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Note From The Author




A brief note to readers about the contents of this book. We all bring different things to the table when it comes to reading. Much of my stories come from my own experiences and readers bring their own voices to a book's perspective. If for whatever reason the subjects matter or behaviors in this book become bothersome or are unsettling, please note that it is alright to not finish this book. Mental health is important. Please note, there are sections that pertain to: 


Violence • Physical abuse • Torture • Attempted sexual assault and rape (not successful) • Foul language • Nudity • Heavy themes of death • Crowd crushing • Birthing Pits • Genocide of supernational creatures • Monsters/Oni/Yokai
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The author playlist is a list compiled of songs that were used as inspiration to the author during the writing process or added later to fit the mood of the chapter. This playlist is put together by the author. The songs are not sponsored by the artists. Song changes happen at the ornamental breaks or at scene changes. Some songs reflect a different character's point of view within the chapter. Find my  Spotify playlist:
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Prologue


The Spirit of Kusanagi no Tsurugi





The gathering was impressive. The spacious land was filled with common people and nobles alike, all there to pay their respects to the fallen hero. Some of them had come all the way from Kumaso. Others were from the fields of Owari, and some were there on that fateful day in Ise. Even the emperor was there. Of course, he was there. How could he not? It was his son who had been slain, and he was leading the ceremony.  

The land that they all stood on belonged to Owari, a clansman who was respected by many, including the emperor. The land was even named after him. It seemed fitting that this hero be returned to this land, and to the people who had welcomed him and loved him. 

The emperor’s sorrowful words were filled with not only his son’s accolades, but his own personal regrets. It was his fault that he had banished him from the capital. It was his fault that he had sent his son to the ends of the kingdom to do his bidding, and with no honors and no rewards. He was the reason his son never ventured home, not even to show off his beautiful wife. The guilt of it all weighed heavily on his heart. Decades had passed since he had seen the youth of his son’s face. Now he was a man, a hero of the nation, and dead. 

Maybe if I had been more lenient, allowed him to come home, maybe he would still be alive, thought the king.  

Princess Miyashu, daughter of Owari, her wailing cries covered up much of the emperor’s words. Her own guilt could be heard in her heaving sobs. She had told her husband—her love—to take the sword of the gods into battle, that last battle, but he had refused. She had begged him, but he promised her that he wouldn’t need it. 

If only I had insisted once more. Maybe he would have taken it, she thought to herself. 

Next to the sobbing princess was another princess, but from the imperial line. She was the chief priestess at Ise Grand Shrine. Tears streamed down her face as she remembered how her heartbroken nephew had come to her, asking if his father would ever forgive him and want to see him again. She had no happy news to give, only her love and comfort and a sword to protect him. 

She had given him the sword out of fear. She loved her nephew and disagreed with the emperor’s choice to banish him and send him on errands to suppress unruly clans. It was her worry that had led to her nephew’s fame and glory. Under her care, she had the sword of Susanoo. The one he had pulled from an eight-tailed monster. It was called Ame no Murakumo no Tsurugi. It was this sword that he had taken into battle and was spared by its power. 

She remembered how her nephew had come home from that first battle with the sword. His face was aglow with wonder and revelation. He told his beloved aunt how he was cornered and the last of his men to fend off the enemy. Those wicked men had set fire to the tall grass of the field, hoping to kill him or corner him. He told his aunt how he had swung that sword and how a divine wind had come from its blade. The fire was pushed back. With each swinging stroke, he pushed the fire further and further back, until it had devoured the very men who had set it. After that day, he renamed the sword to Kusanagi no Tsurugi: the grass cutter sword. 

And every battle since that day, when the young hero took Kusanagi no Tsurugi with him into battle, he returned victorious. But as the two princesses cried, one young and one old, they both asked themselves the question, Why hadn’t he taken it with him this one time? 

Tears of all those who had come to honor this fallen hero were almost all spent when a sudden noise of wood shifting caught all their attentions. The emperor jumped back as the coffin opened and Princess Miyashu fainted. Her father caught her body and fanned her face. The aged priestess looked into the coffin and quickly covered her mouth, but not before she could mutter a single phrase, “He is gone.” 

Whispers erupted from the crowd. Gasps came next as a white bird appeared and flew from the opened coffin and soared into the heavens. White feathers fluttered down and blessed the land and healed the sick. The clouds parted and the bridge into Heaven shone brightly with its red paint, welcoming the spirit of their fallen hero. Izanagi greeted the spirit with open arms before the clouds closed. 

That was the day that Yamato Takeru was remembered by the people forever. That was the day that Yamato Takeru was forgiven by his father and honored. It was also the day when Yamato Takeru’s fighting spirit would become one with the holy sword. And that was the day that his wife, Princess Miyashu, started the worship of her beloved. Forever he would be remembered in Atsuta-jingu and in other places of worship throughout the land. His sword, Kusanagi no Tsurugi, would be well kept at the shrine and used to mark those who were divine enough to rule the islands. And from that day forth, every shrine, sacred object and tree, and kamidana would be protected and blessed by a shide in remembrance of the white feathers. 








  
  

1

Miss Hada






I unlocked the door and shoved against it with my shoulder. The wind then pushed with me. Leaves danced into my face and made a mess of my hair. The gate behind me let out rusty cries as it was flung about in the breeze. Something was blocking the door from opening more than a few inches. I shoved harder. I juggled the boxes in my arms, trying to not drop them while pulling my keys from the lock. The box on the top teetered. I carefully stopped and re-centered the box. It held a lemon cake, and I didn’t want it to fall. It was for a surprise. With the cake safely balanced again, I shoved against the door, using my foot to push along the edge. I could hear the cardboard boxes on the other side giving in to my efforts, just enough to allow space for me to enter the house.  

I let out a sigh and set my boxes on the entrance table. I lifted my purse strap over my head and hung it on a hook on the wall. Then I picked a few leaves out of my wavy brown hair. I rolled up the sleeves of my green sweater and shoved the boxes that were blocking the door more out of the way. Many more boxes sat near the entrance and lined the hall. I picked up the cake, along with the boxes I brought with me, and made my way toward the kitchen. I blew a strand of hair out of my face. 

“I am here,” I called out. No answer. I called out again, “Miss Hada, I am here.”

“Jessica, you’re late,” Miss Hada grumped. She pulled more of a blanket over her shoulder. 

She was sitting at the dining table, near the opening of the kitchen. She held her cane in one hand and the blanket in the other. A cup of green tea sat in front of her on the table. She eyed me as she watched me set my things on the table next to her. She let out a humph of disapproval. I paid her no attention. There were more boxes on the table and on the floor, all of them filled with various items from the kitchen. 

“I am not late,” I said, looking at my watch. “Okay, I am, but only by three minutes. I made a stop at the bakery.”

“What for?” she scowled. 

For an older woman, nearing ninety, she didn’t look like it. Her face was fairly smooth, with only deep lines around her eyes and on her lips. Her hair was all gray and neatly pulled into a tight bun. She continued her scowl as she pivoted her entire body in order to look over her shoulder at me. I pulled some plates, forks, and a knife from the kitchen. I balanced the cutlery on the plates and carried a kettle with my other hand. I retraced my steps and picked up a teacup by the rim with my finger. I carried everything to the table and set them down.

“I had to celebrate our fifth anniversary,” I cheerfully stated, and began to slice the cake. I served her some cake before serving myself. 

“Have you been bossing me around that long?”

“No. . .I take care of you. You boss me around.” I gave her a wink and poured myself some tea. I knew she was teasing. She winked back.

As much as she grumbled and complained, I knew she was only putting on an act. When I first started working for her, she gave me a hard time about everything I did. I couldn’t check her vitals, perform her PD treatment, or clean up the dishes without her making complaints. Nothing I did was ever right, and I almost gave up on seeing her smile. Then I learned that was her way of having fun with me. She let out a chuckle and took a bite of the cake. I caught her sly smile and shook my head. 

“Speaking of bossing you around?” I continued. “Why didn’t you wait for me to make you tea this morning? I wasn’t that late. That kitchen floor is too slick. You could have fallen and hurt yourself.”

“Oh please,” she rolled her eyes. I refilled her cup. “I could make myself tea in that kitchen blindfolded, even with this stupid cane.” She lifted the cane and made sure I saw it. I politely smiled in return. 

“I am sure you could, but it’s my job to make your tea and give your medicine and make your meals. . .even if it is only for two more days.”

She let out a loud sigh and sat her fork down. She looked around her home and took in all the many boxes that cluttered the house. It had been her family home, and she had lived in it for all of her life. 

“I hate to leave this place. It’s the only home I’ve ever known, but it’s time to move on. I’m not getting any younger and you’re better off helping someone new.” 

I sat back in my chair and swirled the tea around in my cup and reflected on how I became her nurse. 

Her health had been in steady decline the last several years. A few months after the death of her father, she had complete kidney failure. She found doing treatments by herself too difficult and opted to have in-home care instead of needing to be transported to the hospital every few days for dialysis. That’s when I was assigned to be her nurse. I handled all of her treatments and the rest of her care.

For the last four years, death rates had drastically slowed down and people weren’t dying like they should from old age, illnesses or even in accidents, resulting in longer lives. Some eccentrics in the media called it the ‘pandemic of the living’ or the ‘living pandemic’. Some blamed it on the tainted gene pool that resulted from people being overly exposed to radiation. But that theory fell flat after several intensive studies proved it wrong. Death wasn’t serving anyone, no matter their health or genetic mutations. Nursing homes and senior centers were overcrowded with people who didn’t have anyone to take care of them. Most of the people my age had been enticed by foreign government programmes to become nurses or medical professionals to help with the unaccountable increase in senior citizens worldwide. Many of us left our families behind and moved overseas to find work. That’s how I came into Miss Hada’s service. 

Miss Hada was one of the few fortunate enough who could afford in-home health care. Her parents had done well in their chosen careers and had left her everything. She never married or had any children. She was the only child left alive out of her siblings. Her younger sister, Hisa, had died in a car accident when she was young, leaving behind a husband and two children, but they lived in America. I never knew what became of Miss Hada’s twin brother. All she ever said was that she was the oldest of the two. She wouldn’t even tell me his name. But I didn’t pry either, it wasn’t my place. We were close after five years, but that didn’t give me the right to ask questions that might cause her pain. My job was to ease her pain, perform her treatments, and help her live as comfortably as possible. But for the last month, my job included packing up her house and putting things into storage or selling them.  

In recent months, her doctor decided that it was time for her to move into a senior care facility, based on her age and the stage of her condition. Miss Hada agreed with him and picked a place on the west side of Tokyo. I was sad when she told me her decision, but it was hers to make. 

I pushed my chair away from the table and collected our plates, and took them to the kitchen. I then returned to collect the teacups. 

“Now that I’ve spoiled you with cake for breakfast, it’s time for your morning medicine and vital check. Then I’ll get back to packing. There are only a few odds and ends left before the movers take the furniture tomorrow,” I muttered to her.  

She continued to stare out into the living room. Her eyes were fixed on the sliding glass door that led to the yard. I glanced up, wondering what she was seeing. The sky was gray and threatening another cold spring shower. The blades of grass in the backyard were turning to a shade of green again, but there was nothing special to see. I studied her face. She seemed to remember something that happened at that spot. I wanted to know what she was thinking, but I dare not ask. 

I set down the pill organizer and a glass of water. I retrieved the blood pressure cuff and my stethoscope from my purse. I sat back down and checked her vitals while she downed her pills. Her eyes continued to glaze over. 

Once I was done, I put away my equipment and her pills. I recorded her blood pressure and the timing of her pill in her daily log. Then, as part of our daily routine, I helped her shuffle her way over into a side room off of the living room. It had once been used as an office, but now the primary function of the room was to hold the household shrine, since it faced the right direction. A little wooden looking house sat on top of a shelf, known as a kamidana. It was styled to look like a miniature Shinto shrine, complete with a shimenawa1 in front. Little white saucers and a vase with a lid sat in front of the shrine. Two taller white vases framed the shrine, along with white candles on short black candle holders. Vases holding sakaki leaves2 also sat on either side of the shrine, near the back. The family pictures that had been on the wall next to the shrine were already packed away. Shadows of where the photos had once been formed an outline on the wall, created by time. 

I helped Miss Hada change out the salt and rice in the saucers and the water in the vase with the lid. Sake was also added to the taller vases. Miss Hada was very particular about the care and arrangement of the offering elements. She never let me do them for her, no matter how much the arthritis in her hands were hurting her. With trembling hands, she carefully placed the small items back to their designated spots. She then lit the candles. With my help, she knelt down on the floor and prayed. I knelt with her and bowed my head. Her prayers were silent. I only thought through my to-do list for the day. 

With my profession, I was used to seeing many forms of religion and helping my clients perform whatever was necessary for them to carry on with their personal forms of worship. Especially as they neared the end. Over the last several years, it broke my heart to watch my clients pray to their chosen deity for release and peace, only for many of them to not receive it. My grandmother took me and my brother to church when we were little. She was there all the time, doing something or worshiping. I hated dressing up in my worn out hand-me-down dresses and tight shoes. I remember drawing on the cards that were kept in the back of the pews instead of paying attention to anything that was happening. After she died, while we were still young, I never went back to church again. I saw no point in believing in a god that never heard my prayers. I respected the beliefs of my clients, but more so out of my respect for them than their gods. 

When I first came to Miss Hada, she wasn’t the first Shinto believer I had taken care of. I was familiar with the rituals. But when I asked her which kami or god she prayed to, offering to take her to a shrine, she twisted her face into a scowl and said that the gods don’t hear our prayers that only the angels do. I thought this was odd. Why go through all the trouble of having a house shrine and praying if she didn’t believe that the gods would hear her? But she was dedicated to her worship, nonetheless. It seemed to have been birthed out of something deeper than needing a connection to the gods. I wasn’t sure if it was out of habit from her upbringing or for her own inner peace, but everyday we prayed. 

Once she was done with her prayers, I helped her stand back up and moved her to a more comfortable chair in the living room. I then returned to the kitchen, washed my hands and put on a mask and gloves. I then set up the supplies for her peritoneal dialysis treatment, including disinfecting the table by her chair. I hung the solution bag on the drip stand and placed the drain bag in a small tub on the floor. She lifted her shirt, allowing me access to her catheter. I changed my gloves and connected the tubes from the dialysis solution and drain the bag to her catheter. She turned on the TV and watched the news with the volume turned all the way up. How she could listen to the constant dribble of the news about our impending doom with the aging society and overall lack of death was beyond me. But in all fairness, I knew she would probably be asleep soon. I made some notes on her log and discarded my gloves and mask. I cleaned up in the kitchen and packed a few more items out of the cupboards. 



After an hour, I returned to Miss Hada to finish her treatment. I washed my hands and put on a new mask and gloves. I went through all the necessary steps to disconnect her from the drainage bag before allowing the dialysis solution to flow into her abdomen. Once that was completed, I changed the cap on her catheter and tucked it back into the pouch that she wore around her waist. I then picked up the now full drainage bag and went to the bathroom to discard its contents. I made more notes on her log and cleaned up the rest of the supplies. I then collected the boxes I had brought with me, some newspapers, and headed upstairs to pack the master bedroom. 

The room had once been her parent’s. It felt odd packing up someone else’s things, even more so when it was people I never knew. There wasn’t much in the room that needed packed up. There were a few pictures on the dresser and on the nightstands and walls. I went around the room and started collecting them and laid them out on the bed, before I would then wrap them all in the newspaper. Their clothes and other useless things had been donated long before I first started working for Miss Hada. 

Miss Hada couldn’t bring herself to use the bedroom as her own. She stayed in her childhood room. I had sometimes used this room when I had to spend the night, but that was fortunately a rare occasion. Before I came to work for her, her father had died the year prior. He had lived past a hundred and she had taken care of him, even in her advanced age. 

I picked up a family portrait that was on the dresser and studied the people that lovingly stood next to each other. The children in the picture were young, not quite teenagers yet. Mr. Hada was a handsome man. He was the tallest member of the family and had long black hair. His hand was resting on the shoulder of his wife. She was much shorter than he was and had blonde hair, matching the youngest daughter. Both parents had big smiles on their faces, looking proud of their family. Miss Hada told me once that her mother was a famous novelist and that her father was a world renowned abstract artist. It wasn’t until she told me that her father was an artist that their last name suddenly sounded familiar. I knew I had heard the name Hada before taking the job. I had seen his paintings in my art classes back in high school. I didn’t know when the nursing agency had assigned me this job that I would be working for the daughter of the famous artist Tenshi Hada. I wish I had gotten the opportunity to have met him. I felt privileged to be in his home. The world can feel small sometimes. But as I wondered what happened to the rest of the family, I was reminded just how distant and cold the world can really feel. 

My own family was many miles away. My younger brother Ben was the only family I had left, besides a few aunts and uncles. He had just started college. He had a dream of becoming a math teacher someday. I was sending him every spare credit I could to help pay for his education. I wanted him to pursue his goals and not follow money like I did. Nursing was not the job I had originally wanted to pursue, but to provide for my brother it sounded like a good idea at the time. If I could do things over again, I wish I could have pursued art. I always liked drawing and creating with my hands, but never had anyone to teach me the proper skills. I tried to remind myself that I made more money being a nurse than if I had become an artist, but working in the home of a famous artist often reminded me how distorted that mindset really was. Even with a decent paying job, there never seemed to be enough in my account to make a trip home. I couldn’t even make it home to see him graduate high school. At times, I wondered if I would ever see him again. I looked back at the picture frame in my hands and ran my thumb over the joyous smiles. 

There was nothing left of Miss Hada’s family now. The thought of being the last of a family caused my breath to catch and tears to form in my eyes. Her sister’s family was in another country and I got the feeling there was no communication between them anymore, not since her sister’s death, anyway. There could be countless great nieces and nephews in America, but I doubt she even knew how many or their names. Her mother died ten years before her father, and from what I gathered, from scattered bits of conversation, he hadn’t handled her death well. The stress of it all had taken its toll on Miss Hada and had caused her own health issues to spiral. 

A tear fell on the glass of the picture frame, landing on the face of Miss Hada’s twin brother. He was handsome, like his father, and almost as tall, even at a young age. He was the only one that wasn’t smiling as brightly as the others. I set the picture on the bed and picked up the next one on the dresser. This picture must have been taken some years later. Miss Hada and her sister looked much older, but their brother was missing. The girls looked like they were about seventeen and fourteen years old. So he should have been about seventeen, too. I studied the faces in that portrait. All of them looked like they were trying to smile and show how happy they really were to the world, but the fact that a family member was missing was evident and spoke louder than their fake smiles. 

I studied all the family pictures that I had collected on the bed and noticed that over time, the family pictures told the story of a happy family that had experienced something tragic. When the kids were younger, everyone’s faces looked jubilant, but as time went on the one son looked more sullen, only for him to become missing all together. I wanted to go back downstairs and ask Miss Hada what happened. But I had made it my policy to never bring up topics that my patients never brought up themselves, out of respect and common courtesy. Nonetheless, my curiosity was getting the better of me. I would only be in her life a few more days, and I wanted to know the answers. 

Shaking my head, I returned to my work. I reminded myself that there was no point in slackening in my professionalism just for a few words of family gossip that weren’t even my family. I wrapped the pictures with the newsprint and put them in the box. I picked up the box and headed back downstairs to retrieve another empty box. There were a few more things I needed to pack in that room before I could move on to the next. 



Voices were coming from the kitchen, but it didn’t sound like the newscasters on TV. I stopped on the landing. One voice belonged to Miss Hada, and the other was a baritone young male. I could see the front door from my position on the stairs. It was still closed. Miss Hada could have opened it, but I would have heard knocking, even with the loud TV, before she could. Even if she heard the door before me, I would have eventually heard the knocking and gotten to the door before she could have gotten out of her chair. Usually she yelled for me to get the door, if anyone ever came by, but hardly anyone ever did. 

I peered around the railing and saw a young man talking to Miss Hada. She had turned off the TV and I could hear most of their conversation. She had moved back to the dining table. I wondered if he had helped her out of her chair. His back was toward me, but I could easily tell he looked like he was in his twenties. He had gauges in his ears and his hair was to his shoulders and partly put up in a ponytail. He was dressed in black jeans and a t-shirt from an old rock band. I thought it odd that he didn’t have a jacket or a sweater with him. The warmth of spring had not yet come. His hands were in his pockets. He kept shifting his weight like he was nervous. She didn’t look happy, but was offering him a cup of tea. My brows knitted together. She had made tea again without asking for help. He took the tea and sat down. I took a step back up the stairs, out of their sight, and listened to their conversation. 

“You couldn’t bother to come sooner? Do you know how much I have prayed for this?” berated Miss Hada. “But I see you’ve made a priority of getting new piercings.”

“What? These? I’ve had them for ages now. Sorry I haven’t come around sooner. Things haven’t been going well down there and I don’t have much spare time these days,” replied the young man, fiddling with the hoops in his ears. 

“I’ll say. You used to come around every year, for our birthdays, but then you stopped.”

Birthdays? I thought and raised an eyebrow. 

“I know, I am sorry. It hasn’t been easy with the time change and all.”

“Now look at you, you look like you finally grew up. No longer a boy. What? Ten years? Maybe fifteen? Finally, looking like an adult while I turned into an old woman.”

I raised my second eyebrow at this comment. 

“Aina, don’t be like this. I am sorry I haven’t come around. It’s. . .it’s not like I didn’t want to, but―”

“But what?”

He said something too low for me to hear. I thought it odd that he called her by her first name and spoke to her like they had known each other for a long time. The next voice I heard was Miss Hada’s. Her agitation with this unexpected guest was growing. 

“Why didn’t you come six years ago when I needed you the most? You didn’t even bother to show up at the funeral. You didn’t even come―” her voice broke and I couldn’t hear her next words. 

“Don’t think that I wasn’t there. Just because you didn’t see me doesn’t mean that I wasn’t there. I was there more than you know. Do you think it was easy for me to see him like that?” 

Miss Hada clicked her tongue and scoffed, “I was the one who picked up the pieces and took care of him in his last days. He missed her too much. We always knew he would, but it was―” her voice went silent again. 

“Aina, don’t. . .don’t cry. Trust me, it was for the best. It was the best that I could do.”

“What about Hisa? Were you there for her too? Was dying in that accident for her best?”

He let out a groan. He sounded like his voice was on the verge of tears this time. “How could I? I was aware of it when it happened. They let me know, but there was nothing I could have done. I. . .I don’t have control over these things. You have to believe me. If I could―”

“This is useless. Arguing about it won’t change anything.” She let out a long exhale before she continued. “I have some things for you.”

I heard her get up with a grunt. He offered to help her up, and it sounded like she took him up on his offer and muttered her thanks. I could hear her feet walk across the floor with a heavy thump of her cane. I knew where she was. She was just on the other side of the wall, getting something out of the sideboard. I looked up at the wall. There were pictures there that I hadn’t removed yet. There was a picture that I hadn’t paid much attention to before. It was a small five-by-seven picture shoved into a frame of a larger picture. I pulled it out of the frame. Most of the picture had faded with sunlight shining on it over many decades, but the sliver that had been hidden in the frame was still vibrant. I squinted at the picture, trying to make out the faded, blurry details. It was taken at a birthday celebration on the back patio of the house. It was of the family with a few other people I didn’t recognize. In the picture was a young teenage man. His arm was around the shoulder of Miss Hada when she was young. She looked like she was about fifteen or sixteen in this picture. The young man looked like her twin brother, but with the poor condition of the picture, it was hard to tell. I peered around the railing again to get another look at our visitor. He was helping Miss Hada to her seat. I could see the side of his face. His profile was well chiseled and beautiful, even with the additional piercings in his eyebrow and lip. A silver chain hugged the base of his throat. He vaguely reminded me of Tenshi Hada, Miss Hada’s father. I looked back at the picture and studied it again. I looked back at him. Maybe he was a relative. Perhaps the grandson of her long-lost brother. There was certainly an odd resemblance, but I couldn’t figure out what was nagging at me in the back of my mind. 

“Jessica,” barked Miss Hada, as she spotted me on the stairs. “Can you come here and bring me that box of books I told you to set aside?”

“Yes, ma’am,” I gulped. 

My cheeks felt hot, and I knew they were turning an embarrassing shade of red. I added the photograph to the box in my hands and quickly came down the stairs. I left the box at the foot of the stairs and went over to the old office room. I knew which box Miss Hada was referring to and picked it up. It was a small box that held several books. They were ones written by the late Mrs. Hada. I brought them to the table and set them down in front of the young man. He looked up at me and smiled. I nearly jumped as I saw his face. He was more handsome than what I had observed of his profile. His dark eyes held a heavenly glow to them, matching the radiance of his grin. I couldn’t help but to think that he had nice teeth. I scolded myself for having such a stupid thought. 

“Jessica! Watch what you are doing!” shouted Miss Hada. 

I looked down and saw that I had knocked over the man’s tea. 

“Oh, my gosh. I am so sorry,” I breathed and rushed into the kitchen to get some paper towels. 

“Here, let me,” said the man. With his long legs, he stepped into the kitchen and snatched the towel off the stove. He turned around quicker than I could comprehend what he was doing and was already mopping up the spilled tea. I stood dumbfounded, holding a paper towel in my hand. I felt my face turn even more red. 

“Thank you,” I mumbled. 

He flashed me another smile. I gave an awkward smile back and helped him clean up my mess. My heart was pounding fast in my chest and my mind couldn’t focus on the simple task. My hands trembled as I shoved the soggy paper towel around the table. 

“See, no harm done. All cleaned up,” he beamed. 

All I could do was smile again. My cheeks were growing tired of the repetitive smiles, but I didn’t know what to say and my mind was screaming at me for my juvenile behavior. My eyes stayed on him as I gathered up the kitchen towel and my soggy wad of paper towels. My fingers bumped into his hand. His skin felt cold. Both of our hands jerked back. He muttered apologies, and I could only voice something that sounded more awkward than an actual string of recognizable words. 

“Jessica, I would like you to meet Naoki, he’s my. . . um. . .he’s an old friend of the family. Naoki, this is my nurse, Jessica,” Miss Hada stated, unaware of the awkward tension growing between me and her guest. 

“Pleasure to meet you, Jessica,” he humbly replied. 

“It’s nice to meet you too,” I warbled. My voice finally remembering how to form words. We politely bowed toward each other. I then turned toward Miss Hada and addressed her. “Why didn’t you tell me you were expecting company? I could have gotten the door for you. It’s not safe for you to walk around here with all these boxes. You could have gotten hurt.”

“I. . .uh, let myself in,” Naoki said, speaking up. This time, his cheeks were pink. “I only stopped by for a quick visit. Sorry if I. . .um, if I am interrupting. I can see that you are busy.”

I gathered up the towels and returned to the kitchen. “It’s no trouble at all. Can I get you anything to eat? We have some lemon cake?”

“That would be lovely.” His head dipped down and part of his hair, that wasn’t tied back, fell over his eyes. The shade of pink on his cheeks was still visible from under his hair. The soft curve of his lips held my attention and made me forget what I was doing. Miss Hada coughed, and my mind came back to reality. I remembered we had a guest, and I had just offered him some dessert. 

I took care of the towels and brought him a slice of cake and refilled his teacup. He gave me another nod and sat back down. Miss Hada rolled her eyes. I returned to the kitchen and started working on preparations for lunch. I reminded myself that I was a professional and not to get absorbed in other people’s lives, especially my patients. 

With my back still turned toward them, I heard Miss Hada address Naoki. “I’ve held onto these a long time, waiting for you. Here, he wanted you to have this.” Curiosity struck again, and I glanced over my shoulder to see what was happening. Miss Hada held out a necklace. It was a simple piece of jewelry, obviously handmade. A black cord held a single green bead in the shape of half of a yin-yang. Wire held the bead to the cord. It was beautifully done. Naoki’s face fell when he saw it. He took it from her hands and placed it around his neck. Miss Hada continued, “I would have given it to you sooner if I had known you were there six years ago. These books are for you, too.”

“Thanks, but I already have copies.”

“There is a special message just for you in there from her. Take them.”

He let out a sigh and set the box of books on the floor next to his chair. He returned to eating his cake. I returned to my task of cutting up vegetables for the soup that I was making. Silence filled the room. Only Miss Hada’s loud breathing broke up the tension of the room. My nursing instinct told me to check her blood pressure. I left the kitchen and retrieved the blood pressure cuff and the pill organizer again. I sat down and took her vitals once more.

“You’ve overdone it,” I declared, looking at the gauge on the blood pressure cuff. I flung my stethoscope around my neck and opened the pill organizer. “Here, take this pill and have some more water. You need to call for me when you need assistance.”

Naoki’s eyes watched me with concern as he observed me handing Miss Hada her medicine. 

“You fuss over me too much,” grumbled Miss Hada. 

“Just promise me you’ll use the call button in your new room at the nursing home. Those nurses won’t know you need them unless you harass them.”

She grumbled in reply. 

“It’s time for another treatment,” I added. “Do you want to do it here or in your chair?”

“In my chair,” she muttered. 

I grabbed her by her elbow and helped her stand back up. Naoki jumped out of his seat and took hold of her other arm. I could tell she wanted to shake him off, but instead, she only grumbled some more and kept her words to herself. I noticed he held her very gently, hardly holding her at all, as though he was afraid of hurting her. I said nothing and let him feel like he was contributing. Together, we walked her back over to her recliner in the living room. She sat down and I positioned a pillow behind her back. She turned on the TV. I then began the process of performing another dialysis treatment. 

I put on a mask and washed my hands before putting on gloves. After disinfecting all the necessary surfaces, I set out the needed supplies and connected Miss Hada to the solution and the drainage bags. I looked over my shoulder at Naoki. He had picked up a mask and held it over his face as he watched me work with wide eyes. It didn’t bother me that he was watching me work. I was used to it. Performing my job while being observed was normal. He continued to shadow me as I recorded the amount of the fluid that had exited Miss Hada and how much had entered her body. After I had discarded the fluid collected and changed out the connector on her catheter, I noticed that Naoki had backed into a corner of the living room. He looked overwhelmed as he took in all the steps of what was needed to keep Miss Hada functioning and alive. I threw away my mask and gloves and tried to give him a reassuring smile. I know for some people it is hard to watch medical procedures being performed, especially on a loved one; or whatever their relationship was. He lowered the mask from his face, but continued to give me a worried look. 

I returned to the kitchen and stirred the soup on the stove. He followed me and leaned his hip on the counter next to the stove. His long legs completely blocked my exit from the kitchen. 

“How often do you have to do that?” he whispered to me. He glanced over at Miss Hada, making sure she wouldn’t hear him. 

“About four times a day,” I said nonchalantly. 

“That often?” he said, surprised, but still trying to speak in a whisper. 

“It’s perfectly normal. This is easier on her than going to the hospital or a special dialysis center every other day. Think about how often you have to go to the bathroom every day.”

His brows were knitted together as he thought through the answer. I thought it odd that he had to think so hard about the answer. 

“This is what you have been doing for her every day for the last five years?”

“Among many other things, like cooking, cleaning, shopping, and taking her to the doctor; but yes, this is the main service that I provide her.”

“Outstanding! Truly amazing.” He looked down at the floor and shifted his position before he humbly stated, “Thank you.”

“This is my job. It’s what I do. Will you be staying for lunch? We are having vegetable soup,” I asked him, hoping he would take the invitation. 

“No. He’s not staying. He has more important things to do,” barked Miss Hada, not bothering to look at us from her TV viewing. 

“I should go. I don’t want to be in the way. I’ll come back over tomorrow, okay?” he shouted the last part over the volume of the TV, hoping to get Miss Hada’s attention. She only humphed in reply, again without looking at him. He shoved his hands in his pockets and let out an exhausted sigh. 

He walked back to the front of the house, stopping to pick up the box of books on his way. I followed him. He spotted me and continued to the front door with the box under one arm. He placed his hand on the doorknob, but lifted it off again and turned to face me. 

Leaning close, he asked, “Is she. . .is she. . .is she okay?”

I was surprised how close he stood to me. His face was only a few inches from mine. I should have stepped back, allowing more room between us, but all I could think about was that he smelled nice. Golden flecks danced in his eyes as he searched my face for the answer to his question. 

“What do you mean?” I asked in return. I didn’t know how much he knew about her medical conditions. I couldn’t share with a stranger her medical history without written consent. I waited for him to clarify his question. He shifted the box in his arms and studied the floor. 

“She’s going to be okay. . . at this new place? This nursing center. . . right?” 

“Oh, that. Yes. She’ll be in excellent hands. I toured it with her and the staff there are very professional.”

“It isn’t overcrowded like the others?”

“No, not this place.”

“Are you sure? I mean. . .I just want to make sure she won’t be ignored there.”

“I was only teasing about the call button before. The place she’s going to is more upscale compared to other places, limiting the number of residencies. She’ll be fine.” I probably shouldn’t have told him that, but he seemed to care about her needs and wellbeing. I felt I had to say it in order to settle his nerves. 

“How much is it gonna cost?” he balked. He then shook his head and said, “Nevermind, I shouldn’t ask questions like that. It doesn’t matter. I just. . .I just want to see her taken care of. She’s. . .she’s very important to me.”

I was taken aback by his statement and raised an eyebrow. I had never seen him or heard of him before and yet here he was, the day before she would be moving and saying that he cared. He lifted his head and I could see his eyes. The depth of care he had for Miss Hada was clear, as though he loved her like a son to a mother. Maybe she had taken him in at one point during her life and they had a falling out later on. I wanted to say something and ask him why he cared so much and where he had been all this time, but Miss Hada had already asked him a similar question. I lowered my guard and my eyebrow and let out a breath. 

“Tomorrow the movers are coming to take everything and then the bus from the nursing home will come and pick her up. I’ll be going with her, of course, to help her settle in. You should come too. It would be good for you to see where she’s going to be staying.”

“Thanks. I think I will. I’ve been away too long. Thank you. . .Jessica, for taking care of her.” He opened the door, but didn’t move to leave yet. 

“It’s my job, but I care about her wellbeing, too. She needs someone to visit her after she’s moved in. I’ll be assigned to someone else and won’t have the time. She shouldn’t get lonely.”

“No. . .none of us should. . .I mean, be lonely.”

“Jessica! I am ready for lunch,” beckoned Miss Hada.

“I’ll be right there.” I turned my head and called back to her. When I turned back around, Naoki was gone. The door was only left partly open. I let out a huff of complaint and shut the door. As good looking and polite as he was, he could have at least shut the door. 

I returned to the kitchen and served Miss Hada and myself the soup. After our meal, I cleaned up the kitchen and returned to packing the rest of the odds and ends left out throughout the house. I performed one more treatment before Miss Hada fell asleep with the TV on for the rest of the afternoon. While I was working, my mind recalled the odd conversation between my employer and Naoki. Something about his entire visit was unsettling in my mind. Part of me kept telling myself to let it go and forget it. My mind played out reasonable scenarios that could have easily explained parts of their conversation that I had missed. Despite that, I couldn’t get it out of my head. 


      [image: image-placeholder]Evening had come, and I had settled Miss Hada in her bed. She seemed somewhat agitated when I gave her the routine run down that I always said every day before I left: reminding her where the call button for the emergency response was and to wait for me to get her out of bed in the morning. She wasn’t annoyed by my nightly speech, but something was clearly on her mind. I wondered if our surprise visitor had anything to do with it. 

“Is there anything else I can get you before I leave?” I asked her. 

“No. Wait. Yes, there is. I was going to give it to you tomorrow, but why don’t you take it now? That box, by the door, take that with you.”

I picked up the box and brought it back over to the bed. It held five books. They looked similar to the ones she had given to Naoki. 

“Are these your mother’s books?”

“Yes,” she said, taking one from my hand. She flipped open the pages and lifted out a beaded bookmark. “She wrote these about my father. They were so in love that it inspired her to write these books. I want you to have them, and this too.”

I took what I had taken as a bookmark from her hand and studied it. It wasn’t a bookmark, but a necklace that had been folded and placed between the pages of the book. The necklace held a pattern of dark and light pink beads. It was beautiful. 

“Did you make this?”

“Yes. I want you to have it. When you wear it, I hope you will remember me.”

“Of course I will.” I placed the necklace back in the book. “I could never forget you. Did you make the necklace that you gave to Naoki, too?” 

She gave me a surprised look. She hadn’t expected me to break my pledge and ask a personal question. I opened my mouth to apologies, but her eyes twinkled as she reflected and slowly gave her answer. She looked like she was replaying a scene in her mind. 

“I found that green stone on the beach during a school trip. I made it into a necklace for my dad before he. . . well, before he left for a trip. It’s only right that Naoki should get it after him.”

“Oh?”

“It fits his style.”

“Oh. Well, if that is everything, I’ll be taking off now,” I said, replacing the book back into the box. 

“Wait,” she said softly. I turned back around to see what she needed. “Before you go, take the kamidana with you.”

“No, I can’t take that. I don’t have a use for it. Don’t you want to take it with you to your new home?” 

“My prayers have been answered. I don’t need it anymore. Besides, it’s personal to me and I don’t want it to end up in storage or in a secondhand shop somewhere. Take it and take care of it for me. . .please.”

“Alright, if you insist.”

“Thank you.”

“Well, goodnight. I’ll see you tomorrow.” 

I left the lamp on her side table on. She stared out into the distance, not responding to my statement, lost in her deep thoughts again. I closed her door and went downstairs to collect my things. 

I didn’t feel right taking apart the kamidana and placing it in the box along with the books, but it was her wish for me to have them, so I honored her desires. I wrapped up the delicate ceramic saucers and vases in tissue paper. When I picked up the kamidana to put it in the box, the front doors swung open. I was mortified, afraid that it was coming apart. That’s when I noticed something peculiar inside. In the space behind the doors, where the ofuda3 of the kami was supposed to be, was a black feather and a strand of hair. The two strangely placed objects were tied together with a black cord with a few green and white beads. I didn’t know what to think of my odd find. All those mornings kneeling next to Miss Hada as she said her prayers ran through my mind. I was more confused by the mixed clues of her faith. None of this made any sense, but I better understood why this object of worship was personal to her. She had set up her own blessed object for her prayers to be directed to, but I didn’t know what the feather and hair were supposed to represent. I closed the doors and placed the kamidana into the box. 

I then turned off all the lights downstairs and put my purse over my shoulder. With the box in my arms, I left the house and locked up. 






1.
      A rope made of hemp or straw that is used in shintoism to mark what is sacred and designated for the gods. Often placed on torii gates, shrines, and holy objects like a kamidana. 
    

2.
      Broadleaf evergreen shrub that is native to Asia. The name translates to mean the tree that borders between gods and man.
    

3.
      A paper talisman that has the name of a deity inscribed upon it and believed to possess the powers of that deity. 
    










  
  

2

Life





The walk to the station was cold and the wind could be felt through my sweater. Leaves blew over the sidewalk, while some seemed determined to come home with me by sticking to the sides of my shoes. I would have removed the leaves if I wasn’t fighting to keep my hair out of my face as I walked to the train station. The street lamps were the only company I had as I passed a dark playground and community center. It wasn’t a long walk, but long enough to feel all alone in the world.  

The train was crowded with hundreds of medical workers heading home. Everyone looked to be about my age, somewhere between twenty and thirty years of age. Some wore scrubs, while some wore normal clothes, like me. It was obvious that we were all in the same profession. The wear and tear of caring for the elderly was clear in the lines and dark shadows around our eyes. No one ever talked on the train, but the weight of the aging society was heavy on our youthful shoulders, causing an onerous atmosphere to fill the train car. The true depth and fear of the world’s future with this ‘living pandemic’ was felt by the weary souls riding that train rather than the casual souls resting in their comfortable homes. While the average person didn’t seem to care about what was happening, everyone felt it silently in their hearts, but we were the ones who dealt with it head on. Even surrounded by hundreds of my peers, the connection between us seemed miles apart, compounding the loneliness I felt in my professional and private life. 



Two hours later, the train pulled into the station and most of us got off and began the lamenting walk to our designated living quarters. The caregivers of the perpetual living marched home in the manner of post-apocalyptic survivors. All of us lived on the outskirts of the city in apartment buildings made just for us. There was no room for us in the crowded city, so the government built apartments just for us to live in. Our little hamlet looked like something out of the Art déco era. Tall, smooth buildings with rounded edges, colored in a shade of pale green, were now our home. I never counted how many buildings there were, but they reached into the sky and filled the entirety of the view. 

We had to pass by businesses selling sins or salvations along the street that led to our designated homes. There were stores selling vices to make us forget our strenuous days or lonely nights. Everything was on sale from liquor, company, and entertainment, including prayers and charms for better days. I passed them with no interest in wasting my time or my money. At least, not anymore. I had learned my lesson. Many who exited the train found temporary comforts in those stores instead of heading home. The building just behind all these sellers of vices was mine. 

In a crowded elevator, shoulder to shoulder, but still separated by silence and our own personal battles, we traveled together to our assigned floors. I got off at the twenty-fifth floor and made my way down the hall to my apartment. The rounded theme of the building continued throughout the interior, with rounded doors and arched hallways. I often felt like I lived in a submarine with the rounded windows and wall. I typed in the code for my door and went into my apartment. 

All the lights were on and I could hear music coming from my roommate’s bathroom. I announced I was home, but I didn’t expect an answer. The enormous birdcage in the living room was open and empty. Her pet cockatiel, Chopper, must have been with her. I often fed him when I came home and spoiled him with his favorite snack ―bits of apple. I let my purse slide off my shoulder and land on the floor by the door instead of bothering to hang it on its designated hook. I set the box on the kitchen counter. I then took a moment to scroll through my phone and check my messages. I had paid no attention to it all day. After deleting several emails from businesses, I responded to a text message I had missed. It was from my brother, telling me the cost of his textbooks. I wired him some money. My bank account now looked as depressed as I felt.

I trudged to my room and flopped onto my bed. I stared up at the ceiling. Thinking about nothing in particular, but my mind was busy rearranging my memories of the day. Bits and pieces of important information slowly floated their way to the front of my brain, along with all the many things I needed to remember for tomorrow. My head started to hurt. I just wanted to delete everything, not have to worry about anything for a few hours ―maybe half a day. 

I reached for a stuffed penguin on my bed and hugged him tight. It was a going away present from my brother. He had given it to me outside of the airport. It wasn’t my favorite animal, but his. He probably thought it would remind me of him. It did, but it wasn’t the same as having someone to talk to. I could never bother my brother with my burdens. I always took care of him. It was never the other way around. I lifted the stuffed toy above my head, with my arms out straight. 

“I met a man today,” I told the penguin. “He cares a lot about Miss Hada, so that must mean he is a nice guy. He seems like a nice guy. I wish I knew his connection to her. He loves her like they are family. But she is mean to him. I wonder why. He has the darkest eyes I have ever seen. Do you think a guy like that could ever like a girl like me? He has such style with his piercings and gauges, and that ponytail. . .I’m just a frumpy nurse. Do you think I’ll have a life of my own someday?” The dark, lifeless eyes of the penguin stared blankly at me, not giving me the answers that I needed. I continued, “Hmm, just as I thought. I am stuck in this life, amn’t I?”

My stomach growled. I set the penguin back down and forced myself off the bed. I didn’t want to get up, but I needed something sweet to end my day. I changed into fuzzy pajama pants and a sweatshirt, and headed to the kitchen. 



I grabbed a pint of ice cream and a spoon from the kitchen and sat at our tiny dining table. It was barely big enough for a person to sit at for a meal, let alone two. Most of the time, it was just one of us using it, especially since my roommate, Whitney, worked nights at the hospital. I heard her coming out of her room, humming a tune. 

She was wearing a tank-top and shorts, and was in the process of drying her hair. Chopper was sitting on her shoulder and tugging on the towel with his beak. 

“I am surprised to see you home. I thought you were going on a date before your shift,” I said to her while digging out another spoonful of fudge brownie ice cream. 

“I was, but he texted and canceled. It was his turn to be on call, and an emergency came up. Typical,” she huffed. She reached into the freezer and pulled out another pint of ice cream, mint chip, and joined me at the table. 

“Which doctor was it?”

“The one that lives a few floors down. The cardiologist.”

“The blonde?” I reached over and stroked the yellow crest of Chopper’s head. He let out a happy squawk. 

“No, the one with dark hair. You like the blonde ones. You’re thinking of the urologist in 2B. No, you can keep the blonds. I would rather have a man with dark hair and eyes. Blondes are too predictable. But men with brown or black hair. . .I’ll take any day of the week.” I focused on my ice cream as I continued to listen to her go on about the type of men she liked. I had heard it all before. She continued, “You look into the eyes of a man with blue eyes and you can see everything he’s thinking, but a man with dark eyes. . .it’s all a mystery. Eyes too dark to know what is going on inside his head, but then he moves and the light changes, and now his eyes have a tint of amber or gold to them. Everything you thought you knew about him has completely changed. His warmth and compassion are visible for a moment. That’s the kind of man I like.”
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