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The woman pushed on the baby’s stomach and sucked its penis into her mouth; it was thinner than the American menthols she smoked and a bit slimy, like raw fish. She was testing to see if the baby would cry, but the little arms and legs were still, so she peeled away the plastic wrapping over its face. She lined a cardboard box with towels, laid the baby inside, and taped the box shut. Then she tied it with string and wrote a made-up name and address on the side in big print.


Her breasts started to ache again just as she finished doing her makeup and was about to put on a polka-dot dress. They were still swollen with milk, and she stopped for a minute to rub them, without bothering to wipe up the whitish liquid that dripped on the carpet. Slipping on her sandals, she left the apartment with the box. As she got into a cab she’d hailed, her mind was on the lace tablemat she was making; it would be done soon, and she decided to put it under the pot of geraniums. The heat had made her a little dizzy, which wasn’t surprising since the man on the radio said it was breaking records. Six people—most of them elderly or unwell—had already died. She got out at the station, went straight to the coin lockers, and shoved the box into an empty one in the back row.


Wrapping the key in a sanitary napkin, she disposed of it in the toilet, then left the station, which was stifling, for the comfort of a department store. When she’d cooled down a bit after a cigarette in the restroom there, she did some shopping: pantyhose, nail polish, bleach. She had an orange juice, then went to the ladies’ again to put on the nail polish. Around the time she was finishing the thumb of her left hand, the baby, half-suffocated in the dark box, broke out in a sweat. At first it was just a little dampness on the forehead and chest, perhaps under his arms, but soon he was wet all over and his temperature began to drop. Finally, his fingers twitched, his mouth opened, and he let out a tremendous wail.


It was the heat. No one could have gone on sleeping in a damp, double-sealed box like that. The heat had started the baby’s blood pumping, which woke him up, and so, just seventy-six hours after he first emerged between his mother’s legs, he was virtually born again, in a hot coin locker. The baby continued to cry until he was found.


He was taken to the police hospital, then placed in the custody of an orphanage. A month later he was given a name: Kikuyuki Sekiguchi. Sekiguchi was the name the woman had written on the box; Kikuyuki, the eighteenth entry on the list for naming abandoned children used by the welfare office in the north ward of the city of Yokohama. Kikuyuki Sekiguchi had been found on July 18, 1972.


A high metal fence surrounded the orphanage where Kikuyuki was raised; the building was set back from the road, at the end of a drive lined with cherry trees, and there was a cemetery on the grounds. The other children at the Cherryfield Orphanage of the Virgin Mary called him Kiku. As soon as he was old enough to understand, he learned that the nuns there prayed for him every day; they were also fond of telling him, “Your Father in Heaven is watching over you, little Kiku.” There was a picture of this Father hanging on the wall of the chapel, a bearded man standing on a cliff looking out at the sea. In his arms he held a newborn lamb which he seemed to be offering to the sky.


“How come I’m not in the picture?” Kiku wanted to know. “And why doesn’t my father look Japanese?”


The nuns said the picture was done before he was born, and that the Father had lots of children, with different colors of hair and eyes…





Children at the Cherryfield Orphanage were adopted according to looks, the cutest ones going first. On Sunday, when they were finished with church, they all went to play outside, where they were looked over by the prospective parents. Kiku wasn’t what you would call an ugly child, but at Cherryfield the orphans of choice had lost their parents in traffic accidents or some other tragedy, and those who had simply been abandoned had to be exceptionally attractive to get the nod. Kiku had learned to walk, and then was old enough to run around the playground, and still he was one of the leftovers when the Sunday inspection ended.


The nuns hadn’t told him yet that he had been born in a coin locker. That was left to another child at the orphanage, Hashi, to do. Hashio Mizouchi, like Kiku, was a leftover. One day he approached Kiku in the sandbox:


“We’re the only two, you know. All the others died. You and me, we’re the only ones who made it out of the coin lockers alive.”


Hashi was thin, a bit nearsighted, and gave off a slightly antiseptic smell. His eyes were moist and seemed to stare right through you, off into the distance; when he spoke to Hashi, Kiku felt like the Invisible Man. Unlike Kiku, who had screamed in the box until a policeman found him, Hashi was saved by his delicate constitution. The woman who abandoned him had wrapped him naked in a paper bag without even bothering to wash him and had just tossed the bundle into a coin locker. Fortunately, however, she’d dusted him all over with talcum powder for a protein allergy rash, and the powder had made him vomit; the smell of the vomit, laced with the fragrance of the powder, had seeped out of the locker, and a blind man’s dog that happened to be passing by had begun to howl.


“It was a big black dog. I love that kind of dog,” Hashi would say to anybody who’d listen.


The first time Kiku actually saw a coin locker was on a trip to an amusement park in the suburbs. Hashi pointed it out to him by the entrance to the roller-skating rink. A man with skates opened one of the little doors and put his overcoat and a bag inside. It’s just a kind of shelf, thought Kiku, going up for a closer look. The dust from the locker smudged his hand as he poked around.


“It’s like a beehive, isn’t it?” Hashi said. “Remember? We saw it once on TV: bees hatch their eggs in these little boxes. But you and me, Kiku, we’re not bees… so we must have come from people eggs… I wonder if bees have the same problem?—they lay lots of eggs, but most of them die.”


Kiku imagined the bearded Father on the chapel wall putting slimy human eggs in the coin lockers. But somehow he knew it wasn’t quite like that. He had a feeling that women laid the eggs, and the Father just held them up to show heaven once they were born.


“Hey, look!” Hashi was calling him again.


A woman in sunglasses with dyed red hair was walking around with a key searching for her locker.


“She’s going to lay one right now. Look how big her butt is,” Hashi noted.


The woman stopped at a locker and inserted the key. As the door opened, a round red object fell to the ground, and Kiku and Hashi let out a cry. More of the red things tumbled out as the woman struggled to hold them back, and one rolled over to where the two boys were standing: a tomato, not an egg. Kiku stamped on it as hard as he could, getting juice all over his shoe, but there was no baby brother inside.





The other children at the orphanage had tended to pick on Hashi, but now Kiku came to his rescue. Soon, Hashi would let no one else near him. He had a particular fear of grown-up men, and burst into tears so easily that Kiku sometimes wondered whether his body wasn’t hollow and filled with water. Once, for example, the man who delivered bread to the orphanage had patted Hashi lightly on the shoulder and joked that he smelled of liniment, and even this had set him off. But Kiku knew that all he could do to help was sit with him until he calmed down. No matter how much he cried or shook or babbled on about how sorry he was for this or that, Kiku would just sit by impassively and wait. When Hashi took to following him around and even refused to let him go to the toilet alone, Kiku didn’t seemed to mind. The truth was, he needed Hashi as much as Hashi needed him, the way a healthy person sometimes needs a disease, imaginary though it may be, as a kind of retreat, a safe haven from the problems of the real world.


Every year, about the time the cherry trees were in full bloom, Hashi used to get a cough that sounded like a storm in his throat. One year his condition—“nervous asthma,” as the doctors called it—was particularly bad and was accompanied by a slight fever, preventing him from playing outdoors with Kiku. Alone in his room, Hashi retreated even further into himself, developing a passion for a strange game of “house” played out on the floor next to his bed. First he would arrange neat place-settings of plastic dishes, knives, forks, and spoons; then he would carefully position a toy washing machine, refrigerator, and tiny pots and pans until he had created the model of an efficient kitchen. Once the room was done, however, God help whoever touched it: the least nudge or shift of the tiniest detail, even by accident, and Hashi burst into a violent tantrum, far beyond anything the nuns ever thought possible in a timid boy like him. At night he slept near his model kitchen, and in the morning the first thing he did was to check every item to make sure nothing had been moved. When he was convinced that all was well, he would sit motionless for a long time gazing contentedly at his handiwork; but, as often as not, a faint tinge of displeasure would then show on his face, followed by growing rage, until at last he would leap to his feet and smash the whole thing to smithereens.


Eventually, the kitchen alone was not enough: he needed to expand. He collected scraps of cloth, spools, buttons, thumbtacks, random bicycle parts, stones, sand, and bits of broken glass—all the materials he needed for a more ambitious kingdom. And when it was finished, his protective instincts were all the stronger, as one unfortunate little girl who happened to trip over a tower of spools soon discovered: by the time the nuns pried him loose, he had come as close to strangling her as his strength would allow. That night his cough was worse than ever, and he was running a high fever.


When Kiku finally came to see the model, though, Hashi cheered up.


“This is the bakery over here. These are gas tanks, and this is the graveyard.”


Kiku waited until Hashi had finished.


“So where are the coin lockers?” he asked at last. Hashi pointed at the taillight from a bicycle.


“There,” he said.


The taillight was perfect: a bright orange plastic reflector covered the tiny light bulb, the chrome casing was spotless, and the red and blue wires had been carefully wrapped in a neat ball. The coin lockers shone at the heart of Hashi’s kingdom.


As he conducted the tour Hashi grew lively, almost talkative, which bothered Kiku for some reason. When Kiku sat and watched him in one of his moods, crying or pouting, he felt like a patient being shown his own X-rays; he knew that hidden inside himself were the same fears and anxieties that were transparent in Hashi, and somehow he’d been hoping that Hashi’s tears would heal both their wounds. But now Hashi had taken to sleeping near this model kingdom, and seemed to have forgotten Kiku; his tears and apprehensions were reserved for his miniature world. The disease that had served as a sort of sanctuary for the healthy one of them had somehow escaped and remained alive on its own. In an obscure way, Kiku realized he would have to find a new disease.


One day, he went to a public clinic with one of the nuns for a polio vaccination, and managed to get lost on the way back, ending up at the city bus yard. The driver said that the boy had boarded the bus at the first stop and had stayed on through four round trips to the yacht harbor. Eventually the driver had asked him where he was going, but Kiku just sat there staring out the window, so he’d called the police. That was the first incident.


Three days later, a little after noon, Kiku walked out of the front gate and flagged down a cab. He told the driver to take him all the way to Shinjuku, and when they arrived at the station there, he muttered “Now Shibuya.” The driver deposited him at the police box in front of Shibuya Station, and he was returned to the orphanage. Another time, when he tried to stow away in the back of a liquor store delivery truck, the nuns had managed to find him before he left the grounds, but soon afterward he got as far as Kamakura, an hour down the coast, by tricking a couple who had come to tend a grave in the cemetery. After that, Kiku used to go up to complete strangers and say, “I’m lost. Could you take me home to Kamakura?”


A young nun was assigned to watch him, to make sure he stayed put, but she was too softhearted to be very strict. Whenever she could, she borrowed her family’s car and took him out for a drive.


“You love cars and buses, don’t you? Why do you like riding around so much?”


“The earth goes around,” Kiku blurted out, “so why should I sit still?”


In fact, it had nothing to do with the earth—it was just something he couldn’t help. Sitting still made him fidgety. He would get this feeling that something, not far off, was spinning fiercely round and round, and that this thing, whatever it was, was about to blast off at any minute. He would feel the ground tremble, hear the air fill with a whirring sound. Eventually, these liftoffs were occurring at regular intervals, and each time Kiku was left behind he felt a sharp despair. But then, almost immediately, preparations would begin for the next one—the smell of fuel in the air, the rumbling, the spinning—and his anxiety would begin to build all over again.


Kiku knew he had to keep moving, he had to do something. As the launch approached, as the whirring grew shriller, his discomfort would turn into a real panic, and keep growing. He had to get on board!


One day, when the children were taken on an outing to the amusement park, Kiku got on the roller coaster and wouldn’t get off; but, unlike the other kids, he wasn’t screaming with delight, he just sat there, stock still, with a blank look on his face. When the attendant finally told the young nun to get the boy out of there, she found him crouched down in the seat, rigid and pale as a ghost. His skin was damp and covered with gooseflesh, and the sister had to pry his fingers from the rail of the car one by one. It was only then that she realized that Kiku’s fascination with locomotion was more disease than hobby, and it was soon afterward that he and the other boy—the one whose bedside was arrayed with fiercely guarded rubbish and who had recently ripped an intravenous needle from his arm in a bid to fend off an intruder—were taken to see a psychiatrist.


The doctor, idly examining a photograph of Hashi’s bedside kingdom, said he assumed that the nuns, accustomed as they were to caring for orphans, were aware that such children frequently developed symptoms of autism due to lack of a normal parental relationship.


The very next day, Kiku and Hashi started going there for therapy. They were given some guava juice laced with something to induce a certain drowsiness, followed by an hour or two of exposure to the soothing sound of an in utero heartbeat in a special chamber. The room had padding on the floor and walls so that even the most violent patient would be safe from himself. Inside, the heartbeat was broadcast from speakers set in the walls and ceiling and covered with some sort of material so as to be invisible. Tiny recessed lights, which lined the edge of the padding where the ceiling and walls met, could be adjusted to give a uniform brightness. The room contained nothing but one oversized couch facing a 72-inch video screen behind a layer of thick glass. Once the sleeping drug had taken effect, the boys were joined on the couch by a doctor. Gradually, almost imperceptibly, the lights dimmed while a variety of images played across the screen: waves lapping on a South Pacific beach; skiers negotiating new powder snow; a herd of giraffes running in slow motion against a sunset; a white sailboat cresting the waves; thousands of tropical fish skimming along a coral reef; birds and gliders, ballerinas and trapeze artists. The images changed only very gradually, in the tiniest of increments—the size of the waves, the intensity of the setting sun, the color of the reef, the speed of the yacht, the scenery on the stage. By the time the changes became imperceptible and consciousness had begun to fade, the room had grown completely dark. As for the sound, it had been playing from the time the boys entered the place at an almost inaudible volume, but as the room grew dark and the images slowed, it gradually increased to a crescendo just as they fell asleep. Somewhere between fifty and eighty minutes later the boys would wake up from their nap, but the tape loop would still be showing the same images so they would have no sense that time had passed. To add to the illusion, the treatment was scheduled from 10:30 A.M. to noon, the time of day when the change in the angle of the sun is least noticeable. There were even ways to compensate for days when the weather didn’t cooperate with the illusion; for example, when it was clear in the morning but started to rain while the boys were inside, the sound of rain could be added to the audio in the room several minutes before they regained consciousness, and the lighting was adjusted to resemble a rainy day. Throughout all this, however, Kiku and Hashi were not told that they were being treated at all; they thought they were just going to the hospital to see a movie, and a movie is what they saw.


Within a week, results were apparent. As the sessions progressed and the boys got used to the treatment room, the nuns were no longer needed as chaperones. In a month’s time, the psychiatrist was using hypnotism in place of the sleeping drug and exploring the changes in the boys’ subconscious brought on by the “rechanneling” of their special energy.


“What do you see when you hear that noise?” he asked.


“The sea,” they answered together.


Kiku would describe the image flashing on the inside of his eyeballs: his own small body being held up to heaven by the bearded Christ standing on a cliff overlooking the ocean. He was wrapped in something soft, and a cool breeze was blowing. The sea was calm and sparkling. The treatment continued for about three months, at which point the psychiatrist called in the nuns again.


“The therapy is nearly finished. The important thing now is to avoid giving the boys any idea how much they’ve changed. Above all, you mustn’t tell them about the heartbeat or anything else we’ve been doing here.”


Kiku and Hashi, waiting in the corridor, stared out the window at the golden glow of the sky and, below, a line of deep green ginkgo trees trembling in the wind. As the elevator doors opened, they turned to look at an old man, his chest bandaged and a tube extending from one nostril, who was being wheeled into the hall. A young girl carrying a large bunch of lilies was talking to the nurse pushing him along. Kiku and Hashi went up closer to him. His veins were visible under the transparent skin, while his lips were moist and red. His ankles were strapped to the trolley with leather belts, and tiny spots of blood oozed from around the needles of the tubes attached to both arms. The old man opened his eyes and, seeing the boys peering down at him, twisted the corners of his mouth into a smile. At that moment, the nuns emerged from the room directly in front of them repeating the doctor’s last words:


“They don’t realize that they’ve changed; they think it’s the world that changed.”
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An adoption was finally arranged for Kiku and Hashi during the summer before they were to begin school. The nuns persuaded a couple who had applied for twins to take the boys. The application had come via the Holy Virgin Relief Society from a small island off the west coast of Kyushu. At first the boys refused to even consider leaving the orphanage, but they were shown a picture of the people who would be their foster parents and at last they agreed; the couple had been photographed with the sea in the background.


In the company of a welfare officer, they made the long journey south by ferry, sitting inside on torn plastic-covered seats, where the heat was made worse by the oil fumes. They were met at the dock by their new parents. Perhaps it was the fading light, but to Hashi they looked more like mother and child than man and wife. As the welfare officer made the necessary introductions, Kiku studied his new father, Shuichi Kuwayama, with disappointment. Not only was he short but his pale arms and legs were spindly and the flesh seemed to sag on his body. He was clean-shaven, and the hair on his head was thinning; he had absolutely nothing in common with the Father in the picture in the chapel.


From the neck up, his wife was thickly painted with white powder, which was beginning to dissolve in her sweat and trickle down into a pool collecting on her collarbone. Kazuyo Kuwayama was in fact six years older than her husband, and had just turned forty. After leaving her first husband, she had come to the island with her uncle, a miner, in the days before the coal mines that were dug under the sea were closed down. Big-boned, with rather narrow eyes and a nose too large for her face, she had trained as a beautician, then worked in a bar, before settling down with Kuwayama, who had a small factory next door to his place where he produced disposable styrofoam lunchboxes.


Kiku and Hashi, as soon as they got home, were put to bed in matching pajamas with locomotives on them. Hashi was exhausted and running a slight temperature, for which Kazuyo made him an ice bag. She fanned the boy as he slept while her husband saw the welfare officer off. When he was gone, Kuwayama went straight back to work. A bug Kiku had never seen before flew in through the window, and he got out of bed to look out into the darkness. From the windows of the orphanage he had liked to watch the lights of the city and the stream of cars passing, but here it was pitch dark, though he thought he could just make out a tree with big black leaves rustling in the mild breeze. When Kuwayama turned on the styrofoam press, the noise drowned out the pleasant hum of the bugs.


“It makes a racket, but he can never get to sleep unless he gets a little work done before going to bed,” Kazuyo explained. Ignoring her, Kiku eyed the strange beetle, and when it landed nearby he stamped on it.


“You mustn’t kill living things like that!” Kazuyo scolded.


Back at the window, Kiku spotted a tiny point of light in the distance; a star, he thought, but Kazuyo told him it was a lighthouse.


“It shines all night so the ships at sea don’t bump into the rocks.” The light spun around, revealing the rough surface of the sea for an instant. “Time for bed,” said Kazuyo. “You must be tired, too. Get some sleep.”


Kiku suddenly wanted to scream, to turn himself into a huge jet plane and bomb the hell out of the bugs, the leaves, this window, Kuwayama’s machine, the lighthouse. The smell of the summer night, of sun-warmed trees cooling in the darkness, was somehow unbearable.


“Hashi and the nuns call me Kiku, but my real name’s Kikuyuki,” he managed to say before he burst into tears. Kazuyo went on fanning, without saying anything. As he got into bed, Kiku realized he had no idea why he was crying. Before long he was fast asleep and the new sheets were damp with sweat.





By the time the boys woke the next morning, Kuwayama’s press was already humming. Kazuyo presented them with new shorts, shirts, and tennis shoes before leaving for the beauty parlor that she owned and worked at.


“You two can watch TV or whatever. We’ll be back at noon,” she told them.


Kiku and Hashi had some rice with a raw egg and miso soup, then counted the sailboats printed on their shirts. The TV had nothing but cooking programs to offer, so they turned it off and wrestled for a while on the floor. Then they discovered an awl on the desk and practiced sticking it in the paper doors from several paces away, but, getting bored with this, they ran out into the small garden, which had some tomatoes and eggplants growing in it. They could see Kuwayama’s sweat-soaked back as he bent over the machine in the shed at the end of the yard, raising and lowering a steel bar.


“Looks like a robot, huh?”


Lush carina lilies lined the steep, narrow road that stretched down from the front of the house, then crossed the main road that ran the length of the island and led straight on to the sea. Beneath a large tree, three sunburned children were busy catching cicadas. As Kiku and Hashi approached, the children eyed their new clothes.


“What are you doing?” Hashi asked, and one of them held up a cage full of insects. Hashi took the cage, buzzing like a broken radio, and peered at its contents. Then they looked up at the tree where the children were pointing, but no matter how hard they stared, they couldn’t spot the cicadas on the bark through the gaps in the thick branches. When the trap—a shell filled with birdlime tied to the end of a stick—was pushed gently nearer the trunk, however, the sawing of the insects suddenly became louder, wings began to beat like toy birds, and the bugs were easily snared. Kiku and Hashi were as excited as if they’d seen a magic trick. One of the kids spotted a large bug high up on a limb and passed the stick to Kiku, who was the tallest among them.


“I can’t see it,” Kiku protested, but several dirty fingers pointed at what looked like a knot on the branch. Kiku held his breath and crept nearer; the cicada was trilling for all it was worth on a branch just at a height he could reach standing on tiptoe. He stepped up onto a broken concrete block at the base of the tree as the children explained that he had to maneuver the stick to approach from the bug’s blind spot. As he was adjusting his angle, the block began to totter. Hashi cried out and Kiku thrust the stick out as if trying to spear the cicada in the tail, barely managing to catch the fluttering wings and bring the insect down as the others cheered. The huge cicada struggled to free itself, making the stick to which it was attached dance on the ground, but the children had soon freed it and, wiping the birdlime away, presented it to Kiku. Hashi asked whether the steep road was a good way to get to the beach, but was told it ended in a cliff with no way down. The best route, they explained, was to take the main road as far as the second side street, which led to the beach.


Kazuyo’s beauty parlor was above a bus stop not far down the main street, and when she saw the boys passing she came down, shouting “Where do you think you’re going?” Kiku pointed mutely toward the sea. “Well, all right, but you’re not to go near the old mines.” Kiku and Hashi had never heard of “mines” before.


The second side street, which the other kids had recommended, was so overgrown the boys walked right by it. They turned instead at a likely looking lane that soon divided into two winding tracks, and after several turns they had no idea at all how to get back to the main road. Attacked by swarms of mosquitoes, their legs cut by the thick grass, the boys began to panic. They wanted to yell for help, but they knew no one was around to hear them. The road divided again, with a dark tunnel to the right, so they went left, only to find a snake slithering across the ground ahead of them. With a scream they headed for the tunnel.


A gradual curve made the opening at the other end of the tunnel appear as a distant tube of light. It was cool inside, and the boys found themselves walking through thick mud. Before they had gone very far, a drop of water from the ceiling caught Hashi on the back of the neck and he took off with another shout that seemed about to bring the tunnel down on their heads. After a few steps, he tripped and lay blubbering in the mud.


“Stop it,” Kiku ordered. “Get up and walk. We’re almost out.” Skirting the smelly, stagnant puddles, they headed for the far end of the tunnel, but when they finally emerged, covered with dirt, they found the way blocked by a tangle of grass and barbed wire. There was, however, a hole on the right just big enough for a child to squirm through, and with some damage to the little boats on their new shirts, they managed to wriggle on. Once through, Hashi again refused to move, but Kiku reminded him that there were snakes if they went back, and they inched along on their bellies, propelling themselves with their elbows. Finally the grass gave way to concrete, and, standing up, they looked out over an extraordinary scene: a full-scale version of the toy city Hashi had constructed next to his bed the year before.


Hashi’s kingdom lay before them, life-sized but apparently lifeless. The neat gray rows of miners’ quarters seemed normal enough except for the occasional tuft of weeds pushing through a broken window, but there was an eerie stillness, almost as if a siren had sounded and everyone had cleared out, leaving the boys as a human sacrifice. The inhabitants were all waiting now, wherever they were hiding, for the boys to be slaughtered. Posters were still stuck to a bulletin board: a concert by the Kyushu Naval Brass Band playing “The River Kwai March,” “Anchors Away,” and “The Stars and Stripes Forever.” The boys stood stock still for a moment, then, spooked by the silence, began to run. They ran among the houses, but the only sound they heard was the echo of their own footsteps. They stopped when they came to an abandoned tricycle with grass sprouting through its faded plastic seat, half expecting the children who had been trapping cicadas to appear from somewhere. When Hashi gingerly touched the handlebars, the bike collapsed with a rusty squeal, like a pig having a spike driven into its head, and a watery mixture of oil and rust oozed from the frame. Unnerved by this sight, they fled the rows of houses up a flight of crumbling wood and gravel stairs to a world that seemed to have been suddenly dyed red, where the sun shone through the cracks in a brick wall that stretched as far as the boys could see. Peering through the cracks, they discovered a group of structures unlike any they had seen before: a funnel-shaped tower linked by a ditch to a concrete pond divided into neat compartments; bare steel skeletons; brick cylinders choked with ivy. It all seemed familiar to Hashi, but when he turned to ask if Kiku had the same feeling, Hashi saw that he’d gone pale. More than mere models grown out of proportion, this new vision looked like an exact replica, all in concrete, of the chart of the human digestive system that had hung on the wall of the waiting room at the hospital where they’d gone for the movies. But for Kiku there was something else besides: the ruins, bathed in heat and shadows, were also the blast-off site for the great spinning rocket that had haunted him.


When they were able to go on, they found a school nearby, gutted and half collapsing, and in front a dried-up fountain with succulent plants forcing thick leaves through the cracks in the concrete. On closer inspection, though, the spiked leaves were not from a plant at all, but part of a machine, perhaps of the sort that might excavate undersea tunnels. Around the fountain were flower beds, but the neglected seeds had blown away, and the only sign of flowers was the few stray blossoms in the dirt that had collected in the bottom of an overturned toilet. The school was partly covered with tarpaulins that fluttered noisily when the wind blew and stirred up a great flock of crows perched on the roof. The birds taking flight made it seem as if part of the building were caving in.


Hashi was still wondering where they could be, what sort of place this was, and whether he might be dreaming. Everything was clear up to the point where he had fallen in the tunnel; he was sure of that part because his shirt was caked with dried mud and reeked of oil and stagnant water. Kiku, however, had just noticed that the sun was beginning to go down, and it occurred to him that in the dark the ruins would no longer be much fun. They would have to start looking for a way back.


They cut across the playground of the abandoned school, past a twisted and broken horizontal bar. Cactuses grew luxuriantly in the sandbox, their needles covering the surface of a nearby pool filled with murky water. Three telephone poles, rotted and splitting, provided a nest for thousands of termites, and clouds of transparent wings filled the air. Beyond this translucent curtain, the boys could make out a town, or rather a row of empty shops facing a row of abandoned brothels and bars, and between the two a street from which the pavement was mostly gone.


“Look! Isn’t that beautiful!” cried Hashi, suddenly pointing toward a pit which contained, apparently, all the broken glass tubing from the neon signs on the bars and restaurants. The shards formed a luminous carpet that sparkled when the wind blew, shifting the bits of glass to catch the sunlight at new angles. As they watched, shivers of color shot through the pit, recreating a huge, formless neon sign. Kiku went up to it and selected a gently curved piece of glass that was smooth and pink on the outside and a rough yellow inside. He gave it a heave and followed it with his eyes as it came to rest in the dust some distance away. When he went to retrieve it, though, he made a startling discovery. Getting down on his hands and knees, he crawled along studying the ground.


“Kiku?” said Hashi, still holding an S-shaped neon tube which was almost intact.


“Tire tracks. Fresh ones. There’s only one, so it must have been a motorbike. Someone else has been here,” Kiku said. The tracks ended at a movie theater that stood at the entrance to a street lined with brothels. In front hung a crooked sign saying “Piccadilly.” Kiku studied the area. There were no other tracks and no sign that the rider had made a U-turn. Hashi meanwhile was looking at half a poster that still hung under the sign for coming attractions and some publicity photos from the movie that were stuck in a crack in the theater wall. The poster, a picture of a woman, was ripped off above her eyes, leaving a nose, tongue, and jaw, and a strangely disconnected breast. The photos included one of a foreign man brandishing a revolver, a prone blonde woman gushing blood, and two ladies on horses riding into the sunset. Careful not to tear the brittle paper, Hashi brushed the sand from each and inspected it closely. Somewhere toward the middle of the pile he came across one of a nude woman, which he tried to slip into his pocket, only to have it shred into little pieces. Meanwhile, Kiku was checking the windows of the theater which had all been boarded shut.


Suddenly, Hashi looked up and his heart stopped. Somebody was watching them from the second floor of the theater… a young man dressed only in a pair of leather pants. Kiku had seen him too. The man looked first at one boy, then the other, then twitched his jaw as if to say “get lost.” Petrified, the boys stood their ground, until a low voice made it plainer:


“Get lost!”


At this point, Hashi would have taken to his heels, but Kiku still made no move to go.


“Kiku!” Hashi shouted, but Kiku’s eyes were fixed on the thin young man with the long beard.


“So I finally found you,” he was muttering to himself. “This is where you’ve been. The man who’s supposed to take me up to heaven lives in the town destroyed by the spinning rocket.” But as he spoke, the man pulled his head back inside the window, and they could hear a door close somewhere.


Kiku shook himself and shouted: “But where’s the motorbike?” There was no answer.


“Come on, let’s go home,” said Hashi, near tears as he tugged at Kiku’s sleeve. Kiku eventually gave up, but as they rounded the corner of the theater they heard a scraping sound, and a sheet of thin corrugated metal from the second story broke away and fell to earth. Then, all of a sudden, a motorbike exploded from the hole in the wall and disappeared in a cloud of dust. The noise of the engine faded in the distance, but Kiku was sure he’d seen the rider smile as he raced by.





When questioned by Kazuyo about the mud on their shirts, Hashi confessed that they’d gone to investigate the area around the mines. For this she scolded them at length. Didn’t they know how dangerous it was? Hadn’t she told them about the two bums who’d been bitten by snakes while picking through one of those buildings? And then there was the little boy who’d fallen down a shaft… The planks that covered the entrances were all rotted out, Kazuyo told them, and the tunnels themselves were full of gas. If you fell in, you dropped three thousand meters straight to the bottom, where you became food for all sorts of creepy bugs and snakes. And there were chemicals in the old storerooms that could eat your flesh down to the bone in a second if you happened to spill them on you, not to mention the crazy old drifters who lived in the abandoned buildings and did nasty things to little girls and most likely to little boys, too. And if something were to happen, there was nobody to help you; you could never yell loud enough to be heard back in the village. When the lecture was over, she had managed to extract a promise from Kiku and Hashi never to go near the mines again.


Kuwayama and Kazuyo decided that the beauty shop should be closed until the boys were used to life on the island, so Kazuyo had time to take them around and introduce them at each house in the neighborhood. Then she bought them bathing suits to take them swimming.


The boys caught a whiff of salt air through the high grass and ran yelling in the direction of the beach. Just as their bare feet sank into the hot sand, a wave broke, showering them with spray. Tiny crabs scuttled into holes, and small fish stranded by the receding tide lurked in the shadows of the tidal pools. Kiku and Hashi groped around trying to catch the minnows, smaller than one’s thumb, but had no luck. Still, they learned to poke their fingers into the tips of the brightly colored sea anemones to feel the pleasant sucking sensation when the mouths closed. After that, they watched the hermit crabs swarm over the remains of their lunch, then held races from the dunes to the waterline.


Hashi waved at the cicada kids who came down to the beach wearing goggles and carrying spears. They quickly disappeared into the sea, and before long a spear broke the surface, its end decorated with what seemed to be a lump of plastic.


“Octopus!” yelled the boy brandishing the spear, and Kiku and Hashi ran to look as he clambered back on shore. This octopus was different from the one they’d seen at the aquarium on an orphanage outing. That one had been reddish, with a head, eight legs, even little eyes; this one was a mass of splotchy darkness oozing black liquid as it writhed atop the prongs, more like a tattered rag than a living thing. As it was being pulled from the spear, the rag managed to wriggle free and set off slithering toward the water, which happened to take it right to where Kiku and Hashi were standing.


“Grab it!” a boy yelled, so Hashi stuck out a hand, only to have the octopus latch on tight. Speechless with fear, he watched the slimy, shapeless, glistening thing squirm up his arm toward his face. When he finally realized what was happening and began clawing at the creature with his free hand, he only succeeded in transferring its grip to the other arm and boosting it up until a tentacle reached his shoulder. From a distance, Hashi’s gyrations might have been mistaken for a dance, but Kazuyo came running when she heard the screams, to find Hashi on the ground with the octopus about to cover his face. Kiku and the other children were doing their best to peel the monster off, but it was stuck so fast it was like part of his skin. Kazuyo ripped off her blouse, wrapped the dry cloth around her hand, and began to peel away the tentacles one by one. Once she had transferred the octopus to the blouse, she banged it again and again on the rocks.


Hashi’s shoulder and neck were swollen and red, and the suckers had left round marks, but he managed to get to his feet to stare at the dead octopus before he burst into tears. Kazuyo gathered him in her arms. Her breast digging into his side tickled a little, and when he buried his face on her shoulder, he could taste the salt on her skin.





The flowers on the canna lilies on the hillside were falling. Cracked brown petals turned to dust underfoot. When a typhoon blew through scattering faded summer blooms and overripe nuts, Kazuyo showed Kiku and Hashi how to gather chestnuts in the hills, now beginning to turn dry and sere. First you stamped on the thorny balls, then picked the kernels, three to a nut and all different sizes, from the cracked shell. The bit sandwiched in the middle was always the biggest, having sucked most of the nourishment away from the other two, which were often shriveled and dead.


“Look how lonely it is when you’re selfish and crowd the others out,” Kazuyo would say.


Kiku found a chestnut with two kernels exactly the same size joined back to back in the shell.


“Now that’s odd,” said Kazuyo. “Usually ones like this get a little bubble inside the shell and end up rotting.”


Kiku and Hashi put half each in their pockets.


Twice a month Kuwayama rented a small boat to go fishing. These outings started well before dawn when it was icy cold, but he insisted on taking the boys along however much they hated it. Sipping hot green tea flavored with salt, they would huddle in the tiny cabin watching the first rays of sunlight on the surface of the sea. Eventually, the air began to warm a little, and the fish began to accumulate in the bottom of the boat, blue fins sharp as knives in pools of clear, dark blood. There was the smell of drying scales, the yellowish waves lapping the hull, the faint hiss of snowflakes expiring in the sea.


About the time that thousands of small white butterflies began hatching in the cabbage fields, Kazuyo presented Kiku and Hashi with boxes tied up with ribbon; inside they found school satchels.
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The old woman cut across the playground. A drifter, she survived by sleeping in abandoned miners’ sheds, pilfering from the fish-drying racks, begging rice door to door, or, occasionally, stealing potatoes from the fields. She had lived on the island a long time, left a widow and childless when her husband was killed in an accident in the days before the mines were closed. For a time she had been in a mental hospital, but she escaped, made her way back to the island, and refused to leave. Everyone agreed she was harmless and left her alone. Hashi, however, couldn’t get her out of his head.


“Every time I see her,” he told Kiku, “I wonder if she could be my mom. I hate seeing women like her going around begging and scraping. It makes me think my mom’s probably having the same kind of bad luck for throwing me away. She couldn’t be happy, not after doing something like that. So when I see some poor old lady, I feel like running up and hugging her and calling her Mommy. But then I think, if it really were my mom, I’d probably kill her instead.” Not long after they had started elementary school, another child had seen the old woman passing through the schoolyard and shouted at Hashi, “Hey! Kuwayama, that old hag’s your mother.” The old rage had come back in an instant and Hashi had taken off after him. “Sorry, Grannie! I mistook you for Kuwayama’s mother!” the boy yelled again, exultant for a moment at least before Kiku joined in the fight and began to hit him. The encounter was Kiku’s introduction to violence, in a way, since neither the Kuwayamas nor the nuns had ever laid a hand on either of them. For the first time in his life he clenched his fist and planted it on someone’s chin, flattening the little boy with a single punch and knocking out two teeth. The whole thing was over in a second, and Kiku, as though a little disappointed, stood kicking him in the side until he lost consciousness. Then, for good measure, he went on to beat up the other kids who had laughed at the boy’s taunts. When he was done, the whole class was afraid of him. Perhaps because he was usually so mild-mannered, he seemed all the more frightening, but, whatever the reason, no one was willing to cross the two boys after that. Hashi’s sadness at the sight of the old woman, however, remained. Once he watched her from a distance as she was picking rags out of a dustbin—purple ones seemed to be her favorites—and draping them around her shoulders and hips. When the wind blew, she was like a figure in a dream, all fluttering lavender.


Breaking their promise to Kazuyo, they often went to explore the ruins. By the time they were in fourth grade, it was almost a daily routine; they would drop off their satchels at the house and head straight for the abandoned town. They had drawn a rough map dividing the area into quadrants—the miners’ quarters, the mines themselves, the school, and the deserted streets—and each was given a comic-book name: Zoule, Megad, Puton, and Gazelle. Zoule was the leader of a fierce band of space pirates, Megad a spaceship base on Venus, Puton was a robot serving in the defense of the Third Star in the constellation Cygnus, and Gazelle a noble emissary, son of Superman and a Chinese woman. The miners’ buildings, in Zoule zone, were surrounded on three sides by hills covered with vines under which vipers lived, so the boys had all but given up on the idea of exploring that section. All they knew for sure was that the wind could sometimes be heard whistling through tall buildings beyond the hill.


One day, however, while carefully hacking at the vines on the hillside, Kiku had discovered a concrete staircase which, if it went to the top, promised a view of the unexplored buildings and the sea beyond, and thus the possibility of completing their map. The stairs were steep and overgrown, so the boys worked cautiously, checking under the vines for snakes before cutting them. Finally, however, they reached a place where they could see the whole ruined complex: twelve eight-story apartment blocks overlooking the ocean.


The buildings, labeled with the letters A through L, were reached by a wide track that ran along the crest of the hill before sloping down to the apartments. In places the vines covered second-story balconies, but the glass in many of the windows seemed to be intact. Unlike buildings they had explored before, the entrances here were open. A plant cascading from a balcony on the seventh floor of building B looked, from a distance, like a pale green mattress set out to air; but from directly below, the gray vines and fuzzy green leaves were more like a monster that had devoured the inhabitants of the apartment. The boys knew from experience there could be all sorts of good stuff inside: broken dishes, graffiti, salvageable tatami mats. What a find—a dozen buildings, apparently untouched.


Kiku and Hashi had already made quite a collection from the other abandoned buildings: a dagger, old records, photographs, a fishing rod, scuba tanks, a gas mask, a miner’s headlamp, a helmet with leather straps, goggles, eighteen cans of ammonium sulfate, a globe, an anatomical model of the human body, and a flag—all hidden safely away in the basement of the coal refinery. This time, Kiku was hoping for a bicycle.


As they approached the buildings, Hashi suddenly stopped short.


“Something’s wrong,” he said. He was quick to sense things and would always warn Kiku of the clump of grass where a snake was hiding, the exact location of the bat in the tunnel, or the patch of seaweed with a jellyfish in it. “I can hear somebody breathing,” he said.


Kiku peered cautiously through the wall of weeds ahead and then broke into a smile.


“Hashi, come and look,” he called. But Hashi refused to budge, remembering other times when Kiku had said the same thing and he had gone cheerfully forward only to find a ceiling covered with bats, or worse. “It’s a puppy!” said Kiku at last.


It took a promise of his diving mask if he was lying, but Hashi finally came forward to find a white puppy playing in the entrance to building B. They watched as the puppy dug at a hole for a while, then ran off after a bug. Before Hashi could even suggest that they take the dog for a pet, Kiku had run out of the bushes. The puppy was still a little unsteady on its feet and should have been easy to catch, but it saw Kiku coming and set off in the other direction. Chasing it, they got as far as the entrance to building C when a growling sound froze them in their tracks. It seemed to come from the entire building, a low moan filling the great concrete cavity. A moment later they noticed several shining eyes in the dark entrance, and then as their own eyes adjusted to the light, they could make out bared teeth and crouching forms. Eyeing them malevolently, one dog crept out into the open and began howling, which set off all the others.


That was enough for Kiku; he was about to turn and run when Hashi grabbed him.


“If you turn your back on them they attack. I read in a book on big game hunting you’re supposed to look them in the eye and back up slowly.” As they watched more dogs appear from the building, they remembered that the body of some man—a vagrant, everyone had said—had washed ashore a while back with the haunches, belly, and sides eaten away. The police said it couldn’t have been fish since fish always eat the eyeballs first. And when a chicken or a pig disappeared from somebody’s farm, people talked about wild dogs, but no one had ever tried to hunt them, mostly because they lived right where the vipers were most abundant.


“What do you mean ‘look them in the eye’? Which eye? There’re hundreds of them,” moaned Kiku. “We’re dead if they get behind us. Can’t you think of something?” Hashi suggested they try yelling as loud as they could, but the yell rose to a shriek and the baying grew louder. By now they were surrounded.


“All they do is sit there and howl. Maybe they only eat stuff that’s already dead,” Kiku started to say, but just then a small reddish dog darted forward and snapped at Hashi’s leg. Kiku swung the sickle he’d been using on the weeds, catching it on the side of the head and drawing a spurt of blood. The animal rolled away, but another came jumping over it, biting Hashi’s collar and dragging him to the ground. This time Kiku couldn’t aim for the thing’s head for fear of hitting Hashi, so he drove the blade into its flank, but when it turned to run, the sickle was pulled from Kiku’s hands.


Now the ring of dogs was getting tighter. One leapt at Kiku’s throat, but he managed to grab Hashi’s sickle and jab it in its face. Almost without flinching, it turned and sank its teeth into Hashi’s wrist.


“Hashi! Get up!” Kiku screamed, cutting the dog along one side, but this only made it bite down harder. As he raised the blade to strike again, a mass of black fur fastened itself to Kiku’s thigh. He collapsed on top of Hashi, who had gone as white as a sheet, but by shielding himself with both arms he was able to keep the dog away from his throat. Then, suddenly, a deep roar shook the ground, a cloud of dust swept up, and from its midst a motorbike appeared outside the pack of dogs. It was Gazelle, the man from the theater in the old town. He pulled off his helmet, wiping his brow with the back of his hand, then tossed some white stuff in the dogs’ direction. A space opened in their circle and, yelling like a cowboy driving a herd of cattle, Gazelle advanced, scattering bread as a decoy as he came. Even the black creature that had hold of Kiku loosened its grip to pounce on a lump that fell nearby.


The motorbike drew slowly forward and the rider signaled for them to get on. Kiku managed to hoist Hashi, who was beginning to go faint, onto the seat, then climbed on behind to hold him in place by grabbing Gazelle’s belt. Gazelle donned his helmet, checked his cargo, and took off in another swirl of dust.


The bike headed toward the sea, wheels engulfed in vines, with Gazelle kicking the dogs that followed with his heavy boots. Cutting through the apartment buildings, they plunged into a thicket, finally coming out onto the bus road where they picked up speed. By now the boys could feel the air cooling and drying their wounds, and Kiku opened his eyes for a moment to catch a glimpse of the sea, glistening, smooth, and wide, before his vision blurred. As he rubbed his thigh, which was slippery with blood, he felt it was all part of a long, vivid dream; and in his mind’s eye he could see the bearded man standing on a cliff overlooking the sea, holding aloft a newborn Kiku as an offering to heaven. At last he had found his way into the picture on the wall of the orphanage chapel; at last he knew the blessing of a real birth.


“D’you live in the theater?” he shouted.


Gazelle nodded.


“Can we come visit you sometime?”


“I once saw a guy with rabies,” said Gazelle. “He tried to stick his hand down his throat to scratch out his own lungs. If they tell you that you guys have rabies, come to the theater. I’ll scratch them out for you.”





Gazelle only allowed them in the theater once, for a tour of his digs. Since water to the abandoned town had been shut off, he had dug a well in the courtyard of the school, which he covered with stray lumber and grass to avoid detection by the local authorities. Inside the theater, he had put up steel struts to reinforce the mezzanine so it would support the weight of his bike. Apart from a large number of broken seats and a sheet hung in front of the screen, the place was much as it had always been. Gazelle had also managed to tap into a transformer to siphon off electricity, but except when he ran the projector, he rarely needed it.


There were only two films in the projection room, both shorts, and these Gazelle ran for them without any introduction. The first one, titled “Nature in the Occupied Ogasawara Islands,” was mostly underwater shots in tropical waters. The entire frame was filled with tropical fish except for the lower edge where the shot included an underwater cave and some words superimposed. Gazelle stopped the projector and stared at the frame. The only sound was the hum of the fan.


“DATURA,” he said almost inaudibly. He started the film again only after he realized that Kiku and Hashi were staring at him, and even then he went on gazing at the makeshift screen with a pained expression, muttering “DATURA.”


The other short was a documentary on the daily life and work of the security guards for the National Stadium during the Tokyo Olympics. In between scenes featuring the guards, there were long sequences showing the finals of the men’s hundred-meter dash and the pole vault. It was the first time Kiku had seen pole vaulting, and as he watched Hansen being catapulted by the fiberglass pole in slow motion, he had the strange sensation that he too was being drawn along up into the sky. At the age of twelve, the muscles he would one day develop still slept under Kiku’s skin, but on the way home from Gazelle’s theater he found a long stick and pretended to be a pole vaulter.





It was the hottest day of summer vacation. Kiku and Hashi had been spending nearly every afternoon at the beach working on the seashell collection that was their summer homework project. Hashi, who had learned to snorkel, was hunting for abalone in the shallows, while Kiku, not feeling very well, sat watching on the sand. He had tried to take a nap, but woke up from a dream in which his legs were being roasted over a gas burner.


“The way you were curled up, your legs are going to be sunburned,” said Hashi, setting his catch down on the sand. Kiku rubbed his numb calves with hot sand and seawater to relieve the tingling.


A young couple spread a blue towel on the rocks just above where Hashi was diving and sat down in the sun. Every day this couple, or another like it—they all seemed interchangeable—spread out the same blue towel printed with the name of the local inn. The woman’s predictably pale skin, slathered with sunscreen, was marked here and there with red blotches left by insect bites. Hashi, cradling his bucketful of shells and sea urchins, reported to Kiku that there were no abalone below, then turned his attention to the newcomers.


“That lady has a cat, you can bet on it,” he concluded after a quick look.


Kiku had begun to practice vaulting, using a bamboo pole and the sea as a landing pit. He hadn’t quite got the hang of it yet, but one thing he had figured out was the need for speed in the approach. The faster he could run, the further and higher he would fly; so the first problem was to work out how to run faster. He decided his stance at the start was wrong, recalling the way Bob Hayes had crouched before the finals of the hundred meters at the Tokyo Olympics: legs set, back extended, every muscle tensed, as if his body were itself a pole. That way, the body would just shoot forward on its own when the strength gave out in the lead leg. He remembered that Hayes had adjusted his stance again and again, checking it against some mental ideal of the perfect sprinter. That must be it, Kiku thought: running was just leaning so far forward you were about to fall on your face and then sticking out the other leg before you actually fell. The first ape to struggle up from all fours must have done it like that, and if it was good enough for him, it was good enough for Kiku. So, whenever he raced along the beach, sweat dripping, limbs growing heavy, he pictured his precarious ideal to himself, running on until he was exhausted and the idea of another step had become unbearable.


As Hashi sat on the rocks drinking orange juice from a thermos, the young man with the blue towel approached and asked whether there were any jellyfish in the water.


“No, the water’s still warm. They don’t come till mid-August,” Hashi told him.


The man gave him five hundred yen for the shellfish and sea urchins, which Hashi spent later on a new face mask. The man picked his way back over to the woman and began cracking the shells of the sea urchins with a broad knife. The sound of the blade penetrating the shells distracted the woman, and she stopped fixing her makeup to watch him scrape the ocher roe onto the blade, which he then held up for her to lick with a deft tongue.


Kiku and Hashi watched the whole scene, riveted.


“It looks like he’s trying to kill her,” Hashi said. Kiku felt a bit sick imagining the soft yellow eggs dissolving in her warm mouth and sliding down her throat. As a sequel to this, the woman got one of the spines from a sea urchin stuck in the back of her leg, and she bent over while the man tried to extract it with his teeth. He must have tickled her, as she let out a high-pitched laugh that set Kiku’s teeth on edge. Against the dark rocks and the sea, her wriggling leg seemed sickeningly white, and, suddenly despising all women, Kiku spat in the sand.


“I’d like to beat her to a pulp,” he muttered, as the feverish feeling that had been pent up in his head spread gradually throughout his body. Closing his eyes, he thought murderous thoughts as he mumbled, “Why do they let such gross people on the beach? Why do they let them live?”


After a while he forgot about the woman, but by then his whole body was burning with the fever. He walked over to the firm wet sand at the water’s edge and pressed his heel into it, lightly at first but then harder and harder. Eventually, he stopped and crouched down, spreading his legs to take the pose of a runner in a racing start. Back arched, palms down, he held his breath and focused on the stretch of beach in front of him. Watching the waves being sucked into the tiny crevices in the sand, Kiku suddenly had a blinding vision of himself running, the vision splitting the air several steps ahead of where the real Kiku was crouching.


“Go!” yelled Hashi, and Kiku did, as if trying to catch the image of himself speeding away a few steps ahead. At about the third stride in the hard sand, he suddenly felt lighter, as though he had actually merged with the vision and was no longer running but being hurled along. Somewhere just beneath the skin, his muscles seemed to be splitting open, cracking their spiny shell and coming to life. The heat that coursed through him, having nowhere else to go, pumped in bursts to his legs. Feeling on the verge of taking off, of simply flying up into the air, Kiku let out a tremendous yell. I’ve got it, he thought; that spinning metal thing that’s been scaring me all along… it’s in me now!
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The year the boys graduated to junior high school, they had outgrown all their clothes, so Kazuyo took them shopping in Sasebo on the mainland. This was not their first trip to the town, but every time they’d been there it was raining, so Kiku and Hashi always pictured the place as gray and plain. The only thing they liked about it was the seal that lived in a tank on the roof of the department store.


The store was unusually crowded that day, but they managed to finish their shopping quickly, ate some rice omelettes in the cafeteria, and headed up to the roof. Right where the giant spinning coffee cup usually stood, a temporary stage had been set up; on it was a man, apparently an emcee, wearing heavy stage makeup, a silver suit, and butterfly-shaped sunglasses, and a woman with dyed red hair in a dress dotted with artificial roses. Balloons had been strung up around the stage, and to one side were five fairly elderly-looking men with instruments—a band of some sort, it seemed. Beyond the stage Kiku and Hashi could see the seal’s cage, but the crush of people kept them from getting any closer. After a little introduction, the red-headed woman started a song-and-dance routine to music so loud Kazuyo and the boys could hardly hear one another, and Kiku thought he would slip away to the pet shop to check on the German shepherd puppy he and Hashi had decided to buy with their allowance. But again the crowd was so thick he could hardly move, and eventually all three were pushed gradually toward the stage. From close up, they could see that the woman with red hair was covered all over with powder which was beginning to run in the heat, making weirdly shaped stains on her nylons. When she finished her song, the man in the silver suit came out applauding and babbling compliments in a voice like a crackly radio. The woman, “Miss Kanae,” was sweating hard now, the powder washing from her face to reveal the coarse skin underneath, but she launched gamely into the next song, during which she plucked the artificial roses from her dress and tossed them into the crowd.


Kiku was starting to feel suffocated and the constant tug of the shopping bags hurt his fingers, while Kazuyo had long since begun looking for somewhere to sit down. But Hashi, who loved singing, was thrilled. He had given his bags to Kiku and squirmed up to the front row to watch the red-headed woman dance around in her snakeskin high heels. At the end, she went into a ballerina’s pirouette with one leg extended, as the aging musicians fumbled with their sheet music. When she finally came to rest, the silver-suited emcee reappeared blowing soap bubbles at the singer.


“Now, let’s see if we can’t prevail on Miss Kanae to treat us to a spectacle from her first career!” he said, as big red and green balls were brought on stage. Rapidly changing her high heels for crepe-soled shoes, Miss Kanae obligingly hopped up on one of the balls.


“Right you are! Miss Kanae was a circus star! But she tells me that her real specialty wasn’t acrobatics but riding an elephant or a lion through a sea of fire!” Before he could finish, Miss Kanae had jumped down from the ball and taken the microphone.


“Yes, dear, but my real forte was hypnotism, you know.”


“Hypnotism! Isn’t that amazing! I don’t suppose you’d still be able…”


“I’ve probably forgotten how…”


“How about it, ladies and gentlemen? Who’d like to be hypnotized by Miss Kanae?” Several hands shot up. “This is a brave crowd—I don’t think I’d be willing—they say it’s a bit dangerous, isn’t it? Well, then, who’ll it be?…”


“I know how we’ll pick him,” said the singer. “Four years back I had a record; not a very good one, I’m afraid—it never sold much—but is there anyone out there who remembers the title of my record?” The crowd fell silent and the emcee looked a bit embarrassed, but just as he was about to give them a hint, a small voice spoke up.


“What was that? Louder, please.”


“Petals of Sorrow.”


“That’s right. Thank you for remembering,” said the redhead, gesturing in the direction of the owner of the voice. It was Hashi.


As she prepared to hypnotize Hashi, Miss Kanae asked that the audience refrain from making any noise to allow her to focus her powers. Hashi, seated tensely on the stage, gave a cautious wave at Kazuyo and Kiku. The emcee asked if he had ever been under psychiatric care, to which Hashi answered “No.” A large black box was brought out on stage, Hashi and the woman went inside, and when they emerged ten minutes later, Hashi’s eyes were shut tight. A murmur went through the audience, and the woman put her finger to her lips.


“Your name and age?”


“Hashio Kuwayama, thirteen.”


“Hashio, tell me, where are we now?”


“Hawaii.”


“Where in Hawaii?”


“Near… no, on the sea.”


“And how is it here in Hawaii?”


“Hot!”


The crowd, bundled against the cold, burst out laughing. Hashi, however, was actually sweating and began to take off his coat.


“What are you doing here in Hawaii, Hashio?”


“Taking a nap.”


“You’ve finished your nap, haven’t you?”


“Yes. I’m fishing.”


“By yourself?”


“Kiku’s here too.”


“And who’s Kiku?”


“He’s my brother, or my friend, really.”


“And besides Kiku?”


“Mr. Kuwayama.”


“Mr. Kuwayama?”


“I mean, my father…”


Kazuyo had begun to look uneasy, and Kiku, thinking he should put a stop to the whole thing, was trying to make his way toward the stage. Hashi was beginning to look pale and anxious, scratching absently at his throat from time to time.


“Well, Hashio, that’s about enough. What do you think? Hawaii’s too hot anyway. How about going home? Shall we go home?”


“Where? Home where?”


“Hmm… Good question. This time, Hashio, why don’t you go back to when you were a little boy; in fact, all the way back to when you were a tiny baby. That’s it, the clock is running backward, back to the time when you weren’t even a year old, to when you were a baby… Well, how does it feel?”


“Hot.”


“What? No, you’re home from Hawaii now. Where are you?”


“It’s hot… so hot it’s killing me.”


“Hashio, you’ve left Hawaii! You’re a newborn baby.”


“Stop it!” yelled Kiku at that point, but just as the red-haired woman turned to hush him, Hashi, trembling all over, looked up at the cloudy sky and let out a wail that sent shivers down the spine of everyone within earshot. Startled, the woman clapped her hands three times near Hashi’s head. At this, Hashi opened his eyes, rose from the chair, and began to stagger around the stage. Forcing his way through the front row of spectators, Kiku jumped up and cradled Hashi in his arms as the redhead, the silver suit, and everyone else watched blankly. For some reason, their uncaring eyes made Kiku furious, and in an instant he had left Hashi, decked the emcee with one punch, and was kicking the woman in the stomach. The audience continued to scream until he was subdued by the doddery band. Having watched all this with a mournful expression, Hashi leapt down from the stage and ran through the crowd, which parted before him; only Kazuyo made any move to stop him, but, caught in the crush and unable to make herself heard, she could only watch helplessly as Hashi disappeared down the stairs. Meanwhile, the band held Kiku pinned face down on the stage, arguing about whether they should call the cops. And, above everything, the seal barked cheerfully.





Hashi had stopped going to school and even refused to speak to anyone, much as he had at the orphanage when he’d retreated into his miniature kingdom. After he fled the department store, he had been missing overnight, and was discovered the next day unconscious and naked from the waist down in a public toilet in the park along the river.


This time, instead of building toy kingdoms, he took to watching TV. From the time he got up in the morning until the last station signed off at night, he never left the television. If Kuwayama or Kazuyo so much as mentioned turning the set off, he flew into a rage. Kiku was the only one he spoke to, and then only when they were alone.


“Do you know how nasty I really am?” was the kind of thing he said most often.


Kuwayama made plans to send Hashi away for help, but Kazuyo blamed herself and spent a lot of time praying at the local shrine. Hashi refused to speak to either of them, making Kiku his only confidant.


“I’m not really crazy; I’m just trying to figure something out. Do you remember when we used to go to that hospital and they showed us those movies? Waves and gliders and tropical fish and stuff? Well, when I was hypnotized I realized that all that time we were supposed to be watching movies we were actually listening to some sound; I even heard it again while she had me under, real clear. It was beautiful! So beautiful I felt like I wanted to die just listening. And that’s why I’m watching all this TV; I’m trying to find that sound, and TV’s the best chance I’ve got here on this island. Cooking shows are really good: dishes and glasses clinking, eggs hitting a hot frying pan, sounds like that. Then there’s the sound of guns shooting or bombs exploding, airplanes, the wind, accordions, cellos—I know all the instruments by now. The sound a woman’s skirt makes, kisses, high heels on a metal staircase; I sit in front of the TV, shut my eyes, and listen… By the end of it I’ll know all the sounds in the world. But I won’t go back to school until I figure out what it was we heard at the hospital.”


Kiku listened quietly, but this time he wondered if Hashi wasn’t, in fact, a bit crazy. His face had the same blank expression as when they’d first met at the orphanage—you felt invisible again when you talked to him. But as it occurred to Kiku that Hashi would probably end up in a hospital, he remembered the time with the play kingdom and how the awful spinning thing had appeared almost as soon as Hashi left him. And now, again, his head began to ache, as if his eyeballs were drying out, and the space right in front of his nose which he could only see when cross-eyed turned a deep, rich green. The colored patch slowly began to expand until it covered both eyes, and everything became very still. Then this blind spot gradually hardened and seemed to grow heavy, becoming a dull metallic wheel; the spinning started… and the buzzing again. As its speed increased, the wheel expanded, until a huge, vague ring hung in the air. Kiku still had no idea what it was, but this time he wasn’t afraid. This time he learned to cope: at the first sign of pain in his eyes, he would set out for a run on the beach, and as he picked up speed the blind spot between his eyes would recede; as the strength flowed into his body, the metal ring would fade and vanish.


One day, after running on the beach and doing practice jumps with the bamboo pole, Kiku headed for the deserted town. A bright green snake slithered from the shattered entrance to the colliery; everything seemed alive, fluttering in the wind, except Kiku’s own heavy shadow. It had been a long time since he had taken a walk alone, and he used the time to think.


Sunshine like this feels like midsummer to me, no matter what time of year it is; always has, ever since I was born. They say I went on crying in that locker till they found me… all sweaty; I don’t remember, of course, but it must’ve been hot… Nine others, panting away, but they all died. Hashi and I made it because it was summer… heat and sweat brought us back to life! Must have been summer! That’s why other seasons hardly exist for us… Just heat, light, and shadows…


I wonder if they’ve still got that paper bag at the orphanage? Books on lace-making she left in the locker with me. Police checked the fingerprints but couldn’t find a match; at least she didn’t have a record. Must’ve liked making lace… Maybe that’s why I always feel funny when I see lace… All Hashi’s got is those flowers—bougainvilleas his mother left. Keeps those dried petals like they were some kind of charm.


The wind howled through the streets past peeling signs for empty shops: Shirayama Meats, Harbor Lights Dance Hall, Kamijima Bicycles, Bar Niagara, Restaurant Hanabusa.


As Kiku turned the corner, Gazelle, busy repairing his bike, looked up to greet him.


“Alone today?” he asked. Kiku nodded. Gazelle had bleached his hair into a brilliant blond helmet, but his face was black with grease and sweat. “The carburetor’s busted,” he explained.


“Have you got a bit of bread I could have?” said Kiku.


“Hungry?”


“I don’t need much.”


“I’ve got some cold noodles you’re welcome to,” he offered.


“I’d just as soon have the bread.”


“This for you?”


“No…” said Kiku.


“For the dogs?” Kiku nodded. Gazelle was back in a minute carrying a small piece of French bread. “They like this stuff best,” he said, handing it over. “But if you’re thinking of doing a little dog-hunting, today’s not the day. It’s the Festival of the Dead this week, and you don’t want to go messing with souls right now, not even dog souls.”


Breaking the bread in half, Kiku put a piece in each pocket, mumbled, “Thanks, Gazelle,” and turned to go.


“Kiku, hold on a second. Didn’t you tell me one time that you were thrown out as a baby?”


“Uh-huh.”


“So do you hate your mother for it?” he continued.


“You mean the woman who left me in the locker?”


“Right. Do you hate her?”


“Hmm. I guess so… Yeah, I hate her.”


“Ever think you’d like to kill her?” asked Gazelle suddenly.


“I don’t even know who she is. How could I kill her?”


“But what if you killed everybody? Then you’d be sure to get her too, wouldn’t you?”


“Wouldn’t that be a bit tough on all the people who had nothing to do with it?” Kiku asked.


“You’ve got rights, you know,” said Gazelle. “Seems to me, after what you’ve been through you’d have the right to kill everybody, even if it was only to get back at your mother. Anyway, if you ever feel like it—I mean offing the whole world to get even with your mom, I’ve got a secret formula that’ll let you do it.”


“Secret formula? What are you talking about?”


“One to use if you ever decide you want to get rid of everybody. It’s foolproof. You ready? This is it: DATURA.”


“DATURA?”


“DATURA.”


“DATURA,” repeated Kiku.


“Don’t forget it now. I promise you it’ll come in handy someday.”





Nearly all the dogs were napping in the shade of the apartment complex as Kiku approached. He had come in search of a puppy, one with long white hair to give to Hashi, who had always wanted a dog.


The pack noticed Kiku coming and began to snarl: seven in the entrance to one building, four lying in the grass in front, three on the second-story balcony, and two more that came running out of building D when they heard the others. They were all fairly small but, with fangs bared and hackles up, frightening enough. Worse, more and more kept coming. When a particularly tough-looking black dog came down the stairs of building C, the others scrambled to get out of its way. It was carrying something in its mouth that at first seemed to be a black rag, but Kiku soon realized it was a crow with the head bitten off. He decided he should keep an eye on this one. For a while the black dog eyed Kiku back, then seemed to lose interest and walked off around the corner of the building.


Kiku had noticed a puppy, a white one chewing on an old inner tube. Between him and the puppy, however, was a beautiful dog with a long white coat and floppy ears that appeared to be the mother; not a bad thing in itself since it meant the puppy too would probably be beautiful when it grew up, but it did present an obstacle. He studied the situation for a moment as he took out of his pockets the French bread and a bludgeon he’d made by wrapping a leather strap around a heavy piece of steel pipe. The puppy, having tired of the tube, tried to nose its way under its mother’s side, but when she pushed it off, it settled down for a nap with its face buried in her soft coat. Just as the puppy was beginning to doze, its tail wagging contentedly, Kiku tossed a piece of bread just out of reach of the mother. She hesitated, but before she could make up her mind, a small spotted dog darted out, without taking its eyes off Kiku, and pounced on the bread. As it raced off, the prize in its teeth, the mother gave a bark and set out in pursuit, as if to claim what was rightfully hers. At that instant, Kiku rushed forward and scooped up the puppy, which was about to follow its mother. He shoved the little dog under his shirt, tossed the remaining bread in the direction of some other dogs sitting in the entrance, and ran.


The struggling puppy scratched softly at Kiku’s chest as he glanced back over his shoulder. The rest of the pack, scrambling for the bread, didn’t seem to be following. Nevertheless, he ran as fast as he could, leaping through the bushes and wondering whether snakes could bite someone running at full speed. When he finally slowed to look back again, the apartment blocks were no bigger than boxes and the dogs were nowhere to be seen, but he still kept running. The puppy was whimpering under his shirt.


Suddenly, something struck his neck from behind. Everything went black and he fell, barely managing to catch himself on one elbow to keep from crushing the puppy. He heard a snarl just behind his ear and pain shot down his back, but for a moment Kiku had no idea what had happened. It wasn’t until the dog shook the fangs it had buried in his shoulder and neck that Kiku realized that he’d been bitten. With his face pinned against the ground, all he could see was a trickle of blood forming a pool beside his head. The sun seemed to melt into his wounds, setting them on fire.


After a moment, Kiku tried to get to his feet, but the dog forced its teeth deeper into his skin and he collapsed under the weight. He began to feel cold. The wounds were burning but he was covered with gooseflesh and starting to shiver. He was also having trouble breathing, and his stomach began to churn. Just as he was about to vomit, though, he and the dog were suddenly showered with cold water and he heard the thud of metal hitting soft flesh. He looked up, and there was Gazelle. Next to Kiku, the mother dog cowered on crushed forelegs, a pale red liquid trickling from her jaw. At the sight of Gazelle grinning merrily and raising the pole to strike again, Kiku closed his eyes and yelled:


“No! Don’t kill the mother!”




*





Hashi named the puppy Milk. As for Kiku, the mother’s teeth had torn gaping holes in his neck, which took a long time to heal. The hardest part was that the sores had to be kept dry so they wouldn’t get infected; Kiku was a cloud of gauze for weeks. Eventually, though, new skin grew to fill in the gouges, and as Kiku healed, Hashi too seemed to return to the world of the living. He had apparently memorized almost every sound the television had to offer without finding the one he’d been looking for.


“You know, I never really thought what we heard back at that hospital could have come from the TV. TV sounds are all the same; there’s no difference between the sound of the wind in Northern Ireland and the wind on a Polynesian island. You can’t tell anything unless the air vibrations are produced directly. On TV, the original vibrations in the air pass through a microphone to tape, then from the tape they’re converted to electrical waves; somewhere in there the real sound dies and all you’ve got left is electricity. The sound they played for us was probably reproduced somehow, but it was more than just taped; there was something special about it. As far as I can tell, it must’ve been a mixture of natural sound, something fixed up electronically, and some kind of electronic instrument. There’s nothing like that on TV. All you get on TV is pigs squealing.”


Having done nothing for three months but listen to sounds, Hashi’s hearing had become extremely acute. He had heard all kinds of things: the wind blowing in the garden, leaves rustling, metals, glass, animals, musical instruments, and human beings—everything had its own distinctive sound, and Hashi could distinguish them all from the tiniest sample. As a condition for going back to school, he demanded a tape recorder, and with Kiku as guinea pig, he began to experiment with mixing sounds together. He had learned two important things about the soothing sound he was searching for: one, that it had to be indirect, refracted or muffled in some way; and two, that the sound had to give the impression that it would continue forever. His test subject, Kiku, found two most comforting: the sound of someone practicing the piano heard faintly from an unknown direction, and the sound of gentle rain outside a window, punctuated by drops falling on the casement.


Nothing changed when Hashi went back to school; he was constantly rooting out new noises, new types of music. He also began to study the fundamentals of musical scales, rhythm, and harmony. Then one day, by chance, he stumbled on a tune that was somehow similar to the sound they had heard at the hospital. He knew the tune from recordings, but it hadn’t clicked until he happened to pick up an old music box in the deserted town. A spring was broken in the music box, so the mechanism had to be pushed around by hand, but as Hashi turned the rough surface against the vibrating bars, it came to him: this was nearly it. Even Milk stopped barking and sat wagging his tail happily. The tune was tantalizing but still not quite right; it only made him more determined to find the real sound, even if it took his whole life, but at least now, thanks to the music box, he had a name to call it: Träumerei.





In the summer of the year they turned fifteen, Kiku and Hashi took Milk to the beach almost every day. Milk loved anything that had to do with water. From the time he was a puppy, he would plant his paws in his water dish, more interested in a splash than a drink, and when chasing a ball, he always found a way to guide it into a ditch or puddle. And once he was in the water, no amount of coaxing could get him out. He preferred the rocky part of the coast to the sandy beaches, so they made him dog shoes from scraps of leather to protect his soft paws, and at the mere sight of them he would begin to bark for joy at the promise of water. It wasn’t long before Milk was a better swimmer than Hashi, and the silky white hair he had inherited from his mother was almost always damp. At the end of a day of swimming, as the sun was going down, the boys would groom Milk on the beach, leaving the comb caked with salt crystals when they were done.


In one thing, Kiku and Hashi actually envied Milk a little: though he’d lost his mother early in life just as they had, Milk later got a chance to meet her. One evening, on the way home from the beach, they came across several dogs rooting in some garbage. Though she was completely changed from their last meeting, Kiku immediately recognized one of them as the white dog from the mining town. A patch of fur was missing where Gazelle had hit her, her eyes were cloudy, and she drooled a bit, but it was unmistakably the same dog. Her right front leg was bent and dragged along the ground. Milk, having no idea that this was his mother, growled quietly for a while, then seemed to lose interest and passed on with the boys. The mother never even glanced up. When they had gone quite a distance, Milk stopped at the crest of a hill, shook himself, and gave a long, mournful howl.
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Anemone woke past noon but stayed in bed another two hours. An unlit cigarette dangling between her lips, she wondered why she hadn’t had any nightmares. Could be the extra oxygen from the new plants, or the heat, or maybe even the new feather mattress. Which? She fished out some bottles from the refrigerator by the bed: vegetable juice, mango juice, a lactic acid drink, and seltzer. Grabbing the thermometer and an electronic blood pressure meter from the dresser, she checked herself over. Temperature normal, blood pressure a shade low; so she did ten minutes of yoga in bed and drank some mango and vegetable juice. She put the rest of the bottles back in the refrigerator and lit the cigarette. Swirling the smoke in her mouth, which was still a bit numb from the acid-sweet combination, she made a mental note that the world’s worst flavor combination was mango and menthol. Her friend at the Turkish restaurant had been right, she thought, remembering an ad she’d seen in a magazine featuring a fat lady pushing a laxative: “A moving experience.” The friend had told her that all fat women were habitual liars: their center of gravity is lower or something, putting pressure on the front lobe of the brain. Flabby stomach muscles and stiff shoulders make for shaky scruples.


Glancing at the calendar mobile suspended from the ceiling, she realized that she had no work lined up for the whole week. Plenty of time for tennis, she thought, but then she remembered that the gut in both of her rackets had broken three months earlier and the guy at the tennis shop kept putting her off, saying that he had to order real gut from New Zealand. The idiot had probably ordered live sheep for all the time it was taking. She tried to imagine what else she could do to kill a whole week, but the effort made her tired and she gave up.


Anemone had been born seventeen years earlier, the product of the union of the manager of a company that produced a popular nasal decongestant spray and a child singer, now forty years old, who had her vocal chords fixed so her voice had never changed. Anemone was their only child, and unlike most children, whose first word is usually “mama,” meaning something between “mother” and “food,” Anemone’s first word was “cute.” This was because, all day every day when she was still a baby, everyone around her was constantly saying, “How cute!”


Anemone’s mother had the surgery on her vocal chords when she was nine, but by the time she was eighteen her records had stopped selling anyway, so she decided to have more surgery, this time on her face. The narrow eyes that had been charming as a child were almost grotesque on a teenager, so they were rounded out, and a new face was born, one that looked as if it could go on singing children’s songs well into its thirties. Not long afterward, that face managed to cast a spell over Anemone’s father, and they were married.


Anemone’s mother was content enough being a pretty wife until the time came to give birth. As the day approached, she got more and more anxious: what if the baby turned out ugly? Then her own surgical enhancements would be found out—and perhaps not only the work on her face but the little matter of a reconstructed hymen and the vocal chords as well. Her husband would divorce her, and she would have to go back to singing numbers like “A Shoal of Minnows” and “Rainy Night Moon” to drunken men in some cabaret. It was understandable, then, that when baby Anemone turned out so cute, her mother tended to solicit compliments, even from the servants, a little more often than the average doting parent. But as Anemone grew up, there was really no need for coercion; the reconstructed and remodeled child singer had given birth to a beauty. Searching for some explanation for her good fortune, Anemone’s mother decided that perhaps during one of her own operations, the doctor had accidentally left some tweezers and a scalpel inside and they had somehow slipped down into her womb and performed gradual, natural, and completely successful plastic surgery on the fetus.


While still in junior high school, Anemone appeared in a commercial for a new product her father’s company was introducing. She was spotted by an agency, and had worked as a model ever since. A year ago, she had dropped out of high school. She wasn’t quite tall enough for fashion modeling, so she concentrated on TV commercials and printed ads, signing regular contracts with several companies. Once, she had been asked to do a movie, but they cast her opposite an actor with pyorrhea and she walked off the set during the first day of shooting.


The year she dropped out of school, she had also left home and moved into this condominium. There were two major reasons for the move. One was that her mother and father had each taken a younger lover with the full knowledge of the other, and yet remained on the best of terms. What made this all the more disgusting was that she was convinced her parents really did like one another and weren’t just putting on an act for her benefit. Once they all had dinner together, the five of them: mother, father, young lovers, and Anemone. Afterward, while they were playing cards, Anemone had suddenly burst into tears.


“Now there’s nothing to cry about, honey,” her father had said. “You mustn’t go crying and feeling sorry for yourself. Anemone, your mother and I are doing what we truly want to be doing, but you know we’ll always love each other. You’re still young, but some day you’ll understand: it’s not that we’re unhappy with each other, not at all; it’s just that it’s not all that easy being a grown-up, all alone in the world. It took your mom and me a long time, years even, to work through this, but we’ve come to realize that we really do love each other. And once we were sure of that, we decided it would be best to get the whole thing out in the open. But the main thing to remember is that Mom and Dad are grown-ups; you’re going to grow up one day yourself, and when you do you’ll see what I mean. This is better than sneaking around, much better… And if you still insist on crying, tell yourself this, young lady—life’s not easy, and it won’t do any good to act like a spoiled child!”
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