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Yasumi Tsuhara translated by Toshiya Kamei

My Neighbor Makino

Strictly speaking, he wasn’t my neighbor. He lived a few houses
away with empty lots between us. I became aware of his existence
some time back. His name was Makino-san. He was a short, mid-
dle-aged, bespectacled man with a clean-shaven head, but according
to my sister, who had left her husband and come back home the
previous week, he was also rumored to be a middle-aged woman.

Various peculiar plants growing in his yard blocked the view
of his house. I didn’t even know how many people lived there, but
some nights a baby’s cry or a cat’s meow reached the streets. So,
someone, or something, lived there besides Makino-san, unless
he was the one crying.

A barbed wire fence separated Makino-san’s yard from the
street, with several “Off Limits” signs hanging at random intervals.
Makino-san rested in the shadow of a gajumaru tree. “Hello,” I
greeted him over the fence.

“Don’t ever come in here. You hear?” he answered.

“No, I won’t.”

“If you come in, you’ll be blown up by a mine.”

“You have mines in your yard?” I asked.

“That’s why it’s off limits.”

“Please get rid of them. You don’t want to kill drunkards or
stray dogs, do you?”

“Not to worry. We take turns keeping lookout.”

I wondered whom he meant by “we,” but I didn’t want to in-
trude, so I stuck to the matter at hand. “Let’s remove the mines,
shall we?”

Makino-san shook his shaved head. “If there are no mines,
the barbed wire won’t mean a thing.”

“So, let’s remove the barbed wire too.”

“Then where am I supposed to hang the signs?”

“If there’s no danger, you won’t need the signs, will you?”

“If I don’t need them, I'll have no use for you either.”

He almost convinced me he was right.

“Hey, you can’t come in here.” Makino-san sounded as if he
hadn’t noticed me before.

It seemed that he had switched places with someone else. As
[ didn’t want to repeat the same story, I bowed and left.
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The following day Makino-san stared into the grass in a
crouched position on the other side of the barbed wire. I was
worried he might step on a mine while he walked around the yard.
But he probably remembered where the mines were because he
was the one who buried them.

“Well, Makino-san,” I called out in spite of myself. “It oc-
curred to me while lying in bed last night, but why don’t you
place barbed wire around the mines? You wouldn’t have to worry
about stepping on them.”

Makino-san put a finger to his lips. “Shhh. They’ll hear you.”

I stared across to the other side of the barbed wire, but I
couldn’t see what was in the grass.

“Are they insects?” I asked in a whisper.

“You shouldn’t be so blunt. You haven’t heard their side of
the story,” Makino-san whispered back.

“They’re insects, aren’t they?”

“Don’t jump to conclusions. Each person has their own way
of interacting with society.”

“I know they’re bugs.”

Then a noise came from the back of the yard, sounding like
chestnuts popping in a fire.

Makino-san got up. “They stepped on it over there,” he mum-
bled and disappeared behind the fern bushes.

[ had assumed his mines were designed to blow up humans,
but they might be traps for insects and small animals. The barbed
wire and the off-limits signs were meant to keep people away from
messing with those traps. I was sure of that.

Then it occurred to me that Makino-san was perhaps an
entomologist or a zoologist. I began to think that shadowy yard
itself was a trap and a testing site.

Soon Makino-san returned. He frowned and shook his shaved
head. “It was Tanaka-san. What a mess.”

That didn’t sound like a scientific observation. If he were a
scientist, he wouldn’t have come back to tell me such a thing.

A Tanaka-san seemed to have fallen victim, but there were
many families with that name in the neighborhood. I didn’t
ask him which one he meant because I had a feeling he might
describe someone I didn’t know. Perhaps it wasn’t even human.
I bowed in silence and left.

The following day a large dead dog lay sprawled in Maki-
no-san’s yard.

Judging from its fur, the dog hadn’t been dead for long. But
because of the recent heatwave, the carcass had decayed fast,
attracting buzzing flies.

stormcellar.org

33


http://stormcellar.org
http://stormcellar.org

[CTRo ) F/SADFMNLUT, BUICTESSHWER DRITHICE
DOENBINTz, FI R EICE I NI EZE->T0 5,

MHhETLLIN]

EENHARSE, T/ TARY FEEIRS T,

(99 A RERIBEIRDIFZS ZIRDIE STz TR T2 THNTHN D

FLTCHADHEDEICES>T. IF/EADESTWVBZDEIIE %
WIZ.ENDMERTLIIRF/ SAE R ST M N TR D TE S
TV,

RF /) EAEROFEEDESICUR DA T, B —FR I —R. R
HWHTO D, A AR E HATAHHKICER>T20 5205

[ZNRTTXR?]

[P 2N—RA>TET, COKTHIRLERE AL, HBTHI(T)S
TRVETDOIZIVF/SAREZFEL L ROEHZEETD5(ETD,
TGHA D 2 PEFRHECE ATZ S Z B A0 TIRIFR (G A LS ) DmIZHIc
HA TV Tz,

[ heard Makino-san’s voice say, “Here it is.” Then he appeared
behind white flowers swaying in the breeze. He held a thin bam-
boo tube painted red and yellow.

“Was it a mine?” I asked.

Makino-san shook his head. “No. It was a blowgun.” Then
he turned toward his house. “We’ve got someone who uses a
blowgun.”

He seemed to imply someone in his family did it.  wondered
what he held in his hand. Wasn’t that a blowgun, Makino-san? 1
thought. But I didn’t say it aloud because I didn’t want him to
use it on me.

Makino-san crouched by the dead dog. “One shot in the flank.
Another shot in the throat. Clearly the work of a marksman. Poor
thing, you shouldn’t have worked for the yakuza.”

“Isn’t it a dog?” I asked.

“Partly German Shepherd,” Makino-san answered. “It must
be difficult to find a job at this age, so I'll keep it as a pet.” He
dragged the dead dog, stepped on devil’s trumpets in full bloom,
and disappeared into the yard while cicadas chirped in steady
unison.

Yasumi Tsuhara has authored numerous books, most recently the best-selling novel Hikky
Hikky Shake (2019). His 2011 story collection 11 won the second Twitter Literary Award.
In 2014, the manga adaptation of his story “Goshiki no fune” won the Bureau for Cultural
Affairs’” Media Arts Festival Grand Prize.
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