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It is better to travel full of  hope than to arrive.

JApAneSe prOverB
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Prelude

We come from nothing and are headed for nothing. In 

between, we are something. This something is what we 

call life.

There was a time when I was obsessed with measur-

ing this spark between the darkness that comes before 

us and what comes afterwards. I thought of existence 

as a sort of bag more or less filled with hours, days, 

months and years, and it made me anxious to think that 

every minute lived was one minute less in the countdown 

towards some place I didn’t know. I wasn’t in any hurry 

to get there either.

I hadn’t yet understood that a few seconds of intense 

happiness leave a deeper mark in the spirit than a lifetime 

of monotonous waiting.

Until I was thirty-seven I lived in a prison cell of soli-

tude I had built myself, brick by brick. Having closed 

the walls around me, I buried the key so no one could 

get in.
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Then a stray cat came along, managed to dig up the 

key and, with his feline wiles, made me open up to the 

world. I’ve been sharing my life with him – Mishima is 

his name – ever since, together with an assortment of 

odd bods encountered along the way.

I live in a flat in the Barcelona neighbourhood of Gràcia. 

My elderly upstairs neighbour, Titus, writes inspirational 

books, and I sometimes help him out, when my teaching 

commitments at the university allow.

Mishima led me to him, and brought back Gabriela. 

I’m in love with her, though I know almost nothing of 

her past – or even of her present when she’s not with me. 

Maybe that’s why she doesn’t want to live with me. So 

now I’m forced to be trendy: one couple, two flats.

Once I had a friend called Valdemar: an eccentric physi-

cist who was exploring the dark side of the moon, but he 

vanished one day, leaving his telescope set up in Titus’s 

kitchen. He also left us a manuscript detailing the results 

of his research and an unfillable vacuum – the kind left 

by people who mean something to us.

When Titus and I start missing him, we set up the tel-

escope in Titus’s kitchen again and point it at the moon, 

as if Valdemar had found out how to get there and would 

be sending us signals any moment.
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He’ll be back one day, or we’ll go back to him because all 

of us are together in this great, always simmering cosmic 

cauldron in which no ingredient is wasted.

Over time I’ve learnt that solitude isn’t the way to go 

about discovering yourself. You do that through other 

people. Once you’ve given up everything, it’s relatively 

easy to climb a mountain and sit there doing nothing, 

letting the days slip by. It’s more difficult – indeed it’s the 

supreme art – to have a relationship with someone who’s 

different from you. This is where your skills reveal your 

true measure as a human being.

I suppose I’m just a novice, because I’m always surprised 

by decisions made by the people around me. Around me 

can be taken in the broadest sense, as I was about to find 

out that first morning of June when I went downstairs 

and opened my letter box…





MANeKI-NeKO
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The Beckoning Cat

We were nearing the end of the academic year, so I wasn’t 

expecting to find anything in the letter box apart from 

flyers from the university, summoning me to staff meetings 

or announcing summer seminar programmes.

However, instead of academic junk mail, there was a 

postcard waiting for me. I held it up to the light so I could 

see it better: there was a picture of a porcelain cat with 

its left front paw raised.

When I turned it over, I expected to find the address 

of some new Chinese bazaar in the neighbourhood – 

the sort of place where you see these items – but, to my 

surprise it had a Japanese postmark. Besides my address, 

handwritten with a very fine nib, there was an extremely 

short message, just one hyphenated word:

WABI-SABI

Very puzzled, I stood there next to my letter box, flipping 

the card over time and time again, now looking at the 
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photo, now at the mysterious word. I had no idea who 

could have sent me this from so far away, or why, but 

something told me that this innocent little kitty – well, 

that’s if it really was innocent – was going to cause an 

upheaval. The last cat that came to my door, Mishima, 

had been a harbinger of havoc, so I wasn’t going to take 

this lightly.

To begin with, the postcard cat changed my plans for 

that morning, so instead of going out I went back upstairs 

to the attic flat and rang at Titus’s door.

It opened with a buzz – a sign that he was busy with 

one of the books he’s commissioned to write. Indeed, as 

soon as I pushed the door open, I heard his fingers skit-

tering over the keyboard against a background of jazz. 

Delicate ribbons of smoke snaked through the air. Yes, 

he was hard at work. Titus only burnt his incense sticks 

when he was writing.

Before emerging from the passageway into his living 

room-cum-study, I stopped for a moment before the repro-

duction of Caspar David Friedrich’s Wanderer above the 

Sea of  Fog. I’d seen it dozens of times, but that young 

romantic atop his high crag still impressed me.

“Are you going to stay out there?” The welcome was 

gruff.
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I went into the living room, in the middle of which 

stood Titus’s desk. He stopped typing and stared at me 

enquiringly. 

“You’re working…”

“Looks like it, wouldn’t you say?” His tone was 

mocking. “I have exactly four days before the deadline 

for A Cent a Laugh, and I still have a quarter of the 

book to write, plus a prologue on laughter therapy.

“What a ridiculous title. What’s it about?”

“It’s a local version of an American book. An anthology 

of a thousand jokes selling for ten euros, or one cent for 

every dose of mirth.”

“Very ingenious.”

“It’s not my idea, and I can’t guarantee people will 

laugh at these jokes. I’m not at all amused by the ones 

I’ve found.” He gestured towards the end of the table at 

a pile of books bristling with Post-It tabs. 

“I’ll let you get on with your work, then.”

“Hang on a moment. What did you want to tell me?”

I weighed up the risk that Titus would order me to start 

looking for jokes for his book, but my curiosity about the 

postcard got the better of me, so I dropped it on the table. 

Then I sat on his couch waiting to hear what he had to say.

“That’s interesting.” He smiled. “Who sent you this?”
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“I don’t know. There’s no sender there. Just that hyphen-

ated word. Do you know what it means?”

“Wabi-sabi…”

Titus pronounced the word as if  it were a magic 

spell. Just then, a softly whistling train started whirring 

round the tracks and through the tunnels of a miniature 

railway set he’d laid out on a table next to the wall.

“That almost scared me,” I said. “How many buttons 

and switches have you got on your desk?”

“Only two. One to open the door and the other for the 

train set. As you know, it helps me concentrate. Anyway, 

I can’t give you an answer right now, though I’ve seen this 

word before. Ask Gabriela. Didn’t she once live in Japan?”

“She’s in Paris and won’t be back till next week. The 

porcelain cat might also be some kind of clue.”

Titus traced its outline with his finger. “That’s no mys-

tery. It’s a maneki-neko. There are millions of them in 

Japan.”

“What’s a maneki-neko?”

“Look it up in the third book on that shelf.” Titus pointed 

at a bookcase on the far side of the room. “It’s strange you 

don’t remember, because you helped me write it.”

“Valdemar wrote it in the end. Don’t you remember?” 

I took A Short Course in Everyday Magic from the shelf.
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He was right. In the chapter called “Feline Philosophy”, 

there was a section about the maneki-neko.

MANeKI-NeKO: THe LUCKY CAT

Although this figure is very popular with Japanese 

shopkeepers, its origins must be sought in ninth-century 

China, where it was believed that a cat cleaning its ear 

with its paw was a sign that a visitor was coming. The 

animal was edgy before the arrival of a stranger and 

showed it with this gesture of washing its face and ears.

Some sources claim that the cat’s story goes back 

to a real-life story in the edo period (1603–1868). 

A cat named Tama was always on the porch of a 

temple built next to a large tree in the western area 

of Tokyo. One rainy day, a nobleman took refuge 

under the tree, and Tama kept trying to attract his 

attention by beckoning with a paw. Curious about 

the cat’s behaviour, the man left his refuge and went 

to see why the cat was doing this. Just then, the 

tree was struck by a bolt of lightning, which also 

destroyed everything around it. Moved by the cat’s 

solicitousness, the nobleman became a benefactor of 

the temple.
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Another tale concerns a very poor woman called 

Imado. She could barely keep herself alive, so had to 

sell her cat. One night the cat appeared to her in a 

dream, telling her to make clay models in its likeness 

as a lucky charm. She obeyed the cat, and a passerby 

saw the figure and wanted to buy it. From then on, she 

made so many cats, which she sold to so many people, 

that she became rich.

“Most enlightening.” I was mildly sarcastic. “But that 

doesn’t tell me anything. Why would someone send me 

a lucky cat? I don’t know anyone in Japan.”

“It might be a sign that a stranger is arriving. Or maybe 

you need good luck for some adventure you’re going to 

embark on soon.”

These two possibilities sounded like prophecies by a 

sinister oracle. I knew from experience that the coming 

of a stranger always left a string of bothersome compli-

cations in its wake. As for adventures that require good 

luck, I’d call them calamities.

I still had to discover what “WABI-SABI” meant. 

Something told me I’d soon find out.
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We’d finished classes in the Faculty of Philology, and my 

time was now taken up by curriculum planning meetings, 

invigilation and a few hours of tutoring for which hardly 

anyone turned up. 

That Tuesday morning, I was amusing myself by watch-

ing how the summer light slid through the big window to 

light up a landscape of cracks and dust on my old office 

table. Suddenly I caught myself sighing. 

Since I’d got my PhD in German Studies and started 

to work as a lecturer, everything had changed within 

the walls of that faculty building. The BA in German 

Philology which I had studied was no longer being offered, 

and the small pile of exam papers of the last group 

doing this course was now waiting for me in my office.

There were barely a dozen students in my class, so 

they were almost like family. After that, the course was 

“discontinued” – which is to say it was to become extinct 

just like other archaic, unnecessary wild species, and I 

was going to be subsumed into the english Department.
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I, too, was an endangered species.

My literature classes were cut down to one, for PhD 

candidates. For the rest, I taught Goethe’s language to 

students who found my subject too demanding. German 

is like a lover who respects you only if she has your 

exclusive attention. If it’s taken as a minor subject by an 

english student, it can be hell. The long list of nouns with 

irregular plural forms and the declensions are enough to 

put anyone off, especially if they are taking only one or 

two classes a week.

Since the extinction of my degree course, therefore, I’d 

become a teacher of a language that brought more pain 

than joy to my students.

The only good thing about not having regular 

Literature students, I told myself, was that I didn’t 

have to mark those exams – an almost impossible task 

in the Google era. Nowadays, correcting an essay on 

any author or work means major research trying to 

find out the sources of the students’ plagiarism in that 

copy-and-paste mishmash they try to pass off as their 

own work.

When invigilating an exam in the classroom, I need a 

thousand eyes to make sure students aren’t using their 

smartphones as an endlessly resourceful cheat sheet.



19

endAngered AnimAlS

I was musing about all this when my office door flew 

open and I saw a mop of curly blond hair. The girl asked if 

she could come in. Snapping out of my forty-five-year-old 

lecturer’s bout of nostalgia, I looked at her and noticed 

she had a triangular, cat-like face.

She was old enough to be a PhD student, but I’d never 

seen her before.

“Who are you looking for?”

“I don’t know.”

She came over to me and put a CD on the table. The 

cover sheet showed a circle drawn in a single brush stroke. 

It seemed to have been done by a master of Japanese 

calligraphy.

“I’d like to know the meaning of the words in this CD,” 

she began in a low, melodious voice. “Could you listen, 

please – just for a minute?”

She took a Discman from her bag – an obsolete item 

in digital times. Another extinct animal. She loaded 

the CD and offered me the headphones, which were 

emitting a male voice speaking a strange language. 

I played my part of the lecturer in German with no 

time to waste.

“You should go to the School of Languages,” I sug-

gested. “We don’t teach Japanese in this faculty.”
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“It’s not Japanese,” she corrected. “It’s a dead language, 

and I want to understand it. Or at least know what lan-

guage it is…”

Taken aback by this, I started listening. With guitar 

chords in the background, a young man was singing a 

strangely melancholy air. I couldn’t make out a single 

word. It didn’t seem to be any Semitic language, or 

Germanic language either.

The blonde girl waited impatiently for my verdict.

“I’m sorry to disappoint you.” I handed back her 

Discman. “I haven’t got a clue…”

She interrupted, “At first I thought it might be elvish, 

but a friend of mine who’s writing a thesis on Tolkien 

says that elvish is completely different.”

The cat-girl’s phone started ringing, which gave 

me the perfect excuse to put an end to this bizarre 

conversation. I stood up, ready to usher her out, 

but she cut off the call and said, “I suspect it’s 

Atlantean.”

I was astounded. I’d been working in the faculty for 

seventeen years and no one had ever come to me with 

anything as weird as this. My penchant for oddities pre-

vailed over prudence, so I asked, “What makes you think 

it’s Atlantean?”
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As soon as the question was out of my mouth, I realized 

how laughable, how preposterous it was for a university 

teacher to be asking such a thing. Atlantis only existed 

in a couple of hazy mentions by Plato. I’d never heard 

anything about any Atlantean language. 

She returned the CD to its case and her phone rang again. 

She looked crossly at the screen and finally answered, as 

if in the privacy of her own home and not in a university 

office.

“Look, I told you, I never want to see or hear from you 

again. Didn’t I say it clearly enough before?”

I deduced from the girl’s exasperated expression that 

the person on the other end wasn’t giving up easily. She 

answered harshly, backing towards the door. She waved 

goodbye from the corridor and closed the door behind her.

Disconcerted, I remained standing by the window for a 

few moments. A gigantic squalling gull flew by, its wings 

spread wide.

When I glanced back at my table, I was startled to see 

the CD of songs in an unidentified language still lying 

next to my pile of uncorrected exam papers. I rushed to 

the door, but there was no sign of the curly-haired girl.

Not even a treatise on the language of Atlantis could 

have been emptier than the corridor was just then.


