
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


The Second Exposure

A story of loss and rebirth, woven between a photographer who lost his love, and a young man working at a seaside café.

––––––––

by Akari Shinohara


Prologue: A World Without Color
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Epilogue: A Subject Called You

Prologue: A World Without Color

The sound of the tide is like a needle tracing the final groove of a long-forgotten record.

It washes in, and pulls back.

Washes in, and pulls back.

A sound with no beginning and no end, a monotonous, inorganic repetition. For over a year now, my time—the time of Itsuki Ichijo—has moved to this same rhythm, going nowhere, merely existing.

The sea in late September, in the afternoon.

Sunlight, as if reluctant to let go of summer, pours onto the calm surface of the water, scattering into a brilliant, chaotic reflection. The shattered fragments of light look like countless diamonds, or so the man I once was might have thought. The sky is endlessly high and a clear, piercing blue, with clouds like strokes from a white brush drifting slowly, so very slowly, to the west.

A beautiful scene, anyone would say.

But to my eyes, it all appears as a single, faded postcard. A fragment of a landscape with its saturation turned down to the absolute minimum, its soul ripped out.

I sit on a weathered wooden bench on the seaside promenade, just staring blankly at the ocean.

In my hands, a heavy weight.

A black, cold, metal lump.

An old German film camera. It was the one thing he—Chihiro—held more precious than his own life. The only memento left by the man who taught me how to take pictures, how to love the world.

I slip the strap over my neck and slowly raise the camera. I peer through the viewfinder, and a world, framed in a neat rectangle, appears before me.

The horizon. A white lighthouse. The lace-like white foam of waves breaking on the sand. A flock of gulls.

The composition, the light, it’s all perfect.

The man I once was would have felt his breath catch at such a moment, and would have pressed the shutter without a second thought. If Chihiro had been beside me, he would have smiled in that gentle voice of his and said, "The light is beautiful, isn't it, Itsuki?"

My finger hovers hesitantly over the shutter button.

Just press it. That's all it takes. Just push this button down until it clicks. Then this scene, this memory of light, will be burned onto the film for eternity.

I know.

I know it in my head.

But my finger won't move.

It’s as if, against my will, it has turned to lead, stiff and unyielding. The shutter button feels like the heaviest lid in the world. I have this baseless fear that if I open it, something definitive will spill out from my heart, and I’ll never be able to go back.

—Click.

The sound of a shutter rings in my mind.

It's the sound from that day, a year ago.

A spring afternoon, when the cherry blossoms were in a frenzy of bloom. We were walking, just like today, in the gentle light, cameras in hand. Chihiro was walking a little ahead of me, and he suddenly turned back, a mischievous smile on his face.

"Itsuki, look over here."

As I shyly aimed my lens at him, he squinted his eyes, so happily it was visible even through the viewfinder.

"I love you, Itsuki."

His lips moved at almost the exact same moment I pressed the shutter.

Click. A dry sound, almost unsuited for the cheerful spring day.

That was the last picture I ever took of Chihiro.

Just a few hours later, he was hit by a truck that ran a red light at an intersection.

So suddenly. So senselessly.

Right before my eyes, the existence that was Chihiro vanished from this world, leaving behind only beautiful memories, a single camera, and an obscene amount of red blood.

From that day on, my time stopped.

From my world, the color vanished.

I bite my lip, hard. The taste of rust, of blood, spreads in my mouth.

No. Don't remember. Don't. If I let myself be swallowed by the torrent of that day's memory, I won't be able to breathe again.

I pull my eye away from the viewfinder and gently place the camera back on my lap. In the end, I couldn't press the shutter. How many hundreds of times has this happened now?

Since Chihiro died, I haven't been able to take a single photograph.

Itsuki Ichijo, the photographer who was just starting to make a name for himself, died that day, along with him.

It was three months ago that I left my apartment in Tokyo, cancelled all my jobs, and ran away to this seaside town.

This was a place Chihiro and I had visited together so many times. A town where he had dreamed of one day having a small studio with a view of the sea.

I had held onto a faint, foolish hope that if I came to a place like this, something might change. That the gentle memories of him might melt my frozen heart.

But reality was different.

The serene, beautiful scenery of this town only served to sharpen the cruel fact of Chihiro's "absence," thrusting it into my heart with even greater clarity.

Every landscape is converted into a painful, unfulfilled hypothetical—"how happy this would have been with Chihiro"—and it carves into my chest like a sharp knife.

So, I do nothing.

I just wake up, eat the bare minimum, come here to the seaside, and listen to the tide until the sun sets. At night, I drink until I can force my consciousness to black out and fall asleep. And then I repeat it all.

You couldn't call it living. It’s just empty time, a state of simply not being dead.

A slightly stronger gust of wind blows.

The scent of the salt fills my lungs. It was a scent Chihiro loved. Whenever he smelled it, he would always take a deep breath and say, "Ah, it feels like I'm home."

I close my eyes.

What appears on the back of my eyelids is, as always, his smile. His soft, slightly wavy hair. The beautiful dimple that would form on his left cheek when he laughed. His sweet, gentle voice, calling my name.

The all-too-vivid memories trap me in a cage called the past.

"...Chihiro," I whisper, my voice swallowed by the wind.

I want to see you.

Just one more time. I want to feel that warmth.

A wish that can never be granted washes over me like a wave, eroding the shores of my heart.

Just then, I sense a presence, and I open my eyes.

At some point, a young man had appeared a few meters from my bench.

He looked to be in his early twenties. Tanned skin, light brown hair. He was dressed casually in a worn-out white T-shirt and faded jeans. He stood on the breakwater, his back to me, and just like me, he was staring out at the sea.

His back was youthful, lithe, and full of a vitality that I had lost.

It felt as if everything I had lost was contained in that one figure.

For a while, I stared unabashedly at the young man's back.

He didn't move. He seemed to have melted into the scenery.

What was he thinking?

Did he have worries of his own? Or was he simply captivated by the beautiful evening view?

I shouldn't care about other people. I shouldn't be interested in anyone anymore. And yet, for some reason, his presence intrigued me.
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