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ONE

‘'m probably the only girl on campus without a
cell phone.

[ don’t sing karaoke, either. I've never gotten
one of those sticker pictures with my friends, because I
don’t have any friends. I'm a freak and everyone knows
1t, especially me.

Everyone has a cell phone, even though they're
technically against the rules. It’s a constant reminder
of how alone I am; every time I hear a fancy ringtone
during class, I feel left behind. The other kids are all
connected by a vast spider web of shiny little toys, and
[’'m not a part of any of it.

It’s not as if I couldn’t buy a cell phone, because I

could. I just know that no one would call me, so what's
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the point? I'm not really good at talking to people
anyway. When someone tries to strike up a conversation,
[ simply smile and nod until they go away. 'm so worried
that I'm going to say something stupid, I'd just rather
not say anything at all. Aside from not knowing what to
say, I can’t even decipher if what they're saying is actually
the truth.

[ can’t tell if people mean what they say. I can't
tell if they're telling a joke. I can’t tell if they are being
sarcastic or playful. Basically, any or all nuance in the
realm of communication is completely lost on me. I'm a
conversational lost cause.

Once, in grade school, a girl told me she liked
my haircut. The compliment made me so happy that I
kept the same style for two years. It wasn't until middle
school, when I heard her making fun of me to her
friends, that I realized she’d just been acting polite. I felt
so stupid. After a few more incidents like that, I started
to shake and sweat every time someone talked to me.

Eventually, I just stopped talking to people altogether. It
seemed like the path of least resistance.

[ started high school this spring, but it’s just more of
the same. I'm still the silent, forgotten kid in the corner
of the classroom, glued to my desk like some bizarre

fungal growth. Breaks are the worst—everyone gathers
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CALLING YOU

in their tight little cliques while I sit alone, waiting for
class to start up again. The more people laugh, the
worse | feel. Sometimes I wish everyone could just be
miserable like me.

The fact that I don’t have a cell phone bothers me
more than it should. It’s irrefutable proof that I'm truly,
completely, and desperately alone. It makes me feel
like I'm some kind of medical misfit who’s missing the
make-new-friends gene. I know that I don’t function
properly, and on top of everything else I feel guilty about
it. Like it’s my fault somehow that I haven’t been able to
make friends.

[ pretend that I couldn’t care less, but even after
all these years it still hurts. Every time I see one of my
classmates with a cute phone decorated with sticker
pictures, I get so jealous. I know she probably has lots
of friends—so many that she can't fit all their numbers

into her phone’s memory. [ want to be like her so badly

[ could cry.

e

[ usually go to the library during lunch. I stick out like a
sore thumb in the classroom, but the library 1s quiet and

empty, and I can spend my precious half hour between

I1
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classes either sleeping or re-reading one of my favorite
books. In the winter I’'m prone to colds, so I pick a seat by
the heater . . . away from anyone who might come 1n.

When I close my eyes, I like to think about my
cell phone. It’s pure white, almost like porcelain, and
it fits my hand perfectly when I pick it up. Not that I
can actually pick it up, of course, but I can picture it
precisely. I've imagined it so often that it feels like it’s
with me all the time. Even though I can’t see it with my
eyes open, it feels like it’s always just outside my field of
vision. Physical. Real.

['m usually the first person to leave school at the end
of the day. It's not that [ walk fast or have somewhere to
rush oftf to or anything, but I'm not in any clubs, and I
don’t have anyone to hang out with, so there’s nothing
to keep me there after classes are over. I walk home
alone—my hands resting in my pockets and my focus
never leaving the ground.

On the way, | sometimes stop by the electronics
store and pick up a few cell phone pamphlets to look
over on the bus. I like reading about the new features so
[ can add them to my imaginary phone. It makes the bus
rise pleasant.

There’s never anyone waiting for me when I get

home. My parents work late and I'm an only child, so
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[’'m alone in the house. Most of the time I sit in my room
and build my cell phone in my head, like I do in the
library. I've been doing it for so long it feels almost real,
like I could reach out and touch it.

Do you want to hear what it looks like? It has an
LCD screen with a clock, just like a real phone would,
and a green backlight so you can see the display in the
dark. My ringtone is “Calling You”™—a song from one of
my favorite movies, Baghdad Cafe.

[ think about my phone all the time—during
classes, during dinner, whenever I close my eyes. It's my
phone—mine and only mine. That thought makes me
giddy. [ imagine running my fingers across its face, never
having to worry about getting it dirty or keeping the
battery charged. The clock always keeps perfect time.

After a while, I had a hard time believing it

wasn’t real.

One January morning, I woke up to my shrieking
alarm clock, teeling grogegy and cold. I rolled out of bed,
still half dreaming, and started collecting my things for
school on 1nstinct.

Where’s my cell phone?

¥



CALLING  YOU

“Breakfast is ready!” Mom shouted from
downstairs.

[ was busy turning my room upside down. I
hunted for the phone around my bed, tossing books
out of the way, making a huge mess, but I couldn’t find
it anywhere.

[ heard footsteps on the stairs. “Ryo, it’s time to get
up,  Mom said. "Are you awake?”

“I'm up,” I said. "Hold on a second, I can’t find my
phone.”

My mom looked puzzled. “I didn’t know you had a
cell phone.”

[t was like someone had splashed cold water on my
tace. What am I doing? Somehow I'd forgotten that my
phone wasn't real. Great. There must really be something
wrong with me now.

School was the same as always. When I got home,
Mom was already there for once. “Hi, Ryo. I think you
forgot your watch today. Did you make the bus okay?”

“I did?” 1 glanced at my wrist and found my
watch missing from its usual place. “I guess I did. No
problems, though.”

That was true. [ hadn’t even noticed.

I had known what time it was. How’s that possible if I

wasn’t wearing my watch? It took me a moment to realize

L5
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that I'd been using my cell phone—my imaginary cell
phone—and checking the clock on its LCD.

That doesn’t make any sense. How could it display the
correct time? I imagined the phone’s clock and saw it set
at 8:20 PM. When I looked up, the clock on the wall had
ticked to that exact time.

[ felt my heart beat faster. I flicked the imaginary
phone with my finger, and my nail hit the plastic with a
tiny click.

O

On the bus home from school the next day, someone’s
phone rang. It sounded like an alarm was going oft. The
boy sitting 1n front of me fumbled in his bag until he
managed to make 1t stop, then took out his phone and
started talking.

[t was a cold day. The heaters had fogged up the
windows, making the outside world invisible.

The only other passenger on the bus was a middle-
aged woman saddled with a pair of shopping bags. She
glared at the boy, annoyed, but he chattered on, totally
oblivious.

[ watched him with a mix of irritation and envy.

People who talk on their cell phones in public places can

16



be very annoying, but at the
same time, [ couldn’t help but
wish I could do it, too.

After the boy hung up,
the driver mumbled some-
thing over the PA about not
using phones as a courtesy to
the other passengers. I settled
back against the window,
nearly half asleep, courtesy of
the warm air escaping from
the vent. Just as I was drifting
off, another phone rang.

At tirst, I thought it was
the boy's, so I resolved to
ignore it. After a moment,
though, I realized the ringtone
was different—not a harsh
beeping alarm, but rather a
familiar melody.

Baghdad Café’s “Calling
You.” The same song Id
wanted for my phone. That

can’t be a coincidence. Whose

phone is it?
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[ scanned the bus to try and find the owner, but it
was just the four of us: the driver, the boy, the woman,
and me. No one else moved. In fact, no one else seemed
to notice the ringing at all.

They have to be able to hear it. It was loud enough
that I could easily follow the tune. As I awkwardly
scanned the area, an odd notion began to take shape.
After a moment, I closed my eyes and peeked into my
Imagination.

The sleek white phone I had created was ringing.

[ 8



TWO

hat’s impossible. My mouth went dry. I must be

going crazy. The phone in my head was my

refuge; even though the rest of the world had
abandoned me and left me with nothing, my phone was
entirely mine. Except, now, it wasn't.

I can’t just let it ring forever. Nor could I throw it
away, or stop thinking about it, just because I was a little
scared. The imaginary cell phone had become such a big
part of my life that it was more important to me than
almost anything in the real world.

Heart fluttering, I imagined taking it in my hand and
pressing the button to stop the ringing. “Um, hello?”

[ spoke only in my mind, but the response on the

other end of the nonexistent line was immediate.
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“Wow!” said a young man'’s voice. “Someone really
picked up!”

Hearing another person’s voice in my head was a
little disarming, so I quickly hung up. What else was I
going to do, answer him?

Yeah, that’s a good idea, Ryo.

[ opened my eyes and looked around the bus again,
hoping it was someone playing a trick on me. But of
course, no one was paying me the least bit of attention.

It’s finally happened. I've actually lost my mind.

The bus reached my stop. I showed my pass to the
driver and stepped out into the bitter cold. Just as I got
off, the music started again. I stumbled in surprise and
nearly fell oft the bus.

This time I didn’t immediately answer. The bus
pulled away, leaving me behind. I took a deep breath,
the freezing air hurting my lungs, and I tried to calm
my speeding heart. I was scared, but too curious to
just let it go unanswered. Once again I picked up the
imaginary phone.

"Hello?

“Please don’t hang up. I swear this isn’'t a prank

call.” It was the same voice.

For some reason, the idea of a prank call on an

imaginary phone amused me.

20



I guess I have to get my
kicks when and where I can.

There was a moment of
silence. I felt like T had to
make conversation: the whole
situation was so bizarre that I
forgot my usual anxiety about
talking to people.

‘I'm not sure what I
should say,” I said. “I'm talking
into an imaginary phone.”

“Me, too.”

“‘I:m surprised -you
found my number. I didn’t
think there was an imaginary
phone book.”

“I was just trying random
numbers,” he said. “None of
the others connected. I was
about ready to give up, but
then you answered.”

“Sorry for hanging up on
you the first time,” I said.

“It’'s okay. I gave my
phone redial.”
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[t was a couple of blocks from the bus stop to
‘my house. The sky was gray and gloomy—the street
looked abandoned. Even the houses were dark and
lifeless. The naked, skeletal trees swayed in the wind.
[ buried my face in my scarf and listened to the voice
in my head.

The boy said his name was Shinya Nozaki. Like
me, he spent much of his time picturing an imaginary
cell phone; eventually his became so real that he tried
making calls from it.

[ shook my head. Not only is there someone else who
spends as much time thinking about a phone as I do, but
somehow he can call me with it. I wasn't sure which part
was less believable.

“This is a lot to handle.” I got to my house and dug
into my pocket for the key. “Do you mind if I hang up
for now?”

“Sure. Can [ call again some time?”

2Of course.”

As I hung up, it occurred to me that this was the
first real conversation I'd had in a long time. After
talking the whole way home, even if it was only in my
head, the house felt as quiet as a graveyard. It had never
bothered me before, but now for some reason the place

felt hollow and, lonely. I hurriedly flipped the living

22
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room's lights on and then turned on the TV, just for the
noise. Then I made myself some coffee.

[ guess the question is: am I going crazy, or is Shinya a
real person? It almost felt like the next logical step; having
conjured up a cell phone, maybe I'd created someone to
talk to: An alternate personality, like in the movies.

That has to be it. I have Multiple Personality Disorder.
I'm so starved for human contact that I've finally gone insane.
[t was a shock to realize that despite the apathetic facade
['d created, I really did miss talking to people. No matter
how much I pretended it didn’t matter, the isolation
eventually got to me.

And now I've got, what, an imaginary friend? I
smiled uneasily. An imaginary friend to call on my
imaginary phone.

I’ve got to find out for certain. Shinya’s number hadn't
showed up on the LCD, so I couldn’t talk to him until he
called back. But maybe I could call someone else.

[ tried to call the police just to see if they would
actually pick up from my imaginary cell phone. There
was a moment of silence, and my heart beat a bit faster,
but then a feminine voice said, “I'm sorry, but the
number you have dialed is no longer in service . . .”

[ tried the police, the fire department, the phone

company—all the numbers that would always pick up in

<3
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real life. Each one gave the same result. Finally I started
picking numbers at random, jamming the imaginary
phone’s end-call button as soon as I heard the woman's
voice start again. Whose voice is that, anyway? 1 was on
the verge of giving up when the line starfed to ring.
Expecting to hear the recorded message again, I was
caught off guard.

“Hello?” said another woman’s voice.

[ was so nervous that I got tongue-tied. “"H-hello.
Um. 'm s-sorry to call out of nowhere . . .”

“It’s okay, I wasn’t really doing anything . . . Who
is this?”

“Ryo,” I said.

“Ryo is a nice name,” she said. "I'm Yumi.” She
paused. “You seem a little nervous.”

‘I'm calling on an imaginary phone,” I explained.

“Of course you are. You've never done that before?”

“Never,” I said, shocked. "I got a call from a boy
named Shinya this afternoon. Betfore that, I didn’t think

[ could talk to anyone with this phone. I mean . .. I'm

2

still not sure . . .

She laughed. "It takes some getting used to.
Everything will be okay, though. Now, I bet you're
thinking that it’s all in your head, and Shinya and I are

just figments of. your imagination, right?”

24
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“Y-yeah. Something like that.” For a second I
thought she’d read my mind.

‘T thought the same thing, but it’s not true. We're
real.” She explained how I could prove it to myself.

"Do I really have to do all that?” I said, once she was
finished.

“There’s an easier way, but I think you’ll figure it
out for yourself. Are you going to try that the next time
he calls?”

[ sighed. "Assuming he ever calls me again.”

“I think he will.”

She sounded confident. I spent a while longer
talking to Yumi; she was so warm and friendly, it was
hard not to like her. I found out that she was twenty,
a college student, and lived alone. I told her a little bit
about myself, and she taught me the important facts
about the imaginary cell phones.

The phones in our minds weren't real, which meant

that other people couldn’t hear them ring or listen in on

our conversations.
Most of the users, like me, had no idea what their

own phone number was. As I'd surmised, there was
no imaginary phonebook, and caller ID didn’t work.
The only way to reach someone else was by punching

numbers at random.
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Shinya must know my number, since he called me in
the first place. I resolved to remember to ask him for it.
Assuming he exists at all.

Yumi gave me one last important piece of
information. “Here’s the tricky part,” she said. "Listen
carefully. Sometimes, one end of the phone line is in a
different time than the other end.”

“A different time?”

“What's the date and time for you, right now?”

“January thirteenth, around six-thirty.”

“For me it’s the sixteenth,” she said. “So I'm three
days ahead of you.”

“That’s really strange. Is it different every time I
make a call?”

“As far as I can tell, it’s always the same between a
given pair of people. So if you hang up and call me again
in five minutes, it’ll be five minutes later here, too.”

"Do you know why it works that way?” I said.

"No idea. Maybe it's part of our phone numbers,

somehow. Or maybe people are just different, so they

imagine different phones.”

“It’s still strange,” I said.

“Yeah,” she agreed. "Anyway, Shinya might call you
back soon, so let’s get off the line. I'd love to talk to you
again, though. All you have to do is press redial.”

206



‘Greatse Thanks vefor
everything!”

“‘No problem. Let me
know how it goes!” She
hung up.

[ felt amazingly content.
Yumi said she wanted to talk
to me again and [ felt like she
truly meant it.

When Shinya called
two hours later, I was much
calmer than I had been the
first time.

He cut right to the chase.
“How do I know you're
not just a figment of my
imagination?” he said.

[ guess everyone thinks
that, at first. | made myself
some coffee and told him
what Yumi had said about
the imaginary phones. As I
did, I realized that what she’d
said about it being all in our

minds was absolutely true—

I e
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~my mouth wasn’t moving, and I didn’t make a sound.
Even if my parents had been home, they would have
had no idea I was talking to anyone.

“What time is it right now, for you?” I asked.

“Seven. You?”

“Eight. So you're an hour earlier than I am.” That
was a lot shorter than my difference with Yumi. "Do you
want to try an experiment?

He agreed. A ten-minute bike ride took me to the
convenience store. It was already after dark, but the white
fluorescent light from inside made the shop seem to glow.

[ was still on the phone with Shinya; after a couple
of minutes, he made it to another convenience store
somewhere near his house, an hour ago.

[ stood in front of the magazine rack.

“Okay,” I said. “Weekly Shonen Sunday came out
today. Does your store have a copy?”

“Yeah.”

"Do you usually read that?”

“Nope,” he said.

"Me either. So neither one of us knows what’s
going to be in this week’s issue, right?”

“Right.”

“Okay. What's the title of the manga on page one
forty-nine?”

28
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['d picked the number at random, without opening
the magazine. This was the experiment Yumi had
suggested—having Shinya look something up that I
would have no way of knowing.

There was a pause as he flipped to the page. “Looks
like Mémories Off, by Mitsuru Adachi.”

My hands were shaking a little as I opened my
own copy. He’s right. I stared for a moment in silence.
He’s real!

“Well?” he said.

“Y-you're right, ot course. Your turn.”

“What's in the third frame on page three hundred
thirty-five?” he asked.

[ paged forward toward the end of the magazine
until I found the spot. “It's a weird-looking guy
saying . . . something really impolite.” I blushed.

There was a pause as he searched for it. "Absolutely
right.” He sounded amazed. “You really do exist!”

[ felt like laughing. While I kept my expression
carefully calm, I could hear my chuckles echoing over
the imaginary phone. I guess it’s harder to hide my emotions
when I'm speaking in my own head.

Shinya was laughing, too, from amazement and

relief—I could tell. On a whim, I asked him for another

line from the comic, and he ad-libbed in a silly voice that

<9
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made me laugh even harder. I did my best Evil Queen
impression, and we went back and forth from there until
we both started to have trouble keeping our composure
in the real world.

After that night, I talked to Shinya all the time.
At first he’d only call and talk for a little while, but
as I got better at holding conversations in my head
while paying attention to the outside world, we'd talk
for hours at a time. His calls became the highlights of
my day. During breaks at school, I'd sit and wait for
that familiar melody while everyone else was chatting.
When it finally rang, I would practically jump for the
phone. I felt like a prisoner allowed outside the jail for
the first time in her life.

Shinya was seventeen, a year older than me. His
house was about three hours from mine by plane, or a
bit longer by bus. Our similarities were amazing; I could
talk with him about everything.

“I'm really kind of a shut-in,” he said one day, while
[ was waiting for the bus.

"Me, too.”

“You could have fooled me,” he said, then

laughed.

“It’s the phone. Talking like this is so easy, I feel like
[ can tell you anything.”

30
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‘I know what you mean,” he said. “You’re the
tirst person I've talked to like this in years. Most
days [ go from morning ’til night without saying a
single word.”

“You sound like you're bragging,” I said teasingly.
“Is thisan introvert contest?”

He laughed again. “It’s not that. I'd just started to
wonder if it would always be like this. Me, alone. Like
being in the middle of a desert and waiting for someone
to come my way. He paused. “I don’t really expect you
to understand that.”

[ was silent a moment. It was bitterly cold and my
breath made white steam in the chilly January air. “I
understand,” I said eventually. "I really do.”

After a while, we were connected more or less all
the time. There was no bill for the phone service; at
least, no one from the imaginary phone company ever
came around to complain. I asked Yumi about that, the

next time I talked to her, and she said she’d never had to

worry about it.

[ told Shinya everything about me, even the em:-
barrassing stuff. The novels that I read, my constant battles

~ with acne, even which toothpaste I use. I told him about my
Totoro collection—I love all the Ghibli movies, but Totoro is

- my favorite, and I have at least thirty of them.
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He told me personal stuff, too. Which games he
liked to play when he was a kid, about the time he broke
his arm, or how the picture on his scooter license looks
nothing like him.

One day he told me about a dump he likes to go
to. “Though it’s really more of an empty lot. It sounds
a little gross, but it’s actually really peaceful. A lot of
people just dump stuft there—old appliances, stuff that
doesn’t work anymore, and sometimes stuft that they

just want to replace. I found a working widescreen TV

the other day.”

“Really?” I said. “Widescreen?”

“It’s actually a regular TV, but it has a special
function that distorts the picture to make everything

look wider.”

[ laughed. "I think that’s ‘broken” and not
‘widescreen.
We quickly hit on another good use for the

imaginary phone: cheating on tests. Shinya had an

English test he was worried about, so I sat at home with
a dictionary and helped as much as I could. In exchange,
he helped me pass my dreaded math exams. We weren't
afraid of getting caught; anyone looking at either one

of us wouldn’t see anything strange, and no one could

eavesdrop inside our heads.
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When I got my first math
test back—with the highest
score I'd ever gotten—I bowed
my head and thanked Shinya.

“‘Don’'t worry about it.
[t’s niCe to be able to help
each other, isn’t it?”

“Yeah.” I could picture
him smiling. I wondered if
he’'d go home tonight, or if
he'd visit the dump again.
“Do me a favor?”

“Sure.”

“Nexttimeyou'relooking
for appliances, see if you can
find me a little cassette player.
['ve been looking for one.”

He giggled. "T'll do my
best. The dump doesn’t take
requests, though.”

“That’s okay. I can wait.”

He was silent for a
moment. Then he said, “I really
like talking to you, you know.
It’s fun.”
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“Fun?”

Cieall,

“I think that’s the first time anyone’s ever said that
about me,” I murmured. “Usually, I seem to kill any
conversation.”

“Why?”

[ told him my theory about how I take other
people too seriously and end up being easy to fool.
“And of course I don’t like looking like an idiot, so I
take the coward’s way out and don’t talk to anyone.
When someone talks to me, all I can think about is
how I'm going to say something stupid, and it makes
me so nervous that [ can’t talk.”

‘T know the feeling,” he said. His voice was gentle.
“It’s not your fault, though. You're just honest, and most
people are liars. How can you be the one who's wrong?”

“That’s easy to say,” | countered. “But I think there’s
just something wrong with me, or I would have gotten
over it by now.”

“"Maybe you have. You're talking to me, aren’t you?”

I am. I smiled. It took me a while to realize that I

was crying as well.

54



CALLING YOU

[ talked to Yumi every once in a while, too. We weren’t
as close as I was with Shinya, but she was full of good
advice. We talked about what college was like, and
whether it was better to live alone or with roommates.
Our hobbies were similar, too. Like me, she loved to
read. 1 devoured every book she recommended.

°[ feel like I've heard your voice before,” I told her.
“Have you been on TV or something like that?”

“‘Me?” She laughed. “Of course not.”

She was so together, so mature, that talking to
her was a relief. The more I talked to her, the more I
realized what a fundamentally nice person she was. She
didn’t seem to hate anyone at all, no matter how many
mistakes they made or what flaws they had. I couldn't
imagine her making fun of me. She was the kind of
person [ wished I could be someday.

“Yumi,” I asked one day, “have you ever liked

somebody?”
“Liked?”
“You know. Liked-liked.” I was just curious.
“Oh.” She paused for a moment, then said, “Yes. It

was a while ago, though.”
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hinya lived quite a ways away, but we’d gotten so

close that I felt like he was always by my side. An

advisor, a confidant—he was proof that [ wasn'’t
alone in the universe.

‘I want to meet you,” he said. “Face to face, in
real life.”

The idea had been creeping up on us gradually,
during our usual conversations. I loved the imaginary
phone, but it was still just a phone, not quite a substitute
for talking in person. Even though our minds were
connected, I wanted to see him.

[t wasn’t easy, of course. Shinya was a couple of
hundred miles away. He had savings, though, that had

built up over the years; enough for an airplane ticket. We
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made our plans. I was going to go to the airport by bus
and meet him. It was odd to think that I'd finally get to
see what he looked like, and vice versa.

The day before his flight, we decided to talk on
the real-world phone to go over the schedule. It was
probably a silly gesture, paying a phone bill just to
speak to him the same way I did every day, but it was
also kind of fun. And embarrassing. It was the first
time I'd talked to him without the time difference,
outside the comfort of my own skull.

[ got his phone number over the imaginary line and
punched it in to the real-life phone in my living room. It
was an odd teeling, after so long, to have an actual chunk
of plastic pressed against my ear.

[ kept the imaginary phone on while the real one
rang, so | was still connected to the Shinya-of-one-
hour-ago.

Click. “Hello? Ryo?” It was the same voice I'd heard
sO many times in my head.

s me =il

"Do me a favor,” he said in a pained voice, “and tell

the me from an hour ago to watch his step.”
“What happened?”

"I was running to pick up the phone and I jammed

my toe on the doorway.”
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I laughed as I relayed the message.

"Future-me is just clumsy,” past-Shinya said,
giggling. “Tell him he’d better have finished his
physics project.”

“This is getting ridiculous.” As I turned my
attention back to the real phone, I had a sudden insight.
“So this is what Yumi was talking about.”

“What is?” said present-Shinya.

“The easier way to prove to one another that we
were real. All we had to do was talk to each other on
the actual phone. We didn’t have to do that whole
complicated business at the store.”

“Oh, that.”

“You don’t sound very surprised,” I said.

“You told me about it an hour ago, over the
imaginary phone.”

[ was getting a headache. I filled past-Shinya in and
hung up both phones, real and imaginary, then hit redial
to call Yumi.

“Hi, Ryo!” she said.

“Hello,” I said. “I just figured out the ‘easy’ way of
finding out whether Shinya is real. Why didn't you tell
me that in the first place?”

“That would have been too easy,” she said, and

paused. “Good luck tomorrow.”
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The bus, of course, got stuck in trathc.

[t was full of passengers heading for the airport, so
I had to share a seat. The girl next to me wore a purple
coat. She looked like she was about my age. She seemed
somehow more mature, though, with her pretty makeup
and a cute bag in her lap.

[ wonder if I'll ever look like that. I sighed and
connected to Shinya on the imaginary phone. Shinya-of-
an-hour-ago was about to board the plane, which meant
that present-Shinya was already in the air and staring
down at the clouds.

“It’s freezing,” he said.

“The news said that today is the coldest day in
a couple of years,” I informed him. I rested my head
against the window, feeling a little sleepy under the
warm air from the heaters. The girl next to me couldn’t
hear our conversation, of course, so to her it looked
like I was just staring out the window. The clouds were
low and dark, and the whole city looked gray.

“We were supposed to be at the airport by now,”

[ explained, “but the bus is stuck in traffic . . . How

about you?”
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“No traffic up here. No red lights, either. We're due
in at twelve-twenty.” He paused. “It’s ten-twenty now, so
with the hour time difference, it’s eleven-twenty for you,
right? I should be there in an hour.”

“"I'm not sure the bus will make it in time,” I said.

“IL I can't find you, I'll head down to the bus stop.”

“It’s right in front of the airport. Ask someone if
you can't find it.”

“Got it,” he said.

The bus crawled onward. I looked down from my
window at the cars, all of them breathing out white
exhaust.

“By the way,” he said, “how will we recognize
each other?”

[ hadn’t really thought about that. "We’ll be
connected the whole time, so it should be pretty
easy.” I smiled. “Just look for the prettiest girl at the
airport.”

“Easy enough. But then how do I find you?s”

[ laughed over the imaginary line. His teasing had a
nervous quality to it, and I had to admit I felt the same
about being seen for the first time. I'd worried for a long
time, but now I was determined to see it through.

The bus finally broke free of the traffic and sped

along as if the driver were determined to make up for
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~ lost time. Cars were still blowing past us, though, way
over the speed limit. It was thirteen after twelve.

“I'm definitely not going to be at the airport on
time,” I told Shinya, “so I'll look for you at the bus
stop.”

When twelve-twenty came around, I thought,
Shinya’s plane should have landed by now. I sat with my bag
in my lap, playing with the Totoro keychain attached to
the zipper. I went over every conversation Shinya and I
had ever had, starting with the very first, and couldn’t
help but smile.

[ pressed my forehead against the cold glass. The
signs outside said that we were almost to the airport.
[t was twelve thirty-eight; Shinya had probably already
gotten off the plane and made it to the bus stop. He’ll
probably be waiting for me right when I get off.

The driver stomped on the brakes and all the
passengers swayed forward in unison. My forehead
bumped against the window. Everyone got up while
the driver was still announcing our arrival, so I stayed in
my seat and waited for the aisle to clear. The girl in the
purple coat left, and the bus gradually became quiet and
empty. Once they were all gone, I stood up.

“The bus is here,” I said to the imaginary phone.
Past-Shinya was still on the plane.

42



CALLING YOU

“Okay. If you can’t find me, just tell me where
you're headed, and I'll go there in an hour.”

[ paid the driver and stepped down off the bus,
wallet still in hand. The wind was bitter cold, knifing
through my jacket and coloring my cheeks. Overhead a
jumbo jet droned past. I looked around for Shinya. Is he
here already? Or am I not going to find him, and tell him to go
somewhere else, and I’ll have to meet him there—

There was a scream, a horrid high-pitched wail that
didn’t even sound human. I spun around, looking for
the source, and realized a moment too late that it was
the squeal of rubber burning against asphalt. A black car
barreled up from behind the bus, into a lane I'd thought
was empty.

Everything seemed to go in slow motion; it was
coming right for me, and I didn’'t even have time
to scream. My eyes met the driver’s through the
windshield. His expression was panicked, his foot
kicking the brake far too late. I threw up my arms in a
foolish, instinctive reaction.

Something hit me from the side, hard. I fell onto the
sidewalk. Behind me, metal exploded against metal, and
~shattered glass sprayed like rain in every direction.
After a moment, I got to my feet. I moved like a

zombie, turning slowly to look behind me. The car had
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jumped the curb and rammed the side of the building,
twisting into a strange shape against the unyielding
concrete. A man lay on the ground, directly in its path,
right where I had been standing only seconds before. He
must have pushed me out of the way. If he hadn’t, the car
would have squished me against the wall like a bug.

A crowd started to form in a wide circle, and people
were shouting for an ambulance. Someone was talking
to me, but I paid no attention. I was fine, except for a
little scrape where my hand had hit the sidewalk. I still
had my bag, even, but the keychain had broken oft and
was lying in the road.

The man who'd saved my life stared at me, mouth
working as though he were trying to say something. He
gasped for breath in short, painful gulps, and a pool of
blood was already spreading away from him and into
the gutter.

[ made my way to his side, though my legs were
so wobbly it was a wonder I didn’t fall down. My throat
constricted; I couldn’t breathe; my voice was gone.
Everything seemed to fall away, including fear, when I
knelt by his side.

He looked about the same age as me, maybe a
little older. Blood frothed on his lips when he tried to
breathe, but his smile was strangely satisfied. He lifted
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his right hand with fading strength and managed to
touch my cheek.

“Ryo,” he said. “Look . . . in my locker. Number
. .. four forty-tive . . .”

He coughed, and his eyes fluttered closed.
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hey put us in the same ambulance. Shinya died

on the way to the hospital. I saw i1t happen.

[ telt like I was dreaming. People were pulling
at me, trylng to get me to move, asking questions.
The paramedics checked my scrapes, and another man
asked me if [ knew the young man. I didn’t answer; I
couldn’t answer.

They searched his pockets until they found his
wallet and ID. It was the scooter license he’'d told me
about, with the picture that looked nothing like him.
The paramedic read his name out loud, and I felt the
fog in my mind lift. No one seemed to notice that I'd

started crying until the ambulance pulled up to the

emergency room doors.
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The doctors had a gurney waiting for me, but as soon
as | was out of the ambulance I pushed their arms away
and ran for it. They tried to stop me, but the hospital was
an ancient building, modified so often that the corridors
were like a maze. I quickly lost my pursuers. Exposed
pipes ran along the ceiling, and there were rooms on
every side. I ran in whichever direction had the fewest
people, until I finally found myself alone.

[ waited a moment, to make sure no one was
following me, then I wandered around the corner. It
was a dead end. The overhead light was broken, and
someone had tucked an old, dusty sofa there. No one
had needed this little corner of the hospital for a long
time. Housekeeping had skipped it, too—grime and
cobwebs were everywhere.

[ sank down onto the sofa, trying to stay calm.
There was only room in my head for one thought.

If I can speak to the past, I can change the present. If
Shinya doesn’t save me, he doesn’t have to die.

[ closed my eyes and looked at the imaginary phone.
[ was relieved to find that it was still connected to past-
Shinya. I'd checked the time just before the accident:
twelve thirty-eight, and it was five after one now. That

made it twelve oh five Shinya’s time, with more than

halt an hour to go.
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A trickle of blood dripped from the scrape on
my hand. It was starting to hurt, and I wondered if I'd
broken something. I tried lifting my hands, but they
wouldn’t stop shaking.

[ picked up the imaginary phone. “Shinya? Are
you there?”

“I'm here. What’s going on? You've been quiet for
the last halt hour. Did you finally meet up with me?”

He was still there, only an hour ago. He had no
way of knowing he was going to die. He’s probably
just sitting on the plane, finding shapes in the clouds. His
voice was warm, gentle, but every word was like a
dagger in my heart.

“How long before the plane lands?” I said.

“About twenty minutes. I'm getting really stift.” He
paused. “Ryo, is something wrong? You sound upset.
Did something happen?”

Suppress your emotions. The imaginary phone line
picked up on them and made it hard to lie. I felt like I
was being ripped in two.

“Shinya,” I said, my voice as cold as I could make
it. “When you get off the plane, don’t bother leaving the
airport. Just buy a ticket and go home.”

There was a moment of silence.

“Why?” he said.
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“Don’t you get it? [ hate you! I don't want to see
you! I don’t want to ever have seen you.” I curled up
into a ball and bit my lip hard enough to draw blood.
“I want you to turn around so that our meeting never
happened.” He’ll live. He might hate me, and I might get hit
by the car, but he’ll live.

“I...” He hesitated. “Is that really how you feel?”

i (-

Silence, as though time itself had stopped. I don't
know how long it lasted. In the distance, from the warm,
lit part of the hospital, I could hear laughter.

“You're lying,” Shinya said. “You just don’t want me
near the bus stop.”

“I-I am not!”

“Yes, you are. We were talking until you got oft the
bus, but then you clammed up and didn’t say a word
until just a minute ago. It was like you threw the phone

away without hanging up. Something must have stopped
you from talking.”

“That’s not it—"~

“That’s why you don’t want to see me, isn’t it? To
prevent whatever it was from happening. But it’s already
happened to me, Ryo. You can’t change things.”

That can’t be true. I felt pathetic, helpless. I have to be

able to do something. I can’t just sit here and let him die.
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“The plane’s about to land,” he said.

[ glanced at the clock—it was one ten. I thought
about Shinya’s dead body; if not for me, he wouldn’t
have even been scratched. The thought was unbearable.

“Please,” I said. “Stop. If you come, you're going to
die.” Honesty was my last chance.

He gasped. "Die?”

“When I got oft the bus, a car jumped the curb and
came right at me. I was so scared that I couldn’t move,
but you pushed me out of the way and it crushed you
instead.”

There was a pause. “This happens at twelve thirty-
eight, right?”

My breath caught in my chest. “You can't go.”

“I'm going to the bus stop, Ryo. I'm going to
save you.

“‘But—"~

“I'm just relieved that you don’t hate me.” He
chuckled weakly. “I still don’t know what you look like,

though. Tell me what you're wearing.”

[ had one last idea. Time for one last lie.

“I've got a bag, and I'm wearing a purple coat.”

2
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The plane landed at twelve after twelve. Shinya was at
the lobby near the bus stop by twelve-thirty.

We talked fast, frantically, as though the world
was coming to an end. We went over everything we’d
shared, and laughed again at the old jokes. It should
have been fun, but my tears wouldn’t stop. I wanted
to reach out and touch his words, treasure them like
precious gems.

He said less as the time got closer. I stared at the
phone’s clock, trying to stop it from changing by force
of will. There was still so much [ wanted to say, but I
couldn’t find the words; I wrapped my arms around
myself tightly to try and stop shaking.

“Eight minutes left. 'm going to the bus stop now.”
[ could almost see him in my head, throwing down his
bags and running.

“Shinya, you don't have to do this. You can still
turn back.”

He ignored me. “"I'm asking people for directions to
the bus stop, so don't try to lie about where it is.”

Five minutes between the lobby and the curb. That
was all the time we had left.

“Thank you for everything,” I said. I was glad I

could at least say that much. I wanted Shinya to live

more than anything.
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‘I'm outside the airport now,” he continued.
“Wow. It’s a lot colder than where I live.”

The clock read one thirty-seven. One minute until
past-me stepped off the bus. I tried to prepare myself for
what lay ahead; Shinya would rescue the wrong person,
and my body would be crushed and mangled here in the
dusty, unused corner of the hospital. It’s okay. I want him
to live. I took a deep breath.

“I see a girl in a purple coat getting off the bus.”

He thinks that’s me. I felt a little guilty. I'm sorry for
lying to you, Shinya. But what choice do I have? By the time
you figure it out, I'll be dead. The thought didn’t scare
me, somehow.

“Shinya, I'm sorry.” My voice was choked; my
eyes filled with tears.

“Wait. No!”

“What?”

“That’s not you!” He sounded frantic.

Our imaginary phones could only carry our voices,
but at that moment I could amost see him running.

“The real you just got off the bus!”

A daydreaming girl, listening to the planes drone
past, wondering if the person she'd come to meet was
already there . . .

rrshmya, nO!JJ
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He ran straight ahead. The car was closing in, much
too fast, implacable and deadly. Shinya shoved the girl
hard onto the sidewalk.

Over the phone, it sounded like an explosion. I
screamed his name. Glass shattered, again. The clock
read one thirty-eight.

You can’t change what’s going to happen, he'd said. I
curled up on the forgotten sofa, sobbing.

“Shinya,” I said into the phone. "How could you?"

“You made a mistake.” He sounded strained. "I
noticed the Totoro keychain. Otherwise I might have
been fooled.”

His voice was getting weaker, as though he were
passing out of cell phone range.

‘I'm lying on my back,” he said. "But I can see you
getting up. You look like you're okay.”

‘I'm okay,” I said.

‘[ pushed you kind of hard. Did you get hurt?”

“Not as badly as you.”

“You're coming this way,” he said. “You're
shaking.”

"I knelt down next to you,” I whispered.

“I'm reaching up to you.”

With my eyes closed, I could feel the fluttering
touch of his hand on my cheek.

>4



CALLING YOU

“Ryo. . .” Shinya sighed. “Your acne isn’t as bad as

you made it sound . . ."

Then his voice was gone, and I was listening to a

dial tone.
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almost froze to death before the nurses found

me. The cut on my hand had scabbed over.

([ The driver of the car had died instantly.

[ didn’t ask about the cause of the accident: I didn’t

care. | sat through the questions from the police and my

parents like a sleepwalker.
[ didn’t tell anyone about the imaginary phone, of

course. But I did go to Shinya’s funeral.
Afterward, I decided to visit his favorite dump. It

took a while to find, wandering around the unfamiliar

town.
When I got there, it was just as he’d described it;

the derelict appliances were slick from that morning's

heavy rain.
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There was a locker, a little one, the kind used to store
cleaning supplies. It had a little three-digit combination
lock. I put in four-four-five, and it clicked open.

Four forty-five was the time he’d called me, at the
very beginning.

The locker was rusty and dented, but it opened
easily enough. Inside, protected from the rain, was a
little cassette player. Just the kind I'd asked for.

The wind was cold. It started to snow. I picked up

the cassette player and cradled it in my arms.

“You lied about the time difference, didn’t you?” I asked

Yumu.

She didn’t answer.

The night before Shinya died, I talked to her. I
remembered that she sounded a little strange. But,
thinking back on what she’'d said . . .

“Good luck tomorrow.” 1 could hear her in my
head. It didn’t take much for me to realize who she
really was.

“Thank you for everything,” I said. “I always wanted
to be like you, someday.”

"Good luck,” Yumi said again.
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That was the last time I called her.

Years went by, and things changed. I even made
some friends. By the time I went to college, I'd bought a
real cell phone.

One day, I had finally settled into my first apartment
and was about to make a start on washing the dishes,
when I heard the old ring tone. “Calling You,” from
Baghdad Cafe.

Here it is. I closed my eyes and summoned the
imaginary phone. I had to blow off a layer of dust before
[ could pick it up.

“Hello?”

“H-hello. Um. I'm s-sorry to call out of nowhere,
but . . .” It was a young girl’s voice, full of hesitation
and anxiety.

“It’s okay,” I said. “I wasn't really doing anything.” I
gave her a fake name.

The girl never realized that she’d connected to her
own future, of course. I wanted to tell her everything,
but I stayed silent.

You’re hurting right now, I thought. You don’t have any
friends, no one to share your life. You’re alone, and the world

is harsh and cold. But it’ll be all right, I promise. There will

~ always be someone to support you.

[ still carry the tape player.
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ONE

here was a special class at school for the

problem kids. Anyone out of the ordinary

got dumped there: mentally challenged kids,
kids who hadn’t spoken for years, kids with handicaps
that kept them out of the regular classes. The special
classroom was oft in a corner of the campus, hidden
from everyone. It had a special teacher, trained to take
care of kids who couldn’t tell the difference between
candy and their coat buttons.

In the special class, age didn’t matter. Anyone who
didn’t qualify as normal ended up there—no matter
what grade they were supposed to be in.

One day, when we were going swimming for PE., |

had to take off my shirt in the locker room.
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“I heard your dad gave you that,” one of the other
kids said, pointing to the scar on my back. He laughed,
and everyone turned to look.

The scar was a few years old, but still red and
obvious. My father had thrown an iron at me in a
drunken rage. Normally I keep it covered up, since I
don’t like people staring.

[ didn’t respond, hoping he’d go away. No such luck.

“Is it true?” he said. “Your dad did that? That’s just
wrong.”

Some of the other boys giggled. I clenched my
fists until my knuckles went white. In the corner of
the locker room was a long-handled brush for cleaning
the floor; I grabbed it and before anyone could react,
[ started beating the kid who'd laughed at me. Before
long, he was bleeding and begging me stop, but I kept
hitting him until someone pulled us apart.

The next day, the adults came to my house to
check on the conditions there and to talk about my
“emotional deficiencies.” From then on, I was put in
the special class.

The teacher was a lady with glasses who would sit
with younger kids and cut origami paper into colored
rings. They'd made them into a chain so long that it

covered most of the wall space of the classroom. She
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didn’t want me; she told the principal she had too many
to take care of already. I think she’d heard about me, too,
and didn’t want to deal with another violent outburst. It
didn’t matter in the end, since the principal ignored her.

For the first week, whenever she was arounds- me,
the teacher looked nervous. Like I was a time bomb
that could explode at any minute. She seemed surprised
when I didn’t exhibit any violent behavior. When one of
the younger kids knocked my lunch on the floor, I didn’t
even get angry with him.

“Doesn’t it make you mad?” the teacher asked me.

A bit.” I shrugged. "He’s just a first grader,
though. He didn’t mean it. And getting mad at him isn’t
going to help.”

She shook her head. “It looks like the file was
wrong about you,” she said.

I liked the special class. None of the kids were
mean. They didn’t make fun of each other. Half of
them couldn’t even go to the bathroom by themselves;
some of them couldn’t talk, or were scared to death of
something stupid. But they were all still trying to keep
up with the normal kids, so they didn’'t have the time to
laugh at other people.

In April, the special class got a new student. He was

eleven—the same age as me—and had just transferred
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from another school. He was
in the special class because he
refused to talk to anyone.

He was short and had
pale skin, almost like a china
doll. The teacher had to hold
his hand and walk him into
the classroom. He seemed
really nervous.

His name was Asato.

In: ‘the  special selassgnthe
teacher “‘handed » ofit’ «an
assignment to each person
every day. ‘We each got
difterent work, based on how
smart we were. Asato got the
hardest assignments they had,
but he still finished them
easily. Despite his obvious
intelligence, he never talked
to- anyone. He wcould: do

anything the teacher asked,
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but he wouldn’t speak. During recess, he curled up in
a corner of the room and read.

One day, I was called into the principal’s office to
discuss why one of the normal kids had bite marks on
his arm. I told them he’d been bullying one of the special
class kids, but they didn’t care. The principal gave me a
time-out in the corner of the office, and that seemed to
satisfy the normal kid and his mother.

[ sat in the office all day. Some of the people who
dropped by gave me strange looks, but I ignored them.
After a while they forgot I was there, and a couple
of the teachers started talking about Asato’s family. I
carefully pretended not to hear.

“The new boy in the special class,” a young teacher
said. “He’s the one trom that incident, isn't he?”

The other teacher nodded. “With his father dead
and his mother in jail, he’s been bouncing around from
foster home to foster home. I think he’s with some
distant relatives at the moment.”

I had no idea what they meant by that incident,
but hearing the story made me feel closer to Asato. I
knew what it was like, living in the house of someone
you barely knew.

Until a month ago, I'd been living with my parents.
My dad drank, and when he did his temper was awtul. In
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his rage, he would throw stuff at us and break things. He'd
hit us, sometimes; once he got so mad that Mom and [ ran
out of the house without even stopping for our shoes. We
walked around the block, over and over, until we thought
he’d had enough time to calm down.

He used to work, like everyone else’s dad, but for
a long time now he’d just been lying around the house.
He’d changed. He used to have friends all over the
neighborhood, but now they all hated him. He seemed
to know it, too, and that just made him angrier.

My mom put up with it, but I could see the reliet
on her face when he checked into the hospital for good.
He was really sick, and nothing was going to save him.
For a while I thought it was the beginning ot a better life
for me and Mom, just the two of us ... But one day she
went out to the grocery store and never came back.

My aunt and uncle turned up when they found
out I'd been abandoned. They pretended to be full of
concern, eager to give me a normal life, but all they
wanted was the house that my parents had owned. Once
they were moved in, [ was just an obstacle.

['d accepted all this as the facts of life, but it made

me feel like I understood Asato.

Everyone was happy to go home when the bell

rang. A lot of the special class kids couldn’t go home
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alone; they couldn’t remember the way, or they’d be too
scared on their own, so they waited for their parents to
come and pick them up. Asato and I would wait around
with them until long after dark, trying to postpone our
return to what awaited us.

The classroom got quiet as people left, and the
setting sun painted the campus orange. Little sounds
echoed—footsteps or the thump of a bouncing rubber
ball. The shadows on the empty playground got longer
and longer, twisting into a tangled maze. It was hard
to believe the school was such a rowdy place during
the day.

[t was around the same time of day my mom ran
away, just as the sun disappeared. I always ended up
alone in the classroom with Asato. He would read,
and I'd watch TV and draw or work on some craft
project.

It was on one of those quiet afternoons that Asato

revealed his strange power.

2

1 was carving wood with a knife. I've never been a
very good student, but I loved art class. Once I'd done

a carving of an owl, and the teacher thought it was
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brilliant; she praised me in front of the entire class and
put it on the shelf for everyone to look at. It was pretty
much the first time anyone had said something like that
about me, so it made me happy.

That day, I was working on a carving of a dog. I'd
been at it for a while, and there were shavings all over
my desk and my clothes. Asato sat in the corner, lost
in his book, and from time to time I'd look up at him.
He was the same age as me, but so small it looked like
a strong wind could carry him away. He had soft, silky
hair, and beautiful eyes that were totally absorbed in
his reading.

The knife caught on a knot in the wood while I
wasn't paying attention, and I put a little too much
strength behind it. It slipped free and my hand jerked,
slamming against the desk with a surprisingly loud bang.
A line of bright red bloomed along my left arm, which
had been holding the wood, and blood trickled down to
my hand.

[ jumped up and ran to get the first aid kit. It hurt
quite a bit, but mostly I was afraid that the teacher would
take the knife away from me because I had hurt myself.
[f that happened, I wouldn’t get to finish my carving.

Asato stood as well. He moved to my side before

['d even remembered he was there. He so rarely did
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anything of his own volition that he was easy to forget.
When he saw the cut on my arm, he turned pale and
started to suck in air like he was choking.

‘Are you okay?” I said, my own pain forgotten for
the moment.

“I'm used to this kind of thing,” he said. It was the
first time I'd heard his voice; it was thin and shaky.

He grabbed my arm and pressed, making more blood
trickle from the wound. I couldn’t figure out what he was
trying to do, and after a moment he gave up and let go.
“Sorry,” he said. “I thought I could get the cut to close.”

Apparently he'd been acting on instinct. It almost
made sense that by pressing the skin around a cut
back together you could get it to heal. Sort of wishful
thinking, like kissing your finger when it was hurt or the
ten-second rule for candy that fell on the ground. But
there was no easy fix.

[ patted him on the shoulder, and he gave me a
curious look. The first aid kit was on the shelf, and I
opened it up to find the disinfectant. For some reason,
the cut didn’t look as bad as it had a moment before,
and I wondered if Asato’s little trick had actually
accomplished something.

I looked up and found him staring at his own left

arm. He’d rolled up his sleeve—his skin was fish-belly
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pale, like something that lived under a rock—and he had
a cut of his own, nearly identical to mine. It wasn’t deep,
but it was in the same place and just the same shape.

“Did you cut yourself before?” I said.

Mute, he shook his head.

I blinked. It was as though the cut had moved
from my arm to his, making mine that much better.
Apparently Asato came to the same conclusion.

That’s impossible, though.

“Can I try that again?” he asked in a soft voice.

[ chuckled weakly and held out my arm.

He pressed the cut closed, like before, and
concentrated for a moment. A drop of blood fell, not
from my arm but from his; his cut had gotten noticeably
deeper, and mine was half as long as it had been before.

[ pulled away, and Asato looked curiously at his own
left arm.

“That’s about half,” he said. “Now we're even.” It

took me a moment to realize he was joking.

From that day on, we became friends, united by our

shared secret. We didn’t tell anyone else, of course, but we

experimented to figure out exactly what he could do.
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By pressing on any injury, Asato could move it to his
own body. We confirmed that by staking out the nurses
office and waylaying underclassmen with minor cuts.
Asato could shift scraped elbows, bruised knees, and so on
to himself, leaving the injured person untouched. With a
little bit of practice, he could do it almost instantly—with
the lightest touch. He didn’t even have to touch the
injured area, just the person in question. Unfortunately,
our tests were cut short when the nurse noticed we were
hanging out there and she banished us for a while.

“So why are you in the special class?” Asato asked
me one day after school.

[ was a little hesitant to explain, but I told him
about the scar on my back and my violent episode in
the locker room. He looked frightened by the time I
was done.

I shook my head. “Are you scared of me, now?”

“Of course not!” He sounded surprised. “You re not
scary at all.”

“Sorry. You just looked—"

“Your story was scary, that’s all. And kind of sad.”

We walked in silence for a moment, and then he
turned and grabbed my hand. His expression went
suddenly distant.

“What are you doing?” I said.

/3



“I...just thoughtI'd try
something.” He turned away
and didn’t say anything else
until we parted.

When I went home and
changed clothes, I examined
myself in my mother’s full-
length mirror. The scar was
gone! It had appeared, I was
certain, on Asato’s back. It
was proof that he could do
more than shift little cuts
around.

[ contronted him about
it the following day. “"Give me

back my scar!”
He just shook his head

and smiled. I couldn’t get him
to budge, no matter what I
said. We went back to our
surreptitious practice, and
before long he could move

burns and old scars at will.



TWO

y house was in the suburbs, in the poor

part of town. It was part of a row of

prefabricated homes, poorly built and
poorly insulated; it was hotter inside than out in the
summer, and every winter [ thought I was going to
freeze to death. The alleys between the houses weren’t
paved, so dust was everywhere when it was dry and they

turned to mud pits in the rain.

Everywhere I looked there were little reminders
of our poverty. Someone abandoned a tricycle in the
road, months ago, and it was just left to rust. A little

boy wearing nothing but underwear scraped drawings
* on the sidewalk with a rock. And then there was the

smell—I’ve never been able to detect it, but people



QTSU=ICH]

who pass through put their hands to their noses in
disgust.

[ didn’t like to be at home on the days when we
were off from school, so I'd walk through the town with
Asato. We zigzagged all over the city, squeezing between
buildings and through tiny back alleys.

There was a little park, so dirty that everyone else
had abandoned it. We spent a lot of time there. It had
a swing set and a seesaw, both of which had rusted
into oblivion. Weeds were everywhere, along with a
prodigious crop of broken glass bottles. Flaking spray
paint adorned the nearby walls, and someone had
dumped a tangle of barbed wire in the gutter. A veritable
mountain of dead tires had accumulated, tilled with
stagnant rainwater. It always smelled ot wet rubber.

One Sunday, Asato and I were sitting on the swings
when a young mother and her son passed by. I watched
them idly. Right in front of the park, the child tripped
and fell: blood welled from his knee and he shrieked
despite his mother’s eftorts to comfort him.

Asato stood up.

“Leave him alone,” I said.

He ignored me. Neither mother nor child noticed
him until he gave the boy a soft pat on the head. In that
instant, [ knew, the scrape had moved to Asato’s body. The
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boy's knee was filthy, but the skin underneath was whole
again. The child stopped crying and looked puzzled.

The mother didn’t understand exactly what was
going on, but she knew Asato had done something and
wanted to show her gratitude. She offered to buy the
two of us ice cream, and we happily accepted.

There’s a nice ice cream shop on the way home
from school. I'd never been inside—I don’t get an
allowance, and neither does Asato, so we can’t afford
that sort of thing. We’d sometimes stare through the
window, though, and fantasize about how the deserts
would taste. It was a brick shop with round tables inside
and a whole counter full of buckets of ice cream in every
flavor imaginable.

Deciding on what flavor to get, now that we were
finally going to get to try one, seemed like a life-or-death
decision. Ultimately, I went with cookies and cream,
and Asato chose bubblegum. We gave our orders to the
young woman at the counter, and the mother paid; she
left us to eat our ice cream in peace afterward, and the
little boy waved to Asato as they departed.

We knew the woman who worked at the ice cream
shop. She was something of an infamous figure among
the kids; she always wore a sort of surgeon’s mask that

hid her face, and speculation was rampant about what
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she looked like underneath. I'd never seen her up close
before, though.

For the moment, ice cream was more important. I tried
to take my time, but ended up practically inhaling mine.
Asato was slower, so I waited for him. To pass the time, I
went back to the counter and looked at the other flavors.

The woman behind the counter was watching me.
She had a scar, I noticed, some kind of a burn; the edge
of it just peeked out from behind the mask.

“Hey,” I said suddenly. “What do you do with the
left over ice cream? Do you have to throw it away after
a few days?

She blinked. “Yeah, sometimes."

“Why not give it to us, then?”

“Nope. Sorry.”

“Fine.” [ had been worth a shot, I figured. Asato had
finished eating. “See you later, Shiho.”

"How do you know my name?”

“You're wearing a nametag, aren’t you?"

Her badge read Shiho in English letters.

“You can read that?” she said.

[ smiled. “"So I'm not as stupid as I look.”

She laughed; it was muffled behind the mask. “Tell

you what. Help me clean up in here, and I'll let you have

some leftovers.”
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Asato and I were happy to comply. No other
customers wandered in while we wiped down the tables
and stacked up the chairs. Once we were done, Shiho
gave us some 1ce cream.

At that point, we were ready to bond with anyone
who offered us food, like stray dogs, so we quickly
became attached to Shiho. We started visiting her shop
every day, and after everyone left we’d help her clean up
and collect our reward in ice cream. We got to know her
pretty well; she was nice, for an adult, and was always
willing to listen to our stories. Shiho had big, beautiful
eyes—the only thing visible above the mask. They
sparkled when she laughed, so I tried to come up with
funny stories to make her laugh as often as I could.

Asato talked to Shiho just a little bit at first, but
more as time went on. He even started talking to the
other kids in the special class, over time. I thought it was

a change for the better.
2

Every time Asato took away someone else’s pain, his own
collection of injuries grew. His arms were covered with
half~-healed cuts and scars, and he wouldn’t even let me

look at his stomach. He refused to change in front of
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anyone. I didn’t think it was good for him, so I told him
not to use his power unless it was absolutely necessary.

One day, at the ice cream shop, we were leaning on
the counter and talking with Shiho. She was minding
the store alone, as usual; the real owner hated kids and
would leave her there for hours at a time while he went
oftf to gamble.

Asato was too short to lean on the counter, so he
stood on his toes and rested his chin on it. Shiho grabbed
his hand.

“What happened to you, Asato?” There was a cut
on his palm, a relatively deep one. "Are you okay?”

He must have healed someone on the way over,
but [ hadn’t noticed. Asato didn’t seem to mind the cuts
and bruises; he’d usually leave them alone unless they
were bleeding badly. Shiho made a big fuss, though,
and dug a cute cartoon band-aid out of her purse for
him. It seemed to make Asato happy. He thanked her

sincerely and kept it on for days, even after the cut itself
had vanished.

-

There was this kid at school I really hated. He was a few

years older than me, tall, with vicious, mad-dog eyes.
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His gang never seemed to leave his side. Every time I
passed him in the halls or on the street, I flinched; I kept
expecting him to sneak up on me and flatten me when
[ wasn't looking.

He had good reason to have it in for me. A few
years baek, he’d been making fun of my dad—everyone
in the neighborhood hated my dad, and I was tainted by
association. I'd gotten so mad that I pushed him out of a
second-story classroom window.

Thankfully, he'd graduated from elementary school
since then, so I didn’t have to see him every day. I thought
he’d forgotten me until I ran into him on the way to the
ice cream shop. Asato and I were heading there after
school, like we always did, and the kid was standing
there in his black school uniform, waiting for us.

[ tried to ignore him. He was older than me, bigger
and stronger; nothing good could come out of messing
with him. But he smiled as I walked past, and said, “"Hey,
kid. I heard about your mom.”

[ clenched my fists and walked faster.

“I heard she—"

'm not going to repeat what he said, but it was
“enough to make me completely lose my cool. I leapt at
him, all caution gone. That was exactly what he wanted,
" of course. He had a metal bat with him—I think he was
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on the baseball team—and he sidestepped my clumsy
punch and swung it at my head. I blocked with my arm,
and there was a terrific crunch. I dropped to ground,
screaming in pain, and the kid looked on with a smile.

Asato, who'd been watching blankly, ran forward.
He touched my arm before I could stop him, and my
pain vanished instantly. At the same time, there was an
audible crack as the bone in Asato’s arm shattered, but he
remained expressionless.

[ took a long, sobbing breath and raised my head.
"Asato?”

He wasn’t paying any attention. Instead, he stumbled
toward the guy with the bat. He looked tiny and pathetic
juxtaposed with the thug’s bulky frame. The kid didn’t
understand what was going on, and I'm not sure Asato
really knew either; he reached out to touch the kid’s
arm, and the tough baseball player fell to his knees with
a shriek. His arm tlopped on the pavement—it had one
extra bend above the elbow.

Asato had moved the injury from me to the kid,
[ realized. The jerk broke his own arm with that bat. That
was the moment we discovered the second part of his
strange ability: he could give his own injuries to others.

Hearing the kid in pain scared Asato back to his
senses. He looked horrified that he’d hurt someone, and
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[ quickly grabbed his hand and dragged him away from
the scene. If I'd left him there, he probably would have
taken the broken arm back.

If he can move his own injuries, 1 thought, he should
get rid of everything! Just dump it all on someone else, so he
doesn’t have to suffer through the cuts and scars. I knew the
perfect target, too: my dad. No one cared what he went
through, least of all me, and to top it off he was going

to die soon in any case. Perfect.

O

[t didn’t take long to get to the hospital where they
were keeping Dad. It was a big place, within walking
distance of the town. The entrance was marked by a
bronze statue of a boy playing a trumpet, surrounded
by a host of enraptured birds. The boy somehow
reminded me of Asato.

[ didn’t know what room my dad was in—I'd
never visited him before—so we had to ask a nurse.
Once we found it, I paused. Suddenly, irrationally, I was
afraid—as though my dad were going to leap out of
‘bed and beat me black and blue one last time. I tiptoed
forward and peeked past the door. He was asleep in a

_ hospital bed, connected to a forest of tubes and wires.
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The doctors had told us that he might never wake up,
which was just fine by me.

“Go ahead, Asato.”

[ posted myself as lookout while Asato hesitantly
approached the bed. I was a little worried that he might
not be able to do it, since he didn't like to hurt anyone,
but I'd carefully explained that my dad was asleep and
would probably never feel a thing. It only took a second.
He touched my dad’s hand lightly and in an instant all
Asato’s injuries were gone.

Once we'd found a "dumping ground” and con-
firmed that it worked, we went back to experimenting.
There were all kinds of people in t<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>