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THE ANDROID WHOSE NAME WAS BOY 



			The android whose name was Boy set out on an adventure. Setting out on an adventure had been programmed into Boy’s memory at creation, and so that was what Boy did. Boy was the name the android had been given, and its appearance was indisputably that of a boy, but its gender was indeterminate. In what follows, therefore, we will refer to the android using the name Boy, and the pronouns it/its. 

			After walking for three days and three nights straight, Boy came to a small village and knocked on the door of a cottage that lay on its outskirts, its windows glowing with warm light. Being an android, Boy didn’t experience tiredness, but it had been programmed to ask the old woman who appeared at the door, wiping her hands on the apron tied around her waist, if it could shelter there for the night.

			The woman welcomed Boy inside and gestured toward a table beside the fire. Orange flames crackled in the fireplace. Watching Boy tucking into the soup that the woman had heated up, the white-bearded old man inquired, 

			“And what is your name, then?”

			The wooden spoon that Boy had been raising mechanically to its mouth halted mid-air, and Boy replied, 

			“My name is Boy.”

			The look in the old man and woman’s eyes altered in an instant. The woman’s face tensed. She stood abruptly to her feet, her chair clattering, and took a couple of steps backwards. The pipe wedged in the corner of the old man’s mouth dropped to the floor. Its ash scattered across the floorboards. 

			“A boy you say?” the old man said in a voice trembling with anger as he glared at the android. “If you’re really a boy, then that changes everything. I’m sorry, but you need to leave immediately. I despise boys. We—we despise boys.”

			Standing behind her husband, the woman nodded in agreement as she wiped her tears with the corner of her apron. The fire snapped violently, as if sharing their emotion. Seemingly oblivious to Boy’s placid expression, the man went on. 

			“A boy, you say! What do you take us for? We know exactly how this works. You turn up here, introduce yourself as a boy, drink and eat your fill, act all innocent, make us wonderfully happy, and then one day, you’ll announce that an important mission awaits you, that you can’t stay here any longer, and then vanish, just like that. Who knows what the exact reason will be this time? A dragon that needs slaying, or the arrival of a mystery foe, or some such. But whatever it is, we’ll not hear a peep from you ever again. We’ve never even gotten so much as a postcard. Well, we’re sick of it. We’re two lonesome old folks—can’t you just leave us alone? The older we get, the more it hurts. Although I suppose it’s our own fault for building a house on the outskirts of the village, in just the sort of spot where boys like you are likely to lay eyes on it.”

			His gaze growing distant, the man looked out of the window. A tear slid down his cheek. The thunderous sound of the woman blowing her nose on her apron filled the cottage. 

			“Will you hear me out a moment?” Boy addressed the man and woman in a calm voice. “I’m not like the other boys that have come here. I won’t do anything to hurt you.”

			It was the woman who spoke first. 

			“I know he says his name is Boy, but he does seem a bit different to the other boys we’ve met. He didn’t gulp down his soup with astounding appetite, and he still hasn’t had a second serving. He hasn’t looked up at me with food smeared around his mouth in that way that perfectly rouses my maternal instincts, either.”

			The man fell into thought for a few seconds, then nodded. 

			“You might be right. Now that I come to think of it, he doesn’t give you that piercing look right in the eyes like all the other boys.”

			“Let me prove it to you,” said Boy, quietly. With empty bowl and spoon in hand, it walked over to the kitchen. Watching it go, the man and woman glanced at one another, their eyes wide with astonishment. The boys they’d encountered until now had scarcely seemed to know that such things as kitchens existed. 


			So it was that Boy came to live with the old man and woman. It was careful to ensure that all aspects of their life together were evenly balanced. It made sure not to behave in the sorts of boyish ways that delighted the old man and woman and made them look at Boy with their eyes full of love. It didn’t get its clothes covered in mud, or lose its buttons all the time. It knew that it could be neither too perfect nor too imperfect, neither a child prodigy nor a problem child. Stray too far in either direction and it would become a boy. There was no secret surrounding Boy’s birth, nor anything in its family that had been passed down from generation to generation for time immemorial. Boy harbored no dormant force that could be suddenly awakened by something or another, and it went without saying that it wasn’t any kind of Chosen One. It had no intriguing scars or birthmarks on its body. It didn’t allow its natural aptitude to spill out in everything that it put its hand to, or declare melodramatically that it had never chosen this destiny for itself. It didn’t open its heart to the old man and woman, didn’t reveal the loneliness it had always kept inside. It didn’t fling itself into their warm embrace, telling them that they were its true parents. It didn’t mature, either physically or emotionally. It was just around, in a steady, moderate sort of way. The key thing was the not-leaving. The not-going-off-anywhere. 

			When several years had passed, the man and woman gestured for Boy to sit down on the same chair on which it had sat on the day they’d first welcomed it inside, and said, calmly, 

			“You’ve proven your sincerity. We’re grateful for everything you’ve done for us.”

			“Thanks to you, our image of boys has changed. Now we can go on living without sadness.”

			Boy nodded and said, “Okay.”

			The man and woman hugged Boy. Boy didn’t hug them back as tightly, but they understood that it wasn’t meant badly. 

			The following day, Boy set out from the village. 

			On and on, Boy walked. Its job was not yet finished. Whenever it got to a new place, it wrote a postcard to the old man and woman, letting them know its news. For the android, which had been programmed to do just this, this wasn’t much of a burden. 

			Boy’s journey continued. One day, it arrived in a village that was at war. Walking through the village, it came upon a girl sitting in shadow beneath the wing of a specially developed fighter craft, her eyes filled with sadness. When the Boy sat down beside the girl, she began to speak.

			“And then before I knew it, it was me that was doing all the fighting. I was only supposed to be supporting him, but now it’s me that’s going out and getting injured, not him. Suddenly it’s my role to protect the boy! And that’s not the whole of it, either. I find these rash deeds of his so confusing. All around him people are dying, dropping like flies, but it’s like he’s guaranteed to live. Of course he apologises profusely each time I get hurt, but that’s where it ends. He never changes in any fundamental way. I’m sick of it.”

			Boy nodded quietly. 

			From that day on, Boy started fighting in the war. Boy never showed any weakness or vulnerability. Regardless of the situation in which it found itself, it never grew overwhelmed. It looked on impassively at the atrocities of the battlefield. It didn’t act recklessly, or come up with any far-flung ideas. It engaged efficiently in combat, avoided heroic deeds, and left the dying to die. Still, nobody lost their lives owing to Boy’s actions. It didn’t cause anybody any trouble, and wasn’t saved by anyone, either. It didn’t act big, and neither did it act small. 

			After several years, the war still showed no sign of ending. In the shadow of the fighter craft, the girl said to Boy, 

			

			“You’ve shown me that there are boys who don’t behave like boys. I think I’m okay now.”

			Boy nodded quietly. The next day, Boy left the village. 

			Boy’s journey continued. In every town and village in which Boy showed up, its name was mud. If people were kind to Boy at first, they’d always turn as soon as they found out its name, adopting a frosty attitude and speaking with sad expressions of the ill treatment they’d received at the hands of boys in the past. Boy listened to what they had to say, and stayed by their sides. Boy would spend at least a few years in each place. Sometimes it needed to remain for decades. For an android, though, that wasn’t too much of a hardship. 

			Today, again, Boy is walking. The android whose name is Boy, developed to heal the wounds of those hurt by boys in the past, is on the move once more. Its patent is pending. 


		

	
		
			
BOND



			Today is a special day. Is this what you’d call a “social”? In any case, it’s the first time for us all to get together in the same place. Is it presumptuous of me to say “us”? But no, you know what? It’s definitely happening, so it’s okay to own it. The world has acknowledged me as a femme fatale—so I tell myself to boost my confidence. I readjust my dress to ensure maximum cleavage, sweep back my golden curls with my palm, then stride into the hall on my long, slim legs and six-inch heels. 

			The large room contained the various generations of us. Not everyone was there, of course, but over forty were in attendance, chatting and laughing with slender-stemmed cocktail glasses in hand. 

			We were a captivating, glamorous bunch on any day of the week, but that evening we were particularly resplendent. The glinting chandeliers hanging from the ceiling looked crude in comparison. Glancing around that room filled with gorgeous women, it struck me that I was inhabiting the world I had always aspired to inhabit, and a feeling of deep happiness rose up in my chest. 

			Where had my initial confidence disappeared to, though? I found myself promptly transforming into a wallflower, gazing on in awe at the sheer elegance of my predecessors. But then a group of them noticed me, and with cries of “Ah, it’s you!”, welcomed me into their circle. Sure, we were calculating and out for ourselves only, would spare nothing to attain our objectives, and could be brutal if the situation demanded, but today was different. One flashed me a smile and said, ‘If there’s anything you don’t know, don’t hesitate to ask!”, while another pressed a glass of pink champagne into my hand. Encircled by these women giving off such a staggeringly delightful scent, I felt as though I’d stumbled into a dream. 

			“So tell us, then. Is Bond really that good?”

			At the sound of this lowered voice, everyone fell silent for an instant. The voice’s owner, a woman with the sort of figure that could easily induce tears, was a newcomer like myself. Spotting me, she flashed me a diamond-white smile.

			“Hmmm!”

			“Well, I never expected to be asked that!”

			The elder ones exchanged glances, slightly troubled expressions on their faces. Even troubled, they looked divine. 

			“ . . . To be totally honest with you, I was a bit like, Oh, is that it?” said one woman, stepping bravely into the breach. Her chest-length cascade of light-brown hair glistened like a rainbow. “But I pretended like it wasn’t that bad. I mean you would, right? It’s Bond, after all.”

			The dam had broken. One after another, the others began piping up with their own thoughts. 

			“I didn’t think he was so shabby! I actually found him pretty good,” said a beautiful Asian woman with crimson-red lipstick, cocking her head.

			“With me, it was all over in a second. I think he must have been tired,” said a woman with a wildly sexy French accent. 

			“Yeah just between us, he’s not exactly a long-laster, is he? But I guess he must get exhausted with so many missions to accomplish. All that stuff in the bedroom on top of that would be too much for anyone.”

			This woman had lustrous skin like molten chocolate, heavenly thighs and an ample chest. Oh, how transcendent we all were!

			Our voices, which had started out hushed, gradually grew louder. There was drink involved and, above all, we had never had the chance to exchange information with one another like this before. How could it not be a riot? Maybe there would never be another such occasion again, meaning this was literally a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. I plucked up my courage and hesitantly posed a question to my predecessors, their cheeks now charmingly flushed.

			“You don’t have to do it with him, do you?”

			“I mean, of course you don’t have to . . . but why do you ask?”

			A set of emerald-green eyes framed by long eyelashes peered curiously at me. Inwardly fearing that what I was about to say was uncouth, I nonetheless puffed out my chest with its conspicuous cleavage and went on,

			“I just feel like people are too quick to jump into bed with him. I mean, if they’re into him then that’s one thing, but there are times when they’re obviously doing it as a way of getting him to lower his guard, which just feels a bit, like, dated or something? And even if there are feelings involved on his part, that’s a hell of a lot of different people to be having feelings for. I just think there needs to be another way of impressing our beauty on people, do you know what I mean?”

			As I was speaking, I felt my conviction swell. I wanted to create a different kind of us to that which had existed until now. Of course I had all the respect in the world for my predecessors. But times were changing—that much was indisputable. 

			“I don’t know, I just feel like it’s something you should try once,” someone said, slapping me on the shoulder. 

			“Really?” I found myself replying, pulling a silly face. A titter went up from the circle. 

			“Just don’t think too much about it.”

			“There’s more prestige attached if you do.”

			“You might as well. You’ve not got anything to lose, have you?”

			Now everyone began slapping my shoulders enthusiastically. There was a feverish sense of overexcitement in the room. 

			A woman with glasses, wearing a long dress that looked as though it had been painted onto her body, slipped up beside me. We were the kinds of women who were sexy even in glasses—no, we were even sexier in glasses. In a serious tone, she said,

			“Honestly, though, I do think it’s worth doing. The viewers will feel let down if you don’t. Especially if you’re the main girl. Then you should definitely do it. It’s really shitty when the main girl doesn’t—although it has happened in the past. Just think about it. You’d be disappointed if you were watching, no?”

			Another with a voice so sugary sweet she could have spun cotton candy from it chimed in, 

			“Yeah, exactly. I didn’t do it, but with hindsight I wish I had. It would have made for such a good conversation topic!”

			“Right! It’s way more fun if Bond screws around like crazy, and we screw around with him!” 

			What, exactly, was I being talked into here? As I felt my mind fog over for a moment, the other newcomer blurted out, 

			“If I’m honest, Q is way more my type.”

			Hearing this, our various generations of predecessors turned and pronounced in unison,

			“No, you can’t say things that! We’ll lose our name!”

			My eyes met those of the other newbie, and we burst out laughing. I wish you could have experienced what it felt like to be glared at so intensely by all those incredible women with such a wealth of experience.

			Afterward, we carried on drinking and enjoying ourselves. Enough of the difficult conversation already! We were strong, sexy, and invincible. Bond was the only one who was any kind of match for us. Bond had to be led around by the nose by us, taken prisoner by our beauty, just as he always had been—that was how it had to be. It honestly sounded like so much fun. I couldn’t wait until the day that I would get to finally meet him. Although if he turned out to be a total loser, then there was no way that I was going to do it with him. 

			Surrounded by all those strong and beautiful creatures, I felt myself truly proud to be one of them. When they began chanting, “Down it! Down it!” I gulped down my glass of champagne. Next there was going to be a round of Bingo. 


			 

			 

		

	
		
			
STARRY NIGHT


			


			I’m an early morning person. At this hour most of the other villagers are still asleep, but I blink my eyes wide open, my chest swelling with hope for the day to come, and light the lamp in my room.

			I live in a little house in the center of the village. The house next door to mine has a red roof, but my house is without any distinguishing features—apart from its lamp being lit, that is. Close by stands a church with a tall, narrow spire, where my family goes on Sundays. The priest at the church is the same one who baptized me, and the fact I’ve now grown up seems to have escaped his notice entirely. He’s not getting any younger, either, and has gotten very gray of late. 

			When I was young, I often used to ask my mom and dad, 

			“Why is my village different from other villages?”

			That always stumped them. They’d look at each other, and one of them would say, “Hmm, that’s a good question. It’s just always been that way.”

			It seemed to me that they didn’t really know the answer. So, I noted, there are things that adults don’t know either. 

			The sky that stretches out above my village is not like a normal sky. Maybe there’s no such thing as a “normal” sky, but this one is definitely a bit unusual. You don’t find many like this in any books. 

			 

			A few hours before dawn, I open the window and look up. The light from the stars is so incredibly clear, it’s like looking at a patch of dahlias in full bloom. There’s this one star that, with the glow extending all around it, looks like a huge white daisy. I think maybe my village is just really close to the stars. I haven’t ever set foot outside of it so it’s hard to say, but it seems possible that it’s not actually on Earth. When that idea first struck me, I thought that maybe I’d made an amazing discovery so I asked my mom and my dad, but they both denied it. It’s just a regular village on Earth, they said. Then my dad told me to stop talking nonsense and get down to my schoolwork, and pushed down on the top of my head with his big hand, firmly enough I thought my head might pop down inside my body and disappear. You can get toys that do that, right? Anyway, I gave them a look like I was satisfied, but in truth, I still find it kind of bizarre. When I’m a bit more grown up, I’ll leave this village and then I’ll solve the mystery once and for all. 

			I can hear the sound of insects from somewhere. I’m still looking up at the sky, by the way. I can’t get enough of it, this sky that isn’t like any other sky. My village is special, so it stands to reason that the sky would be special too. The light of the moon really is amazingly bright. It’s a crescent moon today, but it looks like the crescent moon has been superimposed onto a full one.

			I like it best when the sky looks like it’s full of whirlpools, like it does now. You don’t get that kind of swirly effect with normal skies. They’re more pared back. The sky here undulates like waves do, with all these different colors. It sometimes reminds me of a sea creature or something like that. Or else, like a soul with something it can’t quite bring itself to give up on. The sky in my village is super alive, just beautiful. When I’m looking out across at it, I feel the power to live surging up inside me.

			When my neck starts to get tired from all that craning upwards, I look down and out across the village, still sunken in silence. There is one more weird thing about my village I haven’t told you about yet, and that’s the tree ghost that lives here. Of course I asked my mom and my dad why it was here, but their answer was as always: “Hmm, that’s a good question. It’s just always been that way.” The tree ghost lives a little way away from my house. It flickers and sways like a great flame. All the kids in my village grow up being told by the village adults to keep away from it, and they do actually keep to the rules in that regard. Some of the older villagers go and make offerings and pray to it and things like that. I guess that’s a kind of religion for them, in the same way that going to church is for us. 

			You might think I’m a wimp for saying this, but honestly, I’m relieved that there’s a bit of a distance between my house and the tree ghost. I think it would be pretty hard to relax with a tree ghost slap-bang in front of where you were living. What if it decided to come and trample your house? What would you do then? The people living on the opposite side of the street from the tree ghost haven’t said anything, but I figure they must be very on edge about the whole situation. But the tree ghost is really tall, tall enough that it is basically touching my beloved sky, so there’s also a part of me that would really like to try climbing it. I don’t have that kind of courage yet, but I hope one day that I will. 

			I turn and look absent-mindedly in the direction of the tree ghost, a bottle-green flame off in the distance, and that’s when I first notice the person. They are standing at the window of a building on the far side of the ghost tree, looking this way. The light from their room, the only lit one in the whole building, picks out their shadowy form against the window frame. They can’t actually be looking at me, I think to myself, but they are definitely looking at my village. 

			I’m pretty sure that building is some kind of an inn. They have roosters there that let rip every morning with their earsplitting crowing. It used to drive my dad crazy, that crowing. I wake up before the roosters, though, so it doesn’t really bother me. 

			Still, it’s rare for a traveler to be up now. I always get up at this hour, and I’ve never seen a light on in that building before. This is the countryside, so none of the shops are open early in the morning. It must still be hours before breakfast is served at the inn. 

			

			I stand there watching the man. I think it must be a man. I can’t make out his face properly, but there’s something sort of rugged about his silhouette, a pointiness about his face. 

			The man isn’t moving. He’s just standing there, looking out, as if he’s trying to commit the scene to memory. It’s like he thinks he’s taking a photo in the olden days, where the entire image would end up blurry if you moved at all during any part of the process—that’s how perfectly still he is.

			Maybe this man understands how great my village is, how incredible. My village with its whirlpool sky overhead and its resident ghost tree. It’s quite plausible that he is overcome by how lovely my village is right now. Thinking that, I feel incredibly proud. 

			At some point I catch myself thinking that I wish this guy were a painter. It seems to me that for some reason, I could trust him to paint my village just as it really is. To paint it in all its specialness, without changing a thing. 

			The traveler and I stand facing one other, not moving at all. I lift a hand and try waving, though I’m thinking all the while that he probably won’t be able to see it. 

			After a little pause, the man lifts his hand and waves back at me. The roosters at the inn have begun crowing, but he doesn’t react at all. It’s as if there is no sound in his world. Right at this minute, the traveler only has eyes for my village. 

			For a little while we stand there, waving at each other. We both know that soon enough, day will break, and our time will be over. 
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