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I’m starting a service called Do-nothing  Rental. It’s available for any situation in which all you  want is a person to be there. Maybe there’s a restaurant you want to go  to, but  you  feel awkward going on your own. Maybe a game you want to play, but you’re one person short. Or perhaps you’d like someone to keep a space in the park for your cherry blossom viewing party . . . I only charge transport (from Kokubunji Station) and cost of food/drink (if applicable). I can’t do anything except give very simple responses.

With this tweet, I became ‘Rental Person’, a Rental Person Who Does Nothing. At the time, I had 300 followers. Ten months later, I had 100,000. The number of requests has grown too, and now I get a steady flow of about three a day.

I find it utterly amazing. Why on earth has it happened? When I started the service, I thought it might be interesting, but I never imagined it would result in a book, a manga or TV programmes. And when I try to hide my surprise, people started talking about my ‘aura’, as though I’m some kind of star.

Readers must find it bizarre. Nobody could have predicted this reaction. After all, I do nothing. I am the type that people get cross with – at home, at work, at a barbecue. Why should  a person like that be in demand?

This book is an attempt to answer that question.

If it was written simply by me, I think it would be too subjective. I’m very confused about what’s happened and on my own, I’d find it tough to come up with a convincing book. So we tried an experiment. A writer (S) and an editor (T) asked me questions and I gave them very simple responses, and through that process we tried to find an answer. S is not a particular fan of Rental Person. He has written objectively, and in a way that people who don’t know anything about my activities can get a clear picture.

So with that as my excuse, I have, as usual, done nothing. I have simply watched, with interest and surprise, as this book has developed.
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I want to taste a Starbucks hojicha frappuccino. I like sweet things normally and I’ve heard that it isn’t that sweet, but I’d still like to try it. I don’t think I’d be able to drink it all, so would you share it with me? I wouldn’t like to leave any.

[image: Twitter logo] @morimotoshoji

I liked this request. It was simple, sincere and a bit sentimental. The client suggested we meet on a weekday, a sunny one, because rain would be a nuisance. That was nice, but I also liked the fact that, in the end, it poured.

Why did I start this Do-nothing Rental service? One reason was the idea of ‘payment for being’ which I saw in a blog written by health counsellor Jinnosuke Kokoroya.

My wife follows this blog and I happened to notice that particular expression on her screen. I’d never really thought much of Kokoroya. His solutions always seemed too easy. But some of his sayings struck a chord with me, and ‘payment for being’ was one of those.

Essentially, pay is given for work. It’s exchanged for something being done. But Kokoroya argued that people should be paid for just being there – that people have a value even if they do nothing. The idea didn’t hit me that forcibly at first, but it sounded interesting. It slipped into a corner of my brain and took root. I began to wonder if ‘payment for being’ might be a real possibility.

Not long afterwards, I heard about Pro-Ogorareyā, the professional guest, a man whose ‘job’ is having meals with people. He has no fixed address. He just asks people on Twitter to give him food and somewhere to stay. Of the offers he gets, he chooses the ones that look most appealing.

People criticize his way of life. They get angry that he doesn’t get a job and feed himself, or they laugh at him, saying he’s just a ‘gigolo’. But I thought it sounded like a great way to live. Here was someone being paid for just ‘being’ – proof that it was possible. In that moment, something that had been hidden inside me sprang to life – a wish to live without doing anything. I thought about what Pro-Ogorareyā had done – or rather I practically copied his ideas – and before long, my do-nothing service was up and running.

Things can be different simply because someone is there. They don’t have to be there, but if they are, something changes. In this chapter, I want to think about some of the requests I’ve had just ‘to be there’: going to a restaurant with someone who doesn’t feel comfortable going on their own; watching a drama rehearsal; sitting with someone while they work; watching someone doing household chores. How do such situations change when a person is rented out simply ‘to be there’?
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I’d like you to think of me sometime tomorrow or the next day. Just say to yourself, ‘Is she OK?’ or something like that. Think of it as support for a newly employed graduate who’s had their day off cancelled. There’s no very strong reason for this request. I was feeling tired and it just kind of came into my head.
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A request from someone who wanted me to think of them for a moment over the next couple of days. I read the request again and again, because I wasn’t sure I understood it. But I accepted it on the assumption that it really was just a matter of thinking of her. I let her know later that I’d done so and in her reply she said that it had had an effect – a response that provided both relief and a degree of worry.

Before I became a Rental Person Who Does Nothing, I did, of course, do something. I’ll talk more about it later, but for now I’ll give a brief CV. I studied science to postgraduate level and then joined a company that published educational materials and provided distance-learning services. I left after a few years and started calling myself a ‘freelance writer’. I’d been freelance for two years when I came across Kokoraya’s ‘payment for being’ idea. By that stage, I wasn’t actually doing much writing. I had no respectable reason for this – it was a question of the work being boring and the pay unattractive.

The expression ‘freelance writer’ covers quite a wide spectrum, including advertising copy writers, anonymous magazine and website writers, columnists who write under their own name, and so on. What they have in common is that they make their living through fee-based writing.

My main freelance work was similar to what I had been doing at the company – writing questions for practice test books and explanations for reference books. Besides that, I wrote copy for business pamphlets and summaries of interviews. At first, I just got on and did the work without thinking much about it, but I gradually began to realize how dull it was. I couldn’t dissuade myself from feeling that I was doing something that I simply didn’t want to do. The job of writing had become stressful.

Of course, the amount of money people are paid for work (in my case, writing fees) depends on the market and no account is taken of the stress involved. This didn’t feel right to me. It seemed unfair that people who wanted to do the work, and didn’t feel at all stressed by it, got paid the same as people who didn’t want to do it and did feel stressed by it. It seemed wrong that I was getting nothing for the mental burden the work was giving me. I can imagine people muttering to themselves, ‘Well, there’s no such thing as an easy job’, and I fully appreciate that there’s nothing unusual about work stress. But even so, the situation really bothered me.

Some people may wonder, Why not look for another job? That’s exactly what I’d been thinking when I left the company. I’d decided to go freelance and only take on jobs I wanted – writing about things that interested me and interviewing people I wanted to interview. But it ended up feeling repetitive. You accept one assignment and you end up doing a series on the same subject, or you are asked to do something very similar for another company in the same field. People are always looking for a good result to be repeated. I found it depressing. I didn’t enjoy writing like that. It was stressful to have to meet expectations.

For example, when a company wants exam practice questions, they’re looking for a certain standard with delivery by a certain date. If I managed to meet those expectations, then I was likely to get similar work with the equivalent or higher levels of expectation – they might say, ‘Make the explanations briefer this time,’ or ‘How about adding some hints for the students?’

Having these external pressures was bad enough. But there was something inside too. I like to feel my work is fresh and meaningful, so, rather than just re-hashing old questions, I always tried to think of new material. Unfortunately, though, I’m not that creative and I soon ran out of ideas, which meant I had to do research. I got no pay for this research, but I felt I had to do it, nonetheless. This stressed me out even more – stress that I wasn’t paid for. Inevitably there are times when you end up with more stress than pay. That’s when I don’t want to do the work. And that’s the reason I’ve given up all the jobs I’ve ever had.
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Hey Rental Person! I’d like to go and sit in the park in the evening breeze with a can of chūhai but I think I’d look a bit odd drinking on my own. Would you mind coming along?
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I accepted this request last night and was given a lot to drink. Summer, night-time, a park, alcohol – it was a powerful mix. I got pretty drunk and I haven’t quite recovered. I’m supposed to meet some people today, including a YouTuber I retweeted. I’m sorry if things don’t go to plan.

Without abandoning my freelancer work, I started a blog. I thought that with a blog I’d be able to write what I wanted, and maybe I’d stick at it. But I grew short of material and didn’t really want to spend my life hunting up stuff to write on a blog.

I told myself to be a grown-up and stick to something, but the stress always got too much. I’d try to alleviate it somehow, but that never really worked. I was in a repetitive cycle of trying to do something and ending up doing nothing. Eventually, I began to realize that doing nothing was what suited me best.

By this stage, I was hardly writing at all, so how did I make ends meet? The answer is, I was doing some financial trading. It looked like an easier way of making money than writing, and I did have a bit of success. I suppose at the time I was looking for ways to live without doing anything.

I don’t do any trading now and, looking back on it, I realize that it was pure luck that I made any money that way. If I’d continued, I’m sure I would have lost a lot of money somewhere down the line. Or maybe I’d just have got fed up and chucked it in.

I don’t ever get fed up with my do-nothing role, and there’s no stress. Why? I could come up with several answers to that, but the simplest one is that there’s variety; the people and the situations are different every time.

It’s like watching TV. A lot of people find TV boring, but I like it (though we don’t have one). You can just sit around doing nothing while the TV churns out entertainment, news and commercials. I find it gives me just about the right degree of stimulus. Do-nothing Rental gives me a similar kind of passive entertainment, even though in this case I’m the service provider, rather than the service user.
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I’ve dropped a bit of washing (and its hanger) from my flat to the flat below. When I first moved to this building, I got a lot of complaints via the managing agent about children running about, and the neighbour often came up to complain in person. I addressed the situation each time and I haven’t had a complaint for about six months. Even so, I’m nervous about going to get the washing and wondered if you would come with me.

Request: to come and stand behind me while I ask for my washing back. Then listen to me talk about it afterwards in my flat.
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The client has had frequent trouble with the tenant downstairs and didn’t feel safe meeting them alone. They had no one else to ask on the day, so they contacted me. The washing was retrieved, but the situation remains awkward and the client still feels scared.

Both my writing work and my blog had become dull and routine. There was no easy fix. I found it very difficult, even impossible, to find the variety, the new stimuli, that I wanted. But now stimuli and variety are provided by others. It’s very easy.

I leaped blindly into this do-nothing service. I didn’t know what would happen, but I had a feeling it might lead to interesting things, and that’s the way it’s turned out.

Did I have any resistance to spending long periods of time with people I didn’t know? The simple answer is ‘no’.

When I was a freelance writer, I used to attend what we called a ‘philosophy cafe’. About ten people who didn’t know each other got together for two hours to discuss serious questions like ‘What is freedom?’, ‘What is love?’ and ‘Can violence be justified in the name of justice?’ I enjoyed it. I used to hate talking to people at school or in the company – people who were part of the same fixed community. But when I went along to the philosophy cafe, I found myself talking readily with people I didn’t know. I felt comfortable in a community that existed just for the moment, with simple, temporary relationships uncomplicated by past or future.
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I split up with my boyfriend last year. I really liked him and I’m not completely over him. On the 13th it will be exactly a year since he was unfaithful to me – that was why we split up. I don’t have the confidence to spend the day on my own, but I think it would be too much to drag out a friend on a Monday night. I wondered if you would mind going for a drink, or something.

[image: Twitter logo] @morimotoshoji

We went to a nice Italian place in Shibuya. If this was a late-night TV drama, you might have expected some kind of romantic development. As it was, we had a bit of pizza and went our separate ways.

People tend to think that personal matters should be spoken about with those who are close friends, lovers or family members. But since starting this do-nothing service, I’ve learned that there are a lot of important things that can be talked about with people you don’t know very well or even at all.

Depth of discussion and depth of relationship don’t always go hand in hand. The fact that you’re very close to someone doesn’t mean you can necessarily open up to them. In truth, closeness quite often makes people keep their mouths shut.

I get a surprising number of requests to listen to people. I’ve been told secrets of a very personal and serious nature. They left me wondering, Why me – a complete and utter stranger?

The way I see it, talking to someone about one’s troubles means showing that person one’s weaknesses. So if I consulted someone I knew well – someone with whom a relationship has developed through time and who will probably be part of my life in the future – that person would always know my weaknesses. If the relationship remains positive, then that may be OK. But relationships can deteriorate, and if this one does, then the person’s knowledge of my weaknesses could put me at a disadvantage. They could reveal them to others without me having the slightest idea. This could cause real problems.

As Rental Person, I have only the flimsiest connection with my clients. I am practically transparent. Unless they make another request, we’ll probably never meet again. They have a story they have to tell and it’s my role to be there while they tell it. In one of Aesop’s fables, a character longs to tell a secret and so tells it to the reeds. I’m just there, like those reeds. I may describe the situation on Twitter, but I never give details that would allow the clients to be identified, so there’s very little chance of any weakness they reveal to me becoming known to others.

Another reason why people ask me to listen to them seems to be that I don’t give advice. One of my clients told me they hated it when people responded with unsolicited advice. They didn’t like to feel that what they said was being evaluated. Even positive responses like, ‘Great!’ or, ‘That’s interesting!’ could put pressure on them.

I think I share that kind of feeling. If I tell someone something, I don’t like it when they say things like ‘Oh, that’s OK. It’s nothing to worry about.’ How can they judge whether it’s OK or not? They don’t have complete information. I’ve only told them part of what I’m feeling. I’ve only put part of it into words. It’s not possible to give a completely accurate picture of what one is feeling inside. Don’t judge me! I want to say. You don’t know anything about me.

Of course, I know they’re well-intentioned and that I’m being very unfair. But that doesn’t stop me thinking the way I do – it just makes me feel guilty about it. And because people have good intentions, it would be very awkward if I gave any indication of what was going through my mind.

This all makes me want to avoid ever talking to people about my problems. So when I listen to clients, I try not to evaluate at all. I just nod and say something along the lines of ‘Uh huh,’ or ‘I see.’ Fortunately, not many people who want to be listened to ask me for advice. Occasionally, though, people do ask to consult me about relationships, for example. When that happens, I explain in advance that I can’t offer any advice – ‘advising’ would be ‘doing something’. But if they are satisfied with me just listening to them talk, then that’s OK.

I’ll talk more about ‘listening’ requests later on.

[image: Cap logo]

I think this do-nothing service can often have a catalyst effect. A catalyst is a substance which speeds up a chemical process, without undergoing any change itself. Manganese dioxide is often given as an example. If you add manganese dioxide to hydrogen peroxide you will produce a lot of oxygen. The hydrogen peroxide will gradually give off oxygen anyway, but adding manganese dioxide speeds the process up.

Having someone with you can have a similar effect. You (hydrogen peroxide) may take ten units of energy to do something on your own, but with someone else there (manganese peroxide) you may be able to achieve the same result with just four or five units of energy.

Going into a restaurant, doing your job or housework and so on – these are things that can be done on your own, but people may have difficulty getting going. Do-nothing Rental can be a catalyst that helps people get on with things.

Another ‘accompanying’ type of request, similar to going to a restaurant, is going to an event. If it’s something like an all-standing concert, I may not be with the client the whole time. We go in together, but after that we may act independently. But even then I think the arrangement to go with Rental Person has acted as a catalyst, reducing the amount of energy the client uses to achieve their goal.

Here’s an example that highlights the catalyst effect:
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Happy New Year! I’m doing Good Morning Tokyo on 4 January and I wondered if you might be free to come along. It’s the same place as last time – Inokashira Park, 8.30 to 9. I’m planning something special to celebrate the start of the year!
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Today I’ve been to Inokashira Park to watch a woman dressed as a boar greet people as they walked past.

The client often does this kind of thing, spending a while in the park before going to work, dancing about and saying, ‘Good morning!’ to passers-by. She makes her own costumes and when I saw her before, she was dressed as something else. Her message the first time said, ‘Basically, I do this on my own, but I thought it might be fun if you were there in front of me!’ Then she added, ‘I figured you must be odd like me, so I thought it would be interesting to meet.’

Anyway, I went and watched her again, and when she’d finished she said, ‘I’m not embarrassed to dress as boar, but I do feel a bit lonely performing like that and I have to keep myself going. It’s easier to do it if there’s someone with me.’ Mind you, there was a TV crew there at the time, and this comment was actually directed at the camera.

With these ‘accompanying’ and ‘watching’ requests, my role is really, of course, just to be there. I say ‘watching’ but that doesn’t mean my eyes are always on the client. I may be looking at something else entirely. The clients accept this.
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I’m an amateur writer and at the moment I’m writing a novel. When I’m writing on my own, I often get a bit lazy, so I’d like someone to watch me. I wonder if you would sit in front of me while I work. I may say something to you occasionally, but basically I’d just like you to sit there and pass the time.
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The client was finishing off a manuscript for submission to a new writers’ competition and wanted something to keep him going. On his own he was lazy and spent too much time on Twitter. I just sat there reading some manga books that he provided. He said he made better progress than usual and that it had helped to have me (someone he didn’t know) in the room, especially having explained to me his rules of working.

This request said the client might talk to me occasionally, and in fact this happens quite frequently when I am ‘watching’ people work.

A manga artist client said, ‘If I have an assistant with me they worry if I break for too long. They say things like, “Shouldn’t we be getting back to work?” It’s nice to be able just to talk in a relaxed way like this.’

Of course, ‘talk’ in the context of this do-nothing service is not a two-way process. All I can do is give basic responses, and I know nothing about clients’ work. A manga artist is drawing pictures and a novelist is writing stories, but I don’t know any details of their work. All I can see across the desk is the back of their computer.

It’s very similar when I ‘watch’ a rehearsal. The request is just for me ‘to be there’. I don’t go along to learn, observe or comment. That’s why I’ve never hesitated to include reports on rehearsal-watching on Twitter. Of course, there are times when it’s awkward to do absolutely nothing. When I was watching one rehearsal, I was asked to participate for a while, as there was a scene in which an actor had to talk to a member of the audience. In those particular circumstances, I felt it was OK to be involved, as I could simply give the actor my normal basic responses. This rehearsal was by a group of five or six who’d rented a room in a small community centre. Just as with the writer and manga artist, having someone there they didn’t know seemed to add a bit of positive tension.

I like the kind of request where I’m really asked just ‘to be there’. It means I can do something else at the same time – responding to Twitter messages, say, or surfing the net.

Sometimes the client gets what they want without me even accepting their request.
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Something bad happened at the beginning of this year and since then I’ve been unable to do anything. I’ve been mentally and physically exhausted. I couldn’t go out and couldn’t do any housework. Recently, I’ve been trying to get back to my old self, cleaning and making a schedule, and so on. There are a lot of ‘items’ in the flat – dishes, pots and pans. [. . .] I want to wash them. I’ll be shouting and screaming as I do it, but I really want to get them done. I’d like you to be beside me (or rather, hiding outside on the balcony) I simply can’t do it when I’m on my own. If I could just get these items put away, I feel I’d be one step closer to being an ordinary human being.
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A request to be with someone shouting and screaming while they did several months of washing-up. I couldn’t really face it, so I refused, but I just got a message from the client to say they’d got the washing-up done on their own. Maybe mentioning it to someone had helped them to see the situation objectively and to act calmly. An unusual case in which the required effect was achieved without the requested visit.

This was a typical ‘watching’ request. However, the client was going to ask me to be outside on the balcony because the flat was ‘unhygienic’ and there ‘might be bugs’. I’m not a cleanliness fanatic, but I decided I’d better refuse, as I do have a problem with unhygienic environments and I don’t like bugs. But a few days later, the client sent me a message saying, ‘Everything’s cleared up and there weren’t any bugs. Thank you very much!’

My feeling is that by telling me they’d decided to clear up the kitchen, they’d triggered a change in attitude, which enabled them to get it done. I knew the reason they didn’t clear up wasn’t because they were too busy, but because of an obstacle within them. A problem of some kind had put their head in a spin, and they couldn’t settle down to anything. I guess writing a DM helped them control their thoughts, gave some order to the chaos, and perhaps made it easier to take action. Anyway, in this case, Do-nothing Rental seems to have functioned as a kind of catalyst simply through messages on Twitter – an extreme example of doing nothing.

Here’s another case where there was a positive outcome in spite of my refusing Twitter requests:

On 23 December 2019 I got the same request from three different people. It was the Emperor’s birthday and, as every year, he was going to wave to the public in the imperial palace grounds. Each of the requests was to accompany the client to this event. I wasn’t free that day, so I turned them all down, but I was rather excited to get multiple requests for the same thing, so I reported it on Twitter, to which someone responded, ‘Why don’t they all go together?’ The three of them saw this suggestion, and in the end that’s what they did. So their hopes of going with someone to the palace were fulfilled after all, without my even being there. It certainly wasn’t an outcome I’d expected, and it was interesting to see the kind of ripple effect Do-nothing Rental can have through Twitter.

One client said this do-nothing service was like a wild card you could play once in your life, or if you didn’t play it, it acted as a good luck charm. Well, I don’t mind how often I am played, and I think I’d say that, rather than a lucky charm, I’m more like an escape route. But if people feel Rental Person’s existence gives them any kind of strength, I’m really delighted.
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Now and then I get requests to do things like taking photos, helping clear up or buying something. I stubbornly fend them off. Don’t forget there are other ways of renting people. If you want someone to do something for you, try Ossan Rental.

According to its website, Ossan Rental ‘rents out middle-aged men who mistakenly think they’re cool. Prices from 1,000 yen an hour. They’re at your service for chats, confidences, and running errands.’

I’m sometimes asked by clients and followers where I see the line between doing ‘nothing’ and doing ‘something’. It’s very difficult to explain. I don’t have some kind of internal rule book. All I can say is that I decide case by case.
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