
A u t h o r ’ s  N o t e

In 1983, aged eleven, I saw Return of the Jedi in the  

cinema with a friend. This was a time when short films 

were shown before the main feature, and also when  

the Cold War and the threat of nuclear Armageddon 

hung over us. The short before Return of the Jedi  

was an infomercial, showing what would happen in a 

nuclear strike; it said the warning given would be too 

short for many to get home to their families.

Hearing that, I didn’t want to be in the cinema –  

I wanted to go home; I wanted to be with my mum 

and dad and brother just in case the bomb should drop.  

I didn’t leave though, and the bomb didn’t come that 

night, but the fear rumbled slowly along.

In the years following I read WarGames by David 

Bischoff, When the Wind Blows by Raymond Briggs, 

watched Threads, listened to ‘Two Tribes’ by Frankie 

Goes to Hollywood, ‘99 Red Balloons’ by Nena.

Fear pushed me to try to understand.

I read what I could about Hiroshima, but this was 

before the Internet, and information wasn’t so readily 

available.
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The Cold War faded, I became a teenager, things 

changed, but the memory of that fear stayed with me.

Fast-forward quite a few years: more countries have 

nuclear weapons, more are developing them, and as 

the political landscape began to change and that threat  

began to loom again, I stumbled across an article  

about a Hiroshima survivor. It recommended a book – 

Hiroshima by John Hersey. I ordered it, devoured it, 

cried over it.

I had thought I understood what happened in  

Hiroshima, but it was nowhere near. I pushed the  

book into hands of others and turned to the Internet 

and to more books, documentaries, films . . . I wanted 

to know everything, I wanted to understand.

I looked back into history and I looked around  

at the current threat. What had we learned? Could  

it happen again? Had time muted the pain? Were we 

forgetting?

It was a moment in history that should still  

ripple through time, but was time fading it from our 

memories?
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As a writer, I wanted to explore this. I didn’t want 

to analyse who did what and why and all the should’ves 

and could’ves; what interested me was the people, the 

human stories, the survivors, the lost lives and loves, 

the futures missed, the regret, the sadness, the guilt felt 

by so many. The fear.

Researching it broke my heart.

I’m not Japanese. I didn’t live through it. I don’t 

know anyone who was there.

But I couldn’t let the story go. And I kept think-

ing that if stories are only told by people who were 

there, then gradually everything will fade from time 

and memory. Some things are too important to let go; 

they should never be forgotten. We – everyone – have 

too much to lose.

Fear isn’t exclusive to any decade, gender, country 

or culture.

Neither is guilt.

Or love.

The Last Paper Crane is about all those things.
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Remembering my Granddad, Walter Gage –   

Lincoln Green, Tower Gardens, The County Hotel, 

Madame Cholet with a penny in her pocket, Jack the musical clown, 

Sitting on your lap, 

A smile in a photograph.
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1

We are 

 all 

 stories.

Me, 

 my mother, 

 Grandmother. 

 My friends.

Even you, 

 Grandfather Ichiro.

Especially 

 you.

I used to think our stories, 

 like our lives, 

 are linear. 

 But I was wrong.
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They are circles 

 among circles. 

 Overlapping, linking 

 together.

They ripple 

 across life. 

 But too often they fade 

 from memory.

Your story, Grandfather, 

 would have been forgotten. 

 Lost.

But we saved it, 

 you and I, 

 to ripple 

 across time 

 forever.
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PA R T  O N E

Japan, 2018
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My fingers glance over bent spines. 

 Blurred words. 

 Yellowing pages. 

 ‘Which one?’ I ask. 

 ‘You choose, Mizuki,’ Grandfather mutters. 

 I hear his grumpiness

I look up. 

 Rows of books across  

 rows of shelves. 

 Bowing from their weight  

 into smiles. 

 ‘There is magic in books,’ I breathe. 

 ‘You told me that,’ I whisper. 

 He scoffs from his bed behind me.  

 ‘Silliness for children.’
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I sigh. 

 I miss what he was 

 before Grandmother died. 

 His lightness. 

 His smile. 

 His sense of wonder.

‘But . . . stories –’ I begin. 

 ‘Are only words,’ he says, ‘nothing more.’ 

 I turn, shocked. 

 ‘Leave me alone.’ His voice cracks. 

 ‘But –’ 

 ‘Leave!’ he shouts. 

 I grab a book from the shelf 

 and I slam 

 the door 

 behind me.
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Our memories weigh

Heavy on our soul, like leaves

On a dying tree
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The book from Grandfather’s room sits on the table. 

 My hand traces the embossed letters. 

 Inside, the characters drum their fingers. 

 Tap their feet. 

 Sigh with impatience. 

 ‘You can tell me your story soon,’ I say to them. 

 ‘He won’t read any more, 

 but I’ll set you free.’

When I was younger 

 Grandfather would read to me. 

 Sitting on my bed, his voice filled the room. 

 His hand wafting in the air with the words. 

 His voice lilting with emotion.

When I grew too old 

 for bedtime stories 

 still we would share books, 

 still we would talk, 

 debate, 

 enthuse,
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 about stories. 

 Always stories.

But not any more. 

 When Grandmother died,  

 so did something in him. 

 I miss it, I realise. 

 I miss who he was.

Mother pours tea. 

 ‘What are you doing today?’ 

 I swallow my yogurt. 

 ‘Library,’ I reply. ‘To study.’ 

 Her fingers stretch around the cup. 

 ‘Can’t you study here?’ 

 Four words hiding a million.

The door creaks. 

 He shuffles in. 

 ‘It’s a lovely sunrise,’ he announces. 

 Smiling. 
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9

 about stories. 

 Always stories.

But not any more. 

 When Grandmother died,  

 so did something in him. 

 I miss it, I realise. 

 I miss who he was.

Mother pours tea. 

 ‘What are you doing today?’ 

 I swallow my yogurt. 

 ‘Library,’ I reply. ‘To study.’ 

 Her fingers stretch around the cup. 

 ‘Can’t you study here?’ 

 Four words hiding a million.

The door creaks. 

 He shuffles in. 

 ‘It’s a lovely sunrise,’ he announces. 

 Smiling. 

 A good day for him? 

 Or only a morning? 

 Time will tell.

Mother frowns. 

 Worry scored into her face. 

 ‘Can you stay, Mizuki? I have to go to work.’ 

 ‘Don’t stay home on my account,’ Grandfather says. 

 ‘I’m perfectly fine to be alone.’

We say nothing. 

 Either of us. 

 We know that minutes and hours alone 

 will eat those words of his.

I look at Mother. 

 Where’s she gone, 

 my mother without wrinkles?

I nod. 

 Relief leaks from her in a sigh. 

 Her smile warms my heart.
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Our guilt, it gnaws us,

Pesters, persecutes, till all

Is empty. Hollow.
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As the front door bangs 

 and the gate clicks, 

 the clock ticks 

 and Grandfather’s face falls.

Shadows of the past 

 pulling on his soul. 

 What is in that head 

 that affects him so?

What is suffocating 

 the man 

 who taught me to 

 ride my bike?

Who teased Grandmother 

 learning to jive, 

 then tried to 

 learn himself.
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Who woke me 

 to show me 

 the stars 

 on a clear night.

Who played chess 

 with friends. 

 Made jam 

 every year.

Who smiled 

 and laughed 

 and lived 

 every day.

I miss 

 that man.

His fingers flutter 

 over the book on the table. 

The Last Paper Crane_Typeset_v6 CMYK.indd   12 04/11/2019   12:31



13

 His palm brushes against the broken spine. 

 ‘There is no magic any more,’ he says.

‘I’m a bad person,’ he says. 

 And walks away. 

 Out of the kitchen, 

 through the hall, 

 into his bedroom.

I follow. 

 The books on his shelves hold their breath. 

 What do they know? 

 What have they heard him 

 murmur in his sleep? 

 The smile of the shelf, 

 overloaded with weight, 

 turns to a grimace.

His back is to me. 

 ‘I did a terrible thing, Mizuki. 

 I can’t hide it any longer.
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‘Your grandmother understood.’ 

 He lifts an arm, 

 bangs his chest with his 

 fist.

‘She understood 

 this 

 pain. 

 This 

 guilt.

‘She helped me 

 bear it. 

 Carry it.

‘Now there is only me to 

 remember. 

 But I am old and soon . . . 

 I will die. 

 And then . . .’
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He lifts his arm into the air. 

 His fingers in a ball. 

 And he releases them wide. 

 A mime of an 

 explosion.

‘Even the memory 

 of her 

 will be gone.’

His melancholy, 

 his sadness, 

 his frustration, 

 are palpable.

‘I don’t understand,’ I say. 

 ‘You mean Grandmother? 

 I will remember her. 

 Always.’
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He shakes his head, and 

 bends to the ground. 

 Knees creaking, 

 he takes a box from under the bed.

‘You don’t know what I did,’ he says. 

 ‘But I have to tell you. 

 Somebody younger has to 

 know.’

He lifts a book from the box. 

 Older than I have ever seen. 

 The cover is faded, 

 the binding is cracked. 

 Yet there are no pages.

He opens it. 

 I am mistaken. 

 One page is left. 

 He rips it out. 
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 Folds it. 

 One way, then another. 

 And another. 

 Intricate. 

 Precise. 

 Motions he’s repeated a thousand times or more.

‘Listen,’ he says. 

 ‘Then judge me. 

 Hate me or 

 love me, 

 forgive me or 

 condemn me. 

 But first . . . 

 listen.’
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On the shelf 

 he places 

 a perfectly formed 

 paper crane.

‘And always 

 remember.’
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PA R T  T W O

6 August 1945
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G r A N d f A t h e r ’ s  s t o r y

I remember it was only a few days before my 

eighteenth birthday. I’m lying on the floor in 

my friend Hiro’s house, reading, and I’m tired. Last 

night was a long one – air-raid sirens continually  

waking my mother and me. We have made that  

journey to the community air-raid shelter so many 

times we know the way in our sleep, but although 

enemy planes are frequent, not a single bomb has  

yet been dropped on our city, Hiroshima.

This morning the all-clear has sounded, my 

mother has left for work, and I plan to enjoy a rare 

day free from our mobilisation for the war effort. 
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Instead of making aeroplane parts, I have a book to 

read and a day to spend with my best friend.

I turn the page to Chapter Four as Hiro passes 

me a cup of oolong tea.

‘That will take you a lifetime to read, Ichiro,’ 

he jokes as he moves around the room, picking up 

toys his sister Keiko deserted before he walked her 

to kindergarten, a journey that on normal days we 

make together.

The book is The Tale of Genji.

I look down at the pages and remember when 

my father gave it to me, just before going to war . . .

. . . ‘It was the world’s first novel,’ he told me, balanc-

ing the four volumes across both my hands.

‘It is so long,’ I said.

‘Then your mind will be kept busy while I am 

away,’ he replied. ‘Promise me you’ll read it all. It 

is a wonderful tale, full of love and guilt. Much to 

learn from.’
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‘I promise,’ I said.

I remember that as I leafed through the pages, 

an unusual smile tipped his mouth and he leaned  

towards me, the smell of soap, shampoo and  

tobacco reminding me how long it had been since 

we were last that close.

‘There is magic in books,’ he whispered in my 

ear.

Yet as I turned to meet his eyes, he moved away.

‘Tape the volumes together if you wish,’ he said 

over his shoulder. ‘What a pity it would be to lose 

the ending.’

So I did, and I carried them under my arm every-

where I went, reading whenever I could, listening 

for my father’s whispers of magic . . .

Hiro strolls across the room and places a basket of 

washing on the floor; there are so many chores for a 

son with a father away at war. ‘How many pages are 

there in that huge book of yours?’ he asks.
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I flick to the back and look at the page num-

ber. ‘One thousand nine hundred and ninety-nine,’  

I reply.

He shakes his head in despair, for he is not much 

of a reader.

I turn a page. ‘It isn’t about reaching the end,’  

I say, ‘it’s the journey.’

Taking a sip of tea, I return to the words. The 

prose is as beautiful as the blue sky and yellow  

sunshine of the day outside, but my thoughts keep 

straying to my mother at work and my father at  

war, and to when I too will have opportunity to serve 

the Emperor and fight for my country.

From the corner of my eye, I see Hiro move  

towards the window.

‘It’s a B-29 bomber,’ he says. ‘But only one.’

My finger rests on page 348 of my book,  

marking the last word I will read from the ‘before’ 

time, and I listen to the distinct and familiar roar of 

the American plane.

Hiro turns to me. ‘There’s something . . .’

The rest of his sentence burns away on white.
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