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Swallows


Tsune moved home at the end of January. Her husband Matsu’s company was due to relocate to Yokohama in April and, after several months of searching, they settled on an apartment in nearby Kawasaki. The apartment was on the third floor of a huge residential building, in a smart, modern area a few minutes’ walk from Kawasaki station.


Tsune soon found work as a shop assistant in a department store close to the station. They were both busy with the move but Tsune was delighted to make a fresh start. After ten years of married life and the same routine, things had turned a little stale. Ten years older than Tsune and in his mid-forties, Matsu was a successful businessman with an aura of self-confidence that was calming to be around, but lately he had become settled in his ways. After the move Tsune felt more alive than she had for a long time. She convinced Matsu to explore the area around the station with her on foot. On their first excursion they found a bakery selling delicious freshly baked croissants, and an Indian restaurant to satisfy her craving for spicy food.


And then the swallows arrived. Tsune had seen them flitting around the building in the evening gloom and at first thought they were bats. One morning on opening the door to leave the apartment for work, she was surprised by a flash of departing tail feathers. There, above the door was a ventilation duct and above its opening, dapples of damp, dark brown mud. The swallows were building a nest.


Tsune felt lucky to have her apartment chosen for the nesting place. But she had concerns as well. Things were going to get messy with droppings on the floor outside their door, as well as mud and straw splattering about. Would the cleaners who keep the buildings spic and span remove the nest? Tsune resolved to ask the next time she had a chance, which happened to be a Wednesday morning when she took out the rubbish.


“They built a nest outside your apartment last year too,” a cleaner told her. “After the young ones had flown the nest, we removed it. If you don’t want them to nest outside your apartment we’ll take it down. The swallows will soon find somewhere else.”


“No, no, that’s fine, I’d like them to build their nest here,” Tsune said.


Matsu wasn’t so positive.


“Their droppings will get everywhere. We’ll have to put down newspaper to catch it. And there’s the smell too. If we take the nest down now, before they’ve really started, they’ll build a new one somewhere else.”


Tsune had expected such a response and had worked on an upbeat retort.


“Come on, it will be fun. We’ll have nature right on our doorstep. We’ll be able to watch the swallows build the nest, see how many eggs they lay, watch the chicks hatch, grow and learn to fly. It’ll be like having our own nature documentary, live, right here outside our door.”


“Yes, but you forget, I grew up in Nagano prefecture. We used to get swallows every year. Believe me, after you’ve seen it once, it gets boring.”


Tsune had heard this kind of talk from Matsu before. He had a similar reason for not wanting children.


“It may be boring for you,” Tsune said, “but it won’t be for me. I want the swallows to nest here. You don’t need to worry. I’ll take care of the cleaning.”


“Okay, okay. Have it your own way. Just don’t say I didn’t warn you.”


Tsune was relieved he had relented. With the subject of children, he hadn’t. Matsu had a son with his previous wife over twenty years ago. He and his son rarely communicated; you could even say they had lost touch. The last Tsune had heard, the son was based in Hong Kong working for a Japanese trading company. Matsu said he’d gone through parenthood once and that was enough for any man.


The swallows seemed to spend from morning to dusk building their nest. They were quite used to humans and would rest or sleep in the nest or on the balcony handrail. Tsune borrowed a book on swallows from the library and read up on them.


“Listen to this,” Tsune enthused as she sat next to Matsu on the couch. “The swallows come from as far away as the Philippines, Taiwan and Australia. They are exhausted when they get here, but somehow they find the energy to build a nest and raise their chicks.”


“Yes, I know.”


“They fly over two thousand kilometres to get here. Two thousand kilometres. I feel tired just thinking about it.”


“Really.”


“And they catch their food while flying, such as mosquitoes. So they also help us by killing mozzies before they bite us. Isn’t that fantastic?”


“I guess so.”


“Aren’t you interested at all?”


“Not really, to be honest. I’ve heard that stuff before.”


“Don’t you even think it’s wonderful?”


“It is, but there’s another side of the story that your book probably doesn’t mention, like the diseases they carry, the parasites and bugs that live in their nests, that kind of stuff.”


“They look clean to me. So cute too.”


“Of course they do, but the reality is different. When you take down the nest, you’ll need to wear gloves and a mask. I’m sure the cleaners don’t want swallows building nests here, they’re just being kind to you.”


Tsune felt deflated. She flipped through the book. Just as Matsu said, the book only had positive things to say about swallows. And yet he was more negative than necessary, a trait that she’d noticed more and more about him. When she ever brought up the subject of children, he always reminded her of the morning sickness, the pain of childbirth, the sleepless nights and months if not years of tiredness. Tsune knew all about that of course, but the positives would far outweigh the negatives. But what could she do if Matsu wasn’t on the same page?


A couple of evenings later, after a hectic day’s work in the shop, Tsune climbed the stairs to the apartment. As she reached the top she looked up to check the birds’ progress. The nest had gone. There was not even a trace of a nest. Thinking she’d stopped on the second floor and not the third, as had happened a couple of times when tired or distracted, she took a step back to check the name plate on the door. Her name. Somebody had removed the nest. She yanked open the door, kicked off her shoes and ran down the hallway to the living room.


“Why did you pull down the nest?” she shouted at the back of Matsu’s head as he sat watching a baseball game on television.


“Whoa, wait a minute,” he said, raising his hands, “I didn’t do it.”


“Yes you did. You must have. You are the only one who doesn’t want the nest.”


“Calm down, will you?”


“No, I won’t calm down. I’m angry.”


“Don’t get angry with me, get angry with the cleaners. They took it down.”


“No, they would never…”


“It was a mistake. They took it down by mistake. They left us a note apologizing about it – look, it’s there on the table.”


Sure enough, on the table was a scrap of paper on which was scribbled a handwritten message. The writer, who referred to themselves as the supervisor of the building’s cleaning team, apologized for one of their trainees having over-enthusiastically removed the nest that morning.


“Oh.” Tsune sighed. “I’m so disappointed. I really wanted to see those chicks.”


Matsu stood and wrapped his arms around her.


“I know you did,” he said, “I know you did. Look, the swallows may come back next year. You’ll get another chance to see the chicks.”


By the weekend the birds were building a nest again, in the same spot. Tsune was overjoyed and determined to do all she could to help the swallows build their new nest. She wrote in large red crayon on a sheet of white paper the words “Do not take this nest down. Owner, Apartment 301”, and taped the sheet to the wall under the nest. She put down sheets of newspaper directly underneath to stop the droppings from splattering the floor, weighing down the sheets with plastic bottles filled with tap water. She replaced the dirty newspaper with fresh sheets and swept up the droppings, loose dirt and straw that had missed the paper.


A few days later the nest was complete. For a while both birds spent time in the nest, and then only the female. Tsune wondered where the male had gone and if it would come back, but she needn’t have worried for the male returned at about the time the heads of the chicks popped up from behind the rim of the nest. One, two, three, four balls of grey fluff with eyes like gleaming black beads.


Tsune charged up the battery of her digital camera and took photos, many, many photos. She even dragged a dining chair out of the apartment and stood on it, arms stretched high above, to take shots of the chicks with their expectant mouths open. The unstoppable power of nature filled her heart with awe and her mind with questions. How do swallows know how to build their nests? How is a nest able to carry the weight of four chicks and their mother, and survive the winds that barrels around the tall buildings?


Tsune wanted to protect the chicks in this, the most delicate time of their lives, but felt powerless to do so. She admired the parents’ unceasing effort. Back and forth they went, from dawn to dusk, up into the sky to gather food, down to the nest and the pink mouths of their chicks. The parents would spend the nights close to the nest, exhausted.


Throughout this time Matsu declined to get involved. Even when they both returned home together and Tsune pointed at the chicks who had already lost their fluffiness, he raised only the faintest of smiles. “They’ll be gone before you know it, and never come back to thank you,” he said. Tsune was sure he would continue with, “Just like children,” but for once he didn’t.


One morning as Tsune left for work she saw the chicks perched on the edge of the nest, working up the courage to take their first flight. She had no time to stay and watch, but wished she had, for when she came back home that evening, the nest had emptied. Over the following mornings and evenings, she sometimes caught a glimpse of the young birds in flight as they circled the building, learning to fly and how to feed on the wing. And then they were gone. Their disappearance was sudden, too quick for Tsune who was despondent. She missed their presence and the joy of opening the door and seeing the chicks perched in the nest above.


Tsune let a busy weekend pass without removing the nest and promised herself she would take it down the following weekend. Late on the Thursday evening, returning home after a few drinks with her colleagues, Tsune was shocked to see the nest, the newspaper and her note not to remove it, had gone.


Tsune bustled down the hallway to the living room where Matsu sat laughing at a variety programme on the television. Recalling the previous time she had accosted him about the nest, Tsune rested her shopping bag on the table and waited for a moment of calm.


“I’m back,” she said.


“Hello.”


Matsu stood up slowly and stretched his arms in the air. “What are we having for dinner?” he said.


“I got some salmon, thought I would grill it with salt and lemon.”


“Great, I haven’t had salmon for a while. Did you see the nest had gone?”


“Yes. Did the cleaners take it down by accident again?”


“Not by accident. When I left for work this morning one of them asked me what to do about the nest and I said they could take it down. They did a good job – you can hardly tell it was there.”


“But I told you, I was going to take the nest down.”


“Yes, I know.”


“So why did you let the cleaners do it?”


“I didn’t have time to think about it, I was on the way to work, but surely it was better to have them do it. After all, they are professionals. It’s messy and dangerous work and they have all the tools to do it quickly and safely. The last thing you need is to catch a nasty bug.”


“I know, but I wanted to do it, just like I told you. If I catch a disease then I catch a disease, it’s my decision. Don’t you get it?”


“I get it, but come on, nobody in their right mind would actually want to take down a bird’s nest. I’ve done it when I was a kid in Nagano, it really isn’t fun.”


“I know it’s not fun. But that’s not the point. I just wanted to do it myself, for better or for worse. I don’t want to hear that you’ve done it, so I don’t need to.”


Matsu sighed. “It’s just a nest. I was just looking out for you, that’s all.”


“Yes, it’s just a nest, but I wanted to do it. There are some things you have to do, even though you know it isn’t going to be easy. Like having children.”


The moment Tsune let that slip, she wished she hadn’t.


“Oh, so that’s what’s going on.”


“No, that was silly of me, I…”


“No, no, I get it. I should have figured it out sooner.”


Tsune watched as Matsu shrugged, strode down the hallway to the spare room, and clattered the door closed behind him.


Later that month, Matsu moved out. Tsune stayed until the autumn and then realized she had to move too. She couldn’t afford the rent, it was true, but even if she stayed, when spring came around the swallows would return and she’d be reminded of Matsu. There could still be time to start afresh, to find somebody else, to live her life on her own terms. There could still be time.
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Burned


I’m sure I speak for many in a long-term relationship when I say that, no matter how comfortable the relationship is, it’s good to have some time and space to yourself.


This isn’t easy to achieve in a small apartment in Tokyo. At worst, there is the toilet, the bath and, as a last resort, the futon to fall asleep on. Even then, solitude isn’t guaranteed. There could always be a knock on the toilet door followed by a “What are you doing in there?” or the opening of the bathroom door and a “Are you alright?” or an accidental knee in the back from the person sleeping on the futon next to you.


When my wife, Naomi, who works for a global IT company, told me of an upcoming conference in Barcelona, I managed to respond appropriately with, “Is your passport still valid?” but fireworks of anticipated freedom erupted in my head.


On the morning of the business trip, a Sunday, I drove Naomi to Narita airport. On the way, our conversation grew tense and the earlier fireworks were doused.


“Just promise me you’ll act responsibly this time,” Naomi said from the passenger seat, nursing two smartphones on her lap and texting family, friends and colleagues.


“I acted responsibly last time, honey,” I replied. “It wasn’t my fault I caught the flu.”


Naomi sighed.


“It wasn’t your fault, but you could have made some effort to look after yourself. And look after the apartment. I came back to a kitchen sink overflowing with unwashed dishes and a waste bin bursting with rubbish. The washing machine hadn’t been used. You’d just dumped all your used clothes in front of it. I guess you were expecting them to leap magically off the floor into the machine. And of course, the fridge was empty, the freezer too. There you were, lying on the futon in the tatami room looking like, well, that character from Star Wars.”


“Luke Skywalker?”


“No…what’s he called…something like hat?”


“You don’t mean Jabba the Hutt, do you?”


“That’s the one!”


“Honey, that’s an awful thing to say. A truly terrible thing to say.”


“Well, you did. You looked like you’d worn the same pyjamas for the duration and of course hadn’t bothered to shave or brush your teeth.”


“Oh, come on. I brushed my teeth. I was poorly. Try to show some compassion. I was very, very ill.”


“Hah.”


“What do you mean, ‘hah’?”


“You had the PlayStation and Nintendo devices lying next to you on the futon. You can’t have been that ill.”


“I was bored, lying there, being ill. I needed something to occupy my time.”


“How about sleep? That’s what people who are ill usually do to occupy their time.”


“I was sleeping, most of the time. You just came back when I was, um, resting.”


“Yeah, resting. I get it. You had the energy to rest and play games, but not to get up and make a start on washing the dishes. After a long, exhausting business trip I had to nurse you, wash up, do the laundry, clean the apartment and do the shopping.”


“I’m sorry about that. Really sorry. I told you before, if I hadn’t been ill I would have had the place sorted for your return.”


“You did say that, didn’t you. Well this time, why not try washing up after every meal, doing the laundry every couple of days and at least stopping in at the supermarket on the way home to buy essentials. Do you think you can do that?”


“I’m not a child, you know.”


“I know. So, can you do it? Or do I have to worry about you while I’m away? Will I have to return early, like last time, to look after you?”


“Okay, honey, okay. You win. You needn’t worry. I’ll clean the apartment. There’ll be no dirty dishes, no laundry to be done. I’ll have food in the fridge. And I’ll look after myself. Happy?”


We reached Narita airport and I walked with Naomi to the check-in area. I watched as she offloaded her suitcase, then waved her goodbye before she joined her colleagues who were standing in a gaggle in front of the security-check area.


Back at the apartment, with Naomi’s words still reverberating in my head, I threw myself into tidying the apartment. I was determined to rise to her challenge. After about two hours I’d cleaned the kitchen, bathroom and toilet, vacuumed everywhere and taken out the rubbish. Washed laundry was hanging up to dry on the balcony. I had a final satisfied walk through the apartment and felt at ease.


I celebrated with a cup of tea and a cookie or two, closed the curtains in the living room, lay back on the sofa and had a nap.


I woke and opened a flight tracking app on my smartphone. Naomi’s flight had seven more hours before touchdown at Barcelona. Hungry, I considered ordering pizza, however having committed to looking after myself, I ordered sushi instead.


The sushi came and I fed myself on thick, delicious slices of tuna and salmon washed down with a beer. I slipped the DVD of Dirty Harry into the player and watched the movie from start to finish from a horizontal position on the couch, enjoying all the space I had to myself. The movie ended and I found I was smiling. I checked the app and saw that Naomi’s flight had just arrived at Barcelona. I sent her a text message of “Welcome to Spain”, knowing that she’d be online as soon as the plane had come to a stop.


I ran the bath and had a good soak, got out and dried myself off. As it was summer and a sweltering evening, I pulled my pyjamas out of the drawer then thought, Why not? and decided to do without.


I’m sure we have all walked around our homes alone and naked at some point and enjoyed the freedom from inhibiting clothes and eyes. I was no different.


I had to be in the office early for a Monday morning meeting and I didn’t have a shirt ironed. I usually left the ironing to Naomi as she would tear through a week’s worth of shirts for the both of us while stood in front of the ironing board watching television.


I dragged the ironing board out from the hallway cupboard and stood it up in front of the television. To prove to myself that I was in complete control, I replaced the Dirty Harry DVD with Magnum Force, the second in the “Dirty Harry” series. When the iron’s red lamp came on to indicate it was hot, I got to work on a wrinkled shirt.


I took fifteen minutes to iron the shirt. Feeling tired and somewhat bummed about the time I was taking I decided to iron one more shirt so at least I didn’t have to bother doing the ironing on Monday. I urged myself on and in my haste, with one eye on the movie, I thrust the iron back and forth between the buttons, got too close and the metal tip of the iron made contact with my body. At first I felt only the contact, then the searing pain hit my brain like a freight train.


A shriek like the freight train’s whistle left my mouth. I just about managed to return the iron safely to the stand before jumping up and down.


“Oh, oh, oh,” I gasped as the pain level rose. A red line, a scorch mark, neatly traversed the front of the single organ of my body that had been dangling too close to the ironing board.


I dashed to the safety-first box in the hallway cupboard, tipped the contents out and searched for a lotion of some sort to help soothe the pain. Nothing, or at least nothing I could be sure of using. There were several small tubes with Japanese script on them but I have yet to master reading Japanese.


In the bathroom cabinet I found a tube of green “Aloe Sunburn Gel” bought on a trip to Hawaii. I flipped off the cap and squeezed out a blob onto a fingertip, then brought the blob close to my scorched skin. The green blob made contact, broke and dispersed over the wound.


As the gel reacted with my skin, I groaned, gritted my teeth and begged for relief. Eventually the pain eased and I was able to relax my jaw muscles.


Exhausted, I slipped carefully into my pyjamas, rolled out a futon and went to sleep.


In the morning, I stepped into the shower. The wound was red, stinging, and I bounced off the shower wall when a stream of water rippled over it.


As I dried myself off, I weighed up my options. I could visit the local hospital and get the burn looked at, or push on through the pain and hope the wound would heal itself. But what if it didn’t heal? What if it got infected? How would I explain that to Naomi?


I called the office and left a message for my boss, saying I wasn’t feeling well and would visit the doctor before going to the office. That done, I changed into my work clothes and left the apartment. Instead of getting off the bus at the train station I stayed on board for two more stops and alighted, slowly, in front of the general hospital.


I had last been to the hospital about two years earlier with athlete’s foot, and I headed for the same department, dermatology.


I stood in line at the reception desk and imagined how I could best explain my problem.


“How can I help you?” I was asked by a young nurse, female, wearing glasses with her long hair wound up and pinned under a white cap.


“I burned myself using an iron.”


“Are you in pain?”


“Yes. Quite a bit.”


“Where is the burn?”


I made a vague slicing movement with my right hand at the level of my groin.


The nurse looked down at my groin area. She turned her eyes back to her register, wrote my name, selected a card from a box and handed it to me.


“356,” she said.


“Thanks.”


I took the card and eased over to the closest chair in the waiting area. I kept myself occupied, catching up on sports news on my phone and scaring myself by reading articles about burns that hadn’t responded to treatment. I consoled myself with the thought I was doing all I could.


My number was called. I knocked on the door of examination room 3, slid the door open and entered.


To my dismay, the doctor was female. Doctor Saito, her badge stated.


“What’s the problem?” she asked.


“I burned myself here, with an iron,” I said, using the vague slicing motion in front of my groin that had worked well so far.


“With an iron?”


“Yes.”


“When?”


“Last night.”


“Does it hurt?”


“Yes.”


“Could you show me?”


I hadn’t expected to get this far into the examination so quickly. I made panicky signs with my eyes at the curtains behind the doctor, which thankfully she picked up on. She stretched out an arm behind her, clasped the edge of the curtain and pulled it shut so that the two of us were enclosed.


I loosened the belt of my trousers, unzipped and unhooked them and let them drop to below my knees.


Doctor Saito swivelled in her chair to face me, then rolled the chair closer.


With only a pair of black boxer shorts on I hooked a thumb over the rim and pulled down, low enough to reveal the red wound.


“Let me see,” the doctor said, leaning forwards.


A second or two later she sat up straight and rolled back to her desk.


I pulled my shorts up.


“You said you were ironing, naked?”


“Yes. This shirt actually,” I said, tugging a sleeve proudly, while the shirt’s tail ends flapped around my boxer shorts. “It was hot last night. I got out of the bath and didn’t put on my pyjamas right away as I wanted to cool down.”


“I see. And you cooled down, naked, while using a very hot iron to do the ironing.”


“Ah. Yes, I see what you mean. It wasn’t a very smart thing to do.”


Doctor Saito didn’t respond. I assumed she agreed with my self-criticism. She tapped away at her computer for a few seconds.


“You can pull your trousers up.”


I did.


After turning the pages of a brick-coloured reference book, followed by more typing, she spoke again.


“I’m prescribing a lotion for you to use. You will need to spread the lotion on in the morning and in the evening, before going to sleep. Don’t apply too much. Okay?”


“Okay.”


“Oh, and one more thing.”


“Yes.”


“Wear some clothes next time you do the ironing.”


“I will. I’m really sorry to bother you.”


“If the skin hasn’t improved in three to four days’ time, come back.”


“Thanks, doctor.”


I sloped out of the examination room. After paying the hospital’s fee, I dropped into a local pharmacy to pick up the lotion, then took a bus to the train station. At the station, I shuffled into the toilets and applied the lotion. It was just as painful as the aloe sunburn gel had been.


I caught the train to Tokyo station. At the office there were fortunately no probing questions about my morning visit to the doctor. I made up for lost time by working until nine o’clock. I had no reason to rush home anyway.


On the train back home I finally had time to read the messages Naomi had sent me. A photo of the eggs Benedict she had for breakfast was followed, about an hour later, with a photo of her standing in front of Barcelona’s International Convention Centre. That was followed by the dreaded How are you? message. Most of my journey home was spent writing, deleting and rewriting my response. I burned my penis ironing was one of the contenders but was sure to disrupt her business trip. In the end, I settled for Doing fine, thanks.


I got home, ate Japanese curry for my evening meal, and sat in front of the television to watch the highlights of the day’s baseball games. I got ready to turn in. The burn was still red and painful. I began to doubt it would heal. I steeled myself, spread a thin layer of the doctor’s lotion over it and went to sleep.


On Wednesday evening I left the office at six and ate alone at a McDonald’s near the station. At home I took a beer out of the fridge and watched the third Dirty Harry movie, The Enforcer. I paused the movie midway as I still felt hungry. I found a cup of instant noodles in a kitchen cupboard, turned the kettle on, and filled the cup with the boiling water. I sealed the lid and carried the cup to the sofa to continue watching the movie. As I sat back in the sofa, the bottom of the cup bounced off my right knee, catapulting a sludge of steaming, semi-cooked noodles over my groin. My thin summer trousers offered no resistance to the scalding heat. I yelped, leaped up and beat the noodles off myself, gasping as the liquid seeped into my wound. I frantically unhooked my belt and yanked my trousers and boxer shorts away from my groin area. Too late, the damage had been done. The whole area was glowing pink.


With my trousers around my ankles I waddled over to the shower and ran cool water across my skin for as long as I could bear it, desperate to reduce the swelling. I patted myself dry and stepped into my pyjamas. In the kitchen I filled a plastic bag with ice cubes and eased the bag onto my pyjamas above the affected area.


In the morning, my heart sank when I saw the skin was red and puffy. I cursed. I skipped breakfast and called a cab to get to the hospital before the doors opened. I had hoped to be near the front of the queue, but was heartbroken to find myself about twentieth in line. My dark mood was in contrast to just about everyone in front of me, who were smiling, chatting and apparently looking forward to their hospital visit.


From the queue I called the office to tell them I was at the hospital and would be in the office later. After the doors opened, I walked over to the dermatology department. I used the same explanation and sign language as I had on Monday, as the nurse was different and I didn’t have the patience to explain the instant noodle incident.


About an hour later, I was called to an examination room, opened the door and found Doctor Saito there, sat facing her screen. I waited for her first question.


“What’s the problem today?” she asked.


“I scalded myself.”


“Where?”


“Here,” I said, using the slicing motion again.


“With an iron?”


“Yes. Er, no. This time I was holding a cup of instant noodles and I, well, knocked the cup out of my hand with my knee.”


Doctor Saito serenely tapped away on her keyboard.


“And when was this?”


“Last night.”


“I see. Could you show me?”


Doctor Saito yanked the curtains behind her closed.


I undid the belt to my trousers and eased them and my boxer shorts tenderly away from my skin.


Doctor Saito rolled her chair closer to me.


“Ah,” she exhaled, followed by a sharp intake of breath between her front teeth.


“That looks painful.”


“It is. I’m sorry to…”


Doctor Saito rolled her chair back to the monitor, rapped her fingers against the keypad for more than a minute, then turned to me again.


“I’m going to prescribe an ointment to help with the scalding,” she said. “You’ll need to keep using the lotion for the burn. You still have some of that left, don’t you?”


“Yes, I do.”


“Good.”


“Thank you, doctor.”


“You may go now.”


“Thank you.”


“Oh, and one more thing.”


“Yes.”


“Try not to be so clumsy.”


“Yes, doctor.”


I paid and was out of the hospital quicker than expected. I bought the prescribed ointment from the drug store and boarded the train to Tokyo station. On the train I cursed my luck. Naomi would be back home on Sunday evening. I had four days for my skin to respond to the medication.


On Thursday, Friday and Saturday, I applied the lotions and medication to my damaged skin, morning and evening. I willed myself to heal. On Saturday morning I noticed a little improvement, but as I stood in front of the bathroom mirror changing my pose from side to side, I felt doomed. The redness was a calmer shade than before, but red was still red, not pink.


I spent the weekend unable to relax. The impending return of Naomi had me on edge. I went shopping and bought supplies of toilet rolls, tissues, shampoo and toothpaste. The fridge and freezer were stocked. I even bundled together old magazines and newspapers and took them to the waste disposal area. On Sunday evening I got the expected “At the airport. Taking the bus. See you in an hour or so.” message. Naomi was taking the limousine bus. I paced up and down the apartment, scanning it with increasingly critical eyes, and did some more vacuuming. I sliced vegetables in preparation for the evening meal – a white sauce stew I knew Naomi liked.


Then I got another, unexpected message. “Delayed on the highway. There’s been an accident up ahead. Should have got the train.”
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