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			Preface

			 

			Justice with a Smile is inspired by the diary of a young Kabuki actor I'll call T. He let me read the diary he kept in his youth and I adapted it into this novel, freely weaving in my own flights of fancy. R University, Kamome-za, and Shunju-za are mere products of my imagination. If you come to me and complain—you’re writing about me, this is a disgrace—it might end in embarrassment for you.

			Also, although T’s diary was written in Showa 10 (1935), I would like to make it clear that Justice with a Smile is not necessarily set in the Japan of this time. T is still very much active on stage, in good health and quite energetic.

			Last autumn, I received a conscription notice, but was ordered to return home due to a mild injury to my left chest, recommended bed rest by the doctor. I did not rest in bed. In fact, I launched myself intensely into my work.

			It seems that the more I work, the better my health.

			 

			 — Osamu Dazai

			Spring, Showa 17 (1942)

		


		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			My legs are too feeble to carry me up the mountain

			But if I stand in the foothills, and raise my voice in song,

			Maybe someone will be inspired to do what I cannot.

			hymn no. 159

		


		
			 

			Friday, April 16

			 

			Ugh, this wind. It’s springtime in Tokyo, and cold, dry gusts are blasting through the city. There’s no escaping the dust, not even indoors. My desk is like sandpaper, and my cheeks are coated—enough. When I finish writing this, I’m running for the bath. Dust has even blown down the back of my shirt. It’s ridiculous.

			I’m going to start a diary today. A little while ago, it hit me that I’m living through a key time in life. Somebody or other, maybe Rousseau, said one’s character takes shape between the ages of sixteen and twenty. Sounds about right. I’m sixteen years old. When I turned sixteen, with a click, everything shifted. I’m a totally different person, but it isn’t the kind of change other people can see. Guess you could say it’s a metaphysical change. To tell the truth, since I turned sixteen, everything looks different, from the mountains to the sea to the flowers to the sky to the people in the streets. I know a little about evil now. And it’s starting to seem like impossible problems are pressing in from all sides. So I’ve been on edge recently. Little stuff pisses me off. They say a taste of the fruit of knowledge will wipe the smile off your face. I used to play the fool, clowning around, falling all over myself to make my family smile, and I was proud of it, but now I can see I was a straight-up emptyheaded joker. Which isn’t the way for a boy to be. Playing the fool to get attention is just sad. Sad, and empty. Life should be taken seriously. Boys shouldn’t try to be cute. No, they should strive for respect. People have been saying my expression looks extremely serious these days. Just last night, my older brother called me out:

			“Susumu, this seriousness of yours has crossed the line into silliness. It’s like you’ve turned into an old man all of a sudden,” he said with a smile after dinner. I thought it over for a while, then said this:

			“Life is full of thorny problems, and I’m dead set on hacking my way through. The school exam system, for instance—”

			Before I could finish, my brother burst out laughing.

			“I get it. But that look on your face will scare people away. Lighten up. And it looks like you’ve been losing weight. In a little while, I’ll read to you from Matthew, Chapter 6.”

			He’s a good older brother to me. He’s been studying English literature at Tokyo Imperial University for four years, but hasn’t graduated yet. He was held back a year, but kept his cool. The reason he was held back wasn’t that he’s dumb, so he’s got nothing to be ashamed of. That’s what both of us think. He was held back because his sense of justice is too strong—that’s definitely the reason. My brother is bored with school. He’s too good for it. He stays up all night every night writing.

			Last night, my brother read to me from Matthew, Chapter 6. Real words of wisdom. Made me realize how immature I am, and my face turned red with shame. I’ll copy down the passage here, in extra-large characters, so I don’t forget it.

			 

			Moreover when ye fast, be not, as the hypocrites, of a sad countenance: for they disfigure their faces, that they may appear unto men to fast. Verily I say unto you, They have their reward. But thou, when thou fastest, anoint thine head, and wash thy face; That thou appear not unto men to fast, but unto thy Father which is in secret: and thy Father, which seeth in secret, shall reward thee openly.

			 

			Exquisite. Me, on the other hand, I’m so simple I’m not worth wasting words on. There’s barely anything in my brain, and I’m ashamed I ran my mouth off. Reminder to self: shut up.

			Just now, an excellent motto popped into my mind:

			“Serve justice with a smile!”

			Should I write it down and paste it to the wall? No way. Here’s why. To paste words on the wall, to make them “appear unto men”—it’s something a hypocrite would do. I guess that’s what I am. I have to start thinking before I act. Maybe it’s true that people’s characters are fixed between the ages of sixteen and twenty. Anyway, I know I’m living through a really important time in life.

			To help sort out my clouded thoughts, to reflect on the events of daily life, to make a record of my youth that I can look back on ten or twenty years from now when I’m a real grown-up, stroking my bushy mustache and chuckling to myself—these are the reasons I’m going to start keeping a diary today.

			But I’ve got to keep this seriousness under control.

			Serve justice with a smile—that’s a breath of fresh air.

			What I’ve written up above is the first page in my diary.

			I was going to write about my day at school, but this dust is too much. The grains are even rolling on my tongue. I’ve had it. I’m going to the bath. Take your time, no hurry, write some more later. No one wants to read your dumb diary anyway. Loneliness will be the only payoff. These are the teachings of the fruit of knowledge: solitude, and divine wrath.

			Today, on the way home from school, Kimura and I stopped to eat sweet red bean soup. But I’ll tell you about that tomorrow. Kimura is a loner, like me.

			 

			 

			Saturday, April 17

			 

			The wind has died down, but the sky clouded over in the morning, and around noon, light rain started falling. Then the sky brightened bit by bit, and at night the moon came out. I just reread my diary entry from yesterday, and shame overcame me. What a hack I am, I thought, my face turning red. These scribblings of mine shed no light on a sixteen-year-old’s struggles. The prose was ham-fisted, the thinking childish. A mess in every way. And now I’m wondering why I started keeping a diary on such an odd date, the sixteenth of April. No idea. It’s a real mystery. I had thought of starting a diary before, but the day before yesterday, I was moved by my brother’s words, swept up by the excitement, inspired the next day to finally put pen to paper—that must be it. Sixteen years old, the sixteenth day of the month, Matthew, Chapter 6, Verse 16. But all that’s random. I should really stop getting worked up over dumb coincidences. Think, think. Yes, that’s it! I’ve got it, at least part of it. The key isn’t the day of the month, but the day of the week. It might sound weird, but deep thoughts tend to strike me on Fridays. Always have. Friday is a strangely powerful day. For Jesus, Friday brought misfortune. That’s why, in other countries too, people think of Friday as unlucky. It’s no good buying blindly into foreign superstitions, but you can’t just let Friday pass by like it’s nothing. I admit it, I like Friday. I’m a glutton for punishment. Yes, that’s it. This is a seemingly minor, but extremely important discovery. My life is about to be filled with bad fortune, and you could even say I want it that way. This perverse tendency of mine might play a key role in shaping my character. A disturbing thought. Ominous, even. My brain can come up with some silly stuff, but there’s no getting around it—it’s true. And the truth doesn’t always bring pleasure. The fruit of knowledge is bitter.

			Guess I’d better get around to writing about Kimura, even though I’m getting sleepy. I’ll just come out and say it, I fell completely under his spell yesterday. Everyone at school knows Kimura is bad news. He’s been held back more than once. I guess he must be about nineteen by now. We had never really sat down and had a good chat, but yesterday, on the way home from school, he said, let’s go to the shiruko shop, and we ate sweet bean soup and talked about life for the first time.

			Surprisingly, Kimura is extremely well-read. Nietzsche is his favorite. My brother hasn’t taught me about Nietzsche yet, so I just listened, not understanding, getting red in the face. I brought up the Bible, said something about Roka Tokutomi, but he didn’t seem impressed. The awe-inspiring thing about Kimura is that he practices what he preaches. According to him, Nietzsche was an influence on Hitler. He explained all the philosophical links, but it went right in one ear and out the other. Kimura knew his stuff. He had earned my respect. I decided I needed to get to know him better. Next year, he said, he was going to take the Imperial Japanese Army Academy entrance exam. It seemed like he wanted to go there so he could learn more about Nietzsche. But the Army Academy entrance exam was tough, he said. He might or might not make the cut.

			“Give up, then,” I said in a small voice, but Kimura glared at me fiercely, and I shuddered. I decided to study hard and be like him. In that instant, I made up my mind to memorize the thousand basic English vocabulary words, and to start algebra and geometry over from square one, get everything right. But even though I respected Kimura, thought he had a sharp mind, for some reason, I wasn’t interested in Nietzsche.

			It’s Saturday today. At school, I half-listened to an ethics lecture while staring absentmindedly out the window. The cherry trees, blooming so spectacularly until recently, had scattered their petals over the schoolyard, leaving only shriveled brown pods clinging to bare twigs. All kinds of thoughts swirled in my mind. “Life is full of thorny problems,” I’d said the day before yesterday. Then I’d blurted, “The school exam system, for instance,” and my brother had taken me to task. This melancholy that’s come over me recently—maybe it’s nothing. Maybe I’m just dreading the exam. I mean, the entrance exam for the elite First Higher School, which I’m planning on taking next year. Not looking forward to it. The idea that some exam could determine the worth of somebody in an hour or two, it’s just dumb. Seriously, it’s an offense against God. The proctors are going straight to hell. My brother has too much faith in me. He says, Just take it your fourth year and you’ll pass. I definitely don’t believe that much in myself. Still, I’m fed up with middle school, so next year, if I can’t get into the First Higher School, I guess I’ll start another prep course at some half-decent university or another. Anyway, I’m outta here. It’s about time I start setting the goals that will guide me through life, but that’s easier said than done. I have no clue what to do. Sometimes I’m so lost I want to cry. “Become a great, important person!” That’s what my teachers have been saying since elementary school. I wish it was that easy. Such a senseless, stupid, flat-out irresponsible thing to say. I’m not a kid anymore. I’m starting to understand the struggles of adults in the real world. Middle school teachers, for example, live pitiful lives, even though most of their students don’t know. Just read Soseki’s Botchan—it’s all there in black and white. Some teachers are in debt to loan sharks. Some get yelled at by their wives. Some are washed-up, pathetic losers. When it comes to academic knowledge, they don’t know much. Without any confidence or conviction, these pitiful little people drone on, blah blah blah, the same old supposedly great teachings, actually just a bunch of basic bullcrap, and that’s why we hate school. If only they would teach us practical stuff, stuff we could use, if only they treated us like people. If only they showed themselves as human, admitted their mistakes. Maybe then they could win us over. But it’s always the same: they preach about justice and rights, the ego and the higher self, stuff we’ve heard a hundred times already. Today’s ethics lecture made me want to go to sleep and never wake up. The theme was the commoner versus the hero. Mr. Kaneko heaped praise on Napoleon and Socrates, and railed against petty, pitiful commoners. What’s the point? Not everyone can be Napoleon or Michaelangelo, and there must be some dignity in the struggles of common people, too. But Mr. Kaneko’s lessons are always general, half-baked. He’s the one who’s pitiful and petty. His head is stuffed with musty ideas. But he’s already over fifty—what can you expect? It’s all over when the students start pitying the teacher. Honestly, none of these jackasses have ever taught me anything. Next year, I have to make a final decision: the sciences or the humanities. It’s becoming an emergency, a dead-serious dilemma. What do I do? Not a clue. Today at school, half-listening to Mr. Kaneko droning on, I remembered all of a sudden how much I loved Mr. Kuroda, who quit last year. Just then, I missed him so much it burned. Mr. Kuroda, he definitely had something. Quick wits, to begin with. He was tough, and manly. I’d say the whole middle school respected him. One day in English class, he quietly finished translating a passage from King Lear and suddenly made an announcement. He had never sounded that way before: he snarled and spat. Well, not literally. But anyway, he took a brusque, curt tone, holding nothing back. We were all startled when he said out of nowhere:

			“Well, this is goodbye. All things have to end, and let’s be real, there’s nothing special about any of us teachers. We’re all replaceable. That isn’t your problem, it’s ours. Look, your average teacher has shit for brains. A bunch of slavering cavemen, and that goes for the women, too. Guess I shouldn’t be saying this to you guys, but I’ve had enough. Enough of the knuckleheads in the teacher’s lounge. They’re all about ego. They couldn’t care less about the students. I’ve tried and I’ve tried for two years and I can’t take it anymore. I’m finished with this stupid job. This is it, the last class I’ll ever teach. I guess we won’t see each other again, but let’s all keep on learning. Learning is good. Algebra, geometry—some of you probably think that stuff will be useless once you graduate. Big mistake. Learn about plants, learn about animals, learn about physics and chemistry, take all the time you’ve got and learn everything you can. Believe me, it’s because this stuff isn’t practical that it will shape you into well-rounded people. And don’t get arrogant about what you know. Learn and learn and then let yourself forget. It isn’t memorization that’s important, it’s cultivation. Culture isn’t about cramming formulas and vocabulary into your brain, it’s about opening your heart and mind. What I’m saying is, it’s about learning how to love. Those of you who didn’t study when you were students will grow up to be self-centered jerks. Knowledge doesn’t matter. To hell with knowledge. Even when every scrap of knowledge is wiped from your mind, a single sacred grain of golden learning will remain, and that’s what counts. So never stop learning. Don’t be in a hurry to apply knowledge to your life. Maybe that isn’t what it’s for. Go slow and steady, and become true people of culture! That’s all I want to say. I won’t be able to keep learning with you in this classroom. But for as long as I live, I will never forget your names. I’d like it if you’d think of me sometimes. This is an abrupt goodbye, but between us, that’s the way it has to be. Be strong, boys. Finally, may you be in good health.” Looking pale, wearing not a hint of a smile, Mr. Kuroda bowed to us.

			I wanted to run to him and have him hold me while I cried.

			“Bow!” barked Yamura, the head of class. By the sound of it, he was on the verge of tears, too. Sixty students stood in solemn silence and deeply bowed.

			“And don’t stress out about your exams,” said Mr. Kuroda, finally cracking a smile.

			“Goodbye, Mr. Kuroda.” It was Shida, a student who had been held back last year, who said it first, in a shaky voice.

			Then all sixty of us cried in unison, “Goodbye, Mr. Kuroda!”

			I wanted to sob out loud.

			Where is Mr. Kuroda now? I wonder. Maybe he was drafted. He’d be the right age, around thirty, if I remember right.

			Time flies when I’m writing about Mr. Kuroda. It’s late at night now, almost twelve. My brother is quietly writing away in the next room. A novel, he says. It’s grown to more than two hundred pages. My brother sleeps during the day and stays up all night. He gets up at about four in the afternoon and doesn’t go to bed until dawn. Can’t be healthy. I’m so tired I can barely keep my eyes open. Think I’ll read a few pages of Roka’s memoirs and hit the hay. Tomorrow is Sunday, so I can sleep in. That’s the only good thing about Sunday.

			 

			 

			Sunday, April 18

			 

			Partly cloudy with some sun. Got out of bed at eleven. The whole day went by and nothing happened. But that goes without saying. It’s a mistake to expect Sunday to be special. Life is a string of mediocre days. Tomorrow it’s Monday again. The start of another school week. Maybe the problem is me. I can’t just take Sunday for what it is and make the best of it. I can see Monday leering out at me from Sunday’s shadow. Monday is a black day, Tuesday is blood red, Wednesday is white, Thursday is tea green, Friday is a ray of light, Saturday is gray, and Sunday is a red light, a sign of danger ahead. It would be weird if I didn’t feel down.

			Around noon, I started studying English vocabulary and algebra. The weather was unpleasantly sticky. Still in my pj’s but not caring about impressing anybody, I buried my head in books. After dinner, we drank tea. It was delicious. My brother said so, too. I wondered to myself, Is this what sake tastes like?

			What to write tonight? Since I’ve got nothing else to say, here’s something about my family. There are seven of us now: my mom, my older sister, my older brother, me, a boarder named Kijima, the maid, Umeya, and a nurse named Sugino who has been living with us since last month—that’s seven. My dad died when I was eight. He was apparently pretty well-known. He went to university in America, he was Christian, and he was what they called a “new intellectual.” I guess he was more an entrepreneur than a politician. Late in life, he did get involved in politics, as a member of the Seiyukai party. But that was only for four or five years—until then he was just a businessman. Five or six years after he started in politics, our family’s fortune pretty much ran out. It might seem strange for me to talk about my family’s finances, but at the time, my mom really struggled. Not long after my dad died, we moved from a big house in Ushigome to Kojimachi, where we live now. Then my mom got sick, and she’s basically been in bed ever since. But I don’t hate my dad, not at all. My dad always called me “bozu, bozu,” sonny boy. I don’t have many memories of him, but I definitely remember that he washed his face with milk every morning. He obviously cared a lot about his looks. The photo in the parlor shows a handsome, clean-cut face. They say my sister looks the most like our dad. My sister has been through a lot. She’ll turn twenty-six this year. She’s getting married later this month, on the twenty-eighth. For a long time, she couldn’t get married because she had to take care of my mom and my brother and me. Mom has been sick since right after Dad died—spinal tuberculosis. She’s barely been out of bed in the past ten years. If anything, her tongue has gotten even sharper since she’s been sick, and she’s as ornery as ever, hiring and firing a whole bunch of nurses. She won’t let anyone care for her except my sister. But my brother went to work on our mom around the New Year, finally convinced her to let our sister get married. When my brother gets mad, watch out. Since my sister is about to get married, last month, we found a new nurse, Sugino, and she’s been taking care of my mom. My sister has been giving her directions. My mom did complain at first, but gave in and let Sugino take over. Apparently she’s no match for my brother in an argument. Mom, please! Even with your daughter gone, don’t get depressed. For my sake, and my brother’s, you have to hang in there. My sister is almost twenty-six. She has to live her life. Oh, no! I’m sounding like an adult. But marriage is one of the most important events in life. For a woman, you could even say it’s the only important life event. So it’s something to take seriously.

			My sister sacrificed her youth to the family. She didn’t get to do much except cooking and cleaning and taking care of my mom. She’s a martyr—that’s no exaggeration. But it isn’t like she hasn’t gotten anything out of all this suffering. Experience has made her wiser than any of us, no doubt. They say suffering polishes wisdom to a sheen. Maybe that’s why, these days, her eyes are so clear, shiny, and bright. Even with the wedding nearing, she hasn’t lost any of her grace, and she’s as humble as ever. Impressive—starting married life with a spirit of calm composure. Her fiancé, Mr. Suzuoka, is an executive in his late thirties. Apparently he’s got a fourth-degree black belt in judo. His round, red nose is his biggest flaw. But he seems like a nice person. I wouldn’t say I like him, but I don’t hate him. I don’t really know him. A brother-in-law like him could come in handy, my brother says. It isn’t that I disagree. But I’m not going to take any favors from him. I only want my sister to be happy. Home will be a lonely place when she’s gone, like a light has gone out. But we’ll get through it. As long as she’s happy, it’ll all be worth it. She should make a great wife. In fact, as her flesh and blood, I guarantee she will. As a wife, she gets my highest recommendation. We’ve been such a burden on her. If it weren’t for her, I don’t know where we’d be now. I could be out in the streets, raising hell. She understood our quirks, and she nurtured us, helped us blossom into what we are. The three of us, her and my brother and me, were the platonic ideal of a family. A sacred alliance. And because my sister was the wisest one, she always naturally took the lead. I believe in her. She’ll bring peace and happiness into her marriage, too. She has the strength to see a relationship through the darkest times. She’s an amazing person. Sister, congratulations! I’m sure she’ll be happy. I might be sticking my nose where it doesn’t belong, but I have to wonder, have she and her soon-to-be husband already romped around in the bedroom? (Not that I would know a thing about that. I can’t even imagine. Maybe it isn’t as interesting as I think.) But if marital love exists in the world, I’m sure my sister’s marriage will be filled with it. Please, Sister! Don’t shatter my beautiful illusions.

			Go, and may life be good to you! If this is goodbye for good, then let life be good to you forever.

			I’ve written these words as if whispering into my sister’s ear, but I know she may never hear this whispered goodbye. What I write in my diary is secret, after all. If she saw it, though, I bet she would smile.

			It’s sad, and pathetic, that I’m not brave enough to say goodbye to her myself.

			Tomorrow is Monday. A black day. I’m going to bed. Lord, please don’t forsake me.

			 

			 

			Monday, April 19

			 

			The sun came out for a while, but it was a dark day. I came this close to quitting the soccer team. In the end, I didn’t, but I’m fed up with sports. I’ll play along, but my heart isn’t in it. Not that anyone else’s is, either. Today, I went right up to the captain, Kaji, and punched him in the face. The scumbag.

			Today after class, all the players gathered on the field for the year’s first practice. This year’s team just can’t measure up to last year’s, in terms of fighting spirit, or technique. Who knows if we’ll even manage to get in shape to play another team this year? Every member of the team was there, but there was no teamwork to be seen. The problem is the captain. Kaji has no business leading the team. He was supposed to graduate this year, but got held back. So he became captain just because he’s the oldest. To lead a team, strength of character is more important than scoring goals. And character is what Kaji doesn’t have. He constantly cracks dirty jokes, even during practice. He’s a clown. That goes for the whole team—bozos and slackers, all of them. I’d love to grab them by the collar, one by one, and dunk their heads in ice-cold water. After practice, the entire team went to the nearby Momonoyu onsen for a bath, like always. It was there, in the changing room, that Kaji ran his mouth off, saying nasty, filthy things. Comments about my body, to be exact. I won’t write them down. Still stark naked, I strode right up to him and said this:

			“And you call yourself captain?”

			I heard somebody say, Simmer down.

			Kaji had been taking off his shirt, but he hurriedly pulled it back on.

			“Got a problem?” Chin jutting, he grinned, baring white teeth.

			I aimed my fist right at his smile.

			“You’re no captain. You’re shit,” I said.

			Kaji kicked at the wooden floorboards with all his might. “Damn it all!” he howled, and burst out crying.

			It surprised even me to find out what a sissy he was. I went straight to the shower and washed up.

			Getting in a buck-naked tussle was nothing to be proud of, even though I came out on top. I was sick of sports. “A healthy mind in a healthy body”—so the saying goes, but apparently, the original Greek was more like, “If you want to have a healthy mind in a healthy body, you’d better pray.” There was a sense of aspiration, even lack, my brother says. It would be wonderful to have a healthy mind and a healthy body—wouldn’t it? That’s the nuance. Kaji did have a sturdy physique, but a healthy mind? All he could do was pray.

			Tonight, I listened to a radio show about Helen Keller. I wished Kaji could hear it. Despite being severely disabled—blind and mute—through sheer effort, she was eventually able to speak, and to understand what her secretary said, and she could write. She even got her PhD. She deserves our deepest reverence. From time to time during the broadcast, the audience burst into applause. They were moved, and as I listened, I teared up, too. I’ve read a little of her work. She wrote lots of religious poems. Seems like her faith is what kept her going. The power of faith is amazing. Religion is the ability to believe in miracles. Pragmatists can never understand religion. Religion is the ability to believe in what doesn’t make sense. Faith has such special power because it allows us to believe in the—forget it, I’m not even making sense to myself. Have to ask my brother again what he thinks.

			Tomorrow is Tuesday. Oh no. By the time a man leaves his house, he already has seven enemies, the saying goes, and it’s true. That’s why I’m always on guard. At school, I’m surrounded by a hundred enemies. I don’t want to be a loser, but winning takes all my energy. Winning is losing, too. A victor’s sorrow, isn’t that what they call it? That’s just what it is. Kaji, tomorrow, let’s shake hands and smile. I’m too pale, like you told me at the bathhouse. I’ll have to do something about that. But you were wrong about one thing—I don’t powder myself where the sun doesn’t shine. Don’t make me laugh. Right now, I think I’ll read the Bible for a while and turn in.

			Be of good cheer; it is I; be not afraid.

			 

			 

			Tuesday, April 20

			 

			It’s sunny out, but it isn’t what they call “Japanese sunshine”—the sky is pretty clear, but there are still some clouds. I made up with Kaji today. I was tired of being on pins and needles all the time, so I went to his classroom, came right out and said, “I’m sorry.” He pasted on a smile.

			 

			In the smile of my friend

			I sense a secret solitude.

			I smile too, and reflect back the sadness.

			 

			The truth was I still looked down on Kaji. That wasn’t going to change. In a low voice, as if confiding in me about something he’d been mulling over, Kaji said:

			“There’s something I’ve been wanting to run by you. Fifteen freshmen want to join the soccer team, but they all play like shit. If we fill our ranks with losers, we’ll be a losing team. I don’t even want to be captain of this team anymore. What do I do?” I felt like laughing. Here he was making excuses, blaming his own failures on the new recruits. Gutless.

			“Can’t hurt to have more players. Train them hard, and anyone who wants to drop out can. The good ones will stick with it,” I said.

			“It won’t work,” Kaji boomed, chuckling like an idiot. I didn’t see the problem with the plan. But anyway, my passion for the soccer team had gone up in smoke. Do what you want, then. As a captain, you’re spineless. You might as well be a bowl of konnyaku jelly.

			On the way home from school, I stopped at the Meguro Cinema and saw The Charge of the Light Brigade. Hated it. Total trash, a waste of two hours and thirty sen. Kimura had gone on and on about it, saying it was a masterpiece, I absolutely had to see it, so my hopes were high, but it turned out to be a movie that stank like cheap pomade. The squeak of a cheap harmonica would have made the perfect soundtrack. What the hell did Kimura see in it? I don’t get it. Is it just that he’s a child, and the sight of a galloping horse makes him giggle? Seems like his brain is filled with two things, Nietzsche and cotton candy. I’m liking Nietzsche less than ever.

			Tonight, Suzuoka called my sister on the phone and asked her out to Ginza. So this is “dating”: I imagined the two of them strolling through Ginza, ridiculously serious looks on their faces, sipping floats at the Shiseido soda fountain. Maybe they watched The Charge of the Light Brigade and cried. Even with the wedding coming near, they don’t have a care in the world. They’d better snap out of it. Earlier today, my mom threw a fit. Yelling that the water in the metal washbasin was too hot, she tipped the basin over. Sugino, the nurse, burst out crying. Umeya rushed around in a panic. The racket was incredible. My brother just kept studying, pretending not to notice. Suddenly, I was anxious. If my sister was there, she could have easily calmed my mom. For a long time, Sugino sat beneath the stairs, sobbing. When I heard Kijima comforting her solemnly, parroting some crap he’d pilfered from a philosophy book, I almost burst out laughing. Kijima is a distant relative of my mom’s, apparently. He moved in with us five or six years ago after graduating from upper elementary school in the countryside. He went back to the country just one time, to take a physical exam for the army. If he’d passed, he would’ve been drafted, but he moved back in with us not long after that. Because he’s nearsighted, he got third rank. He has bad acne, but he isn’t ugly. His dream is to become a politician. But since he hates studying, I don’t see it happening. I’ve never heard him say it, but apparently, to other people, he calls my dad “ojisan,” uncle. He isn’t a bad guy. He’s decent and straightforward, and that’s all I’m going to say. I think he might be planning on spending his whole life here with us.

			Finally, just now, my sister came home. It’s eight after ten at night.

			I’ve got about thirty algebra problems left, and I’m already so tired I could cry. In the words of Robert Somebody-or-Other, “There is an enemy that stubbornly afflicts me, and its name is honesty.” And in the words of Susumu Serikawa, “There is an enemy that stubbornly afflicts me, and its name is the prep school exam.”

			If there’s a school out there without exams, that’s the one I want to go to.

			 

			 

			Wednesday, April 21

			 

			It was cloudy out, and now, at night, it’s raining. Incredibly depressing weather. I had to force myself to pick up my pen tonight. Today, our teacher, who we call the Tanuki, came stomping into math class in muddy rubber boots and said, Who here is planning on taking your exams in your fourth year? My hand shot halfway up before I could catch it. Nobody else had raised their hand. Not even Yamura, the head of the class. He just stared at his desk, fidgeting. He was either chicken or he knew better. Sneering, the Tanuki said, Well well, looks like it’s just Serikawa. I was so ashamed that for an instant, the whole world went dark.

			“And which institution will you grace with your application?” he said, voice dripping with scorn.

			“I’m not sure yet,” I said. I wasn’t brave enough to say, The First Higher School. I felt so small.

			The Tanuki chuckled, stroking his moustache. I hated him.

			“If any of the rest of you are planning on taking your exams in your fourth year,” he said, looking out over the class, expression suddenly stern again, “take it seriously. Do it with the determination to pass. If you go into it thinking, Oh well, whatever, and you fail, you’ll get in the habit of failing, and when your fifth year comes, you’ll fail again, and then you’ll be in trouble. I’ve seen it happen. Think it over and make a clear choice.” I felt like he’d denied my entire existence.

			I wanted to strangle him. Such disrespect. A school filled with teachers like him deserved to be burned to the ground. I thought, no matter what, after my fourth year, I’m going to some other school. If I have to stick around for a fifth year here, I’ll curl up and die. I knew my math grades weren’t as good as my grades in Japanese, but that was actually the reason I was studying day and night. I wanted to make the Tanuki’s head spin by getting into the First Higher School. But the truth was, I wasn’t so sure I could. And I was sick of studying.

			On the way home from school, I stopped at the Musashinokan Cinema, saw Crime and Punishment. The soundtrack was incredible. I closed my eyes tight and took in the music, and tears came to my eyes. All of a sudden I was curious about what it would be like to fall into decadence.

			When I got home from school, I didn’t study. Instead,  I wrote a long poem. The gist of it was, I’ve hit a dead end, I’m crawling around on my hands and knees in the dark. But I won’t let despair get the best of me. Somewhere far away, a faint beam of light is shining. I can’t see the light clearly. It shines onto my outstretched palms, but I don’t know what it means. I’m fading, losing my color, basking in the mysterious light. That’s basically what I wrote. At some point, I’ll show it to my brother. He’s so clever, so talented. My brother says true talent is when you’re so absorbed in something you lose yourself. That might be true for him, but I lose myself in so many things—anger, sadness, hate. For me, though, it’s got nothing to do with talent. I just get lost. Goes to show I’ve got no talent. I wish someone would tell me what I am: am I smart, or am I stupid? Am I an angel, a devil, a liar, a philistine? A martyr, a scholar, an artist, a wannabe? Maybe I’ll kill myself. I really do want to die. I’ve never felt such piercing sadness over my dad’s death as I do tonight. It’s strange—just when I was feeling like I’d forgotten him. “Father” is such a big, warm word. At the height of his despair, Christ cried to his Father in heaven, “Why hast thou forsaken me?” I get that.

			 

			Warmer than a mother’s love,

			Deeper than the earth’s core,

			Beyond all human concepts,

			Grander than the sweeping sky.

			hymn no. 52

			 

			 

			Thursday, April 22

			 

			It was a cloudy day. Nothing happened, so there’s nothing to write about. I was late for school.

			 

			 

			Friday, April 23

			 

			Rained all day. In the evening, Kimura came over with a guitar, so I asked him to play. I won’t sugarcoat it, he sucks. I just sat there silently, and finally he said, Well, goodnight, and went home. What a loser, schlepping a guitar around in the rain. I’m tired, so I’m going to sleep early. Nine thirty PM. Susumu’s bedtime.

			 

			 

			Saturday, April 24

			 

			Sunshine and clear skies. I ditched school today. Would’ve been a shame to waste such a beautiful day in class. I went to Ueno Park, sat on a bench and ate my bento. Spent the afternoon in the library. Checked out volumes one through four of the complete works of Shiki Masaoka, flipped through them and read whatever caught my eye. When it got dark, I went home.

			 

			 

			Tuesday, April 27

			 

			It’s raining. I’m on my last nerve. Sleep is out of the question. A nighttime construction crew is working—it was one AM when the racket started, faint at first. The regular clang of shovels on rock is the only sound, not a word to be heard. Tomorrow is my sister’s wedding day. This is the last night she’ll ever spend here. Wonder what it feels like, but I guess it’s none of my business. That’s all for now.

			 

			 

			Wednesday, April 28

			 

			A bright, sunshiny day. This morning, I got down on my knees and bowed to my sister, then hurried to school. When I bowed, my sister called out, “Susumu-chan!” and started crying. Susumu, Susumu, I thought I heard my mom calling from the other room, but I flew out the door without even tying my shoes.

			 

			 

			Saturday, May 1

			 

			Mostly sunny with some clouds. Haven’t been writing much recently. No real reason, I’ve just been slacking off. But I suddenly got the urge to write, so I am. Today, my brother bought me a guitar. After dinner, we went for a stroll in Ginza, and as we were walking along, my brother spotted an instrument shop, went over and peered in the show window.

			“Hey, Kimura has one of those,” I said, pointing to the guitars, not meaning anything by it.

			“Want one?” my brother asked.

			“Do you really mean it?” I shot him a startled glance, realizing maybe he did. Without a word, he went straight into the shop and bought me a guitar.

			My brother’s loneliness is ten times deeper than mine.

			 

			 

			Sunday, May 2

			 

			It rained for a while, and then the sun came out. Even though it’s Sunday, for some reason I got up early, at eight. I went straight to my guitar and started polishing it. My cousin Kei came over, his first visit since he started taking classes at a commercial college. His brand-new Western-style clothes were so bright they almost hurt to look at.

			“You were born in the wrong country,” I said, trying to flatter him, and he laughed. The truth was he looked like a jackass. They would’ve laughed him out of Europe or the USA. Because he was in business school, he thought he was big stuff, strutting around in his red striped button-down shirt. “Is not the life more than meat, and the body than raiment?” Not that he would know a thing about that.

			“These German classes are killing me,” he whined. Ja, learning another language has its ups and downs. But college isn’t supposed to be easy. I was getting annoyed, so I pulled out my guitar and started playing. Let’s go to Ginza, he said. I said, No.

			I haven’t even cracked a book today. Haven’t done anything at all. “Doing nothing is doing ill”—so the English saying goes. Maybe I’m just jealous of Kei. I’m not too proud to admit it. Probably so. I’ll give that one a think.

			 

			 

			Tuesday, May 4

			 

			Clear skies. Today, there was a party for new soccer team recruits in the assembly hall at school. I poked my head in, turned around, and went home. I kind of wish some tragedy would happen, just to make life more interesting.

			 

			 

			Friday, May 7

			 

			It was cloudy out. In the evening, a warm rain started falling. Deep in the night, I snuck out, unfurled my umbrella, and crept down the streets to a sushi shop. I sat down with two girls, one of whom was disgustingly drunk, and together we wolfed down roll after roll of sushi. The drunk girl said something mean to me, but I wasn’t even mad. I just grimaced and let it slide off my back.

			 

			 

			Wednesday, May 12

			 

			A sunny day. Today in math class, the Tanuki wrote a problem on the board, gave us twenty minutes to finish.

			“Who’s got the answer?”

			Judging by the number of hands that went up, nobody. I thought maybe I did, but then I remembered how he’d humiliated me three weeks ago, and decided to stay quiet.

			“Nobody, huh?” He wore a scornful sneer. “Serikawa, how about you?”

			Why did he have to pick on me? I stiffened. But then I stood, went to the blackboard, and started writing. It was easy: you just had to square both sides. The answer was zero. “Answer: 0,” I wrote. But the shame from last time flared back to life inside me, and I changed it to “Answer: 0?” Tanuki guffawed.

			“Well, Serikawa, I’m no match for you in the smarts department,” he said, shaking his head. Even after I went back to my seat, he kept shooting glances at me. “Or in the looks department. You know, the other teachers call you ‘pretty boy,’” he went on, not holding back a bit. The whole class burst out laughing.

			I wanted to die. I didn’t think my misery could get any deeper. How was I supposed to even look at my classmates now? The Tanuki had some nerve, and the other teachers were just as rude and crude. I’d had enough. On the way home that day, I decided to quit school for good. I would leave home right away, become a movie actor, pay my bills that way. My brother had said one time, Susumu, you’ve got a talent for acting. I definitely remembered that.

			But it didn’t take long for my determination to fizzle out. After dinner, I turned to my brother and said:

			“I’m sick of school. Seriously, I can’t take it anymore. I’m going out on my own.”

			“Well, school sucks. Whine if you want to. But think of it as a paradox: maybe you’re supposed to hate school. Maybe it’s about learning to power through. I hate school, too. But never once did I think a middle school education would be enough.”

			“You’ve got a point.”

			So I caved. Life drags on, dull as ever.

			 

			 

			Monday, May 17

			 

			Clear skies. Started playing soccer again. Today we played against the Number Two Middle School. I scored two points in the first half and one in the second. The final score was three against three. On the way home, some senpai and I stopped in Meguro and had a beer.

			There’s this voice in the back of my head telling me I’m an idiot, and it won’t shut up.

			 

			 

			Sunday, May 30

			 

			A sunshiny day. But even though it’s Sunday, I’m in a gloomy mood. Spring is almost over. This morning, Kimura called on the phone, asked if I wanted to go to Yokohama. I said no, I didn’t. In the afternoon, I went to Kanda and bought a set of exam prep books. I’ll finish Algebra I and II by summer break, and then during break I’ll review plane geometry. In the evening, I organized my bookshelf.

			Doom and gloom everywhere I look. “I will lift up mine eyes unto the hills, from whence cometh my help.”

			 

			 

			 

			Thursday, June 3

			 

			Sunny weather. Today, I was supposed to leave on a six-day study retreat for fourth-year students, but I just couldn’t. The thought of everybody sleeping side by side on the floor of some country inn, packed like sardines, doing the tourist routine, shuffling past the attractions, well, it makes me want to puke. So I’m not going.

			Instead, I’m going to spend six days reading books. Today, I started Soseki’s Light and Darkness. A dark, dark book. It’s the kind of darkness only those born and raised in Tokyo can understand. The darkness of the deepest pit of hell. Right about now, the kids from class must be on the night train, sleeping soundly. So innocent. So naïve.

			“The strong man is strongest when alone.” (It was Schiller who said that. I think.)

			 

			 

			Sunday, June 13

			 

			Cloudy skies. Two of my senpai from the soccer team, Osawa and Matsumura, came to me for advice. I had to choke back laughter—they couldn’t think their way out of a paper sack. The summer soccer retreat is about to get canceled, they said. It’s a really big deal, they said. They were all worked up. I was planning on ditching the retreat anyway, so for me it was actually happy news. But both Osawa and Matsumura had been looking forward to the retreat, and wouldn’t quit whining. Apparently Kaji had made an accounting mistake, and the school was refusing to fund the retreat. If you asked me, they didn’t have a brain cell between them. Couldn’t they leave me alone for two seconds? 

			At night, for the first time in a long time, I gave my mom a foot massage.

			“No matter what, always be patient.”

			“Yes, Mother.”

			“And get along with your brother and sister.”

			“Yes, Mother.”

			“Be patient” and “Get along with your brother and sister”: she’s always saying stuff like that.

			 

			 

			Wednesday, July 14

			 

			The sun was shining today. Final exams started on the tenth, and tomorrow, they’ll be over. A week after that, grades will come out, and then, finally, it’s summer vacation. Yay! Of course I’m in a good mood. I feel like shouting from the rooftops. I don’t really care about my grades. My mind was wandering this semester, so they probably won’t be good. Japanese, Chinese, English, and math at least should be alright, but I won’t know until I see. Summer vacation—oh yeah! Can’t wipe the smile off my face. Even though I’ve got exams tomorrow, I can’t resist the urge to write in my diary. Been slacking off on that front recently. Life has been so boring I haven’t had much to write about. No, I guess the real reason is that I’m deep in a depression. What a liar I am. I hate sharing my real thoughts with other people. That’s what it is, I don’t want others to know what I’m thinking. Only one thing I want to say: “I’ve finally got a clear goal for the future.” That’s all. Exams tomorrow. Gotta hit the books.

			 

			 

			Wednesday, January 4

			 

			Blue skies and sunshine. I spent all of New Year’s Day, the day after that, the day after that, and today doing nothing. In the morning, nothing, and at night, for a change, more nothing. It wasn’t that I didn’t have a care in the world. As I did nothing, thoughts like, This sucks, and, This is a drag, were definitely in the back of my mind, but I kept doing nothing anyway. When you spend so much time doing nothing, a certain extreme solitude starts eating at you. I really do want to study. For the past month, I’ve been spinning my wheels. You might think I’d be relaxed, but nope, I’m frustrated. I swear I’m going to study like crazy for the rest of the year. I spent all of last year on edge, feeling like I was riding in a rickety old car that could break down at any time. But this year, I’ve got a sense of joyful anticipation again. If I keep my hand outstretched, pretty soon, I won’t be emptyhanded anymore. Something is about to happen.

			I’m seventeen years old. It hurts to write that. Time to start taking life seriously. All of a sudden, I’ve become an ordinary, boring human being. Guess that’s what it means to grow up.

			Entrance exams are coming up in March, so it’s normal for me to be nervous. I’ve still got my sights set on the First Higher School. At least I’ve managed to make my mind up about one thing: I’m going to study the humanities. Last year, after getting hung out to dry two or three times by the Tanuki, I decided the sciences weren’t for me. My brother said he thinks it’s the right move: “The Serikawas aren’t cut out to be scientists,” he said with a smile. So I’ve made my decision, but it’s up in the air whether I’ve actually got any talent for literature, like my brother. First of all, I’m not even sure I can get into the English department at the First Higher School. Piece of cake, my brother says. He got into his first-choice school no problem, and apparently he thinks anybody else can do the same. He doesn’t believe in giving others handicaps in life, is convinced everyone has the same abilities as him. His expectations are sky-high, and without meaning to, he sometimes says cruel, unreasonable things to me. But us spoiled rich kids can get that way. Maybe I don’t belong at the First Higher School. I’ll probably fail the exam. If that happens, I’ll go to R University. I’m not sticking around for a fifth year in middle school. I’d rather die than go through another year of the Tanuki’s taunting. R University is a private Christian school, so I could study the Bible there. That would be fun. It seems like a pretty good school.

			We spent the first couple days of the new year playing charades. It was fun at first, but by the second day, we were tired of it, and my friend Kei from Kamakura came up with an idea: the four of us, me, my brother, my friend Mame from Shinjuku, and Kei would put on a play, Kan Kikuchi’s Father Returns. Have to hand it to myself, I’m quite an actor. My brother bombed: he took the role of “father” way too seriously. On the third day, the four of us decided to go for a winter hike on Mt. Takao. By the time we got back to the bottom, I was chilled to the bone and absolutely beat. On the train ride home, I rested my head on my brother’s shoulder and slept. Kei and Mame stayed over at our place again.

			Today, not long after Kei and Mame left, Kimura and Saeki showed up. I had hardened my heart, decided not to play with these dumb middle schoolers anymore, but play we did. Cards, two-ten-jack. Kimura won, but he did it by playing dirty. At the end of the year, Kimura had gotten two hundred yen from his family, gone to Yokohama and Atami, had a good time and burned through his money, which is how he wound up broke on our doorstep. I called his family right away and filled them in. Turns out they’d filed a missing persons report. Now his family thinks I’m some great savior. What happened was partly their fault, but also, Kimura is a jerk. He’s no good, like everybody says. Nietzsche must be turning over in his grave. Saeki, now there’s another class A idiot. I’ve had just about enough of him, too. He’s from a filthy rich family and he’s almost six feet tall, but there isn’t much meat on his bones. Seems like he’s too feeble to make it any further in school, so middle school is as far as he’s going. In the beginning, we talked a lot about foreign literature, and I got over-excited, like when Kimura was telling me about Nietzsche, and decided he was my best friend. Later, when I started hanging out at his place, and saw what a softy he was, it totally turned me off. At home, he wore a kimono with a printed pattern, a kids’ kimono, and he talked like a baby too, called dinner “omanma.” I shuddered. The more we hung out, the more I realized we had nothing to talk about. Was he a boy or a girl? He definitely didn’t have much going on upstairs. He was a dribbling idiot. He said to me once, Since I’m too weak to go to university, instead of going to school, I’d like to learn literature here at home with you. Not a chance. I said to him, “Think again.”

			Kimura and Saeki and I horsed around until nightfall, then ate some mochi. It wasn’t long after the two of them left that Lady Littlebit arrived unannounced. I groaned to myself. That’s my dad’s younger sister. Our aunt. At forty-five or forty-six, she’s an old maid. She’s a master flower arranger and head of some ladies’ society. My brother says she’s a stain on the Serikawa family. She’s not a bad person, but she’s a little bit… you know. It was my brother who came up with the name “Lady Littlebit.” That was last year, at our sister’s wedding banquet, where she sat beside my brother. A man we didn’t know poured a drink for her. Squirming in her seat, she said, “Oh no, I can’t.”

			“Just one. I insist.”

			“Teehee. Okay, just a little bit!”

			How low can you go? Apparently my brother was so indignant he almost stormed out. “One thing is ten thousand things,” goes the saying, meaning a single incident can demonstrate a pattern: she had no class. Tonight, she turned to me and said, “Susumu-chan! Growing some peach fuzz on your upper lip, I see!” She was a crude, emptyheaded halfwit. A stain on the family, like my brother said. I knew neither one of us wanted to spend the evening entertaining her. We glanced at each other, exchanged a nod, got up and headed for the door. Ginza was a sea of people. Were all of them out here wandering the streets because their home lives were as messed up as ours? Talk about dark thoughts. As we sipped coffee at Shiseido, my brother whispered to me, “The Serikawas have a debauched streak.” I was taken aback. On the bus back home, we talked about the concept of “sincerity.” It turned out that my brother was stuck, spinning his wheels, just like me. With our sister away, he had to pick up some of the housework, and his progress on the novel had stalled.

			When we got home at eleven, Lady Littlebit had already made her exit.

			Beginning tomorrow, I will stride forward into the new, head held high, full of fresh hope. I am seventeen years old. With God as my witness, I swear: I will wake up and start studying at six tomorrow.

			 

			 

			Thursday, January 5

			 

			The sky is cloudy, and the wind is strong. Spent the whole day doing nothing. I can never get anything done on windy days. It was one in the afternoon by the time I made it out of bed. Since last year, I’ve somehow gotten even lazier. I had just gotten out of bed and was stumbling around, still muddle-headed, when the phone rang—it was my sister, calling from her and Suzuoka’s place in Shitaya. “Come over,” she said. I froze. Then, in my typical weak-willed way, I said, “Okay.” The truth is I don’t like visiting Shitaya. Something about the place is, I don’t know, tacky. And my sister is different now. She came to visit not long after the wedding, and she had already changed. She had withered, become nothing but a regular housewife. Like the juice had been squeezed out of her. It shocked me to see it. She had been living with her new husband for just ten days, but her hands were already filthy. And she seemed somehow shrewder, more self-interested than before. She tried to hide it, but I could see it clearly. She was a Suzuoka now. Her face even looked like his. Speaking of faces, every time I lay eyes on Toshio, I get queasy. Toshio is Suzuoka’s younger brother. He graduated last year from a middle school in the country, and now he’s living with my sister and Suzuoka, taking classes in the faculty of humanities at Keio University. This isn’t a nice thing to say, but I swear Toshio is the ugliest person I’ve ever seen. He’s hideous. I’m not saying I’m that handsome myself, and it’s rude to talk about other people’s looks, but I didn’t know a human being could be so stomach-churningly ugly. It isn’t that there’s anything wrong with any certain part, like his nose, or his mouth. It’s just that his features don’t match. He’s too ugly even to make fun of. Whenever I lay eyes on him, my thoughts go down this weird rabbit hole. He must be one in a million. Its hurts to say it, and it isn’t nice, but it’s true, so what am I supposed to say? I’ve never seen another face like his. For a man, looks don’t matter. The important thing is to have a pure heart and give back to society. That’s what I believe. But for someone as young as Toshio, someone studying the humanities at a place like Keio University, it can’t be easy to look like that. Honestly, when I look at him, I hate being alive. His face is a trainwreck. No matter what he does in what I guess will probably be a long life, people will point and laugh. Some might pretend to like him, but they’ll keep their distance, all because of something he can’t control. When I think of it that way, I start having doubts about the structure of society today. I start getting bitter at the world. I really hate the coldness and cruelness of the world and the people in it, and I can’t help being outraged. If Toshio ever gets a decent job and manages to make ends meet, he’ll be ahead of the game. He could get that far. But what about getting married? Someday he might find a woman and think, She’s the one, and she’ll reject him because of his looks. It’s sad. In my imagination, I can hear him crying out loud. When I think about Toshio, I get depressed. I pity him from the bottom of my heart, but that doesn’t mean I like looking at him. Nope. It’s tough to put into words. I’d just rather look away. So I’m every bit as cold and uncaring as anybody. I’m no better. The more I think, the queasier I get. Since last year, I’ve been to Shitaya just twice. I’d like to see my sister, but Suzuoka calls me “boya, boya,” little bro, and he’s not my big brother. I know he’s trying to be my buddy and everything, but “boya,” that’s too much. I’m seventeen years old, and I don’t answer to “boya.” The last time he called me that, I thought about not responding, I thought about smarting off, but then I remembered that he was a fourth-degree black belt in judo and chickened out. I’m a coward, okay? Toshio makes me want to throw up, and Suzuoka makes me want to wet my pants. I just don’t like going around there. So when my sister asked me to visit earlier today, and I blurted, “Okay,” I regretted it right away. I really, really didn’t want to go. In the end I asked my brother about it.

			“They asked me over to Shitaya, but I don’t feel like it, what with the wind and all.”

			“Let me guess, you already said yes.” My brother can be so mean sometimes. He had seen right through me, knew my weaknesses. “You have to go then.”

			“You know what, I’ve got this stomachache coming on.”

			My brother burst out laughing.

			“If it’s that bad, you should’ve said no from the start. You can’t keep them waiting. That’s what you get for being a nice guy.”

			He was right, and I hated him for it. I hate getting lectured to, even when my brother is the one doing it. I’ve never been lectured and changed because of it. I’ve never ended up admiring the person who gave the lecture, ever. People who give lectures are drunk on their egos. They should pull their heads out of their asses. Truly great people just smile when others make mistakes. Profound, tranquil smiles can shatter illusions without words. All of a sudden, the scales fall from your eyes. And next time, you do better. But being lectured just sucks. My brother’s scolding sucked. I put on an angry, pouty face.

			“You’re telling me to say straight up I can’t make it? Fine.” I snatched the phone and called Shitaya. But when Suzuoka came on the line, my resolve crumbled.

			“Is that you, boya? Happy New Year.”

			“Yes. Happy New Year.” I reminded myself, fourth-degree black belt.

			“Your sister is waiting for you. What’s the holdup?” And he had the nerve to call her “neechan,” as if we were both kids.

			“Uh, I’ve got a stomachache.” I hated myself. “Tell Toshio I said hi.” I followed that up with some totally unnecessary flattery.

			Unable to face my brother, I holed up in my room until nightfall, leafing through Kierkegaard’s Practice in Christianity, barely understanding a word. My eyes flitted over the characters while my thoughts drifted.

			Today was a dumpster fire of a day. I don’t know what to think about what’s going on in Shitaya. When I imagine my sister there, smiling like she loves her new life, the world just doesn’t make any sense. 

			After dinner, I said, “I wonder what kinds of things husbands and wives talk about.”

			“In Shitaya, they probably don’t talk about much,” said my brother, sounding bored.

			“I see your point.”

			My brother was smart. He understood what an oppressive place Shitaya was.

			At night, my throat started hurting, and I went to bed early, at eight. Now I’m lying in bed writing in my diary. Mom is doing pretty well these days. If she makes it through the winter okay, I think she’ll get better. So far, this disease just won’t let up. Something else I’ve been thinking about: how to make five yen. I have to pay Saeki back, clear the debt and make a clean break. People who borrow money give up their self-respect. That’s the problem. Maybe I’ll sell some old books, make the money that way. Maybe I’ll beg my brother for it.

			Deuteronomy says this: “Thou shalt not lend upon usury to thy brother.” I know he’ll lend it to me with no interest, and I’m cheap.

			The wind is still blowing strong.

			 

			 

			Friday, January 6

			 

			It’s sunny out, but the cold is bone-chilling. Every day I make my mind up to do so many things and end up doing nothing. I’m ashamed of myself. I’m getting pretty good at guitar, but that’s nothing be proud of. Just one productive day is apparently too much to ask of myself. I’m sick of the New Year’s celebrations already. My throat doesn’t hurt anymore, but now I’ve got a headache. Don’t feel like writing.

			 

			 

			Saturday, January 7

			 

			It’s cloudy out. For a week now, I’ve been perfecting the art of doing nothing. Started in on a box of mandarin oranges in the morning, came close to polishing it off all by myself. The palms of my hands are stained yellow.

			Shame on you, Susumu Serikawa! Your diary these days is a record of the wreck your life has become. You think of yourself as an intellectual, but there isn’t a trace of it in these pages. Get ahold of yourself. Have you forgotten about your goals in life? You’re already seventeen. If you want to become an adult intellectual, it’s time to become one. But you’re making a big mess. Remember when you were in elementary school, and your brother would take you to church every Sunday to study the Bible? You should understand how Christ suffered. Have you forgotten how you swore to your brother to strive to be like Him? “O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, thou that killest the prophets, and stonest them which are sent unto thee, how often would I have gathered thy children together, even as a hen gathereth her chickens under her wings, and ye would not!” Have you forgotten the night when you read that passage and sobbed out loud? Every single day you promise yourself to get things done, but somehow a whole week has gone by and you’ve done absolutely nothing. You’re useless.

			The entrance exams are in March. Exams aren’t the ultimate purpose of life, but like your brother said, being a student is meaningful because it’s a struggle. Jesus was a devoted learner, too. He diligently studied the classics of his day. The geniuses of the past studied ten times harder than anybody today.

			Susumu Serikawa, you are so stupid! To hell with your diary. These pages you slave over, slathering them with every ounce of cleverness in your pitiful brain, they aren’t even good for goat food. This diary by yourself, for yourself, about yourself, this record of your shame, should be burned. You can ruminate over your nothing life as much as you want, and you’ll still end up with nothing. What a joke. This diary of yours is meaningless.

			“We confess our small faults to convince others we have no greater faults.” La Rochefoucauld.

			Just look at the mess you’ve made.

			Third term starts the day after tomorrow.

			Get a grip!

			 

			 

			Saturday, April 1

			 

			It’s a little bit cloudy out, and the wind is intense. Today was a fateful day, one I’ll never forget for my whole life. Checked the list for the First Higher School, found out I didn’t make it. My stomach sank. All of a sudden I felt hollow. It wasn’t that I was disappointed—the world was crumbling around me. Tears welled up in my eyes. Susumu Serikawa: failed. I shouldn’t have been surprised.

			Home was the last place I wanted to go. My head was heavy, my ears were ringing, and my throat was dry. I ended up in Ginza. I stood on the corner in Yon-chome, waiting for the light to change, the wind whipping around me, and finally the tears came. I almost wailed out loud. No big deal, it’s your first big failure in life, I told myself, but I was gutted. My legs wobbled like rubber. Two people turned their heads to take a second look. I got on the subway, rode to Asakusa Kaminarimon. Asakusa was swarming with people. I wasn’t crying anymore. I felt like Raskolnikov. I went to a milk bar. The table was white with dust, and my tongue was sandpapery. I could barely breathe. I had failed. I was a failure. My knees almost gave way. Visions swam before my eyes.

			The yellow light of dusk, a mournful color, spilled over the Roman ruins. A woman in a white robe, eyes downcast, disappeared into a stone gate.

			Cold beads of sweat broke out on my forehead. I had taken the exam for R University, too. So it wasn’t the end of the world. Whatever. I could enroll there, but I wasn’t planning on graduating. Tomorrow, I would go out on my own. By the start of last summer, my mind was made up. I realized then I didn’t want to be bourgeois. I was a pathetic leech sucking the blood of the leisured class. I’d always be an underdog. After all, it’s easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter into the kingdom of God. Come to think of it, wasn’t this an incredible opportunity? Beginning tomorrow, I wouldn’t be a burden on my family anymore. Lord willing, tomorrow the stormy weather would clear, and I’d begin my adult life. The visions restarted.

			The most vibrant green I’d ever seen. Springs bubbling up. Streams winding through the grass, burbling as they flowed. Birds taking flight.

			Back to reality. At the table next to mine, an ugly girl in Western clothing placed an empty coffee cup on the table and sat staring at nothing. She pulled out a compact, tapped the tip of her nose. The expression on her face was blank, idiotic. But her legs, visible through thin stockings, were slim and shapely. A man came to the table. Grease dripped from his slicked-back pompadour. The girl smiled and stood. I turned away. They say Jesus loves everyone, but could he love a woman like this? When I left home, would I end up in some café, laughing and joking with a girl like her? Ugh. My throat was dry. I thought, Guess I’ll get another glass of milk. My future wife would be a woman like her, with thick duck lips, and my best friend would stink like cheap pomade—I could just see it. I watched the people streaming by outside. I guessed they were on the way to cozy homes where their families waited.

			“Welcome home, sweetie. Why so early today?”

			“Hi, honey. Finished work ahead of time.”

			“What a pleasant surprise! How about a nice hot bath?”

			A cozy, domestic scene. But I had no home. I was a dropout, a disgrace. I had always looked down on dropouts, before becoming one. I always told myself I was born in the wrong country, but that wasn’t it at all. Now the word “dropout” was branded on my forehead. I saw myself greeting the other members of the idiot club: “Hi, I’m new here.”

			Tell me something: were you walking through the neon forest of Ginza on the night of April first, and did you see a middle school student wandering like a lost dog? Well, did you? If you did, why didn’t you say something? “Hey, you”—that would have been enough. I would have lifted my head, looked you in the eyes, and asked, “Will you be my friend?” We could have walked together against the wind, swearing again and again to each other to do everything we could to help all the needy, lonely people. It’s a big world, and happening across a fellow traveler would have been an incredible stroke of luck for both of us. But nobody said a word. I shuffled home to Kojimachi, shoulders slumped.

			It’s even harder to write about what happened next. I swear with God as my witness that I will never commit such an evil act again. I punched my brother. I reached home around ten at night, crept into the darkened genkan and was untying my shoes when someone suddenly flipped on the light. It was my brother.

			“What happened with the exam? You failed, right?” he said, sounding like he didn’t care either way. Without saying a word, I slipped my shoes off and stood on the step leading up from the genkan. I pasted on a smile, even though it hurt.

			“What else did you expect?” My voice caught a little in my throat.

			“Holy crap.” His eyes widened. “For real?”

			“This is all your fault, you prick!” I suddenly swung a fist, hitting my brother in the face. I hope the hand I hit him with rots and falls off. I had no reason to blow up. I was so ashamed I wanted to die, and here he was without a care in the world—take that! Swept up in a sudden rage, I tossed a punch. He sniveled like a child, struggled to hold back tears.

			“I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry.” I threw my hands around my brother’s neck and wailed.

			Kijima slung me over his shoulder, carried me to my room and helped me change into my pajamas.

			“You should know better. You’re only seventeen. You bit off more than you could chew. If your dad were here he’d whip you, too,” he said in a soft voice. Seemed he’d misunderstood the situation.

			“He didn’t hurt me. That’s stupid. He didn’t hurt me,” I said over and over, choking back tears. Kijima didn’t get it. He laid out the futon for me, and I slept.

			Now I’m in bed, lying on my stomach, writing the final entry in my diary. I’ve had it. I’m leaving home. From tomorrow on, I’m on my own. I’ll leave the diary, just to give them something to remember me by, and I’ll go. I know my brother will cry when he sees it. He was a good brother. Ever since I was eight, he doted on me like a dad, tried to raise me up right. If it weren’t for him, I could have turned out even worse. Dad must be resting easy, knowing my brother is walking tall through the world. Mom is doing better these days too. It even seems like she could recover, and that’s a happy thing. Even when I’m gone, keep believing in me. Don’t worry, know that I’ll be okay. I haven’t hit a dead end in life. No, I’m off to conquer the world. Mom, I’m gonna make you proud. So this is goodbye. Goodbye to the curtains, to my guitar, to the Pietà painting. Goodbye to everybody and everything. Don’t cry. Smile and wish me luck in my new life.

			And I’m gone.

			 

			 

			Tuesday, April 4

			 

			It’s a sunny day. We’re at the villa on Kujukuri Beach and I’m in a good mood. My brother brought me here yesterday. The train left Ryokoku at 1:23 PM. I watched the scenery with wide eyes, butterflies in my stomach, like I’d never left the city in my life. Past Ryokoku, there were factories and more factories on both sides for miles, and then little ramshackle houses swarmed over the city like roaches over something dead, and then finally there was green space, dotted with the red-brick houses where the salarymen lived. I thought about the people living in poverty on the outskirts of the city. Seeing the way common people lived made me nostalgic and sad at the same time. I thought, I have to work hard and do better. We waited in Chiba for fifteen minutes, then changed to a train for Katsuura, reaching Katakai at twilight. There were no more buses—the last one had left thirty minutes before. We found a one-yen taxi, and tried talking to the driver, but he was sick or something, and wouldn’t take us anywhere.

			“Well, time to start walking.” My brother hunched his shoulders against the cold.

			“Yeah. I’ll grab the luggage.”

			“It’s fine, I’ve got it.” He let out a laugh.

			We cut across the beach and walked along the seaside. It wasn’t far. The setting sun landed on the sand, lighting it a beautiful bright yellow, but cold wind blew in our faces. It had been four or five years since I’d been to the villa in Kujukuri. It was a long way from the city, and there was nothing to do there, so I usually spent summers at my mom’s parents’ place in Numazu. But when I saw the ocean in Kujukuri for the first time in so long, it looked even bigger and bluer than before. Giant waves constantly swelled and crashed. When I was a kid, we came here almost every year. The villa is named Shofuen, the Garden of Windswept Pines, and back then all the locals knew about it. In the summer, tourists from the city would come to see the gardens, and my dad gave everybody the grand tour, no matter who they were. All visitors went home happy. My dad was an incurable people-pleaser. Now, an elderly policeman named Ichitaro Kawagoe and his wife Kin were looking after the place, and my family hardly visited. Lady Littlebit used it sometimes, bringing an apprentice or a friend or whoever, but mostly it sat empty. The gardens were overgrown. Shofuen had fallen into ruin. Tourists from the city skipped it. No more wide-eyed visitors wandering the gardens. I followed my brother, thinking about lots of stuff, the sand crunching beneath my feet. Two long, black shadows stretched across the sand. The two of us were all that was left of the Serikawa family. I realized we’d better buddy up, we’d better help each other out, because we had nobody else.

			It was pitch black by the time we reached the villa. We’d sent a telegram before leaving, letting Mrs. Kawagoe know we were on our way. We went straight to the bath, had a tasty fish dinner, and went to bed. I lay on the tatami, staring at the ceiling, and a huge sigh rose up from deep inside me.

			The chaos and turmoil of a few days ago seemed like a dream. On the second, I’d gotten up before dawn, packed my stuff in a suitcase, and snuck out. For money, I still had more than half of my monthly allowance of twenty yen, which I’d gotten on the morning of the first. It didn’t seem like enough, so on the way out, I made sure to grab my wristwatch and the stopwatch I’d borrowed from my brother. I could sell those for another hundred yen or so. The fog was thick. I reached Yotsuya-mitsuke right at the break of dawn. I took the Imperial Japanese Railway to Yokohama. Why I decided to go to Yokohama, not even I can explain. I told myself good luck was waiting for me there. But I got there and there was nothing waiting, nothing at all. I sat on a park bench in Yokohama until about noon, watching the steamships pulling in and out of the harbor and the gulls wheeling in the sky. I bought some bread from the shop in the park and ate it. Then I picked my suitcase back up, went to the station in Sakuragicho, and bought a ticket to Ofuna. I’d already decided that if I ran out of ways to support myself, I’d go into acting. Last year, when the Tanuki had humiliated me in front of everyone, I’d gotten it in my head to quit school, go out on my own and be an actor. I had this twisted belief that I’d be a big, successful movie star. It wasn’t that I was vain, not about my looks anyway, but I was convinced my artistry and refinement would win everyone over. Becoming an actor had never been my dream. It was a tough life. I even thought the entertainment business was seedy. Thing was, there was nothing else I knew how to do. I wouldn’t make much of a milkman. I got off the train at Ofuna. No matter what, I wouldn’t give up. I would go straight to a studio and corner one director or another, and that would be my in. The instant I found out I’d failed the test for the First Higher School, that’s what I’d decided. Now nothing could change my mind. Stars twinkling in my eyes, blinding my sight, I stumbled to the studio gates, remembering only then it was Sunday. I smiled bitterly to myself. Was there anyone in the world as dumb as me? But maybe it was all God’s plan. Just because it was Sunday, my fate had taken another sharp turn.

			So I picked up my suitcase, again, and headed back to Tokyo. The city sparkled in the twilight. I sat down on a bench on the platform at Yurakucho and stared at the lights going on and off and on and off in the buildings until I couldn’t see anymore through the tears. Just then, someone tapped me on the shoulder. What, was it a crime to cry on the train platform? The man walked with me to the police station. They were nice enough. Mentioning my father’s name worked wonders. My brother and Kijima came to get me. The three of us climbed on a bike.

			It wasn’t long after that Kijima said, out of the blue, “Have to hand it to the Japanese police—number one in the world, wouldn’t you say?”

			My brother didn’t say a word.

			We got home and got off the bike, and my brother said quickly, eyes turned away, “I didn’t tell Mom anything.”

			I was absolutely beat, and I slept like a log. It was the next day—I mean, yesterday—that my brother brought me to Kujukuri. We walked along the seaside and reached the villa around sunset. We got in the bath, had a delicious dinner, and flopped down on the tatami, when I let out a big, long sigh, like I said. My brother and I slept side by side in two futons for the first time in years.

			“I shouldn’t have told you to take the First Higher School exam. It’s all my fault.”

			I didn’t know what to say. I guess I should have just said, No, it’s my fault. But the skill of finding the right words at the right time, smoothing things over, just isn’t one I have. I’m not much of a bullshitter. I just get sad, sink deep inside myself, and silently apologize to my brother and God. I twisted and turned beneath the blankets. I couldn’t quit squirming.

			“Had a little look at your diary. And when I did, I felt like leaving home, too,” said my brother, letting out a chuckle. “But then it hit me how ridiculous that is. Imagine if I got the same idea and decided to leave. Kijima would lose it. He’d read the diary too, and he’d be the next to go. And then Mom and Umeya would leave, and the house would be empty, and we could all move into a new one together.”

			Couldn’t help laughing at that. My brother was cracking jokes because he didn’t want me to be embarrassed. That’s the way he is. An even weaker person than me.

			“When are the results for R University out?”

			“The sixth.”

			“You’re probably gonna get in. So if you do, are you gonna go?”

			“I mean, uh, I could.”

			“Spit it out. You don’t want to go, do you?”

			“Hell no.”

			We both laughed.

			“Let’s cut the shit. Tell you the truth, last month, I decided to drop out. Tuition costs too much anyway, and I’ve got a plan. I’m giving myself ten years to write a great book. Everything I’ve written so far is trash. Because I wasn’t committed. So of course it was. I mean, look at the life I was living. I was a wannabe, scribbling every night until dawn. But this year, I’m turning over a new leaf. What if the two of us both do? What do you say, will you spend this year studying with me?”

			“Studying? You mean to retake the exam for the First Higher School?”

			“Gimme a break. That’s old news. You said it in your diary, didn’t you? ‘I’ve finally got a clear goal for the future.’ Those are your exact words. Are you telling me now you were lying?”

			“No. But, to be honest, I don’t know. I feel like I’m clear on it, but when it comes to the details, I’m a little fuzzy.”

			“A movie star. That’s what you wanna be, right?”

			“Come on.” I was more confused than ever.

			“Well, I know it is. Nothing wrong with that. To be the biggest movie star in Japan would be amazing. Mom would be so proud.”

			“Are you mad at me?”

			“Nope. But I’m worried. Very, very worried. Susumu, you’re seventeen. Whatever you want to be, you have to hit the books. Got it?”

			“I’m not like you. I’m stupid. There’s nothing else I can do. So that’s how I got the idea of being an actor.”

			“Sorry, Susumu. I’m the one who got you into all this arty stuff. I should’ve been more careful. My mistake.”

			“Bro.” Honestly, I was a little annoyed. “Tell me, what’s wrong with being into art?”

			“If things go south, you could crash and burn. But if that’s what you want to focus your energy on, I’ve got no problem with that. Actually, I’ll be in your corner. We can study together. Like I said, ten-year plan. You in?”

			“I’m in.”

			“Okay then.” He heaved a sigh. “First things first. You’re going to R University. Doesn’t matter if you graduate—just go. Get a taste of college life. I promise you, if you still want to be an actor, I’ll get you into a theater group, a good one. You don’t have to go straight into the movies. You can spend five, six, maybe seven years there learning the basics. As far as which group to join, the two of us can figure that out together. So that’s the plan. Got a problem with it? Didn’t think so. Now, I’m tired. Let’s get some shut-eye. There’s enough money for you to live on for ten years, as long as you don’t piss it away. So don’t worry.”

			The future was bright. I wished I could carve up my happiness and give my brother some, at least half, no, four fifths. It was too much to keep to myself.

			This morning, I woke up at seven. The sunshine streaming through the window was the brightest I’d seen in years. My brother and I sprinted to the beach in bare feet, raced around, wrestled, did the high jump and the triple jump, and then, after noon, decided to play golf. I mean, not real golf. We wrapped an ink bottle in cloth and used that for the ball. We whacked it with a baseball bat, wiggling our butts like golfers, aiming at a hole beneath a pine tree about a hundred meters away through the fields. Getting the ball across those fields was real work, and it was fun. We laughed and shouted. Ching! There was something so satisfying about the sound the ink bottle made when we whacked it. Mrs. Kawagoe brought us some mochi and mandarin oranges. We thanked her again and again and went right back to our golf game, cheeks bulging. I made it to the hollow beneath the tree in just six strokes, a record for the day. At some point, four kids came up from the beach and started following us. They whispered to one another:

			“Ah think ah’ve got it.”

			“Ah think ah’ve got it, too. Just whack the ball into that hole.” They had a funny accent. It seemed like they wanted to make friends.

			“Give it a try.” My brother held out the bat. One after another, they swung gleefully at the bottle, repeating, “Ah think ah’ve got it.” They were so cute. I wondered what kinds of games they spent their days playing. It hit me that we all want the same thing: to be happy. I was so moved I almost cried. I could see there was a hunger in the way they played. Energy spent, we threw ourselves down on the sand. The evening sky smoldered. Ribbons of burning red light shone through the clouds. I lifted my head to see the pine trees around the villa glistening in the crimson light. I looked out over the sea: the Choshi Peninsula glowed purple, and blotches of faint green radiance oozed up from the horizon like spots on a mirror. Far away, tiny gulls skimmed the surface of the sea. All the while the waves crashed and rolled. I felt so alive. I wanted to hand out some of this happiness to everybody. When we are happy, it’s okay to think silly things. God will forgive us. For the two of us, today was the Sabbath. My brother took a pencil and wrote a poem on a seashell.

			“What does it say?” I asked, craning my head to look.

			“My secret wish,” he said, laughing, and threw it into the sea.

			We went home, got in the bath, and had dinner. By then we were tired out. My brother crawled into the futon and slept, snoring loudly. I had never seen him sleeping so soundly. I dozed for a while, then got up and started writing in my diary. I have recorded the events of the last three days as accurately as I can. For as long as I live, these days will stay in my memory.

			 

			 

			Wednesday, April 5

			 

			A windstorm. City folk can’t even imagine the kind of wild wind that blew in this morning. Unbearable. Calling it a hurricane would barely be exaggerating. The wind screamed in from the west, beating at the sky and shaking the ground. It even toppled two or three pine trees to the west of the house. For a while I thought the walls were going to blow in. It was violent, overwhelming. I didn’t dare go outside. In the afternoon, the wind switched direction, started blowing from the northeast. This morning, I brought the Kawagoes’ puppies up into the house and played with them for a while. They were a litter or four or five, born just last month, super cute. Maybe the wind scared them—they were trembling like crazy. I pressed one against my cheek, catching a whiff of milk. A scent sweeter than any perfume. I picked all five of them up at once, got tickled, screeched, “Eeek!”

			In the afternoon, my brother sat down at his desk and started writing away furiously on manuscript paper. Sprawling out beside him, I read a bit of Before the Dawn. Not recommended for light reading.

			At night, the wind settled down a little, but I could still hear it beating at the storm shutters. Other than that, it was a beautiful moonlit evening. Listen, wind. Blow all you want, but don’t blow away the moon and stars. My brother is still scribbling away. I’m in bed, reading Before the Dawn again.

			The results for R University are out tomorrow. Kijima says he’ll check them and send a telegram. Okay, I’m nervous.

			 

			 

			Thursday, April 6

			 

			Party cloudy with some sun. It rained in the morning. The droplets just dissipated into the sand without a sound, like a silent movie. The wind has finally died down. I got up, looked out at the rainy garden, said to myself, “Screw it, I’m staying in bed,” and burrowed back into the futon. My brother was sleeping peacefully, looking just like Pushkin on his deathbed. My brother sometimes makes fun of his own swarthy face, but I like faces like his, the kind that shadows always seem to land on. My face is plain white with red cheeks, a face without a trace of melancholy. They say if you put a leech on your face, it’ll suck the red out, but how gross is that? If I had the guts I’d try it. Even the shape of my brother’s nose is original: it’s bony and the bridge of it sweeps down and suddenly drops off, but mine is bulging and just kind of there. Once, I was bragging about how good-looking my friends were, and my brother slipped in this comment: “And you’re the king of them all, the best-looking kid alive.” He knew just how to take the wind out of my sails. I was sorry for giving him an opening. It wasn’t that I thought I was handsome and everyone else was ugly. That’s ridiculous. If I were really that handsome, I wouldn’t care what other people looked like. I’d have a high tolerance for other people’s ugliness. The thing is that people like me, people who hate what they see in the mirror, can’t help noticing how other people look. I sympathize with other ugly people, thinking, What a drag it is to look like that. I can’t not notice. I’m not even one-hundredth as handsome as my brother. There isn’t a trace of personality in my face. It’s like a tomato. My brother pokes fun at his own swarthy skin, but if he becomes a famous writer, they’ll call him the handsomest man in literature. His words will come back to bite him. I swear he’s the spitting image of Pushkin. My face belongs on one of those cards they use to play uta garuta, the New Year’s poetry game, pasty and without any expression. I dozed off and dreamed for a while. I was in what seemed to be a schoolyard near Ueno Station, surrounded on all sides by trains, huddled in a wooden bathing bucket, my eyes darting anxiously all around. Suddenly, Beethoven’s Seventh blared out. I jolted, jumped to my feet and, still stark naked, raised both hands in the air and started conducting. I made furious, intense movements, then large, leisurely ones, and then a wave of anguish washed over me, and my whole body went soft. Suddenly, the music stopped. The passengers watched calmly from the train windows, all their eyes on me. I was so ashamed. I was naked, standing in a bathing bucket, shoulders still slumped with anguish. There are no words for my humiliation. I burst into laughter, and my eyes snapped open. It was a short dream, but I had been yearning to hear Beethoven’s Seventh again—at least I’d gotten to do that. Then I was back in dreamland again. I sat in an exam hall, facing a stage. That’s weird, this exam hall is really nice, I was thinking, when I realized it was the entrance exam for Tokyo Imperial University. The proctor introduced himself. It was the Tanuki. I thought, What the hell? I recognized the other exam-takers: they were my fourth-year classmates. It was an English exam, but for some reason, where the questions were supposed to be, there was just a picture of a tiger. I didn’t get what I was supposed to do. The Tanuki came up beside me and said, Let me show you. No, go away, I said. No, I’ll show you, he said, chuckling. The creep wouldn’t leave me alone. I’m going to write a story here, a tragedy, I said. Isn’t that what you want? He said, No, what you’re going to write is the story of the swan maiden. I was about to tell him where he could stick the story of the swan maiden when the bell rang. I handed the paper in to the Tanuki and went out into the hallway where the students were chattering.

			“What’s tomorrow’s exam?”

			“A physical fitness test. They must be trying to kill us.”

			“Should’ve laid off the candy, fatty.”

			“This isn’t the sumo club.” It sounded like Kimura’s voice.

			“And these shoes cost twenty yen.”

			“Let’s get some sake and go see the autumn leaves.” It sounded like Kimura again.

			“Lose the leaves, keep the sake.”

			“Susumu, you passed!” This time it was my brother’s voice. He was standing beside my futon, beaming. “With flying colors. Take a look at Kijima’s telegram.” In an instant, shame overcame me. I snatched the telegram from my brother. It said, PASSED WITH FLYING COLORS. BANZAI. My embarrassment deepened. For some reason, I was mortified to see everyone else so overjoyed at this small success of mine. I was sure they were all laughing behind my back.

			“Banzai? That’s a little much. Can’t Kijima be serious for one second?” I said, pulling the covers back up over my head. I couldn’t stand to face the world.

			“He’s happy for you. It’s from the heart.” My brother’s words had a scolding tone. “To Kijima, getting into R University is the same as getting into heaven. But actually, all universities are about the same.”

			I wanted to say, I know. I poked my head out of the futon and cracked a big smile in spite of myself. But it wasn’t the smile of a middle-schooler anymore. It was a middle school student who had burrowed into the futon, but a university student who had poked his head out and grinned. It seemed like magic, but it was no trick: “Take a look, nothing up my sleeve.” I’m getting a little overheated, I know. So embarrassing. R University is a long way from heaven.

			No matter where I went today, I felt like I was floating. Like I was walking on fluffy clouds. My brother even said, “I feel that way today, too.” At night, we went into town, to Katakai. What a shock: the place had changed completely. It wasn’t the Katakai I remembered. Was I still dreaming? No. The place had gone to seed, become a shell of itself. It was absolutely dark and dead quiet. No sign of people. There was a Ginza-like district in Katakai, too, and that summer five years or so ago it had been packed with tourists, but now not a single light was lit. It was pitch dark. Strangely, the dogs in the distance seemed to be barking more loudly than before. It wasn’t just the season: Katakai had shriveled up and died.

			“Like a fox’s trick,” I said.

			“For real,” said my brother. “It must be some kind of magic. Something is off.” He sounded dead serious.

			We walked to the poolhall we had gone to as kids. None of the lights were on, and the place was deserted, except for an old woman we didn’t know lying on a pallet in an inner room.

			“Ya boys wanna shoot some pool?” croaked a hoarse voice in that same thick accent. “If ya do, ya can get the pool balls out of that cabinet.”

			What I wanted to do was turn and run. But my brother walked on in without a care in the world, stepped over the woman, opened the cabinet and got the pool balls out. I couldn’t believe it. What was wrong with him? We decided to play just one game. The balls wobbled eerily over the dingy felt as if they were alive. We were neck and neck, nobody pulling ahead. I said, Let’s call it a tie, and headed for the door. We went to a soba shop. Slurping a lukewarm bowl of tempura soba, I said, “What’s happening tonight? It’s like some strange power’s gotten hold of us. Am I just crazy?”

			“Well, it’s your first day as a university student. Of course everything is a little weird,” said my brother, flashing a grin.

			“You don’t have to always be so right.” He’d hit the bullseye, again.

			It wasn’t really that anything was wrong with Katakai, I was just worked up. That’s what made it seem like a weird day. Still, when I said I felt like I was floating above the ground, my brother said he did too. So didn’t that mean something was off? Or was my brother just so happy he couldn’t think straight, like me? Maybe he’s just an idiot, getting worked up over silly stuff.

			Brother, I’m about to make you even happier. If today was a dream, let’s never wake up. The waves are crashing and I can’t sleep. But today a light shone on my life, showing me the way to a bright future. Thanks be to God.

			 

			 

			Friday, April 7

			 

			The sun is out. A light breeze is blowing from the east. I’m ready to get back to Tokyo. Enough of Kujukuri. After breakfast, me and my brother went straight to the beach to play golf, but it wasn’t as fun as the first time. Somehow I couldn’t get into it. While we were playing, the neighbor boy, an eighteen-year-old middle school student named Shigeo Ikuta, came over to say hi. The word “hello” was hardly out of my mouth when he shoved his notebook in my face: “Help me with my algebra homework.” Learn some manners, I thought, but didn’t say. We’d played together as kids, but that was years ago, and it seemed really rude for him to demand I do his homework when we’d barely said hello. I even wondered if we’d pissed him off somehow. His skin was so tan I almost didn’t recognize him. He’d become a basic beach kid.

			“Over my head,” I refused, barely glancing at the notebook.

			“But you got into college, didn’t you?” he pressed. He seemed ready to argue. I was irritated.

			“Now, where did you hear a thing like that?” asked my brother in a calm, gentle voice.

			“The good news came yesterday, by telegram, didn’t it?” said Shigeo. He had stars in his eyes. “That’s what Mrs. Kawagoe says.”

			“I see, I see,” said my brother, nodding. “Look, he got in by the skin of his teeth. He barely even studied. Any problem you can’t solve, I guarantee he can’t, either.” My brother smiled as he spoke, and while I watched, Shigeo got a big smirk on his face, too.

			“Oh, okay, so he’s no genius. Figured a problem like this would be a piece of cake for him, getting into college in his fourth year of middle school and all, so that’s why I came here today, but now I know I was wrong. My mistake. This factorization problem is way too tough for any of us. Next year, I’m gonna take the exam for the teacher’s training college. I’m no genius, either, so I’m waiting until my fifth year. Hahahaha.” Letting out a miserable, emptyheaded chuckle, he left. The nitwit. I guess it’s somebody else’s fault for screwing him up, like his family’s, but still. The world is a dark, doomed place because it’s crammed with ninnies, case in point. But do they all have to cling to me and try to drag me down? I’m not even a little proud of getting into R University. I’d never think of looking down on anybody because of that. As Shigeo pranced off, looking triumphant, my brother sighed: “Some people.”

			So we were both disillusioned. It hit me that all we were doing in this place was wasting time, and I felt bad about it. I said, “Foxes have holes, and birds have nests, but…”

			“But the days will come, when the bridegroom shall be taken from them,” said my brother with a grin. If Shigeo had heard what we said after he left, I’m sure he would have thought we were a couple of stuck-up jerks glaring at people down our noses. Was it our fault? We didn’t think we were better than anybody. We tried to show restraint. I was ready to go back to Tokyo. I couldn’t take any more of the countryside. Neither of us had any energy left, not even to play golf. Amusing each other by swapping jokes that were more sad than funny, we made our way home. 

			Made another one of my typical bad choices that afternoon. When I say bad, I mean bad. And there was absolutely no one else to blame. It was 100 percent on me.

			After lunch, I dragged my brother out to the yard, and I was snapping pictures of him when we heard the grandkids of the neighbor, Mr. Ishizuka, whispering across the hedge.

			“When ah was three, ah got my picture taken, too,” said the boy, sounding proud.

			“When ya was three?” His younger sister’s voice.

			“Yah. Ah put a hat on and they took mah picture. But ah don’t remember it.”

			My brother and I both burst out laughing.

			“Hey you two, come over here,” my brother shouted. “We’ll snap your picture right now.”

			Dead silence on the other side of the hedge. Mr. Ishizuka had cared for the villa years ago, and he still lived in the neighborhood. The boy, the oldest of his grandkids, was about ten, and the girl was about seven. Finally they slunk over, cheeks flushed, but a step or two into the yard, they froze, looking like their faces were on fire, refusing to go further. I admired their bashfulness, a sign of good breeding, if you asked me.

			“Don’t be shy,” my brother said, waving them over. Then I had to open my big mouth.

			“Come on, we’ve got candy.” The little girl suddenly looked up at me, then turned and scampered off. The boy apparently wasn’t as skittish, and hesitated for a moment, but then turned and ran after his sister.

			“Don’t you understand even kids get offended if you come out and offer them candy? After you said that, they had to show you they weren’t coming over just to get something. They’ve got their pride, too,” my brother said, looking disappointed. “You’re such an idiot sometimes. That’s why everybody runs away from you, even Shigeo.”

			I didn’t know what to say to that. I guess I am a little stuck up. I’m a bumbling, good-for-nothing oaf.

			I wasn’t cut out for the countryside. I kept slipping up, and I was getting sick of it. I was thinking of going to Mr. Ishizuka’s to say sorry to the girl and boy, and I almost did, but got cold feet. I convinced myself maybe it wasn’t a big deal, and I was too ashamed to drag myself over there, so I didn’t.

			With any luck we’ll be back in Tokyo tomorrow. I talked to my brother, and he agreed it was time to get going.

			Tonight, I got out of the bath and looked at myself in the mirror. The tip of my nose was sunburned. It looked like something out of a manga. My eyelids were sagging: there were two folds, then three, then one. With every blink they transformed. It seemed like my eyes had sunken in. I’d been running around too much, and I’d lost weight. Damn, I’d wasted so much time. I wanted to go back to Tokyo. At the end of the day, I’m a city boy. 

			 

			 

			Saturday, April 8

			 

			The sun was out in Kujukuri, but here in Tokyo, it’s raining. We got home at about half past seven PM. My sister was here waiting. Right away I could sense something was off. “Oh, I just stopped in,” my sister said, like it was nothing, but later on Kijima let slip that she’s been here since the day before yesterday. Why did she have to lie? There must be some reason. But the two of us were so tired, we just took a bath and crashed.

			 

			 

			Sunday, April 9

			 

			Cloudy skies. Got up at about one. It’s true, you sleep better in your own bed. I’m blaming the futon for making me oversleep. By the time I got out of bed, my brother had been up for hours. It seemed like he and my sister had had some kind of argument. The tension was thick. Something had definitely gone down. Well, I’ll find out the truth eventually. Without saying goodbye, not even to me, my sister left in the evening for Shitaya.

			Tonight, my brother took me to Kanda and bought me a school cap and shoes. On the bus ride home, I pulled on the cap.

			“So what happened between you guys?”

			My brother clicked his tongue. “Oh, she was being stupid, running off at the mouth.” But then he clammed up. He wore a grimace, like he’d swallowed a bitter-tasting bug. I could tell he was actually really mad.

			Something happened between them, no doubt about it. But I didn’t know what, so there wasn’t a thing I could say. All I could do was watch from the sidelines.

			The tailor should be coming tomorrow to take measurements. My brother said he’ll buy me a raincoat, too. I’m feeling more and more like a real college student. Everything’s coming together. Tonight I started thinking, it’s actually a good thing I got into R University. Before long, I’ll start   studying acting for real. My brother says, First things first, we’ve gotta find you a teacher. Seems like he has one in mind, a man by the name of Saito. Ichizo Saito’s works are considered classics in Japan, and it’s not like I’ve got the right to comment, but honestly, they’re ordinary, common-sense type stuff. But he’s got name recognition, so he might be the best teacher for me after all.

			My brother says the path of an artist is a hard one. But there’s nothing to worry about if you buckle down and study. So studying is the key. This is the path I want to follow, and my brother is the one who has given me the confidence to do it. I hope we stay this way for our whole lives: helping each other along, striving for success. “Get along with your brother and sister” is what Mom always says. So she should be happy, too.

			A while ago, my brother went to Mom’s room, and I could hear them talking about something. He was in there for a long time. Something is definitely going down. It annoys me that I don’t know what.

			 

			 

			Monday, April 10

			 

			Sunny skies. My admission notice came in the mail. The opening ceremony is on the twentieth. Hope my uniform comes on time. The tailor came to take my measurements today. Instead of a trendy style, I ordered something conservative. If you strut around in a trendy student uniform, people will assume you’re dumb, and that won’t do. Plain, simple clothes make you look smart. My brother wore a completely ordinary student uniform, too. And he looked smart as hell.

			Yoshi-chan came over this evening. That’s the little sister of my cousin Kei, who’s in commercial college. She’s still a schoolgirl, but she’s got a mouth.

			“R University? Are you kidding?” Some way to say hi.

			“Like commercial college is any better,” I said, and she shot back, I never said it is. I asked, So where am I supposed to go then, according to you? And she said, You made a cute middle school student, why not stay another couple years? I was speechless.

			She had Umeya stitch her skirt up, and when that was done, she split. Going back to clothes: what is it with girls’ school uniforms? Why do they have to be so drab and plain? They should make them smart and snappy. The kind of thing your eye would land on in a crowd. But most girls’ uniforms look like rat fur. I could imagine Yoshi-chan scampering around, whiskers twitching. And still she had no respect for us boys. Amazing.

			My brother went out in the afternoon. It’s ten at night now, and he still isn’t home. I’ve got a pretty good idea what’s going on.

			 

			 

			Monday, April 24

			 

			The sun is out. I’m disenchanted with university life. Ever since the opening ceremony, this feeling of disgust has been building inside me. College isn’t a bit different from middle school. The pure, spiritual atmosphere I expected is nowhere to be found. There are about seventy people in my class, all around the age of twenty, but as far as intellect goes, they’re babies. Dribbling, shrieking infants. I have to ask myself, are they actually mentally disabled? There’s only one other student from my middle school, a boy named Akazawa who tested in in his fifth year. I never knew him well, because we were in different classes. We nod if we cross paths in the hallway, but that’s it. So in my class, I’m totally alone. Fifty dunces, ten teachers’ pets, five kids who got lucky, five gangsters in the making, and me. I could see at orientation that’s the way things shake out. I really think I’ve got the categories right. I’m not going to apologize for saying what I see. And I don’t see any geniuses in this class. I might actually be the number one student here, which is a bummer. I definitely haven’t seen anything that looks like competition. I thought this class would be crawling with smartasses, kids I could talk to, who would push me to achieve, but it’s like I’m back in my first year of middle school. Some of these losers even bring harmonicas to class. Give me a break. I dragged myself to school on the twentieth, the twenty-first, and the twenty-second, and after three days, I was finished. Forget school—I want into a theater group ASAP. I’m done with baby stuff, ready to get started with some real work. I’m starting to think college is a total waste of time. Yesterday, I spent all day at home reading Composition Class, got carried away thinking and couldn’t get to sleep. The author of Composition Class, Masako Toyoda, is the same age as me. So it’s a good age to quit screwing around, I thought. If a poor, uneducated girl managed to write a masterpiece like this, what was my excuse? For an artist, a privileged background might even be a disadvantage, I thought. Anyway, I wanted to get out of this situation and dedicate myself to one theater company or another as soon as I could, putting absolutely everything into studying acting even if it meant being poor. I finally drifted off to sleep at about four in the morning, starting awake when my alarm clock rang at seven. I forced myself to trudge to school, bleary-eyed, swooning.

			 When I got there, I thought, It’s awfully quiet. I went to the office and there was nobody there either. That’s when it hit me: it was festival day at Yasukuni Shrine, and school was out. It’s the kind of mistake you make when you’re a wayward loner. If I’d remembered we had the day off, I would’ve gotten a better night’s sleep. I’m so dumb.

			At least the weather was nice. On the way home, I stopped at Yoshida Bookstore in Takadanobaba, spent a long while looking through old books. Every once in a while, a wave of dizziness would wash over me. I ended up taking just two books to the counter, Coquelin’s The Art of the Actor and Tairov’s Liberated Theater. Somehow, I managed not to pass out. I went straight home and climbed into bed. I felt like I was running a slight fever, too. While lying in bed, I flipped through the books I’d bought, checked out the tables of contents. There aren’t many theater books in bookstores. It’s a problem. My brother has some Western books about theater, I think, but anyway I can’t read them yet. I’m no master of foreign languages, though I hope to be someday. Without that knowledge, doing almost anything is hard.

			I napped for a while and got up at three PM. I had Umeya make me some omusubi rice balls and sat down by myself to eat. But after swallowing one, I started feeling nauseous, and these weird chills came over me, so I crawled back into the futon. Sugino came to take my temperature, looking worried. Thirty-seven point eight degrees, she said. Should I call Dr. Kagawa? No, I said. Dr. Kagawa is my mom’s physician. He’s always cracking corny jokes. I got an aspirin from Sugino and swallowed it. I dozed off, sweating buckets, and when I woke up, I felt better. Seems like I’m back to my old self. My brother left for Shitaya this morning to deal with whatever’s going on over there, and hasn’t come back yet. It must be bad. With my brother gone, it’s too quiet. I had Sugino take my temperature again: 36.9. I managed to crawl onto my belly, and now I’m lying here writing. My illusions of college life have crumbled. That’s what I really wanted to write. My arms feel rubbery. It’s eight in the evening and I’m wide awake. No way I’ll be sleeping soon.

			 

			 

			Tuesday, April 25

			 

			It’s sunny out. The wind is wild. I’m taking the day off school. My brother said, You need a rest. My fever is gone. I’ll get up for a while and do stuff, then go back and lay down.

			So here’s what happened: my sister told Suzuoka she wanted a divorce. There was no real reason. She was just kind of fed up with everything. Being fed up with everything is a really serious issue, if you think about it, but it isn’t like anything actually happened. And that’s why my brother got so mad. He flew off the handle, said my sister was being selfish. He told her she owed it to Suzuoka to stick it out. Suzuoka definitely doesn’t want a divorce. It seems like he really loves my sister. But at some point, my sister just started hating him, for no reason anybody knows. Not like Suzuoka and I are best buddies, but I do think my sister is probably being selfish. Can’t blame my brother for being angry. Right now, my sister is hiding out at Lady Littlebit’s place in Meguro. My brother said to her straight out, Don’t come back to Kojimachi. So she packed her bags and went to Lady Littlebit’s, and things are calm again, for now. I can’t shake the feeling Lady Littlebit is pulling the strings. Suzuoka is beside himself. My brother tried to keep a straight face, but watching Suzuoka doing the cleaning while Toshio cooked was almost too much. He felt sorry for them, but at the same time it was such a ridiculous sight he almost laughed. I’d have the same problem. To see a black belt in judo tucking up the hem of his yukata, dusting the rice paper screens while Toshio grilled a fish, his weird-looking face twisted with sadness, well, it would tickle my funny bone, too. Sorry not sorry. I mean, okay, I do feel a little sorry for them. They’re lost without my sister. Even though she says nothing happened, maybe something did, something bad. If that’s true, we should try to find out what it is and make things right, come up with a solution everyone can live with. But nobody asked what I think, which is annoying. No one will tell me the truth. Since they’re treating me like an outsider, I’m planning on being one, standing on the sidelines spying until I figure out what’s up. I’m pointing the finger at Lady Littlebit. How to make her spit out the truth? Might have to rough her up. Think I’ll go over there sometime, slap on an innocent look, do some scouting around. Maybe she thinks since she’s an old maid, my sister should be one, too. Suzuoka doesn’t seem like such a bad guy, and my sister has a good heart. Somebody else, some nefarious third party, has to be behind this. Whatever’s going on, I’m going to find out. My mom is behind my sister one hundred percent. No matter what, she always takes my sister’s side. Seems like none of the rest of the family knows anything. So far, my sister’s allies are my mom and Lady Littlebit. On Suzuoka’s side, it’s just my brother, fighting a lonely fight. My brother has been in a nasty mood for a while. Two or three times, he’s come home late at night, dead drunk. My brother is one year younger than my sister. So it isn’t like she does every single thing he says. But at this point, my brother is the head of the household, and he does have the right to boss her around. So it’s a sticky situation. My brother is holding firm. It doesn’t look like my sister is going to give in, either. And Lady Littlebit is enabling her. I’m going to go undercover, see if I can’t unravel the mystery, figure out what the hell is up.

			My brother gave me a tongue-lashing tonight. After dinner, I said nonchalantly, almost in a whisper, “Been about a year since our sister left. Sure would be nice to have her back.” I was hoping he’d cough up some bit of information, but he saw right through my plan.

			“A married woman who’s left home shouldn’t come back. Not a month later, not a year later, not ever. I thought you wanted to be a great artist. Where will you find the time if you keep sticking your nose in other people’s business?”

			Foiled again. But I wasn’t just poking around because I was a busybody. I wanted the family to be at peace. I could see my brother was in a rough spot, and I couldn’t just stand by, I had to help. But if I said that out loud, I knew he’d roar, Mind your own business! So I didn’t say anything. My brother has been walking around wearing an awfully scary look these days.

			At night, I lay in bed flipping through Theater magazine.

			 

			 

			Wednesday, April 26

			 

			Clear skies. It started sprinkling in the evening. Somebody at school said yesterday was a vacation day because of the big festival at Yasukuni Shrine. I did a double take. So we had two days off, yesterday and the day before. I would’ve rested easier if I’d known. Well, whatever. That’s the price you pay for marching to the beat your own drum. Still, for me, being a loner is the only way. Apparently my brother was a loner when he was in college, too. He barely had any friends. Two boys named Shimamura and Kobayakawa would drop by from time to time, but that was it. Sooner or later, people with high ideals have to set out on their own. You can’t let the world win just because it’s lonely, just because it’s a pain.

			Today’s Chinese classics class was actually kind of interesting. The textbook is basically the same as the one we had in middle school, so I was about to zone out, thinking we were gonna be treading old ground, but it turned out I was wrong. “To receive a visit from far-off friends, is not this too a joy?”: the teacher spent a whole hour explaining this one line from Confucius’s Analects. Our middle school Chinese teacher, who we called the Toad Immortal, had explained that the line expressed straightforward joy at an unexpected visit by a friend. “Imagine you’re sitting around the house when your buddy shows up with a bottle of classy sake and a roast duck and hollers, Hey! You’d be happy, right? Might even be the happiest moment of your life,” he had explained with a self-satisfied smirk. Thing is, he was absolutely off base. According to today’s lecture by Ichita Yabe, the line was by no means meant to express satisfaction with worldly stuff like sake and roast duck. The intent was metaphysical. That is, when the world refuses to accept our ideas, unexpected words of support from an old friend can bring joy. That’s what Confucius means. The line is about the pleasurable realization that you were right all along slowly coming over you. The great aspiration of any idealist. The speaker is not at home rolling around on the tatami. He is striving toward an ideal. Mr. Yabe went on to explain the complex nuances of the word “too,” going on for quite a while, but I forget that part. Anyway, the Toad Immortal’s explanation about a bottle of sake and a roast duck was sadly simple-minded, if you believe Mr. Yabe. But if you want my opinion, there’s nothing wrong with sake and roast duck. Sounds plenty fun to me. So I’m kind of attached to the Toad Immortal’s interpretation, too. To me, it would be ideal to receive a visit from an understanding friend from afar who also brings sake and a roast duck, but maybe that’s asking too much. The truth is, as I took in Mr. Yabe’s high-minded explanation, I couldn’t help thinking back fondly on what the Toad Immortal taught us in middle school. Bet he’s still there, teaching this year’s class about the joys of sake and roast duck. Good for him, still spinning fairytales.

			At lunch break, I stayed in the classroom alone, reading Kaoru Osanai’s Introduction to Theater. I had my head buried in the book when a bearded student burst in and shouted, “There a Serikawa in here? Huh, nobody here at all.” He pouted angrily. “Hey, runt. Know where Serikawa is?” He seemed like a scatterbrained oaf.

			“Erm, that’s me,” I said, frowning.

			“Whaddayaknow. My bad,” he said, scratching his head, wearing an innocent, idiotic grin. “You were on the soccer team in middle school, right? Come here.” 

			Grudgingly, I followed him out onto the schoolyard. Beneath a row of cherry trees five or six undergraduates waited, some standing, some squatting, all watching me with stony eyes.

			“Meet Susumu Serikawa,” said the scatterbrain with a smile, shoving me toward the others.

			“Well, well,” said a massive, serious-looking student with a broad forehead who looked more like fortysomething than whatever age he was. Nodding coolly, he demanded, without a hint of a smile, “Heard you quit soccer—that true?” I started to get flustered. I was no good at dealing with people who didn’t smile when they first met you.

			“Yeah,” I said, cracking a wisp of a slavish grin in spite of myself.

			“Wanna rethink that?” he asked, looking me straight in the eyes, still unsmiling.

			“What a waste,” somebody piped up from the side. “You were pretty good back in middle school.”

			“If we’re talking about joining clubs,” I started, determined not to waver, “then I wouldn’t mind helping with the school newspaper.”

			“Got a bookworm on our hands,” said somebody softly, voice dripping with scorn.

			“So that’s a no.” The boy with the broad forehead sighed. “A shame. Really wanted you on the team.”

			I was in a tough spot. I thought, Maybe I should join. But university soccer practices would be even more intense than in middle school, and I wouldn’t have the time or energy to study acting. So I hardened my heart and said: 

			“No.”

			“His directness kinda pisses me off,” said somebody, again in a voice that oozed ridicule.

			“The thing is,” said the boy with the broad forehead, shooting a look behind him to silence the mocking chorus, “we can’t force him. We should all do what we want with our lives. Anyway, they say Serikawa’s sickly.”

			“I’m not sickly,” I snapped back, knowing I was pressing my luck. “It’s just that right now, I’ve got a little bit of a cold.”

			“That so?” The serious boy finally cracked a smile. “Kid’s got a sense of humor. Well, come by practice sometime.”

			“Thanks.”

			So I wormed my way out of joining the soccer team, coming away impressed by the boy with the broad forehead. There was strength of character there. He must be the captain. Last year, if I remembered right, the captain of R University’s soccer team had been named Ota. Maybe the boy with the broad forehead was the famous Captain Ota. Even if he wasn’t captain, he had what it took to lead a university sports team. I respected him.

			Until yesterday, I was absolutely disillusioned with university life, but between the Chinese lecture and the captain’s character, I’ve started rethinking things a little.

			Today was a big, difficult day, and something else happened that I wanted to write about, but I’m too tired to launch into another long story, so I’ll leave it for now. No worries, tomorrow I’ll write down all the details.

			 

			 

			Thursday, April 27

			 

			Rain, rain, and more rain. It hasn’t let up for a second all day. In the morning, lightning flashed and thunder roared. It was a big day yesterday, and today I woke up tired. Just getting out of bed was a pain. Put on my new raincoat for the first time and trudged to school. Found out the boy with the broad forehead from yesterday is the famous captain Ota himself. Heard some boys gossiping during break—that’s how I found out. Everyone at R University loves Captain Ota. He’s been captain since his freshman year. After hearing that, I respected him even more. Apparently his nickname is Moses. Makes sense.

			I was going to write about part of today’s Bible lecture that impressed me, but I’ll have to do it later. Right now, I’m going to write about what happened yesterday, before I forget. It was a hell of a day.

			On the way home from school yesterday, I thought, Hmm, maybe I should stop by Lady Littlebit’s place in Meguro, and when the thought hit me, I realized I had to hurry. The sky had been gray all afternoon, and it looked like it was about to cut loose again, so I stumbled to Meguro, basically in a daze. Turned out Lady Littlebit was home. So was my sister. The look on her face said maybe it wasn’t the best time.

			“Oh, it’s you, boya. You’re looking so skinny. Auntie, don’t you think so, too?”

			“Don’t call me boya. I’m not a kid anymore,” I said, seating myself cross-legged in front of my sister.

			“Hmm, okay,” she said, eyes fixed on mine.

			“Well, it would be weird if I didn’t lose weight. I was really sick there for a while. Finally managed to haul myself out of bed this morning.” I was exaggerating, a little. “Hey, Auntie, get me some tea. Move, woman. I’m thirsty as hell.”

			“Where did you learn to talk like that?” Lady Littlebit scowled. “You’re shaping up to be quite the little cretin.”

			“You’re right, I’m turning into a cretin, and it isn’t just me. My brother comes home drunk every night. A couple of cretins, that’s what we are. Now grab me that tea.”

			“Susumu-chan.” My sister’s expression stiffened. “What did our brother say to you?”

			“Not a word.”

			“Is it true that you were sick in bed?”

			“Well, yeah. I was worried sick, literally. I had a fever.”

			“Is it true that our brother comes home drunk every night?”

			“Yeah. He’s like a different person.”

			My sister looked away, but I could see she was crying. I wanted to cry too, but managed not to.

			“Where’s my tea? I told you to move it.”

			“Yes, your highness.” With these mocking words, she poured my tea. “Here I was thinking, Phew, at least you got into college, when the whole time your good breeding was going down the toilet.”

			“Interesting for you to say. Let’s talk about breeding, then. They call you Lady Littlebit, but you’re no lady.”

			“What’s the meaning of this?” Now she was really mad. “Show some respect. Look, your sister is crying. I know your big brother sent you here to do his dirty work, you little snot. You’re here to stir things up. Well, I saw it coming. And what’s this Lady Littlebit business? Watch your mouth.”

			“That’s what they call you behind your back. In our house, anyway. You didn’t know? Well, I’ll have some tea. Just a little bit, like you and your liquor.” I gulped down the tea, watching my sister from the side of my eye. She was staring at the ground, looking pitiful. I knew this was all my aunt’s fault. I hated her more than ever.

			“I see the kids are running the show over in Kojimachi. Very interesting. Susumu-chan, be a good boy and run along home. When you get there, tell your brother if he has something to say, he can come and say it himself. Tell him to stop sending kids to do his dirty work. Tell him if he’s a man, he can step out of the shadows and come to Meguro and we can talk. I’ve got some things to say to him, too. Coming home drunk every night? It’s a disgrace.”

			“Don’t talk that way about my brother.” Now I was angry, too. “You’re the one who should watch your mouth. My brother didn’t send me. If you think I’m just a dumb kid, you’re wrong. Even I can tell the difference between a good person and a bad one. I came here today to give you a piece of my mind. It’s got nothing to do with my brother. He hasn’t said a word to anyone about whatever it is. I came here because I was worried. And let’s get one thing straight—my brother is no coward.”

			“How about something sweet to eat?” She knew my weaknesses. “Believe me, I see what you’re trying to do. I’ll get you a slice of castella. Stuff that in your saucy mouth, eat it, and go home. You’ve turned into a different person since getting into college. Do you talk this way to your mother, too?”

			“Castella? I’ll take you up on that.” I made quick work of the slice of cake. “Yum. Don’t be angry, Auntie. Get me another cup of tea. I’m not sure what’s going on. But I know my sister, and I’m sure she’s upset for a reason.” I purposely softened my tone.

			“Well, aren’t you smart?” She let out a dry chuckle, but I sensed her anger was cooling. “Okay, but it isn’t the type of thing you could understand.”

			“Let’s see. There has to be a reason. I want to know.”

			“Well,” she started, “there’s no point explaining this to a kid like you, but of course there’s a reason. You bet your little butt.” Just like her to head straight to the bottom. I decided to keep my mouth shut. “First off, they’re a year into their marriage, and Suzuoka still won’t say how much money he has, or how much he makes.” I continued listening quietly. Apparently thinking this revelation had stunned me into silence, she kept gathering steam. “It does seem like Mr. Suzuoka has grown his own wings now, but he started out sponging off your dad. I saw it all. You were babies back then—how could you know? But I had my eyes open. I saw how your father helped him.”

			“So that’s a bad thing?” I was out of patience.

			“The issue is he has my family to thank for everything. I know you’ve forgotten all about me over in Kojimachi. I’m just an old maid, I’m the butt of your jokes. I know how it is. But you should understand that I’m the one, who, uh—”

			“You’re rambling.” I let out a laugh.

			“Enough, Auntie.” My sister laughed, too, then started in with her own complaints. “Here’s the thing, Susumu-chan. I know you hate it in Shitaya. All you guys ever do is make fun of Toshio—”

			“Not at all.” Crap, she knew about that.

			“Well, you didn’t even visit on the New Year. And it wasn’t just you. Nobody from the family came to Shitaya. It hit me hard, and it started me thinking.”

			So she thought we disapproved of Suzuoka, and she felt abandoned. I let out a long sigh.

			“Susumu-chan, I couldn’t wait for you to stop by over the New Year. Suzuoka wanted to see you, too. He calls you boya, boya. He’s always talking about you. He thinks you’re cute.”

			“I had a stomachache, okay?” I was getting flustered. I realized for the first time how badly we’d hurt our sister, what a blow it had been to her that we hadn’t visited.

			“Who could blame you then?” said my aunt. Now she was taking my side. Or wanted me on hers. “They don’t visit anybody else, either. Not me, that’s for sure. Heard it’s been a while since they’ve been to Kojimachi. And they didn’t even send me a New Year’s card. Let me tell you, that made me feel like—” She seemed to be picking up steam again.

			“Sorry about that,” said my sister calmly. “It isn’t just Kojimachi and Meguro. Suzuoka acts like he’s a student away at school. He barely even visits his own family. I tried talking to him about it, but he just said, My family doesn’t matter.”

			“He’s not wrong,” I piped up. I was actually starting to warm up to Suzuoka. “If a man had to treat his own flesh and blood like strangers, sending them cards and going through all these formalities, he wouldn’t be able to get any work done.”

			“Is that what you think?” My sister looked happy.

			“Yeah. So don’t worry. Do you know who our brother goes out drinking with every night? Suzuoka. They’re basically best buddies. Suzuoka calls him up and asks him out.”

			“Really?” My sister watched me steadily, eyes wide and sparkling with delight.

			“Didn’t you know?” I decided to try going further. “Every morning, Suzuoka pulls up his yukata, tucks in the hem and goes to work cleaning while Toshio cooks, sleeves tied up with a red cord. Ever since our brother told me about that, I’ve been in love with Shitaya, honest. Just one thing, though: would you all stop calling me boya?”

			“No problem.” My sister was overjoyed. “Suzuoka started saying it, so I did, too.” Seemed like a convenient excuse, but I decided to let it slide.

			I apologized to my sister: “I was rude, and our brother was out of line, too.” And to my aunt: “Sorry for running my mouth off just now.”

			“Well, the important thing is that now the air is clear.” It surprised me that she was so quick to make peace. She changed her tune completely. “Susumu-chan, you’ve grown up to be quite a clever young man. I’m impressed. Really, though, cut out this Lady Whatever nonsense. Respect your elders.”

			“Understood.”

			I felt good. I ate dinner at my aunt’s and went home.

			I’d never been as eager for my brother to come home as I was last night. When my mom heard I’d had dinner at Meguro, she started pelting me with questions, insisting on knowing what was going on with my sister, so I answered, kind of, leaving out the key points and telling her to ask my brother later because I didn’t know the details, and then I ran away.

			At about eleven PM, my brother finally made an entrance, practically falling-down drunk. I went to his room and asked:

			“Would you like a glass of water?”

			“No.”

			“Would you like me to take off your necktie?”

			“No.”

			“Would you like me to put away your pants?”

			“Get out of my face. Go to bed already. What happened to that cold of yours?”

			“Got over it. I went to Meguro today.”

			“Oh great, so you ditched school.”

			“No, I stopped by on the way home. Our sister says hi.”

			“Tell her to jump in a lake. Susumu, it isn’t worth talking to her. She isn’t family anymore.”

			“She misses us, a lot. Doesn’t it make you want to cry?”

			“What are you talking about? Go to bed. Keep sticking your nose in other people’s business and you’ll never become the top actor in Japan. Come to think of it, I haven’t seen you studying recently. I’ve got my eye on you.”

			“Well, I haven’t seen you studying either. All you do is drink yourself stupid.”

			“Watch your mouth. I do feel bad for Suzuoka, so—”

			“So why not tell him the good news? Our sister doesn’t hate him, not at all.”

			“That’s what she says to you. She’s got you eating out of her hand.”

			“The only thing I ate was a piece of castella. The problem is Littlebit. I mean, I shouldn’t call her that—our aunt. She’s behind all this. She complains about stupid stuff like Suzuoka won’t say how much money he’s got. But that’s not the real problem. The problem is us.”

			“What do you mean? What did we ever do? Bro, I’m going to sleep.” My brother changed into his pajamas and burrowed into the futon. I turned out the ceiling light and lit the desk lamp.

			“Listen. Our sister was crying. I told her you go out drinking every night and don’t come home until late, and she burst into tears.”

			“Well, she’s got a lot to cry about, spouting off a bunch of selfish stuff, putting us through hell. Susumu, get me a cigarette.” My brother rolled onto his belly in bed while I lit the cigarette for him.

			“She said, You guys never come visit us in Shitaya. You must hate us.”

			“What a stupid thing to say.”

			“But she’s kinda right. I mean, now it’s different, but it used to be you never even went over there.”

			“Same goes for you.”

			“Yeah, it’s my fault, too. I mean, he’s got a fourth-degree black belt in judo. I was chicken.”

			“I heard you say some pretty nasty stuff about Toshio.”

			“I never hated him, I just don’t like looking at him. He puts me in a bad mood. But I’ve decided to make friends with him. If you look at him right, he’s not really even that ugly.”

			“Bullshit.” My brother chuckled. “The truth is Suzuoka and Toshio are both really good guys. People like them who had to work for what they’ve got are built different. I never did think they were that bad. If I did, I would’ve never let our sister marry Suzuoka. But at the time, I didn’t think Suzuoka was that great of a guy. And I still didn’t think so when all this stuff started going down. But actually, our sister doesn’t appreciate Suzuoka. I mean, she’s going to divorce him because we won’t go visit? That makes zero sense. She’s being selfish. It’s not like she’s nineteen or twenty. She’s past her prime, and she should think before she runs her mouth off.” He was sticking to his guns. As if giving an inch would injure his pride as man of the house.

			“No, she does understand Suzuoka’s good points.” I wasn’t going to cave, either. “She saw that Suzuoka and the two of us weren’t getting along, and she started thinking. She cares about us, a lot. So it’s our problem, too. It isn’t like we married her off, and now she’s not family anymore. That’s wrong.”

			“Okay, so what do you want me to do?” He was taking me seriously, finally.

			“I’m not telling you what to do. Our sister is happy. Overjoyed. When I told her the two of you were getting along, and you even go out drinking every night, she said, Really? You should’ve seen the smile on her face.”

			“Okay.” He let out a sigh. A moment passed. “Okay. I was wrong.” He sat up and looked around. “It’s midnight. Well, whatever. Susumu, call Suzuoka on the phone. Tell him I’m on my way. Then call Asahi Taxi. Tell them to send a cab ASAP. While you’re doing that, I’ll go talk to Mom.”

			So I saw my brother off and sat down to write calmly in my diary when all of a sudden this wave of fatigue came over me, and I fell asleep with my pen still in my hand. My brother spent the night at Shitaya.

			When I came home from school today, my brother grabbed my hand and wordlessly led me to my mom’s room, beaming.

			Beside my mother’s bed sat Suzuoka and my sister. I sat down too, and with a smile, bowed to them both.

			“Susumu-chan!” my sister cried, and burst out in tears. Just like she had on the morning she left for Shitaya as a newlywed.

			My brother stood in the hallway, still wearing a big smile. I cried a little.

			“Get along with your brother and sister,” said my mom, again, from bed.

			God, please watch over our family. I’m going to study as hard as I can. 

			Tomorrow is my sister’s first anniversary. I’ll talk to my brother about what present to get.


		


		


			Friday, April 28

			 

			The sun is out. When you think about it, being the man of the house means cleaning up other people’s messes. You think you’re on some grand mission, but it’s dirty work, nothing to be proud of. Keeping peace in the family is important, sure, but for a man striving toward an ideal, it’s more important to stay strong in the world. I spent all day at school thinking about stuff like that. My mom and my brother and my sister coddle me, spoil me, tell me I’m doing good, and I get a big head about it, but when I take a step out into the world everything goes to hell. I’m a pathetic little person. Maybe it’s my fate to climb to the highest heights and then plummet to the ground. The world is a petty place filled with people who hate each other for no reason. It sucks, but that’s the way it is.

			This morning, I got off the bus at the university gates and one of the soccer players was standing there. It was the boy with the beard who came looking for me in the classroom that day. I’d decided I kind of liked him, so I flashed a big smile and said, “Good morning!”

			But the shit barely glanced at me, saying nothing. I saw a flash of hatred in his eyes as he darted through the gate. He seemed like a different person than that simple-minded scatterbrain from the other day. His eyes were dull and glazed. The other day, he’d invited me to join the soccer team, but now his attitude had done an about-face. We were students at the same university, weren’t we? Fuck you, then, I felt like shouting as he walked away. He must be twenty-four or twenty-five already. An interesting age to hold a grudge against me. I absolutely looked down on him, thought he was scum, but that wasn’t all. I also sensed a lack of basic humanity in him, and it made me sad. The flash of happiness I’d felt the other day gave way to deep despair. These petty, nasty people, these backstabbing carcasses of human beings, they were the reason us decent folk couldn’t live in peace. They ruined everything. I wasn’t sorry for hating them, no, I was just shocked by their ignorance. More than anything, it’s the idiots we should fear. That’s why I’m sick of school. Nobody learns to think here, they just backstab and suck up and schmooze. Today, like always, the students came to class with trashy magazines stuffed in their pockets, rags with titles like Girlie Club and Player and Star. There isn’t a thought in any of their heads. They make me wanna puke. Before class, they toss paper airplanes at one another like little kids, working each other up into a froth, going teehehe hohoho, but amazingly, when the teacher comes in, they suddenly go silent and listen to another harebrained excuse for a lesson like the little sheeple they are. When school is out, they come back to life, start blabbing again: Today let’s go to Ginza! When I got to the classroom this morning, they were shrieking and squawking like always. I wondered, What is it this time? It turned out that this kid from the class, a notorious playboy named K, had been spotted the previous evening strolling through Ginza with his latest fling. When the playboy stepped into the classroom, the clamor started. Let’s call it what it is, locker room talk. Childish and pervy all at once. His face turned red as everybody heckled and hooted, but a few seconds later, realizing maybe he didn’t care all that much, K got a smirk on his face. Did the catcallers have something to say, or were they just making noise? Who knows. Creepy busybody losers. Observing this asinine racket from a distance, I felt rage boiling inside me. I couldn’t accept this. I knew what I would do, I would cut ties with them. Let them leave me out. I liked it that way. There was no need to stoop to their level. Ah, the romance of student life! The glory of youth! What a load of crap. Tell me, all of you, what are you living for? What are your ideals, or do you have any? This is the way you’re hoping things will go: you’ll fart around and slack off and somehow manage to scrape past the finish line and graduate, and then you’ll slap on a new suit and go to work, and your salary will go up and up and you and your beautiful wife will live happily ever after. Well, we’ll see. It might not go that way. Are you ready? You pathetic, ignorant little shits.

			I spent the morning stewing in bile and then, in the afternoon, decided to join in the military drills, when I suddenly realized I’d left my spats at home and burst into the classroom next door and begged three students to borrow theirs for an hour, but weirdly, they all just smirked and didn’t say anything. I couldn’t believe it. It would be a problem for them to lend their spats out or they didn’t want to or what? Seemed like there was no reason, none except idiotic selfishness. Seemed like they’d never in their lives lent anything to anyone in need. You could beg until you were blue in the face and you wouldn’t get jack from them. Jerks. I made my mind up to never ask any other student for anything. I ditched the drills and went home.

			I’m fed up with all of it: the dickhead with the beard, the mindless chattering in the classroom, the scrooges in the class next door. But, whatever. I know where I’m going. I’ve got my eyes on the prize.

			“I’ve had a taste of school life. I know what it’s about. And I’m ready to start studying acting for real. Please, find me a teacher, the sooner, the better,” I begged my brother earlier this evening.

			“Oh, I saw you looking super serious, like something was on your mind. That it? Okay. Tomorrow, we’ll go see Tsuda-san. He’ll know which teacher would be best for you. So the first stop is his place. I’ll take you.” My brother has been in a good mood since yesterday.

			Tomorrow is the emperor’s birthday. It feels like fate is smiling on me. Tsuda-san was my brother’s German teacher in high school. He’s retired from teaching now and making a living writing fiction. He reads my brother’s stuff and gives him advice.

			I went to work cleaning my room, and by the time I was done, it was late at night. I even cleaned out every one of my desk drawers. And I organized my bookshelf, separating the books I’d read already from the ones I wanted to read. I took down the Pietà painting and put up a self-portrait by da Vinci. I wanted something that expressed strength of will, and it fit the bill. Tossed out my quill pen. No room for girly stuff. Put the guitar away in the closet. Took a look around, thought, Ah, that’s better. I feel like this spring will stay fresh in my memory forever.

			 

			 

			Saturday, April 29

			 

			Japanese sunshine—not a cloud in the sky. It’s the emperor’s birthday today. My brother and I both got up early. The sun shone silently in the washed-out blue sky. According to my brother, ever since ancient times, every emperor has been born on a sunny day. I wish I could just believe it.

			We left home about eleven, stopped in Ginza, bought anniversary gifts for my sister. My brother got a set of drinking glasses. I could see it coming: next time he went to Shitaya, he was going to get out those glasses and have some wine with Suzuoka. I bought a nice deck of cards. I had my own plan: next time I was at Shitaya, I’d get those cards out and play a game with Toshio and my sister. If our devious schemes worked out, Shitaya was going be a lot more fun from now on. We had the store send the glasses and cards straight to Shitaya.

			After lunch at Olympic Restaurant, we went to Hongo to see Tsuda. I’d been to Tsuda’s place with my brother once before, in the spring of my first year of middle school. Stepping inside, I’d been startled by the sight of books everywhere, in the genkan, in the hallway, in the parlor with the tatami floor.

			“Have you actually read all these?” I asked. Forget being polite—I needed to know. Tsuda smiled.

			“Are you kidding? No. But when I’m ready, they’re there waiting.” Tsuda himself was an open book, I remember that.

			Turned out Tsuda was at home when we got there. Just like before, books covered basically every inch of the genkan, the hallway, and the parlor. Not a thing had changed. Tsuda was the same as four years ago, too. He had to be pushing fifty, but he didn’t seem any older. Just like before, he had a squeaky voice, he loved to talk, and he loved to laugh.

			“Look how you’ve grown. You’re a man now. R University, eh? Ever run into Takaishi?” Takaishi was an English lecturer at R University.

			“Yeah, actually. Right now, he’s teaching us Samuel Butler’s Erewhon. But he’s kinda, what’s the word, half-assed.” I didn’t bother censoring myself. Tsuda’s eyes widened.

			“Some way to talk. If you’re planning on going through life like that, it’ll be a hard road. Bet you and your brother just sit around badmouthing us all day, right?”

			“Basically,” said my brother, smiling. “You know, from the beginning, Susumu’s never planned on graduating from R University.”

			“Your influence, I’m sure. Do you have to drag your brother down with you?” Tsuda was smiling, too.

			“You’re right. It’s all my fault. He says he wants to be an actor, and—”

			“An actor? At least he’s got guts. Don’t tell me he wants to be in the movies.”

			While they talked, I listened, looking down.

			“He wants to be a movie actor, yeah.” My brother didn’t beat around the bush.

			“A movie actor?” His voice sounded strange. “You’ve got a problem.”

			“Oh, I thought it over. He knows it’s going to be hard, he gets that, but he’s got his heart set on being in the movies. He’s still a kid, so it’s not like he can lay out his logical reasons, but I think something like destiny might be involved. It’s one thing to say you want to be an actor as long as it’s easy, but when you’re going through hell and you still won’t give in, well, God must have a hand in it. Anyway, that’s what I’d like to believe.”

			“Great, but you must be getting some pushback from the family. That’s the real issue, understand?”

			“Pushback is no big deal. After all, I dropped out of school myself. As an aspiring writer, I know plenty about pushback.”

			“Maybe you’re okay with it, but think about your little brother.”

			“No issue for me,” I jumped in.

			“If you say so,” said Tsuda with a sour look. “You two are both characters.”

			“Thanks,” said my brother. He just kept pressing. “Do you know any good acting teachers? He’s going to have to spend five or six years learning the basics, I guess—”

			“You’re right.” Suddenly, Tsuda’s tone was severe. “The key is to study, study, study. And also, study.”

			“So, please, give me a name. What about Ichizo Saito? My brother respects him, and I think a classic theater actor like him would be just the one to—”

			“Saito, hmm.” Tsuda cocked his head.

			“So that’s a no? The two of you are close, aren’t you?”

			“I wouldn’t say that. He’s been my mentor since college. But turning an aspiring young actor over to him? I don’t know. I can introduce you, but what then? Does he want to be Saito’s apprentice?”

			“That isn’t it. But he could stop by every once in a while and pick up the basics. And there’s something else I wanted to ask. Which theater group should he join?”

			“Theater group? I thought he wanted to be in the movies.”

			“To him, being a movie actor is a symbol. He isn’t hung up on exactly that. He just wants to be the best actor in Japan, I mean, the world.” My brother explained exactly how I felt without editing anything. Me, I would’ve still been hemming and hawing. “So first off, let’s find out what Saito thinks. He’s ready to spend five years, even ten years, polishing his skills in a theater group. Then, he’ll go into movies, or, I don’t know, Kabuki.”

			“He’ll be the best-prepared actor in the world, when he finally decides what to do. Are you sure this whole thing isn’t like a spring night’s dream, and he’s about to wake up?”

			“It’s no joke. I might turn out to be a failure, but I’m determined to make my little brother a success.”

			“No, you’re both going to succeed. And you’re both going to study like nobody’s ever studied,” said Tsuda, raising his voice. “The two of you are well-off, from what I can see, so you can waste away the days on whatever froufrou poppycock you feel like. It’s good to do something with the advantages you’ve got. But, an actor—that surprises me. Anyway, I’ll write a letter of introduction to Saito. Take it and go see him. He’s a hard man. No guarantees—you could get a door slammed in your face.”

			“Well, if that happens, we’ll have you write another letter.” My brother wore a stony, determined look.

			“You’re getting more audacious every day, Serikawa. I’ve been seeing that audacity in your writing, too.”

			Suddenly, my brother seemed to shrink.

			“I’ve got a ten-year plan to turn things around.”

			“Make that a lifelong plan. This is a life’s work. Been writing recently?”

			“Erm, I’ve got writer’s block.”

			“Right.” Tsuda sighed. “The problem is you take too much pride in your place in the world.”

			They’d started out by exchanging good-humored barbs, but when the talk turned to art, the atmosphere became dead serious. Tsuda made a great teacher, and my brother was an excellent apprentice. We got what we came for, the letter, and got ready to leave. Tsuda went with us to the genkan. “Life is an uphill journey. Forty, fifty, it just keeps getting harder.” He was mumbling, seemingly to himself, but the words hit me hard.

			Apparently, writers start tossing off some pretty profound stuff when they get old.

			We were walking through Hongo when my brother said, “Hongo is such a depressing place, don’t you think? You know I dropped out of Tokyo Imperial University, and when I’m here I feel like I’m slinking around in the shadows of the campus. I get this sense of dread. Like I’m a criminal. Well, let’s go to Ueno. This place is killing my vibe,” said my brother with a sad smile. I guess he was even sadder than normal since Tsuda let him have it today.

			We went to Ueno and had beef hotpot. My brother got a beer to wash it down with. He let me take a sip, too.

			“Well, that went alright.” He gradually seemed to be getting back in his groove. “I was sweating bullets over here. We got the introduction letter, so I’d say that’s a success. Tsuda can be cantankerous. Some little thing or another will get under his skin, and you’re finished. He just shuts down. One wrong move and that’s it. So things went just fine today. It’s a miracle, actually. I guess he liked you. Tsuda likes to joke, but make no mistake, he’s a sharp observer. He’s got eyes in the back of his head. You passed his test.”

			I grinned.

			“But don’t let it go to your head.” My brother seemed to be getting tipsy. He was talking louder than he had to. “Now we have to pass Saito’s test. And it won’t be easy. You saw how Tsuda had his head cocked? Well, nothing to do but go and say our piece. You’ve got that introduction letter, right? Let me see it.”

			“You sure we’re supposed to read it?”

			“No problem. Ever notice how introduction letters aren’t sealed? That’s so the person they’re written about can read them. I might as well have a look too, since I’m here. Well, here goes nothing. Oh, crap. It’s so simple. This is bad.”

			I read it too. It was simple, so simple it was stupid. I’m introducing you to my friend, Susumu Serikawa. He would like to humbly receive instruction from you because blah blah blah, it said, and that was it. It was short on specifics, that was for sure.

			“And this is supposed to open doors?” I felt hollow. Suddenly, the future seemed dim.

			“It will.” But my brother didn’t sound like he believed it, either. “Look here, it says, my friend, Susumu Serikawa. My friend, did you get that? That’s the cherry on top, that’s your in.” I wished he would shut up.

			“Are we gonna eat, or what?” I felt a black mood coming on.

			“Okay.” My brother was frowning, too.

			That was basically the end of the conversation.

			It was dark by the time we left the restaurant. My brother said, Let’s stop by Suzuoka’s, it isn’t far, but I said I was planning on seeing Saito tomorrow, and I wanted to go home and pore over my theater books, so I could be ready for any question he could throw at me. We ended up parting ways at Hirokoji: my brother went alone to Shitaya, and I went home to Kojimachi.

			It’s ten at night now. My brother isn’t home yet. He’s probably still at Shitaya, drinking with Suzuoka. My brother is basically just a drunk at this point. He barely writes anymore. But I’ll believe in him until the end. He’s got a masterpiece in him, I know it. He’s no ordinary hack.

			A copy of Saito’s autobiography, A Fifty-Year Dramatic Voyage, has been lying open on my desk for days, and I just tried to start reading it but couldn’t even make it through a page. Dreams and fantasies are swirling in my mind, and my heart is beating fast. I’m frazzled, my nerves fried. I’m about to come face to face with real life. Here begins one man’s heroic journey. My emotions are out of control. What’s going to happen tomorrow? This time I’m going alone. No one will be there to help. I don’t think that pathetic letter will help much, either. In the end, there’s nothing to do but be honest, lay my hopes and ambitions on the table and hope for the best. I mean, I’m really not sure about this. May God watch over me. Whatever happens, don’t let Saito slam the door in my face. What type of person is he? Will a kindly old man totter to the door, smile and say, Good to see you, sonny boy? Somehow, I don’t think it’ll be that easy. I mean, we’re talking about the top playwright in Japan. In my mind, he has sparkling, intelligent eyes, and a sturdy physique to match. He won’t try to hit me, will he? If he does, I won’t just stand there and take it. No, I’ll hit back. Then he’ll say, You feisty whippersnapper, you’ve shown your mettle, and he’ll let me in. There’s a scene like that in a film—is it a Musashi Miyamoto samurai movie? Cut it out. Enough daydreaming. Depending how things go tomorrow, I might gain a teacher for life. It’s gonna be a big day. What to do tonight? No chance of getting any reading done—I can’t finish one page, not even a line. I think the thing to do is get some sleep. I can’t show up at the door with dark rings under my eyes. Some first impression that would make. Thing is, I’m not sleepy. The nighttime construction workers are back at it. It’s mind-blowing: they work from ten at night until six in the morning, day in and day out. Eight hours of hard labor. Essa, essa, they cry as they work. What exactly are they doing? Pulling a gas pipe out of a manhole, maybe. My brother said they shout like that to keep themselves awake. Thinking of it that way, their cries seem incredibly sad. How much do they even make for all this?

			I’ve got the sudden urge to read the Bible. When I’m anxious, reading the Bible always calms me down. Even when I can’t even get through a word of any other book, the Bible always does the trick. Like a miracle.

			So I just opened up the Bible at random, and this was the first passage my eyes landed on: “I am the resurrection, and the life: he that believeth in me, though he were dead, yet shall he live: And whosoever liveth and believeth in me shall never die. Believest thou this?”

			I’d forgotten. My faith is weak. I’ll turn everything over to Him and sleep. I’ve even been slacking off on praying recently.

			Thy will be done in earth, as it is in heaven.

			 

			 

			Sunday, April 30

			 

			A real nice day. At about ten this morning, my brother saw me off, going with me as far as the genkan, and from there I was on my own. Had the urge to shake hands, but it seemed too bold, too exaggerated, so I just held my hand by my side. I was way more nervous than before the First Higher School exam, or the R University exam. It was only on the morning of the university exam that I got a tiny jolt of panic, and left in a little bit of a hurry, but that was it.

			I’m at one of those turning points in life. Today, it really hit me. On the train, I kept sniffling, barely holding back tears. It was around noon when I shuffled back home, exhausted.

			Absolute silence hung over Saito’s estate in Shiba. It was a one-story house that looked a lot bigger than what you could see from the road. No matter how many times I pressed the doorbell, there wasn’t a single sound from inside. I was on edge, expecting some ferocious dog to come out and bark at me or something, but there was no sign of life, not even a whimpering puppy. I was getting flustered. Finally, the wicket gate to the garden flew open.

			“Whoa, a visitor!” cried a girl in a bright-red obi. She didn’t seem like the maid, and I couldn’t imagine she was Saito’s daughter. Not elegant enough.

			“May I ask if the sensei is in?”

			“You may.” A nothing answer. She just stood there grinning. She was brash, tomboyish, but she didn’t seem meanspirited, I guess. I decided she must be a relative of Saito’s.

			“I have a letter of introduction.”

			“I see.” She took it from me without any more snark. “Please wait here.”

			Now I’m getting somewhere, I thought, smiling to myself. But that was just when everything started going wrong. A while later, she emerged again from the garden.

			“What’s your business?”

			What to say to that? I didn’t really have an answer. I couldn’t just say what the letter said, that I was here to “humbly receive instruction.” I’d sound like a wannabe fencer. So I squirmed for a minute. Then I got mad.

			“Is the sensei in, or not?”

			“He is.” She was smiling. I could tell she looked down on me, thought I was a joke.

			“Did he read the letter?”

			“No.” She didn’t sound apologetic.

			“Why not?” I was filled with burning hate.

			“He’s busy.” Her tone was grating, childish. She seemed to have a short, stubby tongue. She cocked her head. “Maybe some other time.” 

			This was going nowhere. But I was dead set on getting somewhere.

			“When will he be free?”

			“Maybe in two or three days. Hard to say.” An unhelpful answer if there ever was one.

			“Well then,” I said, puffing my chest out, “I’ll be back at this time on May 3. See you then!” I glared at her with steely determination.

			“Hmm.” Another non-answer. She still had that stupid grin on her face. It hit me then that maybe she wasn’t all there.

			So I went home emptyhanded, a blank look on my face, too tired to make a full report to my brother. Of course, he grilled me for every detail.

			“The question is, who is she? Could you tell how old she was? Was she good-looking?”

			“I dunno. She seems like a wackjob.”

			“Come on. She’s gotta be the help. Probably a maid-slash-secretary. She’s graduated from girl’s school. So she must be nineteen, twenty, maybe older.”

			“Come with me next time.”

			“There might be a time for me to go, but it isn’t yet. I get it, you’re disappointed, but it wasn’t like today was a total fail. Actually, by your standards, it was a success. You definitely made the right move by telling her straight out you’d be back on May 3. You know, I think she’s got a thing for you.”

			I burst out laughing.

			“No, for real.” My brother looked dead serious. “It’s normal for a famous sensei to rebuff wannabe disciples, but that isn’t what this was. You’ve got a chance. He only turned you away because was he was busy. He wanted to see you, he really did, but his wife or somebody pulled him away, and he couldn’t.” It was a rosy interpretation for sure. “Believe me. So next time you see her, hold off on the death stare. Be polite, give a little bow, you know, like that.”

			“Crap. I didn’t even take my hat off today.”

			“Figures. You had your hat on and you were staring at her like a pyscho. It’s a good thing she didn’t call the cops. You’re lucky she was so cool about it. Anyway, get ready to blow minds on the third.”

			But I’m down in the dumps. Being an artist is like being a salaryman, you have to do your share of grunt work, I knew that from the beginning, I was ready to lower my head and plow through, but today, on the way home from Saito’s, I felt smaller than ever, and I was sick of it. Saito and I were too different. The gap between us was like the distance between the sky and the weeds, and that’s what I hadn’t known. I thought I’d say, Here I am, and he’d say, I’ve been waiting. I was naïve. Now I realize we might as well be from different planets. There are goals you’ll never score in the game of life, goes the saying, but I’d never known I could try so hard and come up with zero points until today, and now I’m just tired. My dream of being “the best in Japan” has gone out the window. My grab at stardom turned out to be an idiotic flub, I see that now. Never in my life will I manage to build a monument to myself like Saito’s estate.

			At night, my brother took me to see Moulin Rouge. What a piece of crap. Didn’t even cross my mind to laugh.

			 

			 

			Wednesday, May 3

			 

			Sunny skies. I took the day off school and slunk to Saito’s place. When I say “slunk,” I’m not kidding. I was shuffling along, down in the dumps.

			But it didn’t go as bad as I thought. I mean, it didn’t go great, but it could’ve been worse.

			When I got there, there was a car parked at the gate. I walked up to the genkan and was about to ring the bell when I heard a stir inside, and suddenly the door opened, and a small, slender old man darted out and briskly walked right past me. It was Saito. Half a beat later, the girl from the other day came out holding a bag and a cane, looking like she was in a hurry.

			“Whaddayaknow! The sensei is just on his way out. Good timing. So, shoot your shot.”

			I took my hat off, bowed slightly toward the girl, then quickly set off after Saito.

			“Sensei!” I cried. But Saito didn’t even look back. Without breaking his stride, he got into the car that was parked by the gate and shut the door. I ran up to the window.

			“Tsuda-san wrote a letter for me, and—” I started, when he finally glanced at me.

			“Get in,” he said softly. As I opened the door and climbed in beside him, I said to myself, Here goes nothing. Then I realized I’d screwed up everything: I should’ve sat beside the driver. But whatever, I was too embarrassed to do anything but stay where I was.

			“I see you’ve had a change of heart.” The girl handed the bag and cane to Saito through the window. “You went home angry last time, if I remember right.” She wore the same bright smile as before. As she talked, her gaze flitted between Saito’s face and mine.

			Saito knitted his brow and said nothing. He wore a sullen, scary look. Should’ve rode shotgun, dummy, I scolded myself again.

			“Have a good day, Sensei.”

			The car pulled away.

			“May I ask where we’re going?” I asked. Saito didn’t say anything. Five whole minutes went by.

			“Kanda.” His voice was husky. He gave the word weight, made it sound dead serious. He had an aging actor’s good looks. He said nothing again for a long, extremely uncomfortable moment. Every second felt like an hour. I was crawling in my skin.

			“You know,” he said, so softly I could hardly hear, “you shouldn’t be angry.”

			“Okay.” Reflexively, I lowered my head. Dammit, why didn’t I sit by the driver?

			“Tell me, how do you know Tsuda-kun?”

			“Erm, he’s been helping my brother with his writing,” I said, but I couldn’t tell if Saito heard or not. Anyway, he stayed silent. Another moment passed.

			“The letter tells me nothing, but that’s Tsuda for you.”

			Well, I thought the same. Sure enough, the letter was worthless.

			“I want to be an actor,” I said, getting straight to the point.

			“An actor.” He didn’t seem surprised. Another long silence. I was going out of my mind.

			“I want to get into a good theater group and polish my skills. Please tell me which one to join.”

			 “A theater group,” he muttered. Then there was another long silence. I didn’t say anything, either. I seriously almost lost it. “A good theater group,” he muttered again. Then, suddenly, his tone sharpened: “There’s no such thing.”

			That caught me off guard. Should I say, Excuse me, and get out of the car? I couldn’t even make my tongue work. He hated me, I just knew it. This was bad, really bad.

			“No such thing?”

			“No,” he said flatly.

			“I heard they’re producing your play Tales of the Samurai Clans at the Kamome-za theater.” I decided to try changing the topic.

			No response. He was fiddling with his bag. It seemed like the snap wouldn’t close.

			“That theater,” he said finally, when I least expected it, “is hiring trainees.”

			“Oh, really? So is that where I should go?” I asked, sounding hopeful. Was I finally getting somewhere?

			Silence.

			“Or… no?”

			More silence. He just kept messing with his bag.

			“I wonder, can anybody just walk in and apply?” I muttered, purposely making it sound like I was talking to myself.

			There was no response. Of course not.

			“Anyway, there must be an exam, right?” I pressed, louder now.

			It seemed like he’d finally finished fixing his bag. He was looking out the window.

			“Dunno,” he said.

			I decided to stuff my questions. The car came to a stop in Surugadai, in front of M University. I glanced up and saw a giant sign standing right at the main gate: “Ichizo Saito, Special Lecture.”

			When I started getting out, Saito asked, “Where are you headed?” I guessed he was going to lend me the car and driver to take me home.

			“Kojimachi,” I said, feeling grateful.

			“Kojimachi.” He thought for a moment. “Didn’t know you lived in the sticks.” Well, so much for that idea, I thought. And I got out.

			It seemed like he would’ve lent me the car if I lived closer, but in the end he wasn’t that nice.

			“Sorry for all the trouble,” I said loudly, bowing politely, but Saito just hurried through the gate without looking back. Hmph.

			I got on the tram and went straight home. My brother was waiting for me. He wanted to know absolutely everything, and I spilled the beans.

			“And he’s even a nice guy,” said my brother, smiling sarcastically.

			“He’s stuck up for sure,” I said.

			“No, that isn’t it. They have to be that way, people like him with world-class talent.” I thought that was a little naïve. “Well, you did good, cozying up to him like that. You’re shameless, haha. You know that saying, a blind man isn’t afraid of snakes? Anyway, bravo. It might seem like you went home emptyhanded, but maybe you got on his good side a little.”

			“Don’t be stupid. He barely even said a word. He hates me.”

			“Nah, he likes you, for sure. He let you in his car, right? That’s not nothing. And that girl helped you out, that was some luck. Tsuda’s letter seemed worthless, but apparently it worked some magic behind the scenes. So don’t hold it against Tsuda, he did us a solid. Thinking about it now, that letter was our golden ticket. Anyway, good work today. Next step, give Kamome-za a call and ask about the recruitment thing.” If you asked me, he was getting worked up over nothing.

			“But he didn’t say Kamome-za was any good.”

			“He didn’t say it was bad either, right?”

			“He said he didn’t know.”

			“Perfect. I get where he’s coming from. He’s a wise man, that Saito. What he’s trying to say is, give it a shot.”

			“Are you serious?”

			Finding the phone number for the Kamome-za office turned out to be a hassle. My brother called a friend of his who works for a Ginza theater newsletter, asked him to look into it, and that’s how we finally got it.

			“It’s all you,” my brother said, handing me the receiver. I was a bundle of nerves.

			When I called the office, a woman answered—maybe some famous actress, for all I knew—and gave me what I asked for, no tomfoolery, no flirting, no snark. A curriculum vitae written by me, a permission slip with my father’s and older brother’s signatures, no particular format, and also, a recent wallet-sized photo of my upper body—that was what I had to turn into the office by May 8.

			“May 8? But that’s only a few days away.” My heart was pounding. My throat was hoarse. “And what about the test?”

			“The test will be on the ninth, at the academy in Shintomicho.”

			“Ehrrm.” I made this weird noise. “What time will that be?”

			“Applicants are to arrive at the academy at one PM sharp.”

			“W-what’s the material? What kind of exam?”

			“I’m afraid I can’t say.”

			“Ehrrm.” I made that weird sound again. “Okay, thanks.” I hung up.

			Oh no. May 9. Just a week away. What was I gonna do now?

			“The exam will be kid’s stuff,” said my brother. He was being a little cavalier, if you asked me. I had my heart set on being the number one actor in Japan. I was about to take my first step into the theater world. If I messed up, it would leave a stain on my life forever. I had to slay this exam, shatter records. This was no school exam, one that would have no effect on my future. No, this exam would directly determine the path I was about to take through life. If I flubbed it, I’d have nowhere else to go. If you flunk a school exam, it doesn’t necessarily destroy your pride. You’ll have some left: “I can go on to do other great things.” But this exam was no joke. This was it, my last hope. The final card up my sleeve. It was no time to be cavalier. Gotta slap on a serious face and get to work. I wasn’t that confident, but I reminded myself, you’re Ichizo Saito’s disciple, kind of. Maybe he didn’t know me from any other idiot on the street, but I decided to give myself some credit. After all, he let me in his car. There was no way I was messing up this exam. My sensei would lose face. Dammit, I was going to blow his mind. If Saito said, the main character in Tales of the Samurai Clans just has to be Serikawa, I’d die from joy. I was probably just daydreaming. But I was determined to pass this exam with flying colors.

			Tonight, I got out all the reference books I’ve bought so far and stacked them up on my desk.

			Pudovkin’s Film Acting. Coquelin’s The Art of the Actor. Tairov’s Liberated Theater. Kunio Kishida’s Theory of Modern Drama. Saito Ichizo’s A Fifty-Year Dramatic Voyage. Balukhatyi’s Chekhov’s Dramaturgy. Kaoru Osanai’s Introduction to Theater. Toyotaka Komiya’s Essays on Theater. And some stuff like The History of Tsukiji Community Theater, On Dramatic Production, Film Acting Technique, Performers’ Notes, and a work on Noh theater my brother lent me, Kadensho. Actors’ Analects. Talks on Noh. I’m going to read every one of these twenty or so books cover to cover by the ninth. After that, I’ll cram some English and French vocabulary.

			No more messing around. I’m gonna make it through Coquelin’s The Art of the Actor and Saito’s A Fifty-Year Dramatic Voyage before the night is out.

			And tomorrow, I’ve gotta go to the studio to take my picture.

			 

			 

			Monday, May 8

			 

			Rain. Took the day off school. Things’ve been weird. If you wanna know how I spent this precious final week before the exam, well, at school I could barely sit still, and I’d start smiling for no reason, and at home, I cleaned my room again and again, and oh yeah, I didn’t read a single one of those books. I just bustled around my room. My panic grew with every hour that passed. Right now, as I’m writing, my hands are shaking. What I’m trying to say is I’m tense and I’m nervous and I’m determined and I feel empty, I’m a jittery wreck, I go to the bathroom every few minutes and on the way back I tell myself I’m finally gonna hit the books, and I’m trembling with excitement by the time I reach my room, and then I start cleaning again. Everything will be okay, I guess. Or not. I’m such a mess. There are so many things I want to say, so many things I want to write. But I’m strung out on the tension, worked up into a froth, and just sitting still is tough enough. All I do is clean and clean. I’ll take something from over there and bring it over here. I’ll grab something from over here and take it over there, again and again on a loop, doing this one-man herky-jerky eager beaver dance. I’ll admit it, not even reading the Bible helps. I’ve cracked it open three times since this morning, but I can’t even make my eyes focus on the page. The shame is real. Look, that’s it for me. I’m going to bed. Yes, at six PM. I’ve got the urge to chant “Namu Amida Butsu.” Jesus, the Buddha, right now I can’t even tell them apart.

			I dozed for a while, then bolted upright in bed. After sunset, I finally calmed down a little. I stared at the wallet-sized portrait that came in the mail yesterday from the photo studio. They’d sent three of the same picture, but one was a little darker than the others, as if a shadow had landed on my face. Yesterday, I picked that one out and express mailed it with my CV and the other stuff to the academy. My face was long and plain, like a peeled shallot. What was up with that? Standing before the mirror, I furrowed my brow, trying to cram some complexity into my simplistic face, hoping the wrinkles would stick, but soon they vanished. I wrenched my lips into the shape of the hiragana へ, trying to crease the skin by the sides of my nose, but that didn’t work, either. It seemed like I just had a small mouth. It was pointy, not curved. No matter how I screwed up my face, I couldn’t get the shadowed look I wanted. I just looked like an ass.

			“This is not the face of an actor.” If that’s what they say at the exam tomorrow, what then? I know what. The world will be dead to me. The Living Corpse, that’s what I’ll be. As an actor, am I even any good? Well, I’ll find out tomorrow. The urge to start cleaning again is strong.

			My brother popped his head in: “Have you been to the barber shop?” I hadn’t.

			So I sprinted there through the rain. It was true, my haircut, or lack thereof, was a disgrace. I listened to Dvorak’s New World Symphony while the barber did his thing. It was playing on the radio. I liked it, but I wasn’t in the right mood. The sound of giant drums being brutally bashed, if there was any music like that, would’ve been a better fit for my agitated mind. But I guess there’s no music like that anywhere in the world.

			When I got back from the barber, my brother said maybe we should run through some lines, so we did. My role: Lopakhin from The Cherry Orchard.

			My brother picked on this and that. Be natural, let your voice come out on its own. Pull your abdomen in, speak clearly. Quit fidgeting. Don’t pull your chin in like that. Stop tightening the skin around your mouth. That last one stung. I’d been trying too hard to twist my lips into the へ shape.

			“Seems like you’ve got issues pronouncing the sounds ‘sa shi su se so.’” That didn’t feel good, either. I kind of already knew it. I guess my tongue is too long or something.

			“Sorry for roasting you.” My brother smiled. “You’re way better than me. But tomorrow, real actors will be watching. So I figured tonight I’d let it rip, to toughen you up. You did great.”

			I don’t know. My head is spinning. Looking over what I’ve written today, I can see I’m even writing differently. Something inside has shifted. Maybe I’m going crazy. That’s going too far, I guess, but tonight, something is off. Even my writing is all over the place. My nerves are like frayed hemp cords.

			What to do? The exam is tomorrow—no, today, after all it’s already past midnight—at one. There are all kinds of things I should do, but I can’t make myself do anything, it’s hopeless, I’m just gonna fill my fountain pen up and hit the sack. Now that I think about it, if I fail the exam tomorrow, there’ll be nothing left to do but die. My hands are shaking.

			 

			 

			Tuesday, May 9

			 

			A nice, sunny day. Took the day off school again. Had more important things to do. Last night was an eventful night in dreamland. I was wearing a kimono, and on top of that, an undershirt. Everything backasswards. I looked like a freak. It seemed like an ominous dream. A sign of bad things to come.

			It was the most beautiful weather in a while. I got up at nine, took a nice, long bath, left at eleven thirty. My brother didn’t see me to the door today. Guess he figures I’m okay on my own. When I went to see Saito, my brother was wound tight, more worried about me than me, but today he was cool. Seems like he thought Saito was a harder nut to crack. My brother tends not to take exams seriously, school entrance exams or any other kind. Guess he’s never flubbed one. If I failed, I’d feel even worse because my brother was so confident. He could worry a little more. I might fail. Again.

			Turned out I left too early. I found the academy in Shintomicho without any trouble. It was on the third floor of an apartment building. I got there a little after noon. Thinking I’d take a quick peek inside, I knocked on the door, but nobody answered. Apparently no one was there yet. I gave up and left.

			In the hot spring sun, beads of sweat broke out on my forehead. I was dying for a cool drink, so I went to a little snack bar on Showa Street and ordered a soda water, and while I was at it, a plate of curry and rice. I wasn’t hungry, but I was anxious, and I couldn’t not eat. My thoughts seemed duller with my stomach full, and my agitation eased. I left the place, wandered around, ended up at the Kabuki-za theater, looked over the signboards, then went back to the academy in Shintomicho.

			I arrived this time at one on the dot. I climbed the stairs of the apartment building. Get ready, I said to myself. There were about twenty people. But none of them looked like bright-eyed go-getters. Five students. Three women. Fugly ones. Eternal Cousin Bettes. The rest were thirty-somethings in suits who looked beaten down by life. There was this guy in his forties, the kind you’d see behind a shop counter. Would he know art if it bit him? It was weird. Up and down the hallway, they leaned on the walls and they squatted on the ground, all watching the floor with the same meek look. From time to time, they turned to each other and whispered. I was in a black mood. Was this the loser’s convention? Was I washed up? I started to think, if this is my competition, I should just go home. I felt my fighting spirit dying. If I were the judge, I’d take one look and fail all of us. I remembered how nervous and excited I’d been in the morning, and I got irritated. I felt like I was getting stupider just standing there.

			Finally, a middle-aged woman came out into the hall.

			“Each of you will be assigned a number.” I remembered that voice. It was the woman who’d answered the phone when I’d called a week earlier and said, in a bright, clear tone, “one PM sharp.” She had such a pretty voice I’d thought she had to be an actress, but no. Wearing a baggy, tawny jacket, she looked like anything but. Something about her said she knew she wasn’t beautiful, and it would be a sin to criticize her looks. She was just a regular fortysomething woman.

			“When I call your name, please say, ‘Here.’”

			I was number three. Plenty of people hadn’t shown up. She called about forty names, but less than half were present.

			“Number one, come in.”

			Here we go. Number one was a woman. She shuffled dejectedly in after the office lady, looking like a zombie. The inside seemed to be split into two sections. The first part was an office, and beyond that was a training area. The exams were apparently taking place in there.

			I could hear it from the hallway: they were reading through a play. Well, well, it was The Cherry Orchard. Couldn’t have picked better myself. I’d always been confident with The Cherry Orchard, even practiced it last night. Things were looking up. I was full of confidence and courage, thinking, Bring it on! And the girl’s “performance” was pathetically shitty. She recited the lines in a monotone, tripped over her tongue and had to restart line after line. It was obviously a fail. A big one. I got tickled and started snickering, but nobody else was even smiling. They all had dull looks on their faces, like they were about to fall asleep.

			“Number two, come in.”

			So number one was done already? That was quick. Seemed like there was no written test. I was up next. Sure enough, my legs were shaking. I started to feel like I was in the hospital. A patient scheduled for an operation, waiting for the nurse to call my name. I wanted to pee. I rushed to the bathroom. When I got back:

			“Number three, come in.”

			“Here,” I said reflexively, raising my right hand high.

			The office was unpleasantly small and drearily decorated. So the glorious showmanship of Kamome-za came from this place. I sighed silently.

			Number one and number two emerged together into the hallway, apparently having finished at almost the same time. I stood before the office lady’s desk, answered a few questions. She plopped herself down gingerly in her chair. She glanced at the picture on the desk, then at me.

			“How old are you?” Sure enough, they thought I was an idiot.

			“It’s on my CV, isn’t it?” I shot back. A panicked look flashed across her face.

			“Yes, but…” She bent over my CV, which lay on the desk, and squinted. So she was nearsighted.

			“Seventeen,” I said. She raised her head from the page, looking relieved.

			“Do you have your father and brother’s permission?”

			Another uncomfortable question.

			“Of course.” I was getting annoyed. She wasn’t the judge, so why did she have to ask so many questions? I guess she was just power tripping.

			“Then, please enter.”

			She showed me in. They’d been talking, but the hubbub hushed the instant I entered. In unison, five men raised their faces to look at me.

			The five sat in a line, facing me. There were three tables. I’d seen all those faces in photos. The chubby one in the middle, that was definitely Taro Yokozawa, rising playwright-director. It seemed like the other four were actors.

			Seeing me standing in the doorway squirming, Yokozawa commanded, “Come over here, kid.” He didn’t even pretend not to be a jerk. “You any good? We could use a change.”

			The other judges sneered. A sleazy, gross atmosphere filled the room.

			“Where’d you go to school? Speak up!” Bossy much?

			“R University.”

			“Age?” My irritation grew.

			“Seventeen.”

			“You have your father’s permission?” Was this an interrogation? I’d had enough.

			“I don’t have a dad.”

			“So sorry, your father passed away?” said a man from the side—the actor Shinsuke Uesugi, I think it was—in a soft tone, as if to make nice.

			“If you’d read the permission slip, you’d know,” I answered, making a surly face. Some exam this was turning out to be.

			“The kid’s got a backbone,” said Yokozawa with a sleazeball smirk. “This one seems promising.” 

			“Are you here for the drama department, or the literature department?” asked Uesugi, lightly tapping his chin with a pencil.

			“What?” I really didn’t get the question. 

			“You either want to be an actor,” said Yokozawa in a patronizing tone, “or you want to be a playwright. So which is it?”

			“I am an actor,” I answered immediately.

			“Well! Here’s a question for you, Mr. Actor.” Was this a joke? I really couldn’t tell. This Yokozawa was a piece of work. His face was ugly, and his casual kimono looked like it came from the trash. And this was the leader of Kamome-za, one of the top dramatic institutions in Japan? Give me a break. I bet he barely studied. I bet all he did was drink. He thrust his lower lip out, thought for a moment, then, finally, popped his big question:

			“What is an actor’s mission?” How profound. I honestly couldn’t believe it. Somehow, I managed not to laugh. It was clear that whoever asked a question like that didn’t have much going on upstairs. I didn’t even know how to answer such a dumb question.

			“That’s the same as asking what the mission of a human being is. I could give all kinds of BS answers, but here’s the real one: I don’t know what my mission is, not yet.”

			“Well, that’s different,” the meathead said breezily. He got a cigarette out of a cigarette case and put it in his mouth. “Got a light?” He borrowed a match from Uesugi, who was sitting next to him, then lit his cigarette. “The external aspect of an actor’s mission is the edification of the masses, and the internal aspect is the normative practice of community life. Wouldn’t you agree?”

			God help me. I started to think I’d come out ahead by failing this exam.

			“That’s something not only actors, but people in all sorts of cultural organizations have to keep in mind. So, like I said before, there’s all kinds of grandiose, abstract stuff I could say. But it would all be a lie.”

			“That so?” He didn’t seem ruffled. I even started to like him a little—at least he had a thick skin. “Your way of thinking is interesting, too.” Whatever.

			“May we ask you to read through a few lines?” asked Uesugi in an exaggeratedly polite tone. He reminded me of a cat—I sensed barely hidden hostility. Uesugi was a more formidable foe than Yokozawa. I could see that.

			“Well then, what shall we have the young man read?” he asked Yokozawa in the same fake-polite tone. “Do note, he seems advanced.” Oh, come off it. He was the worst kind of dead-end loser. A lost cause. And this was the man who’d played Uncle Vanya, Shinsuke Uesugi himself, the one they called the best in Japan. But he turned out to be a sad sack.

			“Faust!” shouted Yokozawa. Ugh. I was confident in The Cherry Orchard, but Faust wasn’t my cup of tea. To start with, I’d never read it before. A fail, that’s what today was going to be. A freaking fat fail.

			“Please begin here.” Useugi passed me the text, used his pencil to point out the passage. “Read through it silently, and once you’ve gained some confidence—we’ll wait—you may begin your recitation.” He obviously thought he could push me around.

			I read silently. Walpurgis Night. The words of Mephistopheles.

			 

			Clasp thou the cliff’s old ribs! Cling to the boulders!

			Else will it hurl thee headlong into the deep abyss!

			The night is thick with rack.

			Hark how the groaning woods do crack,

			Startled flutters up the solemn

			Owl, and splinters column on column

			In the evergreen halls, and ever

			The branches crackle and shiver,

			The stems make a mighty moaning,

			The roots are gaping and groaning,

			And all crash down in a hideous tangle

			One on another, and choke and strangle

			With their wrack the wild abysses

			And through them howls and hisses

			The storm-wind. Hear’st thou voices o’er us

			Far and near that sing in chorus?

			All the magic-mount along

			Wildly streams the wizard song.

			 

			“Nope, not this.” I gave it a quick, silent read, but Mephisto’s whispered words gave me the creeps. Too much creaking and groaning and moaning. Like a real “wizard song,” it sent a chill down my spine, and not in a good way. I refused to read it. I didn’t care if I failed. “I’ll do a different part.”

			I flipped randomly through the text, found a part that looked good, and, in a booming voice, began reading. Part two, Faust’s awakening in the flower field.

			 

			Look up!—The giant peaks that rise supernal

			Herald the solemn hour; for them first brightens

			The early radiance of the light eternal,

			Upon us valley-dwellers later showered.

			Now are the green-sunk, Alpine meadows vernal

			With radiance new and new distinctness dowered,

			And stepwise downward hath the splendour thriven.

			He sallies forth, and I mine overpowered

			And aching eyes to turn away am driven.

			 

			Thus when a yearning hope, from fear and wonder

			Up to the highest wish in trust hath striven,

			The portals of fulfilment yawn asunder.

			Then bursts from yonder depths whose days ne’er dwindle

			Excess of flame—we stand as smit with thunder.

			The torch of life it was we sought to kindle,

			A sea of fire, and what a fire!—hath penned us.

			Is’t Love? Is’t Hate? that yonder glowing spindle

			In bliss and bale alternating tremendous

			About us twines, till we the dazed beholders

			To veil our gaze in Earth’s fresh mantle wend us.

			 

			Nay then, the sun shall bide behind my shoulders!

			The cataract, that through the gorge doth thunder

			I’ll watch with growing rapture, ’mid the boulders

			From plunge to plunge down-rolling, rent asunder

			In thousand thousand streams, aloft that shower

			Foam upon hissing foam, the depths from under.

			Yet blossoms from this storm a radiant flower;

			The painted rainbow bends its changeful being,

			Now lost in air, now limned with clearest power,

			Shedding this fragrant coolness round us fleeing.

			Its rays an image of man’s efforts render;

			Think, and more clearly wilt thou grasp it, seeing

			Life in the many-hued, reflected splendour.

			 

			“Bravo!” This from Yokozawa—he seemed sincerely impressed. “A hundred out of a hundred points, at least from me. You’ll get the full results in two or three days.”

			“But what about the written exam?” If there wasn’t going to be one, I was weirdly bummed.

			“Enough of your lip!” roared a small man who sat off to the side, a junior group member named Ryoichi Ise, if I wasn’t mistaken. “Do you take us for fools?”

			“No,” I said, startled. “But the written exam—” I was honestly confused.

			“The written exam,” began Useugi, face whitening with rage, “may be omitted when we’re short on time. A reading is generally enough. And so you know, in the future, picking and choosing whichever lines you like will not be the way to success. In an actor, the most important thing is not talent, but character. Yokozawa may have awarded you full points, but from me, you will receive zero.”

			“Well,” said Yokozawa, wearing an unreadable grimace, “that’s an average of fifty. Get outta here, kid. Hey, number four! Number four, you’re up!”

			With a small bow, I left, feeling pleased with myself. I knew Uesugi meant to criticize me, but in the process he’d admitted I was talented. “The most important thing is not talent, but character.” Meaning I might be lacking in the character department, but I did have talent. I’m working on my character, and I know I have a ways left to go, so if someone praised me on it, I’d be ashamed, not happy, but on the other hand, if somebody chewed me out, not understanding how hard I’m working, I’d just say, Wait and watch. But talent, if you ask me, is God-given—you can’t get more of it no matter what you do. And I do have talent, a member of the top new theater group in Japan let that slip. I can’t not be happy, though I may try. It’s settled. I’ve got talent. Character, not so much. But come to think of it, who is Uesugi to judge my character? Nobody, that’s who. He’s full of it. But I’m sure he’s a much better judge of an actor’s talent than Yokozawa. They say if you want mochi, go to the mochi maker. If you want to know about an actor’s talent, ask an actor. So that’s nice. As an actor, I’ve got talent, apparently. I can’t not smile, though I may try. I don’t care if I fail anymore. I went home feeling like I’d cut the devil’s head off, as the saying goes—in a triumphant mood.

			“I failed,” I told my brother. “I fell flat on my face.”

			“What are you smiling about then? You didn’t really fail, did you?”

			“I did, big time. Zero points on the readthrough.”

			“Zero points?” Now he looked worried. “Are you shitting me?”

			“For lack of character, they said. But as far as talent—”

			“Wipe that grin off your face.” He seemed a little annoyed. “You got zero points. There’s nothing to smirk about.”

			“But there is.” I filled my brother in on the details.

			“So you passed,” he said calmly after I finished. “You absolutely passed. You’ll get the acceptance notice in a couple days. The problem is, what kind of company is this?”

			“A pathetic excuse for one. I wish I failed. Even if I get in, I’m not gonna join. I’d rather get kicked in the face than take lessons from Uesugi.”

			“I hear you. Disenchanting, isn’t it?” My brother smiled wistfully. “You know what, you should go talk to Saito again. Tell him these guys are losers. Be honest, say exactly how you feel. If he says, All theater groups are like that, you just have to grit your teeth and join, then do what he says. Join. But maybe he knows somewhere better. Anyway, at least tell him you took the exam. What do you say?”

			“Alright.” But my heart was heavy. Saito is, okay, scary. I feel like next time, he might let me have it. But what choice do I have? Nothing to do but go and get some advice. I’m trying to dig deep and come up with the courage. I’m a gifted actor, right? I’m not the same person I was yesterday. I’ve gotta believe in myself and stick it out. “The morrow shall take thought for the things of itself. Sufficient unto the day is the evil thereof.” I’ll just have to wait until tomorrow and see.

			After dinner, I holed up in my room, and here I am still writing this long diary entry. Feels like I grew a lot today. “Growing up”: these are the words that swim up in my mind. An adult. What a thing to become.

			 

			 

			Wednesday, May 10

			 

			Sunny skies. I woke up this morning feeling like everything, every tiny thing, had changed. I realized what it was: my exhilaration had evaporated. The mood that came over me this morning, I’d call it cynical—no, cleareyed is the word. Until yesterday, I was definitely out of my mind. In a frenzy. I’d gotten carried away, convinced myself I was on some kind of twisted adventure. Now I don’t even know how. It’s weird. This morning, I woke from a long, sad dream, blinking with surprise, head cocked. I was just a regular person again. I’d fiddled with my life in all kinds of ways, adding and subtracting and multiplying and dividing, as if it were an algebra equation, but nothing changed, and I ended up right back at 1.0. I was a stake driven into a muddy riverbed, motionless while the world flowed around me. My vision was so terribly clear. This morning, I was as stern and stiff as a stick. And my heart was a patch of muddy ground where no flowers grew. What was this? I went to school, but the students seemed like ten-year-old kids. All I could think about was their parents. I couldn’t even muster up any of my usual scorn for them. I had no hate, just this vague sense of pity, but really, really faint—they meant as much to me as a flock of sparrows, I mean, basically nothing. A cruel awakening. Absolute solitude. Until now, my solitude was, let’s say, relative. I was overly conscious of other people, and because of that, I ended up having to strike artificial poses. But this solitude that’s settled in today is different. I’ve got no interest at all in any other person. Everyone annoys me. I feel like I could easily withdraw from the world, become a monk. In this life, there are some mysterious mornings.

			Disenchantment. That’s definitely the word. I was trying hard not to use it, but there’s just no other word. Disenchantment it is. This time, I mean it for real. Before, when I wrote that I was disenchanted with university life, I was getting ahead of myself. Looking back now, it wasn’t really disenchantment, but a stew of hatred, hostility, and ambition. Those were the flames that lit my passion. Real disenchantment isn’t so proactive. It’s mostly just blank. Blankness with a tinge of cynicism. Yes, I’m disenchanted with the theater. I didn’t want to say it, I swear. But it’s true.

			Suicide. This morning, I sat and calmly contemplated killing myself. True disenchantment is a fierce demon that either numbs you through and through or makes you end it all.

			I’m disenchanted, definitely. No denying it. When a man is disenchanted with the final path life offered, what should he do? Acting was the only reason I had to stay alive.

			I have to take a hard look at the truth. I don’t think theater is bullshit. Not at all. To say something is bullshit, you have to be angry. If that’s what you think, you can leave that path behind, burn bridges if it makes you feel better, and switch to a different one, but that wasn’t how I felt this morning. I just felt empty. I didn’t care, about anything. The theater. A grand cultural institution. Actors. Fine and good. But none of it moves me. A rift has opened between me and the world, and cold wind is blowing through the gap. The first time I tried to see Saito and got the door slammed in my face—it’s that kind of feeling. It isn’t that I think the world is stupid and silly, it’s that I think I’m stupid and silly for playing its games. Now I sit alone in darkness, laughing to myself. Look at the way the world is—of course no one has any ideals. The people eke out a pathetic cardboard existence, barely holding onto their humanity. But that’s life.

			After class, I wandered to the soccer club’s dressing room. I was thinking of joining again. I’d shut my brain off, kick the ball around, just be what every other student was, an airhead. There was no one in the room. Maybe they were on an overnight outing, staying at the training lodge. I wasn’t excited enough about this idea to feel like going there, so I just went home.

			I arrived to find an express mail letter from Kamome-za: I was in. “Five applicants passed this round of examinations and will become trainees. You are among them. Tomorrow, at six PM, you are to appear at the academy.” That was what the note said. I wasn’t happy, not even a little. Weirdly, I felt calm. I was at least a little excited when I got the acceptance notice from R University. Look, there’s no way I’m becoming an apprentice actor. Yesterday, I was convinced Useugi had recognized my talent for acting, and that was enough for me to prance home feeling like I’d cut the devil’s head off, but when I woke up this morning, that happiness was grayed out, and I was thinking, seriously, maybe it isn’t actually talent that counts, in the end it’s character. Where had this drastic change in attitude come from? Was this the empty feeling in the heart of a suitor who has won his true love? Like Faust said in the passage I’d selected (subconsciously?) for the Kamome-za exam yesterday: I had found the portal of fulfillment open, and stood as if thunderstruck. I’d longed to be an actor, but now, seeing my goal in reach, I guess I was just bored.

			“You don’t look happy about getting in,” said my brother.

			“I’ll think it over,” I answered in a serious tone.

			Tonight, my brother and I got into a silly argument. An argument about which is the best-tasting food in the world. Like true foodies, we each stuck to our guns, finally agreeing that it’s the juice of canned pineapple. Canned peach juice is tasty, too, but come on—there’s nothing as refreshing as pineapple juice. It isn’t about the fruit. The point of canned pineapple is sucking out the juice.

			“I could drink a whole glass of it,” I said.

			“Yeah.” My brother nodded. “It’d be even better with some shaved ice.” So I’m not the only one who wastes my time thinking about trivial crap.

			We were feeling peckish after all that talk about food, so us two foodies crept to the kitchen, made omusubi rice balls, and wolfed them down. They were amazing.

			There seems to be some link between nihilism and hunger.

			Right now, my brother is in the next room writing. He’s already more than fifty pages in. Says he’s planning on two hundred. This beautiful novel he’s writing begins with the line, “When the snowflakes began to fall…” He only let me read the first ten pages. He says when it’s done, he’ll enter it into a contest held by the journal Contemporary Letters. I remember how he used to look down on contests. What changed?

			“Don’t you think it’s humiliating to enter contests? It’s a waste of good work,” I said.

			“But if you win, it’s two-thousand yen. Literature isn’t worth a damn if it doesn’t pay,” he said. The look on his face, I’d call it vulgar. My brother is drinking a lot these days, leading a decadent life. I’m worried.

			Seems like both our ideals have taken a beating.

			I’m freaking tired.

			 

			 

			Thursday, May 11

			 

			It’s cloudy out. The wind is strong. I did a lot today. Yesterday, I was a zombie, but today I morphed into a semi-productive adult. The Bible lecture at school was interesting. Once a week, Father Terauchi gives a special lecture, and every week I can’t wait for Thursday. The lecture the week before last was fascinating, too. The theme was the Last Supper: each of the thirteen had a particular place at the table, and he explained it all in detail, even drawing a chart. I never knew all thirteen lay down during the meal. It was the custom back then to place couches around the table, and people would recline on them while they dined, Father Terauchi said. So da Vinci’s The Last Supper was all wrong. The Last Supper by the Russian artist Ge shows everybody lying down. It’s got nothing to do with Christ’s teachings, I guess, but it’s interesting. I’m obsessed with food, okay? I would’ve been thinking about eating today anyway, but the difference is it didn’t end up being pointless daydreaming this time. I actually learned something. Father Terauchi’s talk today focused on the Old Testament, the Book of Deuteronomy. The Father doesn’t preach from a podium. He’ll find an empty desk and sit down with us, like he’s just another student there to learn, and we’ll have a laid-back chat. I like that. It’s like we’re old pals. So today, we talked about the Book of Deuteronomy and Moses’s struggles for his people. Of course, to me, Moses’s rules about food were the most interesting part:

			 

			Chapter Fourteen.

			Thou shalt not eat any abominable thing.

			These are the beasts which ye shall eat: the ox, the sheep, and the goat,

			The hart, and the roebuck, and the fallow deer, and the wild goat, and the pygarg, and the wild ox, and the chamois.

			And every beast that parteth the hoof, and cleaveth the cleft into two claws, and cheweth the cud among the beasts, that ye shall eat.

			Nevertheless these ye shall not eat of them that chew the cud, or of them that divide the cloven hoof; as the camel, and the hare, and the coney: for they chew the cud, but divide not the hoof; therefore they are unclean unto you.

			And the swine, because it divideth the hoof, yet cheweth not the cud, it is unclean unto you: ye shall not eat of their flesh, nor touch their dead carcase.

			These ye shall eat of all that are in the waters: all that have fins and scales shall ye eat:

			And whatsoever hath not fins and scales ye may not eat; it is unclean unto you.

			Of all clean birds ye shall eat.

			But these are they of which ye shall not eat: the eagle, and the ossifrage, and the ospray,

			And the glede, and the kite, and the vulture after his kind,

			And every raven after his kind,

			And the owl, and the night hawk, and the cuckow, and the hawk after his kind,

			The little owl, and the great owl, and the swan,

			And the pelican, and the gier eagle, and the cormorant,

			And the stork, and the heron after her kind, and the lapwing, and the bat.

			And every creeping thing that flieth is unclean unto you: they shall not be eaten.

			But of all clean fowls ye may eat.

			Ye shall not eat of anything that dieth of itself.

			 

			Some set of rules. Shopping must’ve been a pain. I’ve gotta wonder, did Moses actually taste all these animals? I mean, camels, owls? Camel meat, ugh. Bet he took a bite, grimaced, and said, Hell no. Prophets have to do more than preach. They have to get directly involved in their people’s lives. You could even say helping their people out with practical stuff is their main job. And when they’ve got a few spare seconds, they might manage to cram in some teaching. Running off at the mouth won’t gain you a following, no matter how good you are at giving sermons. Take a look at the New Testament: Jesus was always running around healing the sick, raising the dead, and doling out fish and bread. Must’ve been exhausting. When the twelve apostles ran out of food, it didn’t take long for them to get uptight, and they started whispering to each other. The normally gentle Jesus let them have it:

			 

			O ye of little faith, why reason ye among yourselves, because ye have brought no bread? Do ye not yet understand, neither remember the five loaves of the five thousand, and how many baskets ye took up? Neither the seven loaves of the four thousand, and how many baskets ye took up? How is it that ye do not understand that I spake it not to you concerning bread?

			 

			He let them know they’d let him down. He must’ve been so bummed. But what could he do? People are like that: flaky, petty. All they think about is where they’re going to get their next meal.

			All kinds of thoughts were swirling in my brain while Father Terauchi was preaching. Then the lightbulb went on over my head. I finally saw the truth: people have no ideals. If they do have any, they’re related to survival needs. Pursuing ideals that have nothing to do with surviving, that’s the path of the cross. The path of the son of God. I’m just a regular person. Except I’m a little more obsessed with food. But these days, I’m basically just a boring adult. A bird of the land. At some point, I shed my angel’s wings. All I can do in this world now is spin my wheels. That’s the reality. No getting around it. “Knowledge of God without knowledge of man’s wretchedness leads to arrogance.” It was Pascal who said that, I think. Thing is, until now, I didn’t know my own wretchedness. I only knew about God, and yearned for Him. So I was doomed to see my illusions shatter sooner or later. That’s what it is to be human, to be a wretch. I can barely think about anything but food. My brother said at some point, Literature that doesn’t make money is worthless, the type of thing a wretch would say. But maybe I was wrong to criticize him as decadent without seeing the full picture.

			It just doesn’t matter what kind of beautiful things people write or say. Real life gets in the way. “Accept thy material bonds and yokes, for in this life I shall free thee from spiritual bonds alone.” That says it. Salvation is possible, even if you’re a slave to reality. You can still strive for your ideals. Even the apostles, who followed Christ but only seemed to care about where their next meal would come from, eventually became saints. So I’m not giving in—I’m starting over.

			I'd gotten it into my head to deny real life. The other day, at Kamome-za, seeing these supposedly great artists clinging desperately to piddly shreds of status, my goodwill for the world ran dry. Especially Uesugi, the man they called Japan’s most progressive actor, turned out to be a petty loser driven into a white-knuckled rage by a nameless student. I’m not saying Uesugi’s attitude was great, but it would be silly to give up on all of humanity because of him. I thought about going back to the Kamome-za academy and having a good talk with the actors. Now that they’d picked me from out of the twenty applicants, I should probably apologize.

			But after class, a strong wind blew up as I was leaving the school gates, and I had a sudden change of heart. No, I wouldn’t join Kamome-za. Just no. The word for them, in French, was dilettante. Not only was there no whiff of idealism to the place, there wasn’t even any sense of life, real life or any kind. Not even the spark of a pragmatic desire to make a living off of art. Just a bunch of vain amateurs sitting around congratulating themselves. I decided that wasn’t good enough. From today on, things would be different. I refused to be a naïve wannabe. It might sound exaggerated, but I was dead set on being a professionnel.

			I was going to go see Saito. Even if I got nowhere today, I wanted him to hear how determined I was. The moment I made my mind up, I got this warm feeling, like a beam of heavenly light was shining down. The human race is pathetic, me included, but I wouldn’t let despair get the best of me: “Whatsoever thy hand findeth to do, do it with thy might.” 

			It wouldn’t be an easy path. I wasn’t abandoning my cross. I would let the whole world watch as I dragged it uphill, sweating and struggling. Was it Cavalry that awaited on the hilltop, or heaven? No way to know. Those who decide it must be Cavalry are those who do not know God. “Not as I will, but as thou wilt.”

			Grimly determined, I set out for Saito’s estate. Honestly, the place made me uncomfortable. I felt like I was being judged somehow as I made my way through the gate. I wondered to myself, did the City of David look like this?

			I pressed the doorbell. The same girl as before came to meet me. Like my brother had guessed, it seemed like she was Saito’s secretary-slash-maid, maybe.

			“Oh, hey again.” Like usual, she didn’t bother being polite. I could tell she thought I was trash.

			“Is the sensei in?” I had no use for this girl. I got straight to the point, didn’t bother smiling.

			“Yeah.” She really had no manners.

			“It’s extremely urgent, so—” Before I could finish, she started giggling. She covered her mouth with her hands and had a good laugh, face turning red. I’d had it. I wasn’t the same kid as before.

			“What’s so funny?” I asked, softly. “I really need to see the sensei.”

			“Yeah, yeah.” She nodded, but as she disappeared inside, she was still in the middle of a giggling fit. Did I have an ink blotch on my face? What was her problem?

			She returned a while later wearing a meek look. I’m sorry, but the sensei is coming down with a cold, and won’t be able to meet today, with anybody. Whatever you need, write it on this slip of paper, she said. And she passed me a piece of writing paper and a fountain pen. What a letdown. For such a supposedly great man, he didn’t seem to think much about anything but himself. He knew how to navigate real life, you could say that. Another way to put it: he was dirty with the things of the world.

			What else was I supposed to do? I sat down on the step in the genkan and started writing.

			 

			Kamome-za has accepted me. The exam was a joke. One thing is ten thousand things. Yesterday, I received a letter asking me to report to the Kamome-za academy at six o’clock this evening. I don’t want to go. I’m torn. Please tell me what to do. I sincerely want to learn. Susumu Serikawa

			 

			I finished writing and handed the letter to the girl. I knew I wasn’t much of a writer. The girl took the letter and went inside and didn’t come out for a long time. I was on pins and needles. I felt like I was sitting alone in a solitary mountain temple.

			Suddenly, still laughing, she returned.

			“Here’s your response.” She held out a ragged paper scrap that looked like it had been ripped from a writing scroll, not the same nice notepaper. Three sloppy characters had been dashed off with a brush: 

			 

			Shunju-za

			 

			That was it.

			“What’s this?” Now I was angry. Tired of being taken for an idiot.

			“The answer you wanted.” She looked up at me with an innocent grin.

			“Join Shunju-za, is that what it means?”

			“I guess.” She didn’t give me much to go on.

			Even I had heard of Shunju-za. Thing was, it was a big, well-organized troop filled with famous Kabuki actors. Not the type of place some random student could apply to.

			“That’s crazy. I mean, if I at least had a letter of introduction from the sensei—” Then, like a bolt of lightning from the blue, a hoarse cry from an inner room:

			“Do it yourself!”

			I was thunderstruck. He was here the whole time. Lurking in the shadows, behind sliding screens, listening. Unbelievable. That crazy old coot. I made my exit, mind blown. That magical old man. I really couldn’t shake off the shock. When I got home, I told my brother everything, and he doubled over laughing. I didn’t know what else to do, so I laughed too, but I was miffed.

			He got me good. Fortunately, one miraculous croak from Saito-sensei (that’s what I’ll call him from now on) was enough to blow away the gray clouds that had gathered in my heart over the last two or three days. I’d do it myself, then. Shunju-za. How was I going to pull this off? Not a clue. My brother didn’t have any ideas either. The conclusion we came to was to take our time and learn whatever we could about Shunju-za.

			It’s been one unimaginable thing after another. Life takes some strange turns. I feel like I’m starting to understand the real meaning of faith. Every single day is a miracle. No, all of life is.

			 

			 

			Sunday, May 14

			 

			It was a cloudy day, for part of the day anyway. Then the sun started shining. Took two or three days off from writing in my diary. Nothing much has been happening anyway. It’s like there’s something weighing on me, I can’t get in that bubbly mood I used to be in when I sat down to write. I’d rather spend the time on something serious instead of scribbling down all the day’s events like someone’s supposed to care. It’s starting to seem sad and childish, like a kid playing house. I keep telling myself, get serious, show some self-respect. In Beethoven’s words, “To be a human being, you must act not for yourself, but for others.” Exactly.

			There wasn’t a quiet moment at our place this morning. My mom is going to the villa in Kujukuri to rest. Apparently today is the day of “great serenity” on some Chinese fortune-telling calendar, so even though it was a little cloudy this morning, she insisted it had to be today, and we made it happen. Suzuoka and my sister came over early in the morning to help. Lady Littlebit even came from Meguro. I promised my aunt to cut out this Lady Littlebit business, but it just rolls off the tongue, so I slipped a few times. A man from down the street, a young driver from Asahi Taxi, and our family physician, Dr. Kagawa, showed up too. This army of people mobilized for my mom. She’s bedridden, after all—it takes an army. We decided Sugino, the nurse, and Umeya, the maid, would go with my mom, and me and my brother and Kijima and some lady in her fifties who was a distant relative of Suzuoka’s would stay home and hold down the fort. The old lady’s name is Shun, and she’s got a sharp, dry sense of humor. With Sugino and Umeya and my mom all gone, there’d be nobody who knew how to cook, so we decided to have her stay a while. Looks like home is gonna be an even lonelier place than normal. My mom and Kagawa and Sugino all piled into a big taxi. Suzuoka and my sister and Umeya went in a different one. This mini-fleet sped straight to Shofuen in Kujukuri. The plan was, Dr. Kagawa and Suzuoka and my sister would make sure my mom was settled in and then come back to Tokyo on the train. It got loud. About twenty passersby gathered in the street to see the show, wearing faces that said, What on earth? The boy from Asahi Taxi slung my mom over his shoulder and carried her to the car, and all the while she was shouting at Umeya, and the startled crowd parted to let her in the car. Some scene. She was like the old lady from Dostoyevsky’s The Gambler. Pretty lively for a vegetable. The plan is for her to stay at Kujukuri for a year or two taking it easy. She might even make a full recovery.

			With everybody gone, the house seems so empty and unfamiliar. But what was weirder was what happened in the middle of the chaos. This morning, my brother and I realized that we were not only not helping, we were in the way, so we fled to the second floor and that’s where we were, talking trash about everybody who showed up to help, when Sugino wandered in with a hesitant look, like there was something she wanted to say but she was still deciding whether to say it, and then she plopped down on the floor and said, “This is goodbye for a while.” It looked like she was smiling but her mouth was all twisted, and an instant later she made this high-pitched sound like hee, and broke down crying.

			It startled both of us. We exchanged a look. My brother was chewing his lower lip. He looked bewildered, maybe embarrassed. Sugino just sobbed for two or three minutes. Neither of us said anything. Finally she got up and, face covered with her apron, went out into the hall.

			“What was that?” I asked in a small voice. My brother grimaced.

			“An ugly mess.”

			I could put two and two together. We didn’t say another word about Sugino, making small talk instead, but after everybody left in the taxis, my brother got this look like there was something on his mind.

			He flopped down on his back in his room.

			“Maybe I should marry her,” he said, smiling.

			“Did you know how she felt before?”

			“No. But when she burst out crying, I got the idea.”

			“Do you like her back?

			“No. She’s older than me.”

			“Then why would you marry her?”

			“So she’ll stop crying.”

			We both had a good laugh.

			She might not show it, but Sugino has a romantic side. Still, this romance is going nowhere. Her way of making a pass is crying hee and putting on a big tearful show. She’s got no idea what she’s doing. In romance, silliness is forbidden. I’ll bet she spilled a few tears, said to herself, Damn, it didn’t work, went to Kujukuri and let the whole thing drop. It’s sad, but an old maid’s love always ends up the butt of a joke.

			“Fireworks have a way of fizzling.” That was my brother’s poetic conclusion.

			“Sparklers even more.” My own pragmatic correction.

			Can’t say it’s not sad. Home is like a big, empty cave. After dinner, my brother and I talked it over and decided to go to the theater. We asked Kijima to go, too. Shun stayed behind to watch the house.

			A contingent of Shunju-za was putting on a show. The Woman-Killer and the Hell of Oil, then Ogai Mori’s The Wild Geese starring rising talent Yukichi Kawakami, and a “new dance” show called The Shorn Sakura. The reviews in the paper were good. When we got there, apparently The Woman-Killer and the Hell of Oil was over, and The Shorn Sakura was too, with The Wild Geese up next. The stage setting perfectly captured the atmosphere of the Meiji era. I was born in the Taisho, so how should I know, but sometimes I’ll be walking through Ueno Park or Shiba Park and this sense of nostalgia will wash over me, and I’ll think, that’s it, I’ve caught the scent of the Meiji era. But the actors talked like they were from the Showa era, so that was too bad. The playwright’s faux pas, I’ll bet. The actors were good, though. They nailed every role, even the minor ones. That’s teamwork. My take: a real good group. If I could get into a company like this, I wouldn’t complain. The curtains closed and I was on my way outside when I saw a little box at the bend in the hallway that had “Let us know your opinions on tonight’s show” written on the side in white paint. It was then that I got a flash of inspiration.

			I ripped a slip from the notepad sitting beside the box and wrote, “I would like to join the group. Please let me know what to do,” along with my name and address, and stuffed it in. Great idea, I congratulated myself. It was a miracle the way it came to me. I hadn’t had an inkling of it before I saw the box. Then, in a flash, it came. God’s grace? But I haven’t said a word to my brother. It’s not that I’m afraid he’d laugh—more like I don’t want to always be relying on him. I want to go my own way, guided by my own muse.

			 

			 

			Tuesday, June 4

			 

			Gorgeous weather. A letter from Shunju-za came today, catching me completely off guard. Good news always comes when you least expect it. Never, ever when you’re holding your breath. You’ll be waiting for a friend and hear footsteps and think, That’s them. But it isn’t, and the butterflies in your stomach die down. And then when you’ve forgotten all about it they show up. No footsteps, no nothing. Then, without warning, bam. The letter from Shunju-za had been typed with a typewriter. The gist of it was this:

			We will be hiring three new group members before the year is out. Healthy young men between the ages of sixteen and twenty are eligible to apply. There are no particular academic requirements, but a written exam will be administered. Following a two-month trial period, new hires will become associate members paid a monthly stipend of thirty yen plus commuting costs. After serving for a maximum of two years, associate members will become regular members eligible for the same salary as others. Those who have served the maximum term and have not qualified as regular members will be removed. Applicants are to submit a curriculum vitae in their own hand, a copy of their family register, a recent wallet-sized photograph (front view of the torso), and a permission slip signed by their heads of household and/or guardians to the office by June 15. Successful applicants will receive notification regarding the exam and other matters at a later date. If you have not received such notification by midnight on June 20, assume you have not been selected. We are unable to reply to individual inquiries. That was the long and short of it.

			Maybe it wasn’t quite that formal, but that was about how it went. It covered every detail, answered every question you could have. There was no fluff—the feel of it was even a little stiff and stern. As I read, I started sitting straighter. With Kamome-za, I didn’t really give a rip, so I’d decided to have some fun, but this was no joke. You could even say the letter was kind of a killjoy. I thought, Maybe this is really the start of my acting career. I felt like crying.

			So only three applicants will make the cut. I’ve got no clue if I’ll be one of them, but I’m gonna do my best. My brother was wound tight tonight, too. When I got home from school, he said:

			“Very interesting, Susumu. You got a letter from Shunju-za. I see you’ve been running around sending out applications behind my back.” He was smiling at first, but as we unsealed the letter and started reading it over together, he suddenly got serious.

			“Question: what would dad say if he were here?” Second-guessing things, as usual. My brother is a nice guy, and he’s weak. Did I have any other options? I’d gone through hell to get this far.

			Saito is the only one I can turn to now. He’s the one who scrawled those three fateful characters: Shunju-za. Then those three words, like a crack of thunder: Do it yourself! Well, I’m gonna shoot my shot. See where this thing goes. An early summer night. A sky full of beautiful stars. I cried in a small voice, Mom! I’m such a baby.

			 

			 

			Sunday, June 18

			 

			Sunny skies. It’s hot out. Insanely hot. It’s Sunday and I wanted to sleep in, but in this heat, forget it. So I got up at eight. Went straight to the mailbox: Shunju-za.

			So I’d cleared the first hurdle. I knew the hard part was yet to come, but still, I was relieved. I was thinking I’d get the notice tomorrow, maybe the day after, but like I said, good news has a way of sneaking up on you.

			This was what the letter said: The first round of exams will be held at the Shunju-za training hall in Kagurazaka at ten AM on July 5. Round one will consist of a readthrough, a written test, an oral examination, and some simple physical exercises. You may bring any script to the test site and read from that. However, the time limit is five minutes. Also, the script is to be presented in advance at the test site. The exam sheet is to be filled in with pencil. A reminder: wear comfortable underwear and outerwear for the exercises. No need to pack a bento—meals are provided onsite. Applicants are to arrive at the training hall waiting room ten minutes prior to the start time of ten AM.

			As expected, the letter spelled out everything clearly. “First round of exams”—did that mean if you passed, there was a second, or a third? I gulped. Well, maybe that’s what it takes to know if an actor’s got it. It’s not like I’m interviewing for a bank. There are plenty of banks out there, and if you’re not a good fit for one, you can always go work for another. Being an actor is different—if the review process is sloppy, and you make it in when you shouldn’t and it doesn’t work out, you can’t just go work for another theater company. You’re screwed for life. I want them to weed me out if I’m not a good fit. Getting into a troupe like Kamome-za was no relief at all. I’m laying everything on the line. I’m not asking them to make it easy.

			So the exam has four parts, a readthrough, a written exam, an oral interview, and physical exercises. The readthrough, that’s where things get interesting. Pretty clever of them. They can learn a lot about you based on the choice you make: your personality, your education, your upbringing. So, that’s the real test. I’ve got two more weeks to pick a text. Have to take my time and make the right choice. I’ll run it by my brother. He went to Kujukuri four or five days ago to visit my mom. He’ll be back tonight, maybe tomorrow night. Got a postcard from him earlier this evening. Apparently, my mom started running a slight fever about a week ago, but it went down again, and she’s back to normal. Sugino baked herself black on the beach, and she’s back to bustling around like it’s nothing. Maybe I should take a mop in case she busts a leak again, my brother cracked before he left, but it’s been fine. He can be so naïve.

			At night, Kijima and Shun and I tried to make ice cream and kind of failed, and we were slurping the soupy concoction when the doorbell rang. I went to the door: there stood Kimura’s dad. 

			“My idiot son over here?” He sounded hopeful.

			Kimura had gone out with his guitar last night and hadn’t been seen since.

			“Nope. No sign of him,” I said.

			He cocked his head. “Saw him with his guitar and figured he was on his way over here. You sure?” He eyed me suspiciously. Did he think I was making it up? Give me a break.

			“I quit guitar anyway,” I said.

			“I see. You’re big boys now. It isn’t the age to be fiddling with instruments. Pardon the interruption. If the idiot shows his face over here, give him a talking-to. Don’t be nice.” And then he went home.

			The “idiot” didn’t have a mom. Look, normally I wouldn’t gossip about somebody’s family, but Kimura’s family is different. It’s his family that needs a talking-to. Kimura’s dad is apparently some high-class executive, but there’s nothing classy about him, if you ask me. I don’t like the look in his eyes. It isn’t good to go around the neighborhood calling your son an “idiot.” It’s no way to talk. Kimura and his dad are both pieces of work. The long and short of it is I’m keeping a distance from both of them. They say Dante just observed the suffering of the sinful in hell. He walked on by and kept his hands to himself. Smart guy.

			 

			 

			Wednesday, July 5

			 

			It was a sunny day, mostly. Rained a little in the evening. A lot happened today. At the moment, I’m totally calm. Even energized. My troubles feel far away. I gave it my all, and now I’ve got to let God handle it. A soft smile is rising to my lips. I dug deep today, found strength I didn’t know I had. Maybe this is what happiness is. I don’t even care if I fail.

			Today I did the first round of exams at the Shunju-za training hall. Got up at seven thirty AM. I woke up around six, but I wasn’t ready to face the world, so I lay there deep in silent thought. Then it hit me that I’d never really be ready. That was normal, nothing to get bent out of shape about. All I had to do was be myself. If I was honest, I’d be unstoppable, and my problems would solve themselves. But if I let dishonesty creep in, things would get difficult in all kinds of ways. So, the key was honesty. Honesty, and trust. If I could get in the right mind state, everything would fall into place. I tried writing a poem, but it didn’t turn out so great. I got up, washed my face, and looked in the mirror. An ordinary face looked back. I’d had a good night of sleep, and my eyes were clear and sparkling. I smiled into the mirror, gave a little bow. I wolfed down a huge breakfast while Shun stared, startled. You’re always sleeping in, but on exam day, you definitely don’t miss breakfast. Good boy, she said. A weird way to praise me. She’d decided I had a school exam today, I guess. If she knew it was an exam for a theater group, she probably would’ve fainted.

			I got dressed, bowed to the photo of my dad on the altar in the living room, and finally, went to my brother’s room.

			“I’m outta here,” I said loudly. He was still in bed. He sat up halfway, rubbing his eyes.

			“Alright, early bird. Unto what is the kingdom of God like?” he said with a smile.

			“It is like a grain of mustard seed,” I answered.

			“Grow it into a great tree,” he said. I could hear love in his voice.

			Just the words I needed to hear. My brother is a much greater poet than I’ll ever be. He always knows what to say.

			It was hot out. I strode through Kagurazaka with a purpose, came to the Shunju-za training hall a little after nine. So I was early. I went to Beniya, ordered a soda water, wiped my sweat off with a towel, then made my way leisurely back to the training hall, arriving just on time. The training hall was in a big, old house. While I was in the entryway taking my shoes off, a young man in a tight sash came out—he had a butler-ish vibe—said in a soft voice, here you are, and slipped slippers on my feet. I felt at ease, cared-for, like a customer at a shoe shop. The waiting room was a big, brightly lit Japanese-style room, must’ve been about four hundred square feet. Already seven or eight test-takers were waiting. All extremely young. Kids, basically. The letter specified age sixteen to twenty, but these seven or eight looked more like thirteen or fourteen. A bunch of boya, Suzuoka would’ve said. One had bobbed hair, one wore a funky red necktie, and one had on a flashy casual kimono, like they were geishas’ kids or something. I shrank into myself. The butler guy brought some senbei and tea and offered me some: “Please wait a moment.” I was almost ashamed by this lavishness. More exam-takers straggled in. Three or four looked about twelve. But they all wore either suits or kimono. Only one wore a school uniform: me. So maybe they didn’t look all that smart, but at least they seemed alive, unlike the exam-takers at Kamome-za. They didn’t look like losers, beaten down by life. They were staring at the world with wide eyes. About twenty had shown up by the time the butler reappeared. “Thank you for waiting. I will now begin calling names,” he said in a gentle voice, reading off five names. “This way, please.” He showed the five to another room. My name was not called. A little while later, the silence was making me antsy, so I got up, went to the hallway, and stared out at the garden. The place looked like a high-class restaurant, or a ryokan. The garden was vast. I could hear trains, faintly. The heat was relentless. I waited about thirty minutes. Another roll call—this time they called my name. The butler guy led the five of us down a dimly lit hallway. We rounded two corners and wound up at a breezy Western-style room.

			“A pleasure to see you all here.” A young, handsome man in a suit greeted us politely. “Welcome to the written exam.”

			We sat down in the middle of the room around a big table. The good-looking guy handed out three sheets of writing paper to each of us, and the written exam began. We could write whatever we wanted, he explained. Random thoughts, a diary entry, a poem, anything, as long as it was related to Shunju-za. Should a love poem by Heine pop into your head, well, maybe rethink that. The time limit is thirty minutes. Minimum length is one page, maximum two. Best of luck.

			I started by introducing myself, then gave my sincere opinion of Shunju-za’s The Wild Geese, finishing right at the bottom of page two. Other people sat writing and erasing, writing and erasing. It didn’t look like things were going smoothly. And these were the chosen few, picked from among the many based on their resumes and photos. They didn’t seem like anything special to me. But maybe these seeming slack-jawed dummies turned into prodigies onstage. It was possible. So don’t get sloppy, I told myself. Just then, the butler poked his head through the door.

			“Those of you who are finished, please bring your papers and come with me.” Again, clear instructions at every turn.

			I was the only one who was done. I got up and went out into the hall. I was shown to a spacious room in an outbuilding. I looked around, and I was impressed. There were two big dining tables. Six judges sat around the table by the tokonoma, and about six feet away, at another table, sat the test-takers. Or, the test-taker—me. The five kids who had been called first were all finished, I guess. Anyway, they were nowhere to be seen. I stood, bowed, and took a seat at the table. There sat the group’s biggest stars: Kikunosuke Ichikawa, Kunijuro Segawa, Kaemon Sawamura, Ichimatsu Bando, Monnosuke Sakata, Bunshichi Somekawa. All smiling, looking at me. I smiled back.

			“What will you be reading?” asked Kunijiro Segawa. His golden tooth glinted in the light as he spoke.

			“Faust!” I was meaning to jump right in enthusiastically, but Kunijuro just nodded softly and said:

			“Please proceed.”

			I pulled Ogai Mori’s translation of Faust from my pocket, flipped to Faust’s awakening in the flower field and started reading in a big, booming voice. Before settling on Faust, my brother and I thought hard. My brother believed a classic Kabuki play would get a warm welcome at Shunju-za, so we ran through some stuff by Mokuami Kawatake, Tsubouchi Shoyo, Kido Okamoto, even Saito-sensei, but I didn’t want to just mimic actors like Sadanji Ichikawa and Ichimura Uzaemon. It wasn’t me. And guys like Mushanokoji Saneatsu and Manjuro Kubota wrote choppy dialog, almost like it wasn’t meant to be read out loud. In a scene with three characters, say, it was pushing my current abilities to the max to perform all the parts myself, and an average play might have only one or two long monologues, maybe none. When you did find scenes like that, they were usually either so famous you couldn’t get the original actors’ voices out of your head, or filled with cheap gimmicks. Just pick something, whatever is fine, urged my brother, but I still couldn’t make my mind up. I was wavering and waffling and there wasn’t any time left for that. Lopakhin from The Cherry Orchard? Nah, I decided—Faust. That passage I’d picked by intuition at the Kamome-za exam. It was a powerful, memorable monologue. Maybe destiny had had a hand in my choice. I declared to myself, Faust it is! If I went with Faust and failed, I’d have no regrets. I just launched into the readthrough, not caring what anybody thought. As I was reading, I got the chills. I felt like somebody was standing behind me saying, It’s gonna be okay.

			“…Life in the many-hued, reflected splendour,” I finished, cracking a big smile. I was overjoyed. Pass, fail, it didn’t matter to me.

			“Thank you.” Kunijuro lowered his head a little. “And now, a special request from us.”

			“Oh…?”

			“Please read your answer out loud.”

			“Which answer? You mean the written exam?” I was totally taken aback.

			“Yes,” he said, still smiling.

			What now? It turned out these Shunju-za guys were smart. This way, they saved time grading papers, and if you’d written some asinine crap, you’d lose your nerve when you went to read it out loud, laying bare the flaws in the text. Just when I thought victory was mine. What else could I do? I screwed up my courage and calmly read my answer. I was so in the zone my voice didn’t even shake.

			“Much appreciated. Please take the paper with you and wait in the waiting room.”

			With a quick bow, I made my way out to the hall. It was then that I noticed the back of my shirt was drenched. Back in the waiting room, I sat down cross-legged against the wall and waited about thirty minutes. One, two, three, four other test-takers straggled in. Once everybody in my group was finished, the butler guy came in again: next up, physical exercises. He took us to a spacious room with a floor made of wooden slats, like the changing room at a bathhouse. A couple of guys who I guess were some kind of VIPs, though I couldn’t put names to the faces—fortysomething, wearing stiff men’s sashes—came in and seated themselves in two rattan chairs in a corner of the room. A younger guy in white pants and a dress shirt, some kind of office worker I guess, gave orders. Everyone in Japanese clothes was to take their clothes off, but those in Western-style clothes were to remove only the top layer. All of us were wearing Western-style clothes, so the preparations went quickly. Then the exercises began. The five of us moved in step: face right, face left, spin right, step forward, double time, stop. Then we did some exercises that were like radio calisthenics, and after that we all loudly announced our names one after another, and that was it. “Some simple exercises,” the letter had said, but simple wasn’t exactly the word. I was actually kind of tired by the end. Back in the waiting room, tables had been arranged in a row, and one by one we all sat down to eat: tempura on rice. We were served by a couple young guys who looked like they’d stepped out of a soba shop, the butler ordering them around. They ducked and weaved, deftly pouring tea, spiriting away empty bowls. The heat didn’t let up for a minute. Sweat dripped down my face as I shoveled rice and tempura into my mouth. I tried but couldn’t finish.

			Finally, it was time for the oral exam. The butler called each of us out one by one. The room was the same one they’d used for the reading. But it was a mess now, stuff strewn everywhere. The two big tables had been pushed together and three people were sitting there. With long hair and bad skin, they must have been planners or artistic directors. Jackets off, they rested their elbows on the table, atop which all kinds of papers and magazines were scattered. There were a couple half-finished cups of iced coffee amid the clutter.

			“Take a seat. Cross your legs,” said the oldest, proffering a cushion.

			“Serikawa, is it?” asked another, fishing my resume and photo from the detritus.

			“If you’re accepted, do you plan on finishing college?” The key question. That’s just what I’d been worried about. These guys didn’t beat around the bush.

			“I’m still thinking it over.” It was the truth.

			“You won’t be able to do both.” At least let me catch my breath.

			“I know.” I let out a small sigh. “I mean, after I get accep—” I choked up.

			“Yes, you can decide then.” Looking me over carefully, he smiled. “Nothing is carved in stone yet. Sorry for all the silly questions. Your brother is still quite young, isn’t he? Remind me again how old.” Another sore spot. Couldn’t they toss me any softballs?

			“Erm, twenty-six.”

			“I notice the consent form has his signature alone. Is that correct?” He sounded honestly concerned. This lead examiner, I decided, had been through some stuff in his own life.

			“Yes, he takes care of the family. He does his best.”

			“He does his best.” He flashed a bright smile. The other two guys looked at each other. Then they smiled, too.

			“So you read from Faust today, correct? Did you choose this text on your own?”

			“No, I talked it over with my brother.”

			“I see, so he made the final decision.”

			“No. After talking with him, I still couldn’t make my mind up. In the end I’m the one who decided.”

			“Is it fair to say you have a good grasp of the text?”

			“I can’t make heads or tails of it. But that passage has a special meaning to me.”

			“Is that so?” he smiled again. “It has a special meaning.” He looked me over with soft eyes. 

			“Do you play sports?”

			“I played soccer in middle school. Not anymore.”

			“You were on the team?”

			Next, a bunch of other detailed questions. When I said my mom was sick, he wanted to know exactly what with. He asked who my closest relatives were, whether there was anyone to take care of my brother. The questions were mostly about my family. But he asked all this in such a smooth, unforced way that the answers came easily. I didn’t feel uncomfortable at all. The final question:

			“What is it that you like best about Shunju-za?”

			“Nothing much.”

			“Huh?” As one, the examiners tensed up. The lead examiner knitted his brow, clearly displeased. “Then why do you want to join?”

			“I dunno, I’m an ignorant fool. I just thought it seemed like a nice group.”

			“So you wandered in.”

			“No. I’m dead set on becoming an actor. I’ve got nowhere else to go. I was a basket case, and I went to somebody for advice, and he passed me a scrap of paper that said, ‘Shunju-za.’”

			“A scrap of paper.”

			“He’s kind of a character. When I went to see him, he wouldn’t come out because he had a cold. So I sat in the genkan and scrawled my plea: If you know of a good theater company, please tell me. And his maid, or maybe it’s his secretary, anyway this girl who’s always smiling, took him the note. After a while, she came back with a reply. It said ‘Shunju-za,’ three characters, that’s it.”

			“Who is this we’re talking about?” asked the examiner, watching me with wide eyes.

			“My sensei. Anyway, I think of him that way. I don’t know if he even knows who I am. But I’ve decided for myself that he’s my sensei for life. I’ve only talked to him once. I ran after him and he let me in his car.”

			“And this person’s name is? It must be someone known to us.”

			“I’d rather not say. I got into his car that one time and we talked, but that’s it, so I don’t want to go around dropping names.”

			“I see.” The lead examiner gave a stiff nod. “So this person, whoever it is, wrote ‘Shunju-za’ on a piece of paper, and you headed directly here?”

			“That’s basically it. I complained to his secretary, Shunju-za isn’t the kind of place I can waltz into on my own. And then, from the shadows behind the sliding screens, he shouted, Do it yourself! He was listening the entire time. I was so surprised I—”

			The two younger examiners burst out laughing. But from the older one, not a peep.

			“Would this be Saito-sensei?” he asked nonchalantly.

			“I can’t say.” I was smiling, too. “When I become a great actor, I’ll start naming names.”

			“I see. Well, that’s all for today. Your hard work is much appreciated. Did you finish your meal?”

			“Yes, thank you.”

			“You will receive an official notification in two or three days, I imagine, but in case that time frame goes by and you haven’t, please have a word with your sensei.”

			“I will.”

			And that was it. I went home satisfied, at peace, knowing I’d done my best. For dinner, my brother and I made beefsteak a la Serikawa. We cooked for Shun, too. My calm really wasn’t an act, but my brother seemed secretly anxious. He wanted to know every detail of the exam, but I just threw his own question back at him: “Unto what is the kingdom of God like?” And refused to breathe a word about the exam.

			Now it’s night and I’m writing in my diary. This might be my last diary entry ever. It’s possible. I’m hitting the hay.

			 

			 

			Thursday, July 6

			 

			It’s cloudy out. I woke up so tired I couldn’t get up, so I skipped school.

			At two o’clock in the afternoon, an express mail letter arrived from Shunju-za: “The next step in the selection process is a physical examination. At noon on the eighth, please take this letter to the clinic indicated on the left,” it said, giving the name of a clinic in Toranomon.

			So this was the “second round of exams.” This is it, said my brother, you’re in. He seemed absolutely convinced, but I wasn’t so sure. I wouldn’t be surprised if I showed up at the clinic and all the other kids from yesterday were there, too. I can’t let my fighting spirit flag. I have to be ready to give an encore at any time. I mean, I’m in good physical shape as far as I know, but still.

			At night, I sat by myself listening to records. I let a flute concerto by Mozart wash over me, eyes closed in bliss.

			 

			 

			Saturday, July 8

			 

			It’s sunny out. Just got back from Takekawa Clinic in Toranomon. Another brutally hot day. Sorry, I said to my brother, I’ve gotta do this, and stripped down to my undies. So I’m sitting here nearly naked, writing in my diary. There were only two of us at the clinic. Me, and a boya with a bob cut, must’ve been about fourteen or fifteen. So it was down to just us. Everybody else had been eliminated. I got the chills.

			Three doctors checked me over from head to toe. One would step away and another would start poking and prodding. As this ridiculously thorough exam dragged on, I started getting irritated. They gave me an x-ray, took my blood, made me pee in a cup. They told the boya he had trachoma, and he started sniffling. It’s no big deal, they explained, a week of treatment’ll do you right, and he broke out in a big grin. The kid wasn’t all that cute. His face was unique, in a bad way—it was extremely long. With looks like that, he must have genius-level talent, I thought. They spent almost three hours checking us over.

			One guy from Shunju-za was there, an office worker, apparently. After the exam, the three of us walked together to the tram stop.

			“Impressive, boys,” he said. “There were more than six hundred applications. People even wrote in from far-flung corners of the empire, like Karafuto and Hsinking.”

			“But we’re not in yet, are we?” I asked.

			“You’ll soon find out.” Fair enough.

			If I was in, I was supposed to get the official admission notice in a week. We parted ways at the tram stop.

			My brother was overjoyed when I told him. Don’t think I’ve ever seen him so happy.

			“You’re the man. Susumu, you’re gonna be an actor for real. They picked the two of you out of six hundred people. This is it. I guess what I want to say is, thank you. If you knew how happy I am right now—” Then he choked up, burst out in tears. Get it together, I thought but didn’t say. It isn’t time to celebrate yet.

			Not until I get the acceptance notice.

			 

			 

			Friday, July 14

			 

			Great weather. Guess what came in the mail? My acceptance notice.

			 

			 

			Saturday, July 15

			 

			It’s sunny out. And blazing hot. Yesterday, I laid the acceptance notice, complete with the envelope, on the household altar, and my brother and I filled my dad in on everything. I’m starting to think I could actually become the top actor in Japan. But the tough part is yet to come. Beethoven said, “I will show that he who acts well and nobly, can also endure maltreatment on that account.” Heroic resignation, maybe you could call it. The geniuses of the past fought hard for what they believed. I was determined to be like them and not bend. In the evening, me and my brother and Kijima went out to celebrate at Sarugaku Pavilion Restaurant. To Mom’s health—cheers! Kijima got smashed, started belting out “Chakkiri bushi”: “The fragrance of tea and orange blossoms wafts on the summer air…”

			I’ve been ditching day after day of school. I’m dropping out next semester. My brother says there’s no other way. I’ve got to be at the Shunju-za training hall every day, starting next Monday. They say they’re going to let me start helping out the actors soon. While I’m in training, I’ll get paid twenty yen a month, and a little extra when I help with shows, plus commuting costs. After two months, I’ll become an associate member, paid a monthly stipend of thirty yen. Over the next two years, my pay will increase bit by bit, and when the two years are up, I’ll become a full group member, eligible for the same salary and benefits as everybody else. If things go well, I’ll be a full member by the time I’m nineteen, in the autumn. But it’s no time to daydream. I’ve got work to do. A crapload of work. Two years from now, when I become a full member, my true training as an actor will start. By the time I finish, ten years later, I’ll be twenty-nine. I guess all kinds of things will be different by then. At some point, more than individual acting talent, the key will be picking the right scripts. Anyway, I’ve gotta keep my nose to the grindstone. I’m dead set on being great. Even if it’s like crossing the ocean in a canoe. It’s obviously not about the pay, though having some extra spending money will be nice. I like the sweet tinkle of coins jingling in my pocket. Think I’ll take my first paycheck and buy my brother a fountain pen. My brother says he can’t take this heat anymore, he’s leaving for our grandparents’ place in Numazu tomorrow. He’s gonna stay ten days. Normally, I’d go too, but I’m going into working adult mode starting next week, imagine that, so I can’t. This summer, I’ll stay behind in Tokyo, getting stuff done. That novel my brother was gonna send in to Contemporary Letters, in the end he didn’t finish by the deadline. When he was about halfway done, he showed it to Tsuda, who had some surprisingly nice things to say, so my brother was encouraged, but then he ran off the road, stalled out, gave up. It’s a real shame. My brother’s always whining, I’m a nobody compared to Balzac and Dostoyevsky, but if you ask me, if you set your sights that high, you’re setting yourself up to fail. “It’s just like they say, there’s no point starting a novel in your twenties,” he would say, but if that’s true, couldn’t you spend your twenties writing prose poetry or something? Anyway, my brother’s talented, I know he’s got a masterpiece in him, if he can get back on track. I’d even say there’s not a single other Japanese author who writes sentences as beautiful as his.

			Tonight, while I was in the bath, I took a long look at my face in the mirror: it was shockingly gaunt. How could a face change so much in just two or three days? Well, they were rough days. It was an adult’s face, with protruding cheekbones. And it was ugly. I’ve gotta do something about this, I said to myself. I’m an actor now. Actors have to take care of their faces. I just can’t get used to this shriveled monkey face. Every morning, from now on, I’m gonna rub cream and Hechima Cologne skin lotion into it until I can look at it without flinching. It’s not like I’ve got to powder my nose every five seconds now that I’m an actor, but this dried-up, lifeless face is gonna be an issue.

			At night, I lay beneath the mosquito net, nose in a book: Jean-Christophe, volume three.

			 

			 

			Thursday, August 24

			 

			It was cloudy out. This heat is literally hell. God help me, I think I’m gonna lose it. So many times I’ve thought about suicide. I can play the shamisen now, that’s really something. And I can dance. Oh yes, I can, every day, all day, from ten AM to four PM. The training hall has become my private hell. I quit school. I’ve got nowhere else to go. Stupid! I had no idea what being an actor really meant.

			Young actor, your name is cursed. It really is amazing what a body can take without breaking down. I knew going in it was gonna be rough—what I didn’t expect was the humiliation.

			Today, like usual, during my half-hour lunch break, I lay in the garden facing the sky, tears pooling in my eyes.

			Just when I thought I’d shaken him off, the boya came prancing up: “You’re looking down in the dumps, Serikawa, not that that’s anything new.”

			“Piss off!” I snarled. Just as quickly, I turned around and said to myself, That’s no way to talk. But really, how could any of these airheads hope to understand my anguish?

			The boya’s name was Teruo Takita. Secret love child of Setsuko Takita, famous actress at the Imperial Theater. The father was M, late finance magnate. Age: eighteen. That made him a year older than me, but I refused to quit thinking of him as “boya.” The kid was off, but he was a savant onstage. When it came to talent, he blew me out of the water. So, we were rivals. Lifelong rivals? Maybe it would end up that way. I was always getting compared to this halfwit, always coming up short. Needless to say, I flatly refused to acknowledge the savant’s genius talent. Wait and watch, I spat silently. I might be an oaf, but I’ve got determination, and that goes a long way. In the entire group, there was only one person on Team Serikawa—but that person was the group leader, Kikunosuke Ichikawa. Everyone else was fed up with my lack of sophistication. They called me the Excuse Expert. Today, on the way home from the training hall, I walked to the tram stop with group executive Kaemon Sawamura.

			“Every day you show up with a different book in your pocket. You’re quite the reader—or are you reading them?” he taunted with a smirk.

			I didn’t say anything out loud, but to myself I said, When’s the last time you read a book? And understand this, in an actor, talent isn’t enough.

			About ten days ago, Kikunosuke Ichikawa took me out to Rainbow Restaurant. Struggling to spear a slippery boiled potato, he casually remarked, “They called me a radish for my entire twenties.” A slang term for a talentless actor. “In the back of my mind, I still sometimes think of myself as one.”

			I wanted to cry. If it weren’t for the group leader’s words that day, I might be hanging from a ceiling beam.

			It’s tough getting started in the arts world. Almost impossible. If you don’t lose your footing on your own, there’s always someone who will try to knock you down. Endless, inexhaustible suffering. Turning a mustard seed into a tree isn’t easy.

			Again, the words of Beethoven. I’m copying them down in extra-large characters. “I will show that he who acts well and nobly, can also endure maltreatment on that account.”

			 

			 

			Sunday, September 17

			 

			Clouds. Spurts of rain every now and then. No practice today. Last night, at the training hall, practice dragged on until eleven thirty. I started getting dizzy and almost collapsed right there onstage. Opening day at Kabuki-za is October 1. This is the program: The Flower of Edo, Soseki’s Botchan, Kasane.

			So it’s my debut. But I’ve got only two small parts, the lantern-bearer in The Flower of Edo and a middle school student in Botchan. Really, these repeated rounds of crushingly intense training, all for this? There’s no rest, not even when I’m asleep, because the instant my head hits the pillow these weird, annoying dreams start in, and I toss and turn all night. There’s such a thing as being so tired you can’t sleep.

			At about eight this morning, my sister called from Shitaya. This is serious, she said. The two of you had better hightail it over here. It’s no joke, she said, but she was laughing. I repeatedly demanded to know what was up, but she wouldn’t say. She just kept saying, You’ll find out when you get here. So what else could we do? My brother and I wolfed down our breakfast and hit the road.

			“What’s all this about?” I wondered aloud.

			“They’re having another lover’s spat, and they want us to play referee.” By the look on his face, he didn’t seem to be looking forward to it.

			But when we got to Shitaya, nobody was arguing. Au contraire—the entire family, all three of them, wore giant smiles.

			“Susumu-chan, did you read the Capital Times today?” asked my sister. I still had no idea what this was about. In Kojimachi, we didn’t subscribe to that paper.

			“Can’t say I did.”

			“Told you this is big. Look!”

			She passed me the paper, which was open to the Sunday entertainment section. My picture was there, next to Teruo Takita’s. It was small, but it was there. A name I didn’t recognize appeared by my photo: “Kikumatsu Ichikawa.” And Takita’s photo was labeled “Sennosuke Sawamura.” There was a write-up on the two new members of Shunju-za. They even put words in our mouths: “Pleased to meet you.” Whatever. Making me look like a dummy, again. I’d known we were set to become associate members after our debut, but I hadn’t known they were giving us stage names. No one bothered to tell us. If they were going to pull names from their asses, they could at least ask what we thought. I felt a black mood coming on. But inside or behind that brash, unfamiliar stage name, Kikumatsu Ichikawa, I sensed Kikunosuke Ichikawa’s wordless support, and I was at least a little glad about that. Kikumatsu Ichikawa. Still not a nice name. Made me sound like an errand boy.

			“You made it, kid,” said Suzuoka. “Let’s go out for Chinese to celebrate.” Just like Suzuoka, always looking for any opportunity to go out for Chinese.

			“But the way they’re making such a fuss over you kind of worries me.” My sister and Suzuoka had known about my acting ambitions, and they’d had their doubts all along, but had kept quiet. “Maybe we shouldn’t tell Mom.” We’d decided from the beginning not to breathe a word of this to her.

			“Needless to say,” said my brother loudly. “She can probably figure it out herself, but anyway, once she gets better, I’ll fill her in on the details. That’s my duty.”

			“Duty? You make it sound like it’s something to be ashamed of.” For once, I was thankful for Suzuoka’s boldness. “It’s like anything, if he works hard and gets good at acting, he can hold his head high. He’s seventeen, and he’s making fifty yen a month. That’s no joke.”

			“Thirty yen,” I corrected.

			“Yeah, but putting that thirty yen together with all the bonuses and stuff, it must come out to more than sixty.” Apparently Suzuoka thought being an actor was like working for a bank.

			The five of us—Suzuoka, my sister, Toshio, my brother, and me—went to a Chinese restaurant in Hibiya. Everybody was in a bubbly mood, except me. Maybe it was because I hadn’t slept last night, but I just couldn’t paste a smile on my face. Mentally, I was still in training, meaning I was still in hell, my mood dark. I mean, I was a professional, I wasn’t in training for fun. No one can understand this darkness of mine. “Pleased to meet you.” Give me a break. When you reach for the stars, they drag you through the mud.

			Kikumatsu Ichikawa. It has such a cold, lonely ring.

			 

			 

			Sunday, October 1

			 

			A sunlit autumn day. I squatted onstage holding a lantern—my big debut. The audience was a deep, dark swamp. I couldn’t make out any faces. All I could see was a dim, squirming, fleshy pool. Now matter how I squinted, nothing came into focus. And there wasn’t a single sound. The silence was absolute. Like there was no one out there at all. Just a deep, dark swamp that could suck me in. My spirit was floating far away. I felt like puking.

			Backstage after the show. My brother and Kijima were there. That made me happy. I wanted to give my brother a bear hug, but held back.

			“Saw you right away, went, Hey, there’s Susumu! Even in that get-up, I knew it was you.” Kijima was overheated. “I’m the one who saw you first. I spotted you right away.” He kept repeating himself.

			Suzuoka and my sister and Toshio had VIP seats. Lady Littlebit even showed up, dragging along five of her students—their seats were in the lower gallery, called the “quail” section because it looked like a birdcage. When my brother told me, I almost cried. Okay, my family isn’t all bad. Apparently, Kijima cried out twice at the top of his lungs, Kikumatsu Ichikawa! Kikumatsu Ichikawa! But it’s no use hollering at the lantern-holder. I wish he’d cut out the embarrassing shouting.

			“Did you hear me cheering?” He sounded proud. But the answer was no. Like I said, my spirit was floating far away. Even now I felt like I could pass out.

			My brother leaned close and whispered, “Should I send sushi or something to the dressing room?” He wore a serious look. He was trying so hard to do what he thought he was supposed to that I burst out laughing.

			“No need to stand on ceremony here. Shunju-za isn’t like that,” I said.

			“Oh, okay.” He looked disappointed.

			By the second show, Botchan, I was in a better mood. When the audience laughed, I could hear it, faintly. But I still couldn’t make out their faces. They say when you get used to it, not only can you hear them laughing, you can even make out whispers and babies crying, so clearly you pray they’d shut up. You can make out their faces too, and you know who’s out there watching. But for me that’s far away. I’m still floating in a dreamlike haze. Hovering on the brink of death.

			When both shows were over, I darted backstage to the bath. Starting tomorrow I’ll be repeating this day after day, I said to myself, and suddenly a wave of disgust washed over me, and I felt like I really might lose it. It hit me, being an actor sucks. A momentary jolt of pain, strong enough to make me reel. Maybe I should just go ahead and lose my mind, I was thinking, when the pain suddenly evaporated, leaving only loneliness. “When ye fast…” I suddenly vividly remembered the words of Christ that I wrote in my first diary entry when I was sixteen. “When thou fastest, anoint thine head, and wash thy face.” There’s nobody who doesn’t suffer. Smile while you fast, that’s the way. Stick it out for ten more years, at least, then unleash your wrath. I haven’t created anything yet. I wouldn’t even know where to start.

			My sadness didn’t wash away, but I felt a little warmer when I got out of the bath, like I’d drunk a glass of hot milk.

			I popped into the dressing room to say hello to the group leader, Kikunosuke Ichikawa.

			“Bravo,” he said. That made me happy. I know it sounds silly, but with this one word from the group leader, the cloud of anguish that had enveloped me in the bath suddenly dissipated. Making your debut at Kobikicho—for an actor, maybe there’s no better start. You’re lucky, I said to myself. I needed to hear it.

			So that’s it, the story of my glorious debut.

			Back at home, I blabbed to my brother about astronomy until one in the morning, unable to shut myself up. What suddenly made me so excited about the sky and the stars? Not a clue.

			 

			 

			Saturday, November 4

			 

			Blue skies and sunshine. As I write this, I’m in Osaka. The theater: Naka-za. The program: The Subscription List, A Song by Lantern Light, Going Leaf-Peeping.

			We’re staying smack in the middle of Dotonbori—in a moldy love hotel. Seven of us are cooped up in this hundred-square-foot, two-room hovel. Kikumatsu Ichikawa, thou shalt not fall into decadence! 

			Kikumatsu Ichikawa, thou art a saint.

			 

			 

			Sunday, November 12

			 

			Rain. Forgive me, I’ve been drinking tonight. Osaka is a dirty old town. A cloud of loneliness hangs over Dotonbori. Went drinking at this dingy bar called Yayoi. Been a long time since I’ve been sloshed like this. But I won’t let my guard down, even drunk. “In youth you must retain your reputation.”

			Oh, Sennosuke. At the best of times he’s a fool. Drunk, he spirals. On the way home he made a brazen pass at me. I laughed and said no way. His response: “But I’m lonely.”

			I was shocked speechless.

			 

			 

			Friday, December 8.

			 

			The sun could be out or it could be pouring, how should I know? Here in Nagoya, I’m choking back tears.

			I’m itching to get home to Tokyo. The fun of traveling has worn off. I’ve got nothing else to say. I’ve got nothing else to write. I’m alive but I’m dead.

			What is sex? I'm ashamed to say I don't really know. I mean, I know which part goes where, but that’s about it. Even a dog knows that.

			 

			 

			Wednesday, December 27

			 

			The sky is blue. The show is over in Nagoya. I arrived in Tokyo Station at half past seven PM. Osaka. Nagoya. After two months on the road I’m back in Tokyo and the season has changed and I’ve changed, too. My brother came to the station to pick me up. When I saw his face my heart leapt into my throat. He wore a soft smile.

			It hit me that my brother and me were living in totally different worlds. I’m a grownup, with a rugged, suntanned face. Whatever romanticism I had has burned up. I’m a lean, ill-tempered realist. I’ve changed, for sure.

			A boy in a black fedora and a suit walks through the plaza at Tokyo Station, the fragrance of face powder wafting from his rucksack. The hardened pearl spat from the oyster of two torturous years. At the end of my anguish, a final accounting: the emergence of a cold, flinty figure. None of the passersby knew a thing about what I’d gone through from the spring of my sixteenth year on, the getting up and the clinging on and the falling. I’m not dead and I’m not crazy, thanks to sheer stubbornness, or anyway that’s how I see it. Other people will crinkle their brows and say, Should’ve known that lazy, worthless kid would end up an actor. The fate of all artists.

			I want them to carve this on my tombstone:

			“He loved making other people happy more than anything!”

			It’s been my destiny from birth. This alone is why I decided to become an actor. I’m dead set on being the best in Japan, no, the world! I want to make them all happy, all the needy, lonely people, so happy it shakes them to their bones.

			 

			 

			Friday, December 29

			 

			Sunshine. Shunju-za’s end-of-year meeting was today. I got voted onto the planning committee. I get to choose scripts and deliberate on the group’s policies under the direct leadership of the top brass. It’s a heavy responsibility.

			Another big decision came down today: this year’s January 2 radio broadcast, “The Shopboy’s God,” will be performed by Kikumatsu Ichikawa, solo. My reward for sticking it out on the road for two months. But I’m not letting it go to my head.

			“Who lives without folly is not so wise as he thinks.” La Rouchefoucald.

			There’s literally nothing left to do but work. I’ve got to stay honest, stay tough, and plow through. If I don’t know something, I’ll let everyone know it. If I can’t do something, I’ll come out and say it. Stop trying to impress people, and it turns out life is surprisingly simple. Atop this rock I will build a humble house.

			Since it’s the New Year, I think I’ll go see Saito, tell him everything that happened this year. I get the feeling he’ll see me this time.

			Next year I’ll turn eighteen.

			 

			Over this path I walk

			Blossoms spread their fragrance.

			I would never dream of urging

			Flowers to bloom sooner.

			hymn no. 313

		


		
			 

			Translator’s Afterword

			 

			 

			I looked out over the sea: the Choshi Peninsula glowed purple, and blotches of faint green radiance oozed up from the horizon like spots on a mirror. Far away, tiny gulls skimmed the surface of the sea. All the while the waves crashed and rolled. I felt so alive. I wanted to hand out some of this happiness to everybody. When we are happy, it’s okay to think silly things. God will forgive us. For the two of us, today was the Sabbath. My brother took a pencil and wrote a poem on a seashell.

			From Justice with a Smile

			 

			 

			Naturally, after writing this gorgeous, richly allusive passage about boundless possibilities, found in a hopeful, life-affirming book in which a teenage misanthrope overcomes self-destructive urges and makes something of himself, Osamu Dazai went on to write novels of hope and redemption until his death in 1976, a happily married family man, a godfather to a new generation of authors, and above all a soundly healed person.

			The above paragraph is full of lies.

			This really is a hopeful book, but Osamu Dazai committed double suicide with his lover by jumping into a canal in 1948, at the age of thirty-eight. With this, a life of hard drinking, drug use, and depression reached a logical end. That’s the historical fact, and I promise there will be no more lying in this afterword.1

			Another fact: Dazai was strong enough to envision a different outcome. Even though he was a deeply depressed person who ended his own life, and even though his best-known works in the West explore the dark dynamics of self-destruction, he was able, in his imagination, to bend those dynamics in a hopeful direction. Specifically, in this 1942 novel. It’s about a character who thinks a lot like Dazai and his other tortured protagonists, except that it ends better. Maybe, if Dazai had been able to live what he wrote, the first paragraph of this afterword would be his actual biography.

			This book is truer than the word “fiction” implies. It’s a blend of fact and imagination, adapted from the diary of a teenage actor and shot through with the dynamics that drove Dazai’s own life.

			Justice with a Smile presents itself as the diary of Susumu Serikawa, a teenage misfit and aspiring actor. In the Preface, Dazai explains that he was inspired by the diary of a real-life Kabuki actor he calls T. This refers to Yasuhisa Tsutsumi, younger brother of Shigehisa Tsutsumi, a student of Dazai’s. In his best-known work, Seven Years with Osamu Dazai, Shigehisa describes the actual diary as follows:

			 

			In a notebook with a black cloth cover like an account book, vertical lines crammed with tiny characters like swarming ants, this diary with entries approximately every other day went into precise, painstaking detail. . . . In places the writing became a swirling, chaotic mass interspersed with enthusiastic marks such as “!” and “?,” heaping scorn on schoolteachers and ridicule on classmates, displaying the author’s disgust with himself and his fervent hopes for the future, taking an emotionally intense tone but always with a touch of humor.

			 

			Yasuhisa, then a teenager, went on to have a successful stage and screen acting career, including minor roles in Seven Samurai and Godzilla. One of his stage names was Susumu Serikawa.

			Not only is Susumu Serikawa like Yasuhisa Tsutsumi, he is also like Osamu Dazai.

			Susumu has a knack for winning people over through superficial clowning around, at the same time twisting himself into a pretzel of self-hatred over it. This internal struggle is familiar to readers of Dazai’s other works, for instance, the semi-autobiographical No Longer Human, in which the narrator states, “Acting the clown allowed me to feel a tenuous connection with humanity. On the outside I was always wearing a smile, but inside I was desperate, feeling I was skating on the edge of disaster, working up a nervous sweat as I offered entertainment.”

			A deep shame no amount of clowning can conceal hovers over Dazai’s life and work like a dark cloud. It’s a dynamic that dovetails naturally with self-destruction. In this book, though, Susumu channels the urge to entertain people into an acting career.

			One of the key relationships in Justice with a Smile is the one between Susumu and his older brother, who has become head of the household following their father’s death and encourages Susumu's interest in the arts. Although Dazai actually had ten siblings, his family situation resembled the one described in the book in that his oldest brother Bunji stepped into a father-like role after their father passed away. Also, his older brothers mentored him and encouraged his interest in literature and theater, as Dazai describes in the family portrait “My Older Brothers” (1940).

			It seems ridiculous to think that one of the best-loved twentieth-century Japanese writers struggled with intrusive doubts about his intelligence, but Dazai did. In the autobiographical “Thinking of Zenzō,” for example, he recalls dread at attending an event in his country hometown, imagining the people there mocking his supposedly great works of literature behind his back. No amount of recognition could convince him he wasn’t an outcast. He probably carried some of this shame from his student days—never a success in the educational system, he dropped out of university in 1935. Susumu’s constant wrangling over smarts and school exams reflects Dazai’s own struggles.

			A few words about the Japanese education system at the time this novel is set. Before World War II, the Japanese education system consisted of elementary school, which lasted six years and was the only compulsory stage; middle school, lasting five years; higher school; and finally university, the last two stages spanning three years each. It was also possible to go directly from middle school to a professional college or teaching college, as Susumu’s cousin Kei does. The First Higher School that Susumu longs to enter actually existed and fed into prestigious universities. The R University that he does ultimately enter probably refers to Rikkyo University, a private Christian school Yasuhisa Tsutsumi attended but dropped out of.

			Susumu’s Christianity plays an important role in this book. Apparently, Yasuhisa Tsutsumi’s real-life diary showed a fascination with Marxism, which Dazai swapped for Christianity. Dazai had a complicated relationship with Marxism: due to his involvement in it, he had his allowance cut off by his family and was arrested twice, regaining his freedom by pledging to cut ties. If Susumu were interested in Marxism, it would have threatened his prospects of attending university, so it would have inevitably been a major plot point. Dazai had his reasons for not poking this sore spot.

			Another reason Christianity is given such an important place in the book is because Dazai, at the very least, respected it. Directly asked whether he was a Christian in a 1942 interview, Dazai’s vague reply was, “I don’t go to church, but I read the Bible. I think the Japanese may be the best prepared of any people in the world to correctly understand Christianity. It won’t surprise me if Japan becomes a world center for Christianity in the future. The way Westerners are practicing Christianity these days turns me off.”

			Whatever Dazai’s actual beliefs, the Bible is a guiding light for Susumu, who is able to nurture a mustard seed of faith into a successful life.

			The fact is that Dazai’s life was not an ocean of bright possibilities. He died by drowning, done in by his demons. Instead of tossing out a shell with a secret wish, he tossed himself into the water and ended it all. He purposely cut off the possibilities of life, convinced only darkness awaited. But he did have the capacity to envision brighter possibilities. This unique, hopeful book presents that vision.

			A fatal dip in a canal, that’s the historical fact.

			Is it true?

			Once, Osamu Dazai tried to rewrite the future.

			

			
				
						1 His actual biography: born in 1909 in Kanagi, Aomori into a wealthy landowning family, the tenth sibling of eleven, Osamu Dazai published his first literary work in a school magazine in 1925. At the age of twenty, he was disowned by his family for eloping with a geisha. Shortly after, separated from his wife, he made his second unsuccessful suicide attempt; it was meant to be a double suicide, and the other party in the pact, his lover, did die. Dazai drifted on the edges of radical political circles, drank heavily, and flirted with drugs. He eventually remarried and had three children, among them writer Yuko Tsushima. His novels of personal torment and social disintegration, the best known being The Setting Sun (1947) and No Longer Human (1948), were widely read during his lifetime. Near the end of his life, he abandoned his family and ran off with a lover. To come back to the beginning, and the end, he made his fifth, finally successful suicide attempt in 1948, perishing along with that lover.
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			A note on excerpts in the English edition

			All Bible quotes are from the King James Bible. The verses from Goethe's Faust on pages 107 and 108 were translated by Albert Latham. The Beethoven quote on pages 141 and 144 was translated by J. S. Shedlock. The Francois de La Rouchhefoucauld quote on page 151 was translated by J. W. Willis Bund and J. Hain Friswell. Also on page 151, the title of "The Shopboy's God" is from a translation by Lane Dunlop.
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