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A black cat and miso-marinated tofu


小糸在来®


Koitozairai soybeans


These soybeans are lovingly cultivated in the catchment basin of the Koitogawa River in Kimitsu, Chiba Prefecture. They are of the highest quality, on a par with black tanbaguro soybeans, and have a subtle aroma and a simple, sweet taste with no bitterness. Soybeans with the Koitozairai trademark are valued by buyers as holding their own against Hokuriku and Tohoku chamame beans when it comes to flavour.


Koitozairai Farmers’ Club, Kimitsu Agricultural Cooperative


 


*


My name is Nagi Hayakawa.


‘Nagi’ means ‘the calm out at sea’. My mother loved the sea so much she named me after it. Though her illness made her so frail she couldn’t even swim, she always used to say that she found the sound of the waves soothing.


So much so, that she chose to spend her final days by the seashore, in a large hospital in Chiba Prefecture. Fifteen years ago, in a room with a view of the water, she drew her last breath listening to the waves.


I was five years old.


I’ll probably end up in the same hospital sooner or later, with the sound of the same waves in my ears. Like my mother, I have a serious illness. I’ve been told it’s terminal, and that, at twenty years old, I have five years left to live.


‘Just my luck . . .’ I muttered when I was given the news. I was deliberately keeping my words light, but it didn’t help: nothing was going to make me feel better. All sorts of thoughts crossed my mind in that moment: Is there any point in going into hospital? Is there even any point in continuing to live, when I know it’s all going to end so soon? Was there any point in being born at all? When was it all decided? Could I have lived a different life, one in which I never got ill – or was my fate set in stone the moment I came into this world?


No matter how long I turned it over in my mind, I just couldn’t make sense of it. And all the while, the time I had left was slipping away.


 


One December morning, Nagi made her way to that seaside town. She was heading not to the hospital, but to a restaurant by the water.


Outside the station, she climbed into a taxi, following directions she had memorised. The cab drove along the quiet riverside road that led towards the sea, until Tokyo Bay came into view.


‘Could you let me out here?’ Nagi asked the driver. She paid her fare and stepped out of the car, continuing on foot until she came to a beach.


Sea and sky opened out before her – only they weren’t blue, but monochrome. The landscape, along with all the buildings and people she had seen on the way there – everything had lost its colour, as though she were living in a black-and-white film.


It hadn’t always been like this for Nagi. Something had happened to her vision after that pronouncement from her doctor:


Five years left to live. Written down, it was just five short words. So weighty, yet they hardly took up any space on the page.


Nagi’s illness had come on suddenly. At seventeen, reading a book in the library at high school, she had collapsed without warning. Her chest had been in agony, as though it were being crushed, and she couldn’t breathe.


Someone had called an ambulance and she was taken to hospital, where the doctors examined her heart and lungs and discovered signs of a serious condition. It had meant immediate surgery, which she’d only just survived.


And so from that point on, hospital had become Nagi’s life. She couldn’t sit her university entrance exams, and over the next three years she had to undergo several further operations. None of them cured her; all she gained each time was another scar.


At twenty, the doctors gave Nagi and her father an estimate of how long she had left.


Nagi’s father had been through it all before. ‘Just like with Mum,’ Nagi spoke quietly, voicing what she knew he must be thinking: some twenty years earlier, Nagi’s mother had also been given five years to live. And, sure enough, when the time was up, she had died.


Like Nagi, her lungs and heart had been weak. Nagi didn’t know if her mother’s condition had any connection with her own, but she did know one thing.


She would be dead in five years.


 


It was mild for December. The sun shone gently, and a pleasant breeze blew in from the sea. The quiet beach was a welcome contrast to the harsh lights of the hospital and the smell of disinfectant, making it feel as if all the time Nagi had spent lying hooked up to tubes was nothing more than a bad dream. But her body was still patterned with surgical scars, and Nagi knew that the next time she had a seizure, she would be admitted to the hospital where her mother had spent her last days.


Trembling now, thinking about her own end, Nagi wanted to run away – only there was nowhere to go. Death would pursue her wherever she went.


Her mother was the only person who would understand how she was feeling. And that was why she had come here, to this restaurant by the sea. ‘Where are you, Mum?’ Nagi murmured, as she walked along the empty beach. ‘Is there really no more pain in the next world? No more sadness?’


There was no answer, and Nagi fell silent as she walked on.


Eventually, a path strewn with seashells came into view, and, at the end of it, a two-storey building. She had been told she would recognise it by its blue-painted walls, but to her eyes they appeared grey.


As she got closer, she heard a young man’s voice. ‘How do you keep managing to get out? I must have told you a hundred times, you are not allowed. If you can’t understand that, I will have to lock you up in a cage. You won’t even be able to roam around inside anymore.’


The man seemed to be admonishing someone, and Nagi was startled by his words. Who, or what, was he planning to cage?


Raising her gaze from the path, she saw him: a young man in spectacles, crouching down in the doorway. It must have been he who had spoken, and yet he seemed to be alone. Beside him was a chalkboard, on which was written:


 


The Chibineko Kitchen


We serve remembrance meals.


 


Nagi felt a wave of relief, knowing that she had found the right place. The chalkboard, however, didn’t show the restaurant’s opening hours, or any sort of menu – only a note:


 


This restaurant has a cat.


 


This was accompanied by a drawing of a kitten – not a very good one, but it had heart. And now Nagi saw why the young man was crouching down.


‘Miaow.’


Next to the chalkboard was a real kitten. Nagi had missed it at first because it was hidden in the board’s shadow, and because it was so little – it looked as though it would fit in the palm of her hand.


‘What a cutie!’ she couldn’t help but say as she approached.


Seeing her, the young man stood up hastily and gave a polite bow. ‘Please excuse me. I’m Kai Fukuchi.’


Nagi judged that he must be about three or four years older than she was. What with his apron and his clean-cut appearance, he wouldn’t have looked out of place working at a stylish cafe in the city. Have I come to the wrong Chibineko Kitchen? she wondered, unable to reconcile the pleasant-looking young man in front of her with what she had been told about the restaurant.


‘Miss Hayakawa?’ said Kai.


‘Y—yes,’ Nagi replied. So it was the right place.


Kai spoke again. ‘Please come in, and I will prepare your remembrance meal.’


 


When Nagi was five, her mother had collapsed and, not for the first time, been carried away in an ambulance. She was frequently in and out of hospital because of her seizures, only this time days passed and Nagi’s mother didn’t come home.


Nagi and her father visited her so many times that Nagi lost count. Sometimes they would find her mother asleep because of her medication, and at other times the doctor wouldn’t allow them in. But they never stopped visiting.


Then one day, as Nagi and her father were leaving their house, he said to her, very seriously: ‘Make sure you have a proper talk with Mummy today.’


Nagi had seen tears gathering in his eyes, and fear had gripped her. Years later, she could still remember that moment, and how her father’s face had begun to blur through her own tears. She had no memory of their journey to the hospital that day; it was all a blank. The next thing she could recall was standing, alone, beside her mother’s bed, in a private room just off the main ward.


Her mother was connected to lots of tubes and was heavily medicated, sleeping with an oxygen mask over her face. Nagi hadn’t wanted to wake her, so she had stood listening to the sound of her mother’s ventilator, gazing through the window at the sea.


She watched an elderly couple walking slowly along the beach, probably husband and wife. Now and then the old lady came to a standstill, resting and taking in the view, while the old man stuck close by her side, as though he was worried about her. Maybe she was also a patient at the hospital.


Nagi was wishing she could be out there, walking along the sand, when she heard a voice murmur her name. Turning hastily, she saw that her mother’s eyes were open, and that she had pulled off her oxygen mask.


‘Mummy, you have to put it back on!’ she said, pressing the button to call the nurse.


But no bell sounded, and no one came running.


What should I do? She’s going to die! Nagi almost cried out, terrified. Then she heard her mother’s voice again, and calmed down almost instantly.


‘It’s all right, I’m not going to die. There’s no need to cry.’


‘Really . . .?’


‘Really. I’m not going quite yet. I’ve got a little bit of time left.’


Nagi hadn’t picked up on what her mother’s words meant. She felt only relief. It’s going to be all right.


‘Now then, let’s have a chat,’ her mother said. ‘Here, Nagi, sit down.’


‘Okay.’ Nagi nodded, and sat in the armchair next to the bed. The chair was so big it almost swallowed her up.


‘It’s been a while since we had a talk, just the two of us,’ her mother continued. It was true, Nagi realised. At the hospital, Nagi’s father or a nurse was usually in the room, too.


Nagi had taken her father’s words to heart, and had come with lots of things to tell her mother. But now that they were alone she didn’t know how to begin. So they sat in silence, until her mother began softly: ‘I have to make you an apology.’


‘Why?’ Nagi asked.


‘For not being able to stay with you longer. I’m sorry, Nagi.’


Her mother’s voice seemed to echo in Nagi’s head. She realised that her mother was saying goodbye, but she didn’t want to hear it. Mummy, please don’t go! You have to stay with me! she wanted to scream. She tried to speak, but silent sobs made it impossible, and large tears plopped down onto the floor.


‘Don’t cry, Nagi.’


‘But . . . but I . . .’ Nagi began, and could manage no more.


‘Nagi, I have something important to tell you. When you’re missing me badly, and you’re desperate to see me again, go to the Chibineko Kitchen.’


Her mother’s voice came clearly now, but Nagi didn’t understand. The Chibineko Kitchen? She didn’t know what that was. Before she could ask, her mother went on: ‘It’s a restaurant in this seaside town.’


She often referred fondly to this place as ‘the seaside town’. The restaurant must be somewhere not far away.


‘They’ll cook you something called a remembrance meal,’ she said.


‘A remembrance meal?’ echoed Nagi.


‘That’s right. And when you eat it, you can talk to someone who’s gone.’


Those were her mother’s last words. When she had finished speaking, she closed her eyes slowly and never opened them again.


She looked peaceful, as though she had just fallen asleep.


 


Nagi and her father resumed life at home, carrying the weight of their sadness together. It was lonely without Nagi’s mother, but somehow or other they got by, cooking meals together and taking turns to do the laundry and the cleaning. Even after Nagi became ill herself, she did her share.


‘It’s you that keeps me going, Nagi,’ her father told her time and time again. And that was how they lived – just the two of them, looking after each other.


But now those days, too, were ending. Five years left to live. And even less time left to spend at home. Nagi thought she would probably see out her final days in hospital, under the influence of sedatives, just like her mother.


But no – not just her final days: she could be in hospital for months, even a year.


Time was running out for Nagi. She wanted to see her mother again, to hear her voice, before it was too late.


 


There was another reason Nagi had made up her mind to visit the Chibineko Kitchen.


Early one morning, in September, a few months before she received her terminal diagnosis, Nagi had decided to visit her local park.


It was full of Yoshino cherry trees, and in spring the place was bustling with people sitting under the blossom, eating and drinking and talking. But at other times of year it was quiet, especially early on weekday mornings, so Nagi hadn’t expected to see anyone there.


She hadn’t woken early; she just hadn’t slept all night. Whenever she let her thoughts dwell on her future – no chance of university, no chance of even taking a part-time job, let alone any sort of career – her mood sank so low that sleep became impossible.


Her illness had changed everything. She’d had to drop out of school, and she had stopped replying to friends’ Line messages, tired of being asked about how she was. Until one day, Nagi had realised that the only people she spoke to were her father and her doctors and nurses. And her father was always so busy, working like a horse to pay for her treatment.


Nagi had wanted people to leave her be, and now that they were doing just that, she felt desperately lonely. Added to this, stuck at home, she spent all her time trapped in such stifling thoughts they made her chest tight, even when she wasn’t having a seizure.


Nagi hated feeling like this – which was why she’d come to the park. Although there was no one to talk to here, either, at least there was open space, and trees and . . . a cat.


The black cat that frequented the park looked too healthy to be a stray, and Nagi presumed it must belong to one of the houses nearby. It seemed to be there every time she visited.


Sure enough, just as she reached the park now, she heard a miaow.


It was the black cat all right, but Nagi was a little surprised to hear it. It didn’t normally mew before it had seen her; usually she had to talk to it first, and then, eventually, as though it were an awful bother, the cat would deign to reply. Nagi hoped it wasn’t in trouble: being attacked by a crow, perhaps, or being mistreated by someone. That wasn’t impossible, although the mew had sounded too nonchalant for that.


Confused, Nagi looked around and then spotted her feline acquaintance. The cat was sitting beside a bench – and it wasn’t the park’s only occupant. On the bench was a man who looked to be in his late twenties. An easel stood in front of him, and he seemed to be drawing. Neither he nor the black cat noticed Nagi’s arrival.


‘Stay still,’ the man ordered the cat. Nagi realised he was sketching it.


‘Miaow,’ the cat replied, as though the whole experience were too much effort.


‘And stop moving your mouth,’ said the man. He seemed to be serious, but what an absurd instruction to give a cat!


‘Miaow.’ The cat mewed lazily, and curled up on the spot.


The man began to entreat the creature: ‘Hey, come on. Please!’


The scene was so ridiculous that Nagi started to laugh, but it came out a little too loudly – man and cat both turned to look at her.


There was a silence. Nagi felt awkward, as though she’d been caught spying on them. She tried to smooth things over, calling out a ‘Good morning!’


‘Good morning,’ the man replied.


And that was how Nagi met Toshiya Nakamori.


With the ice broken, she found that conversation came easily. ‘Are you drawing?’


‘Yes.’ He didn’t seem to mind the interruption. He was an artist, he told her. But, struggling to make a living through his art alone, he had a second job to make ends meet.


‘But you’re so good!’ Nagi said, looking at the half-finished picture on Toshiya’s canvas.


He hadn’t given it any colour yet, but his skill was apparent. The drawing was true to life, almost like a photograph.


‘Oh, the world’s full of people who can draw like this,’ Toshiya said.


The black cat miaowed as though it agreed.


‘Why, you . . .!’ Toshiya grumbled, and Nagi laughed again.


She hadn’t laughed like this for a long time.


 


From then on, Nagi met Toshiya almost every day. First thing every morning, she would go to the park and there he would be. Sometimes she found him drawing and sometimes he was just sitting, gazing at the cat or the trees.


Nagi learned that he had recently moved to the area and that visiting the park had become part of his daily routine.


‘I like it here. It’s quiet,’ he said.


‘Yes. Plus, there’s the cat.’


‘Right. It doesn’t have the temperament to be an artist’s model, though.’


‘Hey, it’s just a bit shy,’ Nagi said.


‘I don’t think so – I think it likes making a fool of me.’


‘Surely not!’


These easy exchanges brought a splash of colour into Nagi’s life, and she started to look forward to seeing Toshiya.


 


Two weeks after they had first met, Toshiya invited Nagi out. ‘Would you like to go for something to eat? There’s a cafe near here that does good breakfasts.’


Nagi found herself unable to reply, the spectre of her illness hovering in her mind. Since first being diagnosed, she had resigned herself to the loss of so many things. School. Work. Friends. Love. If she was honest with herself, she was developing feelings for Toshiya, and she wanted to say yes. But it would be reckless – a normal life wasn’t on the cards for her, and she knew she shouldn’t allow herself to get any closer to him; that she should be content with just sitting in the park, chatting.


She opened her mouth to say, I’m sorry, but was interrupted.


‘Miaow.’ The black cat let out a sleepy yawn. It was curled up on the end of the bench where they were sitting. Looking directly at Toshiya, it mewed languidly again.


It did sound a little as though it were making fun of him.


‘Come on, we’re in the middle of an important conversation here!’ Toshiya protested.


But the cat didn’t stay to listen, instead jumping down and trotting off briskly, as though it had better things to do.


Nagi suddenly felt silly for overthinking things. Toshiya was only inviting her to breakfast after all. ‘Okay. Let’s go and get some food.’


After they’d eaten, Nagi and Toshiya took a stroll around the neighbourhood. They passed lots of people on their way to work and school, and normally Nagi would have felt miserable at being the only one who wasn’t going anywhere, but today the walk lifted her spirits.


When they were almost back at the park, Toshiya suddenly stopped. ‘Wait a moment. I don’t want that cat interrupting me again,’ he said, and went on before Nagi had time to get a word in. ‘Nagi, would you like to go out with me?’


Nagi had seen this coming, and she felt a thrill, knowing that Toshiya felt the same about her as she did about him. But she couldn’t say yes. Now was the time, she realised, to be frank and tell him about her illness. After all, her body was a patchwork of scars, and she didn’t know when she might next collapse.


‘I actually . . .’ The words stuck in her throat. She hadn’t anticipated how much courage it would take to tell him.


‘You don’t want to?’ Toshiya asked.


‘Of course I want to!’ Nagi blurted out. She hadn’t intended to reveal her feelings for him, but she couldn’t stop herself. ‘Of course I do. If that’s what you want.’


 


Nagi had meant to break up with Toshiya after a few dates: she would simply stop visiting the park and disappear from his life. It had seemed the best thing to do, but she came to realise she’d been thinking only of herself, never considering how Toshiya might feel.


Perhaps what happened next was punishment from the gods for her selfishness.


A few dates later, she and Toshiya were on the way back from a visit to the aquarium when she collapsed on the station platform. They had been standing hand in hand waiting for the train, talking away about something trivial – how they wanted to go for an ice cream or something – and it had happened without warning. Just as the train pulled in, Nagi blacked out, the world growing distant as she sank into darkness.


An ambulance rushed her to hospital, where she underwent surgery again. Toshiya stayed by her side, making no move to go home even as the night wore on. He seemed to think it was his fault she had collapsed; when Nagi came round from the anaesthetic to find her father there, he told her that Toshiya had apologised to him.


‘It’s my fault, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have taken her traipsing around all those places,’ he had said.


‘I didn’t say anything to him about your illness,’ Nagi’s father told her.


Toshiya had gone home none the wiser, and if that had been the end of it, perhaps Nagi would have continued seeing him. Her collapse hadn’t even hurt this time, unlike in the past, and so Nagi thought it was nothing to worry about. A little anaemia, maybe.


But a few days after her surgery, the doctor had come into her room, his brow furrowed, and given Nagi her prognosis.


Five years left to live.


He must have spent time deliberating whether or not to tell her, but death was an almost daily occurrence at the hospital, nothing out of the ordinary.
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