she liked. But for some reason, my manager’s daughter seemed to take a shine to me. The family invited me over for dinner a month or so after I’d bumped into them. The daughter and I exchanged contact details, and dates followed on naturally from there. The following year, we were married.

         We were born just six months apart, and so we have proceeded to count the years of our lives together, side by side. We were never blessed with children, but we’ve spent, I think, a happy fifteen years together.11

         I’m still working for that life insurance company – what I thought would be five years has now become twenty. I’ve picked up various qualifications and found, in my own way, a certain enjoyment in my work. I sold corporate insurance products before being transferred to the sales team’s training division, where I work now, overseeing the development of new recruits.

         There wasn’t as much chance to talk to my old manager after I transferred to training, and since he’s retired he has been removed from the frontlines completely. I’ll sometimes see him if I join my wife on a trip to her hometown for the Obon or New Year’s holidays, though we often visit our hometowns separately – perhaps because we don’t have children. Even when I do see him, we never talk about work. We have the kind of relationship where we just chat about anything and everything. I see his wife more regularly, as she often stops by our place. She and I have never really got beyond small talk, though, and keep a middling kind of distance between us. My wife has Tuesdays off and usually spends them with her mother.

         When we first got married my wife had an office job in a large food company. Two years later, she left it to open her own shop.12

         
            [image: ]  

         

         The bus pulls in at the hospital.

         I walk past reception, go up to the third floor, and take a badge from the nurses’ station. They’re round, with a blue border and a number in the middle. The badges are piled up in a clear plastic case, and you can choose whichever one you want. I always go for number seven. If someone else has already taken it, I have to pick another, but otherwise I go for lucky seven. It’s not that I’m superstitious; I just want to show my wife something optimistic. Not that she’s superstitious either, but I’m sure she needs positivity in her life … I fill out the sign-in sheet – today’s date and time, patient name, visitor name, badge number.

         Pinning the badge to the lapel of my jacket, I head to the sink in the corner of the nurses’ station. I turn on the tap and wash my hands with soap, right up to my arms, before using the hand sanitiser, too. Neither of us had any serious injuries or illnesses before this, so I’m not used to hospitals. I didn’t even know, two months ago, that you have to wash your hands like this before going in.

         From the sign-in sheet at least, it looks like there aren’t any other visitors on my wife’s floor yet. Visiting hours start at one, and it’s now 1.03 p.m. I’m in first place. Buoyed by this, I head to the ward. I’m careful not to disturb anyone as I go into the room. It’s a four-bed, and when I happen to make eye contact with one of the other 13patients, I give them a small nod. They’re all old women, except for my wife.

         I walk towards the bed on the far right, by the window.

         ‘Here I am,’ I say, poking my head through the curtain and raising one hand in greeting.

         ‘Here you are,’ she smiles, raising one of her own hands.

         She’s wearing red-and-green checked pyjamas, sitting up with the bedding pushed aside. It looks like she’s just been writing – there’s a notebook open on her bedside table. Her right arm is connected to a drip. She looks noticeably smaller than she did even yesterday. Still, she has a kind of glow about her. Maybe it’s because she’s by far the youngest in the room. Or perhaps it’s simply that I’m biased.

         There are two folding chairs near the door. I go to grab one, nodding hello as I pass the old woman in the next bed, and walk back to my wife’s bedside. The chair makes a clanging noise as I open it up.

         ‘It’s warm today. The canolas are all out.’ I sit down beside her, and as I touch the metal part of the chair, its coldness seeps into my fingers.

         ‘Oh yeah?’

         ‘Shall I open the window a little?’ I get up and open it a crack.

         ‘The air does feel mild.’ She holds out her hand, feeling the breeze on her fingers.14

         ‘What did you have for lunch?’

         ‘I’ve got it written down here …’ She picks up a piece of paper and gently waves it. She gets a menu like this by her plate with each meal. ‘Okayu rice porridge with agar jelly, and some orange juice. I could only manage about half, though. What did you have?’

         ‘A hotdog.’ I put my briefcase on my lap and undo its clasp.

         ‘Honestly! You should have something more nourishing.’ She takes the corners of her duvet and ruffles them a little, like the droopy ears of a dog.

         ‘I had a green juice with it. I’ll have something better this evening.’

         I take some documents out of my case and glance over them. I feel like it’s better to make her think that I’m not here for a visit, as such – that I’ve just come to spend time with her while I go about my day as normal. Really there are all sorts of things I want to do for her, which are piling up and feeling more urgent each day. I want to mop her brow, wash her face and give her a sponge-bath. I want to massage her hands and give her a foot rub … But I’m sure she would rather do as much as she can herself, and that me doing more than she needs me to will just irritate her. Besides, when you’ve been married this long, you can second-guess yourself when it comes to physical boundaries. It’s probably better if the person who’s ill sets the pace, so I’ve decided to wait until I’m asked.15

         When I look back up, her eyes are closed. She’s starting to seem more like an old woman herself – the way she moves her hands, the way she smells. We’ve been told it’s rare for someone in their early forties to have this condition. I wonder how she’s feeling about it all, her movements being reduced to those of someone much older.

         ‘I might wash my face.’ Her voice is quiet.

         ‘Oh yeah?’ I put my work away and take the washtub from her locker.

         Only very recently she was still able to stand up and, leaning on someone for support, slowly make her way towards the sink at the entrance of the ward, where she could wash her face and brush her teeth by herself. This all changed five days ago, when things suddenly took a turn for the worse. Since then, she’s had to wash her face and brush her teeth in bed.

         I fill the washtub with hot water from the sink and bring it back to her, putting it on the long white side table by her bed and moving it towards her.

         ‘Thanks.’ She rests her hand on the table.

         ‘Let me get some towels,’ I say, picking up a couple and draping one around her neck, the other across her chest.

         Just then, a face appears from behind the curtain.

         ‘Everything alright?’ It’s a young nurse with almost gold-looking dyed hair, and eyelids heavy with fake lashes.

         ‘Yes, thanks,’ my wife answers.16

         ‘Oh, are you having your face washed? How lovely.’ The nurse is smiling. She sounds like she’s talking to a five-year-old.

         It must surely wind my wife up, being spoken to like this by someone twenty years younger. It’s not like she’s even ‘having her face washed’. I might be helping her, but she’s washing it herself.

         My wife’s nodding, though, and smiling back. ‘Yup.’

         I guess she doesn’t mind.

         The nurse moves on to the next bed. ‘Everything alright?’ She asks this patient the same question, before chiding her for something or other. ‘Oh, don’t do that – you mustn’t pull at it. Now, now.’

         ‘You couldn’t buy me a card for the TV, could you?’ the patient asks her. Each booth has its own TV, and there’s a vending machine in the communal lounge where you can buy pay-as-you-go cards: 1000 yen for sixteen hours’ viewing.

         ‘We’re not allowed to buy them for you my love, you’ll have to ask your family if they visit.’

         She moves on to the next patient and starts again. ‘Everything alright?’ She speaks to all the women in this same, informal way.

         Does your age stop mattering when you get ill? People start treating you like a child, while you start to look like an old woman. But maybe it’s even stranger to get too hung up on age, saying things like ‘it’s rare for 17someone in their early forties to get this’. We start to question what we’ve been told.

         
            
               Why her?

               Why her, when she’s still young? 

               Why her, when she doesn’t smoke?

            

         

         These sorts of questions pop into your head again and again. Is it an attempt to fit illness into some kind of justice narrative? Because getting stuck on the ‘why’ doesn’t illuminate anything for anyone: not the people who are trying to avoid getting sick, and even less so the ones who are already ill. We need a new narrative – one that’s not linked to age, or some idea of karma.

         The whole time the nurse has been around, my wife has been dipping her hands in the water and splashing her face with it. It looks more like wetting than washing. She seems to be struggling, which makes me want to help her again, but I hold back. I follow the line of her thin arms with my eyes, right down to her fingertips. Her nails have grown quite long. That’s another thing I want to do for her. I’ve been thinking about cutting her nails for a while now, and have had nail clippers and plastic tape ready in my briefcase for the past week, but I’ve struggled to get the words out.

         Would you like me to cut your nails? I’m worried it’ll come out too saccharine, sentimental.

         She finishes washing and dries her face with a towel.18

         ‘That’s better,’ she says.

         ‘I’ll get your toner.’

         I take a bottle from the tall, thin plywood locker next to her bed, popping the lid open before passing it to her. This is where she keeps things like her wash basin, towels, and underwear. The jacket, dress and shoes that she was wearing when she transferred here are in there, too, though it’s been almost a month since she wore them. The only clothes she’s worn since have been pyjamas. Recently, she has barely even needed her slippers.

         She takes the bottle from me, pouring a little onto her palm before patting it on her cheeks.

         ‘Thanks.’

         ‘No problem. Moisturiser?’ I ask, passing it to her.

         I’d never thought about her skincare routine before she got taken into hospital. I had no idea what the difference between toner and moisturiser was. (It seems like the more watery, transparent one is toner, and the thicker, whiter one is moisturiser.) The other thing she uses is a serum. I’m not sure why there are three steps, and when I asked her, she said she didn’t really know either.

         ‘It’s just what I’ve always done, so I don’t feel like stopping now even if I’m not sure why I do it.’

         I can understand that – habits don’t need reasons. Everyone has this desire sometimes to carry on doing the things they’ve always done. I guess it can help you feel like yourself. Yep, still the same old me today. Take 19shaving, for example. If I went for one of those permanent hair-removal treatments that are popular these days, I would never need to shave again. But shaving is already part of my routine, so it never feels like a waste of time. I feel a bit old-fashioned when I spend time doing things like this – things that future generations probably won’t spend time doing – but it doesn’t bother me. I’m a product of my generation and that’s all there is to it.

         ‘Thanks.’ She rubs the moisturiser onto her face in small circles. ‘Maybe I’ll do my hair too.’

         ‘I’ll comb it for you.’ I take a tortoiseshell comb from her locker, raise it to her shoulder-length hair, and gently begin to comb. It’s been two weeks since I first started doing this for her.

         Before she was admitted here, she used to have long hair down to her waist which she would braid every morning and secure in an elegant chignon. I think she wore it like that as she needed to have it tied back for work; she would make sandwiches with her hair like this, beautifully set under a chef’s bandana. This was how she wore it every day for the thirteen years that she ran her sandwich shop, barring her days off on Tuesdays and Sundays.

         Hearing that chemotherapy might make her lose her hair, she decided to get it cut shorter. She thought it would be less jarring to see shorter strands falling out, compared to longer ones. She went down to the hospital 20hairdresser a few weeks ago, just before she was due to start treatment, and got it cut to just above her shoulders. But she lost her appetite soon after the treatment started, and five days ago she began to lose consciousness and grow delirious. The chemotherapy was stopped after just two rounds. It seemed she wouldn’t lose her hair. She probably needn’t have cut it at all.

         She starts speaking again, a distracted look in her eyes. ‘It’d be nice if I could braid it.’

         ‘I’ll have a go,’ I say.

         I stand beside her bed and, trying to copy what I’ve seen before, gather her hair towards the top of her head. My older sister showed me how to do this when we were kids, so I have some idea of how it works: first bring the hair from one side into the middle, then bring the other side in, then add some more and bring it to the middle again, and so on. It’s been decades since I learned though, and it’s a clumsy attempt, with bits of hair sticking out in different places.

         ‘Are you managing okay? I reckon it’ll be hard now that it’s shorter …’

         ‘It’s not too bad, I think it’s grown a bit.’

         The length is making it difficult to braid at the back, so I focus on the front section by her face, first braiding it and then pinning it behind her ear when I’m finished. I do the same on both sides and the finished effect is like a hairband, with the back of her hair still down.21

         She puts a hand to her neck, and smiles. ‘This feels perfect. When I tie my hair up at the back it’s uncomfortable when I lie down.’

         ‘Do you want to have a look?’

         I want her to see the results of my handiwork, so I get a small pocket mirror out of her locker and pass it to her. It’s a tacky thing, bright pink and embroidered, that I grabbed at the 100 Yen Store when we were getting things ready for her hospital admission.

         ‘Um, okay. Thanks …’ She takes the mirror but instead of looking at her hair, she stares at her face. It’s as if she’s shaken by how much it’s changed. Her smile is strained. I shouldn’t have given the mirror to her.

         ‘I’ll do your hair again tomorrow if you like.’ I take it back, putting it in her locker with the comb.

         ‘I might go to the bathroom,’ she says.

         ‘Shall we call for a nurse?’

         There’s a cord hanging down beside her bed with a button she can press to call one of the nurses.

         ‘Oh, never mind.’ She looks hurt.

         ‘How come?’

         ‘I’ll hold on a bit longer.’

         She doesn’t like asking for help from the staff and will try her best to do things herself, ask someone close to her, or do without. I understand how she feels, but there have been quite a few times now where she’s done something without checking with the care team – asking 22family instead – and it’s ended up creating more work for the professionals later. I don’t feel confident handling the IV drip, and I’m not sure how to support her walking without hurting her frail body. Even the smallest of the nurses knows how to use gentle force to move their patients. Families can’t compete with the pros, who are here day after day. I have yet to work out how much care we, the family, can give: where to draw the line.

         ‘Give me a second,’ I say, and head out into the corridor. It’s good timing – that same nurse is walking past, fake lashes fluttering. I explain the situation to her.

         ‘You can use one of those wheelchairs,’ she says. ‘They belong to the hospital, just put it back when you’re done.’

         ‘Thank you. Can you remind me how you open them?’

         She takes one of the folding wheelchairs lined up on the side of the corridor. ‘Like this,’ she says. ‘Push this, then fasten this. You’re okay with all that?’

         I’m here almost every day and we’ve spoken a few times now, so it seems like she trusts me.

         ‘Yeah, thanks,’ I say, and go back to the ward, pushing the wheelchair. I head to my wife’s bed and, giving her my shoulder for support, help her into the chair. I’m a little nervous, doing my best to be careful where I put my hands and not to knock her cannula. I put the stand with the drip in front of her and hold onto its silver rod as I push her along. We make our way towards the 23bathroom like this, going straight down the corridor and into one of the wheelchair-accessible cubicles. I help her onto the toilet seat, continuing to offer my shoulder for support. Just as I’m wondering whether there’s anything else I should do, and if she can take her pyjama bottoms down by herself, she tells me that she’s got it from here. She asks me to wait outside.

         Thinking that she wouldn’t want me right outside the door, I loiter a bit further away. After a while I hear water flushing and then a gentle knocking on the bathroom door, so I go back.

         ‘All done?’ I ask quietly, bringing my face close to the door.

         ‘All done.’

         ‘Can I open the door?’

         ‘Yeah.’

         When I open it she has her pyjama bottoms back on, and is sitting down, same as when I left. I bring the wheelchair next to her, pulling the lever and offering my shoulder to lean on as she gets into it.

         Now that we’re away from the ward, it seems a shame not to make the most of it and do something a bit different.

         ‘Do you fancy going to the day room for a bit? There’s a big window in there and we might be able to look outside. It’ll do you good, perhaps, to see a nice spring day.’24

         ‘Sure,’ she says, nodding. ‘Which one is the day room, though?’

         ‘Remember that little break room-type place at the end of the corridor? With all the sofas, next to the conference room.’

         ‘Conference room?’

         ‘The one where the doctor told us about your condition. Remember? The small room with a computer and a whiteboard, where we looked at the CT scans.’

         ‘Oh yeah, I think I remember …’ She nods, uncertainly.

         She’s always in the ward, so I guess she doesn’t see much of the rest of the hospital. The people who visit her know it better than she does. Her head was probably all over the place when she was listening to the doctor talk about her illness, too; of course she wouldn’t remember details about the room.

         I walk slowly along the corridor, pushing her wheelchair and holding onto the IV stand. We continue in a manner similar to the stately procession of a Daimyo lord, the IV stand a flagpole. I can almost hear the processional chant – shita ni, shita ni …

         We reach the day room. A bright blue sky spreads out behind the big window.

         ‘Look, a field of canolas! Can you see?’ I point, excitedly. There, underneath the blue sky dotted with white clouds, is a rectangle of yellow. It’s the field of yellow flowers I could see from the bus.25

         ‘Where?’ she asks, looking around.

         ‘There,’ I say, pointing. ‘Just on the other side of the school playing fields.’

         ‘I can see the playing fields …’ She squints.

         ‘You should be able to see it then, just over there!’ I crouch down beside her as I say this, and, as I do so, realise that you can’t see it from the wheelchair. The school fields are in the way.

         She seems to realise this, too. ‘Oh, so there’s a field of canola flowers over there. You can see it if you’re standing up but not if you’re sitting down.’ She speaks quietly and moves her hands to the chair’s armrests.

         ‘Yeah … the flowers are bright yellow.’ I stand up straight again.

         ‘How about I close my eyes. I’ll make a canola field in my head.’ She closes her eyes.

         ‘Beautiful, right?’ My eyes are fixed on the side of her face.

         ‘I can see magnolias, and there are some bright pink flowers over there … “Spring has sprung”, as they say.’ She opens her eyes, and points to some real white and pink flowers outside.

         ‘There were cherry blossoms out near the station, you know. A whole row of sakura trees. Let’s go for a picnic there, this time next year.’

         She nods slightly, forces a smile. ‘Yeah, we should …’

         She’s probably thinking that she won’t be around 26next year but doesn’t want to upset me by voicing it. Not knowing what to say, all she can do is smile.

         Let’s go for a picnic there next year. I wish I hadn’t said it. It’s hard, though – until recently the future has always been a happy prospect for us, something we’ve looked forward to. If there’s a way to live happily without thinking about the future, I haven’t found it yet.

         
             

         

         The doctor who told us about my wife’s condition, that time in the conference room, was a man I guessed to be in his early fifties. His thick-rimmed black glasses and short hair peppered with greys made him one of the more memorable doctors. He’d had a calm air about him, and was well-attuned to how we were feeling. I understand that this word is a hard one to hear. He was careful to leave a pause … After our initial silence, he listened patiently both to the questions we asked and to all our various grumblings, muddled up as they were with shock and confusion, and concerns about money and work (which of course had nothing to do with him). He looked at my wife when he spoke to her, respecting her intelligence and without trying to hide the details from her. He showed her all the scans, used the proper medical terms, and explained the stages of her illness. The one thing he never discussed was her life expectancy, but even at this point, it was obvious to us that there wasn’t really a future to speak of. I wonder what made it so … Maybe it 27was the scans showing that the cancer had spread to her peritoneum. But no, I don’t think it was just that. It was clear in the little things he said, and his expression when he said them.

         I didn’t want to know what her life expectancy was. What good would it do?

         I wanted to hear the name of her illness, and for her to hear it as well. For us to hear it together, as husband and wife. I couldn’t see how we’d be able to put our trust in each other, and in the hospital or the doctors, if we didn’t know the name of the thing.

         Hearing its name didn’t rob my wife of her individuality. The label might be the same as the one given to others with this condition, but that didn’t mean she’d become interchangeable with them. Maybe it helped that the doctor didn’t talk in statistical terms. So often, when people talk about the different types of cancer, they also talk about the prognosis: ‘This is what happens to X number of people after Y number of years.’ People are always making these kinds of statements. Percentages are important for researchers and practitioners, no doubt, but I wonder if they’re necessary for patients just living their own lives? It’s foolish to spend the everyday thinking in terms of percentages, as if you’re in some kind of lottery. Some doctor hands you a life expectancy, and you go on to shape your life around that? Nonsense. Where’s the sense in being that passive? 28Where’s the sense, also, in being brainwashed by clichés? By platitudes like ‘a peaceful and dignified death’, and silly words like ‘natural’. Who cares if it’s peaceful or natural? Someone’s life – a happy life – is coming to an end. That’s what I think, anyway. I’m not sure if my wife feels the same as I do, but she didn’t ask the doctor for a life expectancy that day or about what caused her cancer.

         I feel like her mood is darkening, though, as she faces death. There must be a way to live happily without looking to the future. I haven’t found it yet, but I will.

         
             

         

         ‘What happened to that dress you used to wear?’

         ‘What dress?’

         ‘The dark blue one, with the canola flowers.’

         ‘I’ve still got it. It’s in the wardrobe, in the tatami room, in a clothes container on the left-hand side of the top shelf.’ She touches her finger to her temple, closing her eyes and rummaging through the suitcase in her head.

         ‘Ah right.’

         ‘I liked that dress, people used to say it suited me. But after we got married, I put on weight and it didn’t fit me anymore, so I put it away at the back of the wardrobe. It would probably fit me again now. It might still look okay actually, even at my age – it wasn’t such a young design.’

         ‘It’s getting old now though, so how about you go shopping for a nice new one? With your mother, perhaps?’29

         She shakes her head. ‘Mm … Yeah, maybe …’ She looks over her shoulder. ‘Shall we go back to the ward?’

         ‘Okay.’ I push her wheelchair out of the day room.

         
             

         

         When we get back, there’s someone sitting on the chair by her bed.

         ‘Oh, there you are. Did you go for a walk?’

         She’s wearing a cream-coloured cardigan and dark orange skirt, and has a brown leather handbag and navy blue tote on her lap. Of course: today’s Saturday – one of her days off. My wife’s mother has a part-time job at a patisserie, where she works Mondays, Thursdays and Fridays.

         ‘I needed to go to the bathroom.’ My wife rolls up her sleeves and tries to get onto the bed as she answers.

         ‘I spoke to a nurse who said it was okay for me to go with her, and she lent us this wheelchair.’ I’m supporting my wife’s lower back, and we manage to get her back on the bed.

         ‘Oh really? Thank you,’ her mother says. ‘The nurse’s assistant was here a minute ago, asking if you’d like a bed-bath?’

         My wife’s mother has thanked me for caring for my wife a few times now, and it always makes me feel strange. Well, to put it bluntly, I don’t like it. I’m doing these things because I want to, but she makes it feel as if I’m doing them as some kind of favour. It also makes 30it feel like, of the two of us, she’s the one with the closer relationship to my wife.

         I wonder what my wife thinks.

         Before her move to the hospital, she and her mother used to go shopping together once a month. They’d browse the latest season’s clothes and check out any new shops or menus that might have changed since they last went – minor changes, but ones that seemed to give them a sense of place and time; a sense of being really there, living in that particular moment. It was usually just the two of them, but sometimes my old manager would also go along. It was probably something they enjoyed doing before we were married, too, back when they all lived together.
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