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         Asa lived with her mother in a small rented apartment. Behind their building was a big field of sunflowers. One day, Asa’s mother came home with a plastic carrier bag filled with sunflower seeds: their landlord had given them to her for free. After laying out a sheet of newspaper in the middle of the floor, Asa and her mother worked steadily, over many days, to peel off their husks. Asa’s mother then took the hulled seeds and tossed them in a frying pan, sprinkled them with salt – and they turned into something nice for Asa to eat. At the kitchen table, Asa leaned over, picked up some seeds, dropped them in her mouth, and chewed, savouring the flavour. Occasionally, a little lump of salt got in, and she asked her mother at the sink for a glass of water. Then she returned to the pile, and carried on snacking.

         ‘I want to take some of these to daycare!’ Asa said, licking the salt off her fingers.4

         Next morning, her mother put a stuffed brown envelope into her hands. ‘Don’t just keep these to yourself. You’ve got to share them with your friends.’

         Hiding behind the pedal organ in the daycare-centre classroom Asa beckoned her best friend Rumi-chan to come over.

         ‘What have you got?’ Rumi-chan asked.

         ‘Look!’ Asa held out the stained envelope.

         Rumi-chan put her face close. Asa opened up the top, and Rumi-chan peered inside.

         ‘What is it?’

         ‘Sunflower seeds!’

         Rumi-chan had never heard of sunflowers having seeds. ‘Sunflowers?’ She cocked her head.

         Asa plucked out a seed and popped it in her own mouth.

         ‘Oh! You ate it!’

         ‘You can eat these.’

         ‘Do they taste good?’

         ‘Yes!’

         ‘You’re going to get a tummy ache.’5

         ‘You try one.’

         Rumi-chan shook her head. ‘Nuh-uh.’

         ‘They’re so good!’ Asa said. Tipping the envelope, she shook it. The seeds flowed smoothly out into her palm. She held out her hand. ‘Have one.’

         ‘I don’t want to.’

         ‘Why not? They’re nice!’

         ‘No.’

         ‘Why? Just try one.’

         ‘I said no!’

         ‘Rumi-chan …’

         ‘Naw!’ Rumi-chan said. ‘Naw! I don’t want to!’ And she pushed Asa’s hands away, and headed out to the playground with a skipping rope.

         
            *

         

         When Asa entered primary school, they moved to live with Asa’s maternal grandmother. Here Asa came across all sorts of things that had never been a part of her old life: a sofa, a rug, a TV remote, a shower, a microwave … In her first year, Asa made cookies – it was the first time she had ever done 6such a thing, so her mother helped. Her grandmother said she had only used the shiny new oven once. Asa wanted to give home-made cookies as a goodbye present to a popular boy in her class, Yamazaki Shun-kun, who was about to leave and go to another school. At the start of term when chores had been allocated through the rock-paper-scissors game, she and Shun-kun had been charged with looking after lost property. They had confided in each other: if only they had been put on the pet-care team!

         The cookies were perfect. Raisins and nuts. What a good idea it had been to combine them. She wanted to devour ten cookies on the spot, but she exercised super-strong willpower and put the cookies in a paper bag, then decorated it with a pink ribbon.

         The next day, Asa held out the cookies to Shunkun. ‘Please eat these.’ But the gift was immediately pushed back. She had neglected to do her research. Shun-kun didn’t like nuts, and he didn’t like raisins, in fact he hated cookies, and he found it terrifying 7even to look at them. Shun-kun ran away from her. ‘Stay well!’ Asa called, waving after him.

         Sometime later, Asa had another try, again with her mother by her side. This time, Asa didn’t put nuts in, or raisins, and – since Shun-kun had by now left – she decided to give the cookies to her grandmother. It was Honour the Elderly day. Her grandmother accepted the bag, but she seemed reluctant to eat what it contained. The truth was, her teeth were weak and she was also diabetic. Seeing the little bag left untouched on the table, Asa took it to her mother, but her mother told her sadly that she had to go to the doctor’s the next day for a medical examination, and she had been given instructions not to eat.

         So Asa had to eat the biscuits all by herself. Her mother had said she would be sure to taste a biscuit when she came home, but she didn’t come home and went straight to the hospital, and from then on she was in and out of hospital repeatedly.

         In her second year at school, Asa finally got to be put on pet-care duty. This involved feeding the 8goldfish in a fish tank kept in the classroom.

         On the first day, Asa excitedly sprinkled the feed over the water.

         ‘Goldfish! Come and get your food …’ she called.

         But the goldfish just stayed in a huddle in the bottom of the tank.

         The next time, Asa again sprinkled the feed but again not a single fish swam up. It couldn’t be that they weren’t hungry because when Hirai-kun, who was on duty with Asa, sprinkled the flakes, the fish swam to the surface, eagerly gobbling them up. Asa did exactly as Hirai-kun did: she tipped the feed into the palm of one hand, took a pinch with the other, and sprinkled the flakes a few inches above the water. But the fish just didn’t want to eat. A class meeting was held. Asa should be taken off the job, people said, or the fish would end up starving to death. Hirai-kun should feed the fish. Asa should just fill in the diary, and clean the tank, skimming the water with a net. While opinions flew, Asa sat silently at a desk by the window at the 9back of the class, her head lowered, staring at the palms of her hands.

         One day, that same year, Asa was on lunch duty. That day’s lunch was beef stew, rice, green-bean salad, a little bottle of milk and an apple. Asa had to spoon out the green-bean salad into little bowls. Ten days earlier there had been a poisoning incident at a wedding in a distant town, and more than one hundred people had become very sick – some had even died. The culprit had been green beans, domestically produced ones; nothing to do with the beans the school used, which were grown abroad and delivered from a nearby school lunch centre. Nevertheless, not one person in Asa’s class took a bowl of the green-bean salad she had ladled out.

         ‘No way am I going to take any of that!’

         ‘That’s scary!’

         ‘We’re too young to die yet!’

         And her classmates passed straight by. Were they persecuting her? That’s certainly what it seemed like.10

         But that was nothing – not compared to what came later.

         The next year, the same sort of thing happened, though now it really was persecution. This time there had been no recent poisoning incident. The menu was vegetable and seafood stir-fry, macaroni salad, rice, a little bottle of milk and a natsu mikan for dessert. Asa dished out bowls of salad, but no one in her cohort at school wanted to touch them – everyone refused. Similar sorts of incidents happened in her fourth year, and in her fifth, and in her sixth.

         Her mother went into hospital for another long stay. Determined not to worry her, Asa didn’t tell her anything about what was happening at school, nor indeed at home. Now her mother was in hospital, her grandmother had started doing the oddest things – she called Asa ‘Setchan’, she wet herself outside the toilet, and she picked up the phone when it hadn’t rung to talk to somebody who didn’t exist. Most painful was when her grandmother accused her of putting poison in her 11food, and knocked the dishes to the floor. This hurt Asa deeply. She had a visit from her teacher, who had become concerned, and Asa put out tea and manju for her to eat, but the teacher didn’t touch them. ‘They’re not poisoned,’ Asa pleaded, crying.

         After that, Asa was sent to live with her newly married aunt and uncle on her father’s side. Here Asa was given cooking lessons by her aunt, who was a full-time housewife and very proud of it too. Obediently, Asa skimmed the scum off broths, chopped up veggies, sweetened gravies, and turned the flame of the gas down low – but her uncle barely showed the slightest interest in the dishes Asa prepared. Even though he always finished every morsel of his wife’s dishes, practically licking the plates. Did they taste so different?

         ‘Is that all you’re going to eat?’ Asa’s aunt would ask, speaking for Asa.

         ‘That’s me done. This man is full! Look at my full belly.’

         That was a sign for the two women to quickly set about clearing the table.12

         In the early days, Asa tried to entreat him, time and again, to eat what she had prepared. Sometimes he would yell at her in anger.

         The leftovers would be given to the Maltese terrier, the couple’s naughty spoilt little puppy, who ate anything – provided that it wasn’t Asa who fed it to him.

         In her last year of primary school, Asa’s mother died. She had been in hospital a long time. As she lay dying, Asa asked if she would like to taste any of her favourite foods for the last time. Her mother asked for sushi. Asa hurried out to get a supermarket pack of sushi. ‘Here,’ she said, bringing a small ball of pink tuna and rice close to her mother’s mouth – but her mother’s lips would never open again.

         Asa was not able to give her mother anything before she died, not even a single grain of rice.

         At this, Asa lost all faith in herself.

         Immediately after her mother’s death, her aunt and uncle had a baby. A cute little baby boy, who cried, laughed, and drank lots of milk. Asa happily 13took a hand in the newborn’s care. She changed his nappy, she helped bathe him; the only thing she didn’t take part in was feeding him. One weekend, while her aunt and uncle were away in town, the baby started to cry and he wouldn’t stop. Asa tried to settle him, to no avail, finally deciding that it had to be because he was hungry. Asa went to the kitchen. Defeatedly, she prepared the baby’s bottle. Defeatedly, she took the screaming baby on her lap, and defeatedly she put the bottle’s teat against his lips. And then the baby started to suck! Asa couldn’t believe it! He didn’t seem to notice Asa’s trembling hand and noisily gulped down every drop.

         And then he started to scream again.

         ‘There’s more!’ Asa leapt up to go to the kitchen. But then on second thought, she sat back down. Stripping off her T-shirt, naked to the waist, she took the baby firmly in her arms and put one of her dry little breasts against his mouth. The baby immediately stopped crying. Making a sucking motion with his lips, he seemed to be deciding 14whether to latch on (her nipple wouldn’t have given him a drop) … but the next moment, there was a loud crash. Asa turned, and saw her uncle and aunt. Their heavy shopping bags had slipped out of their hands to the floor.

         Asa didn’t go near the baby again.

         She got through primary school, though with a poor attendance rate. By the time she got to middle school Asa was one of the troublemakers. In her black school bag, she carried not a single school exercise book, but rather sake, cigarettes, some junk food and spare underwear – all shoplifted from stores around town. Asa took this bag with her as she couch-surfed, staying alternately with other members of her gang. But when she offered the sake and snacks as payment, no one ever accepted them. They just stayed in her bag, forever.

         And now, Asa was no longer the class wimp, but the class bully. Still, no matter how domineering she was, the emptiness in her heart remained. One day, Asa made a younger girl she particularly 15disliked come to the sheds after class. She gave her a head-butt and stripped her of her purse, and then she had the other girls bring her a dead cicada. ‘Eat it,’ she ordered. The girl refused to open her mouth. Threats, blows – all were no good. The girl kept her mouth closed, stubbornly, fully aware of what would happen if she opened it. Asa gave her several slaps around the top of the head. Then, forcing the other girls to help her, she prised the girl’s jaws apart.

         ‘Please,’ she begged. ‘Eat it.’

         In the middle of the school year, at the end of summer, Asa was bundled into her uncle’s car and taken to a juvenile correction facility deep in the mountains. Here, adolescents like Asa, who had committed offences, were given instruction in healthy life habits so that they could survive in the outside world after their release. A Buddhist priest, whom the teenagers had to address as Sensei, was her instructor. At first, unable to stand the regimen and the plain food, Asa kept running away. When she was returned, she would have to sit for hours, in silence, in a small room, with no furniture but a 16desk and two chairs, with the priest sitting opposite her. Thinking about what she’d done.

         ‘I’m going to wait here,’ the priest would say, ‘till you want to talk.’

         A few hours into the silence, there would be a knock, the door would open, and Asa would see the face of the priest’s wife. ‘Don’t tell the others,’ she’d say. With a small dry clack, she’d set down a plate of home-made chiffon cake.

         As time passed, Asa got used to her life in the correctional centre. After two weeks, her muscles no longer hurt the day after the physical chores – cutting firewood or carrying buckets of water from the well. The numerous classes and activities meant that the days passed in a flash. On weekends she and the other inmates went into town to do work for the community. By the end of her six-month term she really did feel better – stronger, in mind and body.

         If only all the inmates had been like Asa. Sensei and his wife would definitely have had an easier time. The only way some of the youths had ever 17learned to express themselves was through verbal or physical abuse. There were continual fights. One evening, a fight broke out at dinner. One boy’s helping of mackerel was smaller than another’s. Voices were raised, things got nasty – they could easily have come to blows. But Asa intervened. Picking up her plate, she positioned herself between the brawling boys.

         ‘Why fight? I’m happy to give you mine.’

         There was a second when the boys paused. But then –

         ‘Why would I want your food!’ one of them snarled. And he knocked the plate from Asa’s hand onto the tatami. Asa ended up getting drawn into the fight, and all three of them were slapped across the face by Sensei, and sent to their rooms.

         Late that night Asa cried her heart out.

         ‘Why are you so sad?’ Sensei asked.

         ‘Nobody eats the food that I give them.’ Asa was sobbing. ‘Sensei. Are my hands that unclean?’

         Sensei took Asa’s tear-soaked hands in his own. He turned them over, looked at her palms, and 18examined them closely. Then he looked up and into her eyes.

         ‘Just the opposite. Your hands are pure. Pure and beautiful.’

         And in a moment, Asa fell in love.

         And now Asa started to put her very soul into her tasks. She cut twice as much wood as the other teenagers, she volunteered for extra cleaning and laundry duties, she thought up all sorts of good deeds to do in the nearby village, persuading Sensei to give permission to her and the other juvenile offenders. When the elderly residents in a care home refused to take the hot sweet azuki soup she made for them, she pretended she didn’t care. And when none of the little kids in the village even looked at the big pile of mochi she had produced after a charity-driven mochi-pounding competition held at the local temple, she was sad, but not devastated. Being in love meant that she felt strong. One day, sent by the priest’s wife on a shopping trip, she secretly spent the few pennies she had saved on a chocolate heart.19

         In early February, when she and the priest were alone in the little room for introspection, she took the chocolate heart from her pocket, and held it out.

         ‘I know it’s a little early for this, but …’

         ‘For me?’

         ‘Yes. I know you like chocolate. Please, eat it.’

         ‘Ah, that’s sweet of you!’ said Sensei, and he smiled. But he made no move to take it from her hands.

         Sensei had a wife. Asa should have known it was a non-starter. She stared at her hands. At her pure and beautiful hands.

         
            *

         

         One evening, just days before she was due to leave, Asa was putting together her belongings when one of the other inmates she’d lived with for close to half a year came to her with a proposal. ‘Hey, Asa, when we get free time this weekend, let’s see if we can go snowboarding! Before you go.’

         Two days later, Asa and her companions all 20boarded a bus at the local train station and headed for a neighbouring village that had some ski runs. When they arrived at the top of the ski slope, her friends all shot off on their snowboards, one after the other, leaving Asa behind. A newcomer to snowboarding, she descended the slope an inch at a time, not daring to look up. A little way down, she lost control. She tried her utmost to get the board to follow a straight line, but it refused to do what she wanted, and she veered off, then started to fly downhill. Terrified, she closed her eyes, and the next thing she knew she had gone off the ski run, and was racing down a forested mountainside.

         Asa only stopped when she slammed straight into a tree.

         She hit her head and lost consciousness. When she came to, everything around her was dark.

         She tried to raise herself, but a terrible pain shot through the middle of her body. She had clearly broken some bones. There she lay, quite still, for as long as she could, but then she sensed the 21presence of some sort of animal nearby. Was it a fox? Maybe a tanuki? If it was a bear, it might eat her up … Lying there on her back, Asa raised her head just very slightly, and peered towards her feet. She spotted two glittering eyes quite low to the ground. Probably not a bear. Discovering she could still move one arm, she brought it up to her breast pocket, and pulled out a chocolate – the chocolate heart that Sensei had refused to take. Using her teeth to rip open the packet, she held it out to the animal.

         ‘Come, little one. Eat.’

         The animal padded softly over the snow.

         ‘Don’t be scared. Eat.’

         If she was not mistaken, it was a tanuki. It sniffed at the chocolate, and then, apparently not hungry, turned and padded away.

         The forest rang with Asa’s laughter.

         AHAHA. AHA HA HA HA. She opened her mouth wide, the tears streaming. She beat the nearby plants and bushes with her fist.

         ‘Nobody has ever accepted any of my food!’22

         And she laughed on and on.

         ‘Why? Somebody tell me! Why?’

         Just then something cold and wet landed on her cheek.

         Maybe it was a lump of snow, fallen from the branch of a tree? Though from the sweet smell and the watery liquid on her cheek it might be some kind of fruit.

         Splosh. This time it fell right onto her eyelids. Hesitantly, Asa licked the juice that spattered over her face. It tasted sweet too. It was a taste she knew. But she couldn’t remember what it was. She patted the ground around her head and put the fruit she found into her mouth. It was delicious. It had seeds.

         The next thing she knew, the tanuki had come back, and had brought a few companions. Asa lay there listening as they snuffled up the fruit on the ground. If she could be reborn, she thought, watching out of the corner of her eye, she would like to be reborn as a tree. A persimmon tree, a peach tree, an apple tree, a tangerine tree, a fig tree, a loquat tree, a cherry tree … She would have sweet fruit 23growing from every limb, and all the animals of the forest would come and feed from her.

         I want to become a tree. Let me become a tree. As her consciousness gradually faded, this was the phrase she repeated to herself, until finally she breathed her last.

         When she opened her eyes again, she realised that her wish had come true, and she was now a tree.

         Asa the girl who had turned into a tree hadn’t any idea of where she was, nor how she had come to be there. Looking about, all she saw was countless other trees, just like her, growing in the forest, but that gave her no clue at all.

         After some time, a lone human being came stumbling along and, a few feet away from her, collapsed. ‘I need food,’ he said. He lay there in the snow for a long time, without even twitching. Eventually he heaved himself up, and stumbled away eastward through the forest.

         Asa watched him go, feeling terrible. She had not been able to offer him a single thing.24

         If only she’d been an apple tree, or a peach tree, or a mikan tree! How happy she might have been!

         Sadly, Asa had turned into a cedar tree. She would never have any sweet fruit to give.

         Sometime even later, Asa was felled. Along with all the trees that had been growing around her in the forest, she was loaded onto a truck, and then, her bark and branches exposed to the rough winds, she was transported to a grey-brown factory. There, she was cut up into sections by an enormous rotating blade, and cut up again, this time into smaller pieces, all the while looking on in blank amazement. She was then loaded onto a conveyor belt to be taken to a drying room, and from there transferred onto another belt and transported somewhere else, and finally, before she knew it, inserted into a little transparent sleeve. Not one week had passed since she had been cut down, but she was now a pair of disposable chopsticks.

         Next, Asa the girl who had turned into a pair of chopsticks had to be delivered. She was loaded into one truck, then another, and countless more, 25and eventually she ended up in a drawer beneath the cash register of a convenience store, where for three days she was left just lying there. But on the fourth day, she was fished out and tossed into a plastic carrier bag with a Styrofoam bowl of instant ramen noodles, a makunouchi bento, a can of beer and a pack of tofu. After five minutes of being swung along in the carrier bag, she reached her final destination. A dilapidated old house, its walls overgrown with ivy.

         ‘Hi! I’m back!’ she heard.

         In this house there lived a young man and a skeleton. The young man was the person who had brought Asa home. The skeleton was a very thin old man – the young man’s father.

         ‘Dad. Let’s eat.’

         The two men sat opposite each other, in a grimy kitchen. The young man filled his cup with mugicha, and his father started chugging back the beer, though it was still early in the day, occasionally pecking with his chopsticks at the block of chilled tofu.

         The young man urged his father to eat.26

         The father picked out a little sausage, and put it with some tofu in a saucer.

         ‘Is that all you’re going to take?’ the son asked him. The father laid his chopsticks down after taking a small bite.

         ‘You’re really finished? Is that all you want?’

         ‘That’s me done. This man is full! Look at my full belly.’

         The young man sighed, and pulled the plastic container nearer. ‘Well, then, I’ll have what you’ve left.’ And he ripped open Asa’s cellophane wrapper.

         In an instant, air filled every cell of Asa’s being. Joyfully, deeply, she breathed it in.

         The young man grasped Asa by the arms and split her in two. Snap! What a pleasurable sound. A sign that now it would all begin. Asa knew what to do next without even having to be told. Taking a deep breath, she spread her arms wide, and plunged them straight into the warm white rice. Gathering a good heap of it, she heard the young man release a cry of joy as he opened his mouth. Asa let out a cry too, as she dived straight in.27

         He ate it!

         When she came back out, the next thing she reached for was the piece of deep-fried chicken. That too he accepted, taking it straight from her hands, and guzzling it down.

         And now the young man proceeded to use Asa to scarf down his food, barely bothering to chew, occasionally pausing for a gulp of tea, but then immediately opening his mouth to shovel in more. Asa found herself jumping into the rice again and again. She did her best to minister to his every need, cleansing his palate with shreds of pickled cabbage, encouraging him with dabs at the salt and sesame seasoning to eat the rice along with the savoury sides so that everything could be finished together. When finally she scraped together the last few grains of rice on the bottom of the plastic box, the tears were falling from her eyes.

         ‘That was delicious!’ The young man placed his hands firmly together over his chest, expressing his gratitude.

         He wasn’t talking to anyone else. The father had 28already left the table. No one had ever thanked her like this before.

         Next, the young man picked up the plastic carrier bag and quickly tossed in the bento box, the carton for the chilled tofu and the cellophane wrapper. Then he reached for her, and picked her up. Asa readied herself to be chucked in the bag along with the rubbish – she would just let herself fall in, she wouldn’t make a fuss … She was so grateful. But then the young man did something she didn’t expect at all. He put her straight into his glass. Pushing his chair back from the table, he took her, standing upright, to the kitchen sink. The next thing she knew, she was being wiped all over with a soapy sponge, then rinsed in a stream of water and inserted into the little basket on the draining board.

         That evening at dinnertime, Asa scooped a bowl of ramen noodles into the young man’s mouth.

         The young man sucked down the thick curled noodles, swallowing them whole, so fast that he almost choked. ‘Don’t rush,’ Asa told him. Once 29the meal was finished, she again received a rinsing in the sink, and was then deposited in the draining basket.

         So many times, Asa told herself this meal was sure to be her last. Surely this time he was going to get rid of her. But every time, he rinsed her clean and put her in the basket to dry. A few hours later he took her out again.

         The face the young man would make as the food she held up went into his mouth was the very picture of joy. Asa would enter his mouth deeply, going right up to her shoulders, sometimes right up to her hips. The moment she slid back out through his lips was so exciting she would never fail to get goose bumps. On the odd occasion, she would also attend to the young man’s father. He had lost so many of his teeth, she would have to hold up much smaller portions of rice, and tear any meat she was going to give him into tiny pieces, on a separate saucer. With the young man, she would get wet all over, every time. But with the father, whose mouth was parched of saliva, she hardly got 30wet at all. The tips of her fingers would just get very slightly moist.

         One day it dawned on her that she hadn’t fed the father for a while. And not long afterwards, she learned that the old man had died. All that time she had been feeding him, he had been unwell.

         The young man took it badly, and became terribly sad.

         ‘You’ve got to eat!’ Asa told him. ‘Now more than ever.’

         Once the first seven days of mourning were over, the young man set off to the convenience store to buy some food.

         That evening, with Asa’s help, he sank his teeth into a deep-fried chicken cutlet, and then bowed his head.

         ‘Does that taste good?’ Asa asked.

         Three months passed, and the young man had clearly regained his hearty appetite. Every morning, after a brief pause to pray in front of the plain wood marker inscribed with his father’s Buddhist name, he would use Asa to quickly rake up into his 31mouth a healthy breakfast of raw egg cracked over a bowl of cooked rice.

         One day, the young man began trying to tidy up the house. She had never seen him do anything like this when his father had been alive. He wiped the window panes and the table top with a damp towel, he swept up the dust that had gathered in the corridors with a broom, he even washed the sheets. He was working flat out. Asa began to get anxious. What on earth could have happened?

         All became clear the very next day: the young man had found himself a girlfriend.

         The girlfriend, whose name appeared to be Miyuki-chan, was a slender young woman with long brown hair that reached down to her waist. Standing in the draining basket, Asa strained to hear the conversation between the young man and the girlfriend, heart pounding. They seemed to have got to know each other in a particular establishment in town. The girlfriend worked there and the young man was her customer. The work took a great toll on her body. The young 32man was trying to persuade her to give it up.

         ‘I’ll go out and work for the two of us.’

         ‘You will?’

         ‘I promise. I’ll get a job.’

         ‘You mean, we’re going to …’

         ‘Yes! Let’s get married!’

         They decided to move in together. He would go to live in the apartment she owned.

         His girlfriend started coming to the house regularly to help him pack up his possessions.

         ‘Let’s tidy this mess up!’ she would say.

         And she would pull back her brown hair, roll up her sleeves, and go about picking things up and tossing them into a big rubbish bag.

         ‘I can’t believe you’ve got so much junk …!’

         The young man would laugh, embarrassed. He’d watch her with a look suggesting he wanted her to stop, but perhaps because he was already a little scared, he said nothing.

         One day, the girlfriend picked up Asa, who was still hiding amongst the cutlery in the draining basket, and threw her in the bag.33

         ‘Oh. I want those.’

         ‘Hm?’

         ‘What did you just throw away?’

         ‘I don’t know what you mean …’

         ‘You just threw something in that bag. What was it?’

         ‘You mean this?’ The girlfriend drew one half of Asa out, holding her in her fingertips.

         ‘Put those back where you found them.’

         ‘What?’ A frown appeared on the girl’s face. ‘Do you really want these?’

         ‘Yeah. They can stay,’ the young man said.

         ‘Why?’ the girl insisted.

         ‘I just don’t want to let them go. Leave them.’

         ‘Do you use them?’

         ‘I do.’

         ‘Oh, come on. They’re a pair of disposable chopsticks. It’s dirty to use them again and again. I’ve been meaning to tell you to stop being so stingy.’

         ‘Huh? They’re still perfectly useable. And to you they might not be anything, but to me they’re special. Can you not see that?’34

         ‘Special? Special in what way?’

         ‘I don’t know. Just …’

         ‘Well, I’m going to throw them away.’

         ‘Hey!’

         ‘There. I’ve done it.’

         ‘You idiot!’

         The girl gave a short high-pitched scream. ‘That hurts! Ow!’

         ‘Give them back. Now.’

         ‘You’re hurting me!’

         The young man snatched back the rubbish bag. The girlfriend left the house in tears. And that was the last they ever saw of her.

         The young man resumed his previous way of life. He went back to Asa – and to using her to get his meals into his mouth.

         Despite his declaration that he would go out and get a job, once his girlfriend left him the young man no longer needed to be in gainful employment. He could go to sleep when he wanted, get up when he wanted. He could spend his time exactly as he pleased. He could watch TV, he could go to 35the convenience store … or he could go back to bed.

         Oh, please let this way of life continue – forever … Such was Asa’s prayer, gazing up at him, as he used her to stuff his mouth with rice.

         And for many years their life did continue like this, quite peacefully, with nary a worry.

         
            *

         

         But one day a group of people carrying some heavy pieces of equipment turned up at the house. The first visit from outsiders since the split with the girlfriend. One of these visitors Asa recognised. He was a comedian in a TV show.

         The comedian addressed the young man as Otōsan – Dad.

         ‘Otōsan! The first step is to separate out the things you need from the things you can dispose of!’

         ‘Otōsan! Don’t start reading your diary. We’ve got a job to do!’

         ‘Otōsan, come on, lend us a hand! Oh, look! A 36Peko-chan doll! What an amazing find! Where did you pick this up?’

         ‘Otōsan, where have you disappeared off to? Finally, we get to see the tatami! Camera crew, can you get a shot?’

         And the comedian walked through the house with a bin bag in one hand, tossing things in with the other, just like the man’s ex-girlfriend had done. Each time he put something in, the young man snatched the bag back, peered in, and picked it out again. ‘Don’t touch that. I’m using that. I’d rather you didn’t go deeper inside the house.’

         Eventually, the comedian started to lose patience. The tone he adopted to talk to the young man became more haranguing.

         ‘Otōsan! Quit saying that! Don’t you see, I am doing this for you!’

         And he would grab the bag back, and barge on. The camera crew entered the kitchen. A foul smell hit them in the face.

         The young man followed, begging them to stop, trying to clutch at their shoulders, but he 37was shoved aside. First to go were the saucepans and the dishes from the piles of objects that lay all over the draining board. Then, the comedian donned some work gloves, and grabbed a fistful of the chopsticks standing in the basket. In amongst these was Asa.

         ‘Not those!’ The young man lunged forward, and bit him on the arm.

         ‘Whoa! Jeez! What do you think you’re doing!’

         ‘Put those back.’

         ‘Oh, come on now!’

         ‘Put them back!’

         ‘Get off! Get off me!’ the comedian shouted, elbowing him off. The young man was knocked back, and slithered down to lie in a heap on the floor, whacking his head on the refrigerator.

         ‘Somebody call an ambulance!’ In a few minutes there was the sound of a siren, and the man was taken away to hospital.

         Inside the house, now empty of people (since the crew packed up and left), the air was abuzz.

         ‘This is worrisome …’38

         ‘Hope he’ll be okay …’

         ‘That was a nasty bang …’

         ‘It was his head, I’m sure!’

         ‘Let’s hope he survives …’

         ‘That comedian seems OK on TV but in real life he’s a bully!’

         The voices were of Asa’s companions. Because in addition to Asa the girl who had turned into a pair of chopsticks, there was Mana the girl who had turned into a pillow, Sho the boy who had turned into a doorknob, Yuta the boy who had turned into a quilt, Kaori the girl who had turned into a blanket, Michiru the girl who had turned into a rock, Noriko the girl who had turned into a clothes hanger, Yoshio the boy who had turned into a Peko-chan doll, Akie the girl who had turned into a knapsack, Soichiro the boy who had turned into a potted cactus, and countless others besides. Each of them had in one way or another undergone some painful experience very similar to Asa’s, mostly in their childhood. They had all long ago left this world.39

         The young man treated them all so carefully, like they were the most precious things in his life.

         Please be unharmed. Don’t die … Asa repeated this prayer the whole night.

         The next morning, the young man came home with his head in a bandage. They’d all worried about the amount of blood he had lost but in hospital apparently all he had needed was some stitches to the wound. The TV filming was abandoned, and all the objects of the house resumed their peaceful, undisturbed existence.

         ‘Here, have some food,’ Asa would say as she held out a morsel, and the young man would happily accept it.
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