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A WORD FROM THE AUTHOR


A mentor of mine once translated a line from a seventeenth-century Chinese poem as:

Life is nothing but “sayonara”

It’s certainly true that while the exhilaration of meeting someone can soon fade away, parting is a wound that cuts deep; and it may be fair to say that each separation is something we’ll feel all our lives . . .

OSAMU DAZAI






MEMORIES



PART ONE

At dusk I stood with my aunt by the front gate. She was wearing a nursing shawl, so she must have had a baby on her back. I remember the hushed silence of the twilit street before us. She told me that the Son of Heaven had hidden himself. The Living God, she said. I believe I muttered the words to myself, fascinated: the Living God. I then blurted out a question my aunt deemed irreverent. She scolded me, saying it wasn’t the sort of thing one said, that one should say he’d “hidden himself” instead. I understood what she meant, but my next question made her laugh: “Where’s he hiding?”

I was born in the summer of 1909, the forty-second year of Meiji, so I was in my fourth year when the Meiji Emperor died. I think it was also at about this time that I went with my aunt to visit relatives in a certain village about an hour’s journey away. I’ve never forgotten the waterfall I saw there, in the mountains near the village. A broad cascade rushed, foamy and white, over a rock face green with moss. I sat on the shoulders of a man I did not know and gazed at it. Beside the falls was some sort of shrine, and as the man was showing me all the votive tablets there, adorned with paintings of horses, I began to feel more and more alone and finally burst into tears and cried for “Gacha.” That’s what I called my aunt. She was chatting and laughing with the relatives some distance away, on a carpet they’d spread out in a little hollow, but when she heard me crying she leaped to her feet. As she did so, however, she tripped on the carpet and lurched forward, as if bowing deeply. The others began to hoot and jeer at her, shouting that she was drunk. Witnessing this from afar, I was so vexed that I began to wail at the top of my lungs. That memory brings to mind the night I dreamed my aunt was leaving home, abandoning me. Her bosom filled the doorway, her breasts swollen, red, and dripping sweat. “I don’t like you anymore,” she muttered harshly. I pressed my cheek against her breast, tears flowing, and begged her not to go. When my aunt shook me awake, I was lying in my own futon with my face buried in her chest, crying. Even after I’d awakened, the sadness remained, and I lay there sobbing for a long time. But I never told my aunt, or anyone else, what I had dreamed.

I have many memories of my aunt in those days, but none, I’m sorry to say, of my mother and father. Though ours was a large household—great-grandmother, grandmother, father, mother, three elder bothers, four elder sisters, myself, one younger brother, and my aunt and her four daughters—I can honestly say that it was not until I was five or so that I was really aware of anyone but my aunt. In the spacious rear garden were five or six big apple trees, and I remember several girls climbing them under a leaden, overcast sky; I also remember sheltering under umbrellas with a number of girls, admiring the chrysanthemums that bloomed in one corner of the garden. The memories are vague, but those girls were probably my sisters and cousins.

My memories from when I was six or seven are more vivid. A nanny named Také taught me to read, and together we made our way through all kinds of books. Také was devoted to my education. I was a sickly child, and most of my reading was done while lying in bed. When I ran out of children’s books, Také would stock up on more, often borrowing them from the Christian Sunday school in the village. Once I’d learned to read on my own I consumed books tirelessly. Také also instructed me in morality. She’d take me to a nearby temple and explain the scrolls depicting heaven and hell. Arsonists bore baskets of red, flickering flames on their backs, and men who’d kept mistresses suffocated in the entwining embrace of green, two-headed snakes. Everywhere—in the lake of blood, on the mountain of needles, around the bottomless pit that belched white smoke and was labeled Eternal Hell—were wan, thin people with mouths agape, weeping and howling. When Také told me that if I lied I’d go to hell and demons would rip out my tongue, just as they did in the painting, I was so terrified I burst into tears.

A veritable forest of wooden stupa tablets stood alongside a hedge with wild yellow roses that bordered the graveyard on a knoll behind the temple. A black iron wheel about the size of the full moon was suspended in a slot in each of the tablets. Také said that if after you spun this wheel it came to a dead stop, you were going to heaven, but if it stopped and then clattered back in the opposite direction, you were headed for hell. When she spun the wheel it would revolve with a fine, clear sound and come to a full stop; but when I spun it, it often ended up rolling back. It was, as I recall, a day in autumn that I went to the temple alone and found that all the wheels I spun rolled back after stopping, as if they’d conspired together to do so. I tried to contain my rage and persevered, tenaciously spinning wheel after wheel, and only when it began to grow dark did I finally give up in despair and trudge back home.

My mother and father were living in Tokyo at that time, and my aunt took me there to see them. I’m told I was in Tokyo for an extended period, but I don’t remember much about it, aside from an old woman who would frequently call at the house. I didn’t like this woman and would cry whenever she came. She once gave me a red toy mail truck, but it didn’t interest me in the least.

In due course I was to enter primary school back home, and my recollections of that time are colored by this and other changes in my life. At some point Také disappeared. She’d gone to a certain fishing village to become someone’s bride, but she left suddenly and without a word to me, perhaps fearing I’d try to follow her. The following year she visited us during the Festival of the Dead but seemed somehow distant. She asked me how I was doing in school. I didn’t answer. Someone else told her I was doing very well indeed, but she didn’t particularly praise me for that. She said only that I must never let down my guard.

At about the same time, circumstances arose which were to separate me from my aunt as well. Her second daughter had been married off and her third daughter had died, but she had gained a son through the marriage of her eldest daughter to a dentist. My aunt went with the newlyweds and her youngest daughter to establish her own branch of the family in a distant town. I too went with them at first. It was winter, and as my aunt and I huddled in one corner of the sleigh, waiting for it to carry us off, my youngest elder brother poked repeatedly at my rear end through the canvas and teased me, calling me “the bridegroom.” I gritted my teeth to withstand this humiliation. Though I was under the impression that I was to remain with my aunt, I was sent back home when school started.

By the time I entered school, I was no longer a child. One sunny summer day, on the weed-grown grounds of the empty house behind ours, my younger brother’s nursemaid taught me something that took my breath away. I was about eight and the nursemaid couldn’t have been more than fourteen or fifteen. My brother was three years younger than I. The nursemaid told him to go find a four-leaf clover, and once she’d got rid of him she took hold of me, and we tumbled about on the ground. After that we would sometimes hide in the storehouse or a closet and play together. My little brother was a terrible nuisance. He once stood outside the closet door and cried over being left alone, leading to our discovery by my youngest elder brother. When he opened the door, the nursemaid calmly explained that we were searching for some coins she’d dropped.

I too was forever telling lies. On the day of the Doll’s Festival in my second or third year of primary school, I told my teacher that my parents had asked me to leave early so I could help set up the hina dolls. I went home without attending a single class and told my family that we’d been given the day off from school. I then proceeded to lend an unwanted hand in extracting the exotic dolls from their boxes. Another incident had to do with my love for birds’ eggs. I could get sparrow eggs whenever I wanted by simply lifting up the tiles of the storehouse roof, but classmates supplied me with the eggs of cuckoos, crows, and rarer species—eggs the color of blue flame, eggs with funny little speckles all over them. I would give these classmates books in return, as many as five or ten at a time. I swaddled the eggs in cotton and filled one entire drawer of my desk with my collection. My youngest elder brother somehow caught wind of these secret transactions of mine, and one night he asked to borrow two of my books—one, I remember, was an anthology of European fairy tales. I despised him for this. I knew that if I said I didn’t have the books, he intended to find out where they’d gone. I told him I was sure they were around somewhere, but I’d have to look for them. Carrying a lamp, I searched not only my room but the entire house. My brother walked along behind me, laughing and saying, “They’re not here, are they.” I doggedly insisted that they were. I even climbed up to look on top of the kitchen cupboards, until finally he said, “That’s enough. Never mind.”

Virtually all the compositions I wrote for school were sheer fabrications. I endeavored to present myself as a nice, docile little boy, a worthy recipient of everyone’s acclaim. I even went so far as to plagiarize. One composition, titled “A Silhouette of My Brother,” was stolen word for word from an essay that had won first prize in a contest sponsored by a boys’ magazine. My teacher proclaimed it a masterpiece and had me copy it out with brush and ink, in order to submit it for an exhibition. Later, a certain well-read student discovered my deception, and I prayed for his death. Another composition of mine that all the teachers praised was called “A Night in Autumn.” It was a sketch that described how I’d developed a headache from studying one night and stepped out on the veranda to look at the garden. There was a beautiful moon out, and the carp and goldfish were splashing happily about in the pond. I was gazing dreamily at this quiet scene when my mother and some guests suddenly burst out laughing in the next room, and I realized with a start that my headache was gone. Not a single word of this was true. I had taken the description of the garden from something in one of my sisters’ notebooks, and, furthermore, I don’t think I ever studied so hard that it gave me a headache. I hated school and had never even opened a schoolbook at home. I read nothing but popular entertainments, but as long as I had a book open, my family assumed I was studying.

Whenever I did try to write truthfully in my compositions, I had cause to regret it. When I complained in an essay that my mother and father didn’t love me, I was called into the teachers’ room for guidance and severely dressed down. When we were asked to write on the subject “If War Breaks Out,” I wrote that in the event of war—famously more fearsome than earthquakes, lightning, fires, or father—the first thing I would do is escape to the mountains, and I’d invite my teacher to come along, because teachers are human beings just like me and must be just as afraid of war. This time I was grilled by the headmaster and his assistant, a teacher I had always liked. When they asked me what I was thinking when I wrote the composition, I feebly asserted that it was only an attempt at humor. The assistant wrote “Out of curiosity” in his notebook. He and I then engaged in a little dialogue. He pointed out the bit about teachers being human “just like me” and asked me if all human beings were the same. Never very good at expressing myself, I hesitantly replied that I thought they were. He then asked me why, if that was so, the headmaster’s salary and his own weren’t the same. Weren’t they both human beings? I thought for a moment and said, “Isn’t it because your jobs are different?” The assistant, with his long, narrow face and steel-rimmed spectacles, carefully wrote down this response in his notebook. Finally he asked if he and the other teachers were human beings “just like” my father. I had no answer for that one.

My father was an extremely busy man. He wasn’t often home, and even when he was, he didn’t spend time with his children. I was afraid of him. He had a fountain pen I coveted, but I couldn’t bring myself to ask for it. After agonizing over this problem for some time, I lay in bed one night with my eyes closed, intoning the words “fountain pen” over and over, pretending to be talking in my sleep but in fact calling out to my father, who was in the next room chatting with a guest. Not surprisingly, however, my prayer reached neither his ears nor his heart. One day when my younger brother and I were playing in the enormous granary, where sacks of rice were piled to the rafters, my father appeared in the doorway and shouted, “You boys, get out of there!” Looming in the doorway with the sun at his back, he cut a terrifying figure, dark and enormous. Even now, I shudder to remember the fear I felt at that moment.

I didn’t feel very close to my mother either. Suckled by a wet nurse and raised by an aunt, I didn’t even know who my mother was until my second or third year of primary school. One night as I lay in my futon beside hers, practicing a certain stress-relieving technique two of the manservants had taught me, my mother noticed the covers moving and asked what I was doing. Extremely flustered, I told her my hip hurt and I was trying to massage it. “Just rub, then,” she said sleepily. “You don’t have to pound on it like that.” I said nothing but lay there quietly kneading my hip for some time. Most memories of my mother are sad. I once took from the storehouse a European-style suit my elder brother had outgrown. I put it on and was strolling between the flowerbeds in the rear garden, humming a mournful melody I made up as I went, my eyes brimming with tears. I wanted to play, dressed like this, with the student boarder who worked in the family office, so I sent a maid to get him, but a long time went by and he didn’t show up. I ran the tip of my shoe back and forth against the stems of a bamboo hedge as I waited, but at last I couldn’t bear the waiting any longer and, standing there with my hands in the suit pockets, broke down and wept. My mother found me like that, and for some reason she stripped the clothes off me and spanked my bottom. I felt humiliated to the marrow of my bones.

I was very concerned with clothing from an early age. If a shirt was missing a cuff button, for example, it was unacceptable to me. I liked white flannel shirts. The collar of my undershirt had to be white as well, and I made certain that a tiny sliver of it was visible. Each year, on the Festival of the Full Moon, all the students in the village put on their finest clothes and gathered at the school, and I would patter with girlish, mincing steps down the school’s narrow hallways clad in the wool kimono with wide brown stripes that I chose each year. I nurtured these foppish tendencies of mine on the sly, however. According to my family, I was the homeliest of all the brothers; and I reasoned that, being so ugly, I’d surely be laughed at if they discovered my affectations. I strove, rather, to make others think I was utterly indifferent to clothing, and I believe I succeeded to a certain extent; my appearance undoubtedly would have struck any sophisticated observer as dull and rustic. Sitting at the dinner table, my mother and grandmother would often discuss, quite seriously and in front of all the others—and much to my chagrin—how strikingly unattractive I was. And yet I secretly believed myself to be handsome. I would sometimes go to the maids’ quarters and casually ask them who was the best looking of all the brothers. They would usually say that my eldest brother was handsomest and I was second. Though I’d blush at that, I was still dissatisfied. I wanted them to say I was better looking than even the number one son.

My looks weren’t the only thing my grandmother objected to. Another of her pet peeves was my clumsiness. At every meal she would reproach me for my awkward handling of the chopsticks, and she said it was truly unsightly the way my rear end rose up in the air when I bowed. She made me sit at attention before her and practice bowing again and again, but try as I might she would never give me her full approval.

Grandmother was something of a bane on my existence. When a little playhouse opened in the village, the Jakusaburō troupe came from Tokyo, and I went to watch each and every performance. Because my father was the one who’d built the playhouse, I could get a good seat for free whenever I wanted. As soon as I’d get home from school I’d change into a soft kimono, suspend a pencil from my sash on a thin silver chain, and run off to the theater. It was the first time I’d ever seen kabuki, and I was so spellbound by it that I was moved to tears any number of times. When the run was finished, I formed a troupe of my own with my younger brother and several cousins. I had always enjoyed putting on little shows and would often assemble the maids and servants and recount folk tales or project magic lantern slides or moving pictures. This time I decided to perform three skits: “Yamanaka Shikanosuke,” “The Dove’s House,” and a comic dance routine called “Kappore.” For the first of these, I adapted a prose passage from a boys’ magazine wherein the samurai Shikanosuke acquires a vassal at a teahouse on the bank of a mountain stream. The long speech in which Shikanosuke introduces himself was especially difficult to recast in the seven-five syllable meter of kabuki. “The Dove’s House” was a novel that would bring tears to my eyes each time I read it, and I chose a particularly touching passage and made it into a two-act play. Jakusaburō’s entire troupe would perform “Kappore” at the end of every show, so I decided to do the same. After rehearsing for five or six days, we were ready. For a stage I selected the wide corridor in front of the library, rigging up a little curtain and the like. We began our preparations in the early afternoon, and my grandmother happened to walk chin-first into the curtain wire. She asked if we were trying to kill her and demanded, in rather abusive language, that we forget about “aping those riverbank beggars from Tokyo.” We went ahead with our plan regardless, putting on our show for ten or twelve of the servants that evening, but my grandmother’s words hung heavy on my heart. I played Yamanaka Shikanosuke, as well as the boy in “The Dove’s House,” and I danced “Kappore,” but all without the least enthusiasm. I felt utterly forlorn. Nonetheless, I continued to put on plays from time to time, including The Cattle Thieves, The Ghost of the Broken Plate, and Shuntoku Maru; but whenever I did, my grandmother would make a great show of her displeasure.

I didn’t like my grandmother, but at night, if I couldn’t sleep, I was grateful for her presence. My insomnia started in my third or fourth year of primary school, and I would often lie awake in bed, crying, until two or three in the morning. Members of my family taught me any number of tricks to help me get to sleep—licking sugar before going to bed, counting the ticks of the clock, soaking my feet in cold water, placing silk-tree leaves under my pillow, and so on—but none of them were very effective. It didn’t help that I was a worrier and tended to dig up all kinds of things to torment my own mind. Once, for example, while furtively toying with my father’s pincenez, I cracked one of the lenses, after which sleep eluded me for several nights. The fancy-goods store two houses down from us carried a few periodicals, and one day I was there looking at the frontispieces of women’s magazines. Among them was a watercolor of a yellow mermaid that I wanted so desperately I quietly began to tear out the page, determined to steal it. When the young store owner eyed me suspiciously and called my name, I slammed the magazine down on the floor and ran home. Misadventures like this robbed me of a lot of sleep. Other times, lying in bed, I’d be struck with a sudden, irrational fear that a fire would break out. Once I’d started thinking what would happen if our house burned down, sleep was out of the question. Going to the privy one night before bed, I noticed the student boarder alone in the office just across the corridor watching a moving picture in the dark. On the far wall of the room, in a flickering square of light no larger than a matchbox, a polar bear plunged from a ledge of ice into the sea. I peeked in on the student, and it struck me as an unbearably pitiful scene. When I got back in bed, that was all I could think about. My heart was pounding as I contemplated the student’s lot in life and worried myself sick that the film projector might catch fire, and I didn’t manage to doze off until nearly dawn. It was on nights like this that I appreciated having my grandmother around.

At eight o’clock or so a maid would tuck me into bed. She was supposed to lie by my side until I fell asleep, but I felt sorry for her and would promptly pretend to snore. Even as I listened to her slip quietly out of the room I would lie there praying fervently for sleep to come. After tossing and turning for a couple of hours, however, I’d begin to whimper and finally get out of bed. By that time of night, my grandmother was the only one in the family still awake. She would be sitting at the big sunken hearth in the kitchen, talking to the night watchman, and I’d sit sullenly between them, still in my winter nightclothes, and listen. They were invariably gossiping about people in the village. Late one night in autumn, as I sat listening to the two of them talking in subdued voices, I heard the sound of drums in the distance. It was a torch procession to drive away insects, and I remember how heartening it was to realize that so many other people were still awake.

Sounds. When my eldest brother was at university in Tokyo, every summer vacation he’d return and show off his newly acquired tastes in music and literature for the folks back home. A local magazine published a one-act play of his called The Struggle that was well received by the young people in the village. He had read it to all the brothers and sisters as soon as it was finished. Everyone kept saying they didn’t understand it, but I did. I even understood the poetic allusion in the curtain line: “How dark it is tonight!” I thought he should change the title to Thistles, however, and wrote this suggestion in a small hand in one corner of a discarded page of the manuscript. He probably never noticed this, however, and went ahead and published it as The Struggle. My eldest brother also had quite a collection of phonograph records. Whenever my father hosted some sort of banquet at the house, he’d have geisha sent from a large town some distance away, which resulted in my having been hugged and cuddled by geisha from the time I was five or six. I still clearly remember some of their songs and dances, like “Long, Long, Long Ago” and “The Mikan Boat from the Land of Kii.” For that reason, I took more readily to my brother’s recordings of Japanese music than to his Western records. One night as I lay in bed I heard a beautiful melody issuing from my brother’s room and raised my head to listen. I got up early the next morning, went to his room, and began playing records at random until I finally found the one I was looking for—the record which had so enthralled me that I could scarcely sleep the night before. It was the shinnai ballad “Ranchō,” the story of a love suicide.

I felt closer to my second elder brother. After graduating with honors from a business college in Tokyo, he’d gone directly to work at my father’s bank. The rest of the family treated him rather coldly. I assumed that his lack of popularity in the house was attributable to his face, since I had heard my grandmother and mother agree that, while I was the ugliest boy in the family, he was a close second. I remember his muttered jest, ribbing both himself and me: “Ah, to have been born handsome—I wouldn’t ask for anything more. Right, Osamu?” Honestly, though, I’d never considered his face unattractive. I also rated him one of the brightest of all the brothers and sisters. He used to drink sake nearly every night and often got into fights with my grandmother. I felt a renewed loathing for her whenever that happened.

My youngest elder brother and I were at odds. I always felt ill at ease around him because he’d uncovered so many of my secrets. He and my younger brother looked alike, and since everyone was always saying how handsome they both were, I felt oppressed from both above and below. I was relieved when he finally went off to middle school in Tokyo. My mother and father fawned on my younger brother, the sweet-faced baby of the family. I was jealous of him and would hit him from time to time. My mother would yell at me then, and I would resent her for it. Once when I was ten or eleven and discovered the seams of my shirt and undergarments so infested with fleas that it looked as if they’d been sprinkled with sesame seeds, I caught my younger brother snickering and punished him by literally knocking him down. This naturally caused me some concern, however, and I tenderly coated the resulting bumps on his head with ointment.

My sisters were affectionate toward me. My eldest sister died, the second married, and the remaining two went to girls’ schools in different towns. The nearest train station was in a town some seven or eight miles from our village, and we had to ride there in a horse-drawn carriage in summer or a sleigh in winter. During the muddy spring thaw or the rain and sleet of autumn we had no choice but to walk. My sisters would get ill riding in the sleigh, so they chose to leg it in wintertime as well. I always walked to a lumber yard outside the village to wait for them. Even when the sun had gone down, the snow-covered road shone with reflected light. When I saw their paper lanterns emerge from the dark woods at the edge of the village, I would raise both hands and let out a whoop.

Because the elder of these two sisters went to school in a relatively small town, the gifts she brought me were always less impressive than the younger sister’s. She once pulled five or six bundles of toy fireworks out of her basket and handed them to me, blushing and saying, “This is all I could find.” Her embarrassment tugged at my heartstrings. She too was forever being reminded by family members that she was “plain.”

Until she went away to school, this sister of mine had stayed in a detached wing of the house with my great-grandmother, and I had always thought that she was my great-grandmother’s child. My great-grandmother died at about the time I graduated from primary school. When she was placed in her coffin, I inadvertently caught sight of her corpse, tiny and stiff in a white kimono. I worried that the sight might remain imprinted on my eyes forever.

Because I was sickly, my parents enrolled me in “advanced” primary school for an extra year. My father told me he would send me to middle school when I was stronger, but not in Tokyo, where my brothers had gone, because of the risk to my health. I didn’t particularly care one way or the other, but that didn’t stop me trying to gain the sympathy of my teachers by writing compositions about how sad it was to have such a delicate constitution.

My village had by this time been incorporated into a town, and the advanced primary school I went to, which also served five or six neighboring villages, was in the midst of a pine grove about a mile from my home. I was frequently absent due to illness, but as a representative of our village I felt I had to strive to be number one even here, where any number of honor students from the villages had been thrown together. Which is not to say that I applied myself to my studies. The thought that I would soon be a middle school student filled me with such self-importance that the advanced primary school struck me as a shabby and unpleasant place. In class I mostly applied myself to drawing a series of cartoons. During recess I would explain these to my classmates, supplying comical voices. I had four or five notebooks full of these cartoons. Sometimes I would sit through an entire class with my cheek propped up on my hand, gazing out the window next to my seat. I remember a squashed fly that was stuck to the glass. I was startled out of my reveries several times when it drifted into my field of vision, so large against the landscape that I took it for a pheasant or turtledove. I sometimes ditched classes with four or five classmates who liked me, and we would sneak off to a marsh behind the pine grove to lie on the bank there and amuse ourselves talking about girls or lifting up our kimonos to compare the fuzz that each of us was beginning to sprout.

Our school was coeducational, but I had yet to take the initiative and approach a girl. I suppressed my carnal passions precisely because they were so intense, and I was a coward around students of the opposite sex. Two or three girls had developed crushes on me, but I always feigned ignorance. I would take my father’s copy of the Imperial Academy’s Art Exhibition catalogue down from the bookshelf and gaze with flushed cheeks at a certain sketch concealed among its pages. I also allowed the pair of rabbits I was raising to mate frequently, watching with palpitating heart as the male hunched his back. These were the only ways I had to restrain the feelings inside me. I was much too vain to reveal the secret of my self-massage sessions to anyone. Having read in a book about the damage it could cause, I made every effort to stop, but to no avail. Thanks to the exercise I got walking all that distance to school and back each day, I’d begun to put on muscle. The skin around my forehead had erupted in pimples that looked like little grains of millet. This too was a cause of embarrassment for me, and I daubed my skin with a red ointment called Hōtankō. My eldest brother married, and on the evening of the wedding my younger brother and I crept to the bride’s room, where she sat with her back to the door, dressing her hair. Having glimpsed her pale reflection in the mirror, smiling back at me, I fled to my room, dragging my brother with me. “Hmph! She’s not much!” I blustered. My red-daubed forehead had made me more self-conscious than ever and all the more ready to lash out at others in retaliation.

As winter approached I had to begin studying for middle school entrance examinations. Inspired by magazine advertisements, I sent off to Tokyo for a variety of reference books. I never read any of them, however, merely lined them up on the bookshelf. The school I was taking the test for was in our prefecture’s biggest city, and there were always two or three times as many applicants as openings. I was occasionally overcome with anxiety that I would fail, and only then would I study diligently. After about a week, however, I would once again feel certain of passing. When I studied, I wouldn’t get to bed until nearly midnight and usually got up at about four in the morning. I had a servant girl named Tami sit with me to keep the coals in the brazier burning and serve me tea and so on. No matter how late I kept Tami up, she would be back at four o’clock to wake me. She would sit there quietly reading a book as I struggled with mathematical story problems about reproducing mice and the like. Later Tami was replaced in this task by a fat, older maid. I knew this was my mother’s idea, and it made me scowl to consider her motive.

The next spring, when the snow was still deep on the ground, my father vomited blood and died in a hospital in Tokyo. The local newspaper reported his death in an extra edition. I was less worked up about the death itself than I was about the sensation it caused. My name was even in the paper, listed as one of the bereaved. My father was placed in a large coffin and brought home from the train station on a sleigh. I went to a spot near the next village, along with a great crowd of townspeople, to await the arrival of his remains. When I saw the seemingly endless succession of sleighs emerge from the shadowy woods with their hoods glittering in the moonlight, I thought it was beautiful.

The next day our family gathered before the coffin in the room where the Buddhist altar was kept. When the lid was removed, everyone began weeping loudly. My father looked as if he were sleeping. The high bridge of his nose was ghostly pale. Hearing everyone sob, I too began to weep.

For about a month after that my house was a whirlwind of frantic activity. I took advantage of the general confusion to entirely neglect studying for the entrance examination, even making up random answers on my final exams at school. I scored third or so in my class, but this was clearly a case of the teacher going easy on me out of deference to my family. My power of recall had already begun to decline, and I now found that if I hadn’t crammed for a test, I couldn’t write anything at all on my answer sheet. I’d never experienced that before.



PART TWO

That spring, though my scores weren’t very good, I passed the entrance exam for middle school. I arrived at that little city by the sea wearing a new hakama skirt, black stockings, lace-up shoes, and, forsaking the shawl I’d always worn, a woolen cloak that I foppishly left unbuttoned and open in front. I changed out of my traveling clothes at the home of distant relatives who ran a kimono shop there. It had been arranged for me to stay at this house, with its tattered old shop curtain hanging across the front entrance, throughout my middle school days.

My nature is such that it’s easy for me to get carried away with almost anything, and during my first weeks at middle school I would don my school cap and formal hakama even to visit the public baths. Seeing my reflection in storefront windows as I walked down the street, I would smile and nod to myself.

School wasn’t interesting at all, however, The schoolhouse itself, on the outskirts of town, was a building coated with white paint, and directly behind it was a flat, broad stretch of parkland that bordered the Tsugaru Straits. The sounds of waves and rustling pines were audible even during class, the hallways were wide, the ceilings were high, and it was all very pleasant; but the teachers there persecuted me mercilessly.

From the day of the entrance ceremony on, a certain physical education instructor took it upon himself to slap me around. He said I was impertinent. It was all the more hurtful coming from this teacher, as he’d been in charge of my oral examination and had been sympathetic enough to note that, what with the death of my father, I probably hadn’t been able to get much studying done, to which I responded by making a show of hanging my head sadly. Later on I would be struck by a number of different teachers. They offered various reasons for meting out such punishment—that I was smirking, for example, or yawning. I was told that the size of my yawns during class was the talk of the teachers’ room. A teachers’ room where they discussed such asinine things struck me as laughable.

One day a student from my own hometown took me aside near a sand dune in the schoolyard to warn me that I really did seem to have a cheeky attitude and that if I kept getting slapped around like that I was sure to flunk out. I was thunderstruck. After school that day I hurried home alone, following the shoreline. With the swash lapping against the soles of my shoes, I trudged along sighing to myself. When I stopped to wipe the sweat from my brow with a sleeve, I was startled to discover an enormous gray sail lurching over the waves right before me.

I was a petal about to fall. I trembled and shook in even the faintest breath of wind. A slight that might seem insignificant to anyone else was enough to make me writhe in mortal agony. Believing myself to be destined, in due course, for greatness, I could not forgive even the scorn of adults; the disgrace of failure, therefore, would have been a fatal blow. From that day on I attended lessons with trepidation. I never let down my guard in the classroom, telling myself that I was surrounded by a hundred invisible enemies. Before leaving for school in the morning I would cut a deck of playing cards on my desk to divine my fortune for the day. Hearts meant great good fortune, diamonds good fortune, clubs misfortune, and spades great misfortune. During that period, for days on end, I turned up nothing but spades.

When examinations approached, I endeavored to memorize every sentence in my natural history, geography, and ethics textbooks. This method of study stemmed from a sort of all-or-nothing fastidiousness in my character, but it produced unfortunate results. Studying became a hopelessly rigid ordeal, and my inflexibility during exams was such that, if there were times I turned in answer sheets that were nearly perfect, at other times I’d trip up on a single trifling word or line I’d memorized, muddling my train of thought so completely that I’d end up covering the sheet with meaningless drivel.

Nonetheless, I was third in my class at the end of the first term. I even got an “Excellent” in Deportment. Released from the lengthy torment brought on by my fear of failure, I ran barefoot to the beach behind the school, my report card in one hand and my shoes dangling from the other. I was overjoyed.

When I went home for the first time at the end of the term, I stuffed all the possessions I’d acquired during those three or four months into my trunk—even the cushions I’d bought—in order to paint for my younger brother and his friends the most illustrious possible picture of my brief stint at middle school.

Swaying along in the horse-drawn carriage, we emerged from the woods of the neighboring village. A sea of green fields unfolded before me, and where they faded into the horizon I could make out the towering red roof of our house. I felt as if I were seeing it for the first time in a decade or so.

Never in my life have I known such triumphant elation as I felt during that month of summer vacation. In telling my younger brother about life at middle school, I exaggerated freely, making it sound like something out of a dream. And I tried to describe the city itself as a veritable wonderland.

At home I roamed through meadows and valleys drawing sketches or chasing bugs. As homework for the summer, our teacher had assigned us to produce five watercolor paintings and collect ten unusual insects. With my butterfly net slung over my shoulder and my younger brother following with a case that held tweezers, pins, a jar of poison, and so on, I spent entire days walking through the meadows, stalking cabbage butterflies and grasshoppers and the like. At night we built a little fire in the garden and, armed with the net and a broom, caught or knocked down every flying insect drawn to the flames.

My youngest elder brother was enrolled in the sculpture department of an art school, and every day he would sit beneath the chestnut tree in the courtyard fumbling with his clay. He was making a bust of my youngest sister, who’d recently graduated from girls’ school. I would sit beside him and do sketch after sketch of my sister’s face, and my brother and I would take turns belittling each other’s work. My sister, who sat patiently modeling for us, would generally take my side in these disputes, giving the nod to my watercolors. My brother scoffed at whatever talents I displayed; he said that everyone had gifts as a child, and he even ridiculed my compositions, saying I wrote like a primary school student. I, for my part, unreservedly derided his artistic ability back then.

One night this brother came to my bedside, whispering, “Osa—here’s a rare one,” as he crouched down and slid a package of loosely wrapped tissue paper under the mosquito netting. He knew I was collecting unusual insects. From inside the little package came the faint sound of a bug struggling to get free. That sound, to me, was a lesson in brotherly affection. When I carelessly tore open the paper, my brother barked excitedly, “He’s getting away. Catch him!” It was a common stag beetle. But I included this far-from-rare coleopteran in my “ten unusual insects” collection when I handed it in to my teacher.

I was sad to see summer vacation end. When I returned to that little city and opened my trunk alone in my upstairs room in the kimono shop, I came very close to bursting into tears. Whenever I felt lonely, I liked to go to a book shop, and on this occasion too I ran to the nearest one. Just looking at the bindings of all the publications on the shelves dispelled my gloom as if by magic. On a shelf in one corner of this shop were four or five books that, much as I might have liked to, I wouldn’t have dared to try and purchase, and from time to time I would nonchalantly come to a stop before that shelf, knees quivering, and flip surreptitiously through their pages. But it wasn’t only to peruse such quasimedical volumes that I frequented these places. At that time, any sort of book brought me solace and comfort.

Schoolwork was less interesting than ever. Nothing was more accursed than the homework assignment of filling in contour maps with watercolor mountain ranges, harbors, and rivers. I tended to get carried away with things and would spend three or four hours coloring those maps. Our history teacher made us keep notebooks and write down the main points of his lectures, in spite of the fact that he virtually read his lectures from the textbook. Tedious as all this was, however, I was still unsatisfied with my scores and did the homework diligently each day.

Each autumn, all the middle schools in the city competed with one another in various sports contests. Having grown up in the countryside, I’d never even seen a baseball game. I remembered some of the lingo from stories I’d read—“bases loaded,” “liner to short,” “flied out to center” and so on—but that was all. I eventually learned how to follow the game, but I could never get very excited about it. Whenever there was a match with another school, whether it be baseball or tennis or judo or whatever, I had to participate as a member of the cheering squad, an obligation that only made my life at middle school all the more loathsome. The cheering squad had a leader, a boy who carried Rising Sun fans and who deliberately wore the shabbiest clothes he could dig up. When he stood on a little hillock in the schoolyard and delivered speeches, the students would delightedly shout, “What a slob!” At games, during every pause in the action, the leader would flutter his fans and scream “Ouru sutando appu!” Obediently we would all stand up, waving our little purple triangular banners, and sing a fight song that went: “Though we welcome a worthy opponent . . .” I just found it embarrassing. Whenever I saw a chance, I would steal away from cheering practice and go home.

But it’s not as if I avoided physical activity entirely. My face was pasty but with dark shadows caused, I had no doubt, by my self-massage sessions, and whenever someone mentioned my complexion I would get flustered, as if my secret had been exposed. In the fervent hope of improving my skin tone, I began to exercise.

My complexion had long been a source of anxiety. When I was in fourth or fifth grade in primary school, my youngest elder brother taught me about something called democracy. I’d also overheard my mother telling guests that because of democracy, most of the rice crop had gone to pay for the tax increase. This new concept had me in a tizzy, and I began to assist the servants in their chores. I explained democracy to them as I helped mow weeds in summer or shovel snow from the roof in winter. I eventually realized that the servants weren’t exactly thrilled with my help—if I mowed a section of weeds, they had to go back and redo it anyway—but the truth was that, under the pretense of helping them, I was in fact hoping to improve my complexion. Not even subjecting myself to such strenuous physical labor had any such effect, however.

Once I’d entered middle school, it occurred to me to try athletic training. When the weather was hot, I invariably swam in the sea on my way home from school. I preferred the breast stroke, which involves spreading your legs apart like a frog and keeping your head raised above the surface of the water. Paddling along like this I could see the delicate striations of the waves, the green leaves of the plants and trees on shore, and the clouds that floated by overhead. I craned my neck like a turtle to raise my face as high and as close to the sun as possible, in order to hurry my bronzing along.

I also marked out a hundred-meter track in the cemetery behind the house I was staying at and began to run in earnest. The cemetery was bordered by a grove of poplars, and when I tired of sprinting I’d stroll along in the shade there, reading the words on the stupa tablets. I still remember some of the Buddhist aphorisms I found: The moon in the depths of a pool and Three worlds, one mind, for example. One day I discovered, on a gravestone overgrown with moss, a name that set my heart to pounding—Jakushō Seiryō, Buddhist layman. The name meant something like “Quiet by nature, pure and lonesome.” I daubed my fingertip with mud, and on the white leaf of a paper lotus that had recently been placed there, I wrote in a faint, ghostly scrawl: Now I cavort with worms underground, an allusion to something I’d read by a certain French poet. The following evening, before my run, I went to check on my handiwork, only to find that the departed spirit’s words had been washed away in a brief morning downpour that left the white lotus leaves torn and tattered, thus sparing bereaved relations any further sorrow.

I amused myself with pranks like this, but meanwhile I was becoming a very good runner, and my legs began to bulge with muscle. My complexion didn’t improve, however. A repulsive, murky pallor remained visible beneath the thin, swarthy layer of outer skin.

I was obsessed with my own face. When I grew bored of reading I’d take out a hand mirror and smile, or furrow my brow, or lay my cheek on my hand as if lost in thought, tirelessly studying these and other expressions. I mastered one that was so cute it never failed to get a laugh. I would narrow my eyes, wrinkle my nose, and pucker my lips, trying to signal disappointment or confusion but looking like a dimwitted baby bear. My youngest sister was at that time a patient at the prefectural hospital in the city, and whenever I made that face on my visits she would roll about on her bed, holding her stomach and laughing uncontrollably. Her only company in the hospital was a middle-aged maid from home, and she was obviously quite lonely. Her spirits would lift the moment she heard me tramping down the long hospital corridor to her room. My footsteps were always considerably louder than most. When I didn’t visit my sister for a week or so, she would send the maid to get me. The maid would tell me, in all seriousness, that when I didn’t visit, my sister’s temperature would inexplicably rise and her condition would worsen.

I was fifteen or sixteen by then. Blue veins were faintly visible on the backs of my hands, and my body grew strangely leaden. A small, dark student and I fell quietly in love. We always walked side by side on the way home from school, and both of us would blush if our fingers accidentally touched. One day, as we were walking home along a road behind the school, he discovered, in an irrigation ditch green with newly sprouted parsley and chickweed, a newt. He scooped it up and handed it to me silently. Newts disgusted me, but I feigned great pleasure and wrapped it in my handkerchief. Back at the house, I let it loose in the little pond in the courtyard and watched it swim about, swiveling its short neck from side to side. But the next morning, when I went to check on it, the newt was gone.

Because of my intense pride, it never even occurred to me to confess my feelings, and I rarely even spoke with that student. A slender schoolgirl who lived next door was also often on my mind, but whenever I met her on the street I would look away almost contemptuously. Late one night in autumn, hearing a commotion outside, I got up and went out for a look. Fire had broken out at a shrine just down the street, and sparks were shooting up into the sky. Above the shrine’s dark cedar grove birds whirled madly in the air, like leaves in the wind. Though I knew perfectly well that the girl next door was standing at her front gate in a white yukata, looking my way, I stared straight at the fire, showing her only the side of my face. I was certain my profile, bathed in the red glow of the flames, was dazzlingly beautiful. No wonder I never got anywhere with her, or with the classmate. I was much bolder when I was alone, however. I would wink and smile at my face in the mirror, or kiss the thin lips I’d carved into my desktop. I later colored these lips with red ink, but they turned so dark that I found them revolting and scraped them away with my knife.

I entered my third year, and one morning on my way to school that spring I leaned on the smooth vermilion balustrade of a bridge and fell into a lengthy reverie. Under the bridge flowed a wide, lazy river that resembled the Sumida. Until that time I had never had the experience of being completely lost in a daydream. I always felt as if someone were watching me from behind and was consequently always adopting one pose or another. I would mentally caption each little gesture: He stared at his hands, perplexed, or He scratched behind his ear and muttered under his breath. For me there was no such thing as a spontaneous or involuntary action. When I finally snapped out of my reverie, I trembled with loneliness. At times like this I would think about my past, and my future. As I clattered on across the bridge, a flood of memories set me to daydreaming again, and I ended up sighing and wondering if I’d ever really make something of myself. I’d begun to sense a gathering anxiety in my heart. I was incapable of feeling satisfied with anything in my life and was forever engaged in an empty struggle. Because I wore an endless succession of masks, I could never be sure how real the sorrow behind any one of them might be. At length, however, I was to discover a certain melancholy outlet: writing. Here, I felt, was a world where many of my kind focused their gaze, as I did, on the incomprehensible tremors of the soul. I began to aspire, secretly but fervently, to become an author. My younger brother had entered middle school that year, and we lodged in the same room. After conferring with him and recruiting five or six friends, we began to publish a little literary magazine. We had it printed at a large shop diagonally opposite the house we stayed in, and even the lithograph on the cover came out beautifully. We distributed the magazine to our classmates. I published one story each month. The first was a quasiphilosophical piece dealing with morality. Epigrammatic, fragmentary essays were also a forte of mine. We continued the magazine for about a year, but it was the cause of an unpleasant confrontation with my eldest brother.

He was worried that I seemed so taken with literature and sent me a long letter from home, in stiff, formal language. “Chemistry has its equations, geometry its theorems, which provide infallible keys for unlocking their respective secrets, but literature has nothing of the sort. I judge it impossible to grasp literature properly unless one is chosen for the task by virtue of age and background.” I was of the same opinion. What’s more, I believed I was one of the “chosen.” I immediately sent a reply, which I sprinkled with exaggerated passion: “I think that everything you say is true, and I consider myself lucky to have such a remarkable brother. I am not neglecting my studies because of literature, however; if anything, my interest in literature has spurred me on to study even harder than ever.”

I was indeed studying, if only because of the somewhat intimidating conceit that above all I must stand out from the common herd. From third year on I was always at the head of my class. It wasn’t easy becoming number one without being called a grind, but not only did I manage to avoid being the object of scorn, I actually had the other students eating out of my hand. Even the captain of the judo team, whose nickname was Octopus, was deferential to me. In one corner of the classroom was a large ceramic wastebasket, and I had only to point at this and say, “Back to your pot, Octopus,” and he would stick his head inside it and laugh. Echoing inside the wastebasket, his laughter made an eerie sound. I got on well with most of the good-looking boys in our class too. No one laughed at me even when I plastered my face with triangular, hexagonal, or flower-shaped bandages to cover my pimples.

The acne was still causing me a lot of grief. The pimples only seemed to multiply, and each morning when I awoke I would run my fingertips over my face to take stock of the situation. I bought and tried many different kinds of medicine, but none of them worked. I would write the name of the latest nostrum on a scrap of paper and show it to the pharmacist, as if I were buying it for someone else. I considered my acne emblematic of lust and was therefore desperately ashamed of it. I even thought of killing myself and having done with it all. My family’s low opinion of my face had now reached new depths. My eldest sister, who’d moved in with her new husband’s family, had gone so far as to say that it was unlikely any girl would ever be willing to be my bride. I applied my medicines zealously.

My younger brother was also concerned about my acne and often went to buy the medicine for me. He and I had never got along well, and when he took the entrance examination for middle school I had actually prayed that he’d fail; but now, with the two of us living together away from home, I began to see what a good-natured kid he was. The bigger he got, the more taciturn and shy he became. He occasionally wrote vignettes for our magazine, but they were always fainthearted little pieces. The fact that he did not do as well as I in school caused him constant discomfort, but my attempts to console him only seemed to make him feel even worse. His triangular widow’s peak, shaped like an upside-down Mount Fuji, gave him a girlish look, and this was another source of chagrin for him. He firmly believed that he was stupid and that it was all because his forehead was so narrow. This little brother of mine was the one person I could confide in. In those days, I either concealed everything from a person or bared my soul—it was one or the other. There was nothing my little brother and I couldn’t talk about.

One moonless night in early autumn, we walked to a pier on the harbor, fanned by a pleasant breeze off the straits, and talked about the red thread of destiny. This was something my Japanese language teacher had told us about in class: that each of us had an invisible red thread tied to the little toe of our right foot; that the other end of the thread was tied to the same toe of a girl somewhere in the world; that no matter how far apart we were, the thread wouldn’t break, and it wouldn’t get tangled no matter how near we were, even if we were to pass each other on the street; and that we were destined to marry that girl. When I first heard this I was so excited that I related it to my brother as soon as I got back to the house. Now, with the sound of the waves and the cries of seagulls around us, we were discussing it again. “Where do you suppose your wife is now?” I asked him. After gripping the pier railing with both hands and pushing and pulling a few times, he sheepishly replied, “She’s walking through a garden.” I could see her in her high garden clogs, carrying a fan, admiring the evening primroses, and I thought how well a girl like that suited my little brother. Now it was my turn. With my eyes on the dark sea before me, I said, “She’s wearing a red sash and . . .” I held my tongue. A ferry approaching from the across the strait appeared on the horizon, looking as big as an inn, with yellow lights glowing in every window.

This was the only secret I’d kept from everyone, even my brother. During summer vacation that year, back at home, a petite new apprentice maid in a white yukata with a red sash had clumsily helped me change into a kimono. Her name was Miyo.

Before going to sleep each night, I was in the habit of stealthily smoking a cigarette and pondering opening sentences for stories, and Miyo had become aware of this at some point. One night when she spread out my futon, she left an ashtray near the pillow. The next morning, when she came to clean my room, I scolded her, saying that my smoking was a secret and she mustn’t be setting out ashtrays for me. “Very well,” she said, in a peevish sort of way. Later during the same summer vacation, a performance of naniwabushi singers was held at the little playhouse in town, and all the servants were given the evening off to go and watch it. My younger brother and I were urged to go along as well, but we scoffed at the idea of such rustic entertainment and instead ventured out into the fields to catch fireflies. We went nearly as far as the woods outside the next village, but it was so foggy that we only managed to bring back about twenty fireflies in our basket. The servants arrived home soon after we did. We had Miyo spread out our futons and hang the mosquito netting; then we turned out the lights, and my brother and I crawled inside and set the fireflies free. They darted about in every direction. Miyo stood outside the netting to watch for a while. Lying there beside my brother, I was more conscious of the pale, dimly lit figure of Miyo than the blue light of the fireflies. Rather stiffly, I asked her if she had enjoyed the performance. I’d never spoken informally with a maid before. “No,” she said quietly. I laughed, but my brother remained silent, fluttering his fan at a firefly that had come to rest at the base of the netting. I felt extremely uncomfortable for some reason.

It was from right around that time that Miyo began to dominate my thoughts. Whenever the red thread of destiny was mentioned, it was her I envisioned.



PART THREE

When I was a fourth-year student, I had two friends from school who visited my room almost daily. I would serve them wine and dried cuttlefish and astonish them with all sorts of outrageous lies. I informed them that an entire book had been published on the subject of how to burn charcoal. I showed them a novel by an up-and-coming author titled The Mechanical Beast, the cover of which I had coated with machine oil, and told them that this was how it was sold in the stores. Several passages had been censored from a translation of Bel-Ami, so I wrote my own crude substitute passages and discreetly had a printer I knew typeset them onto the blank pages, then exhibited the book to my friends, telling them it was an extremely rare find.

My memories of Miyo were gradually fading. I’d begun to sense something strangely underhanded about two people in the same house mooning over each other, and I also had to consider my previous record of making nothing but disparaging remarks about women. It even angered me, at times, to think that Miyo might have moved my heart at all, and I refrained from telling these friends, let alone my little brother, about my feelings for her.

I was soon to read a famous Russian novel, however, which would make me reconsider the matter. The novel begins with the life history of a woman convict whose first step on the road to ruin was getting seduced by an aristocratic university student, the nephew of the man she worked for. Though I was oblivious to the larger appeal of the story, I marked with a dried leaf the page where the student and the servant girl have their first kiss, in the shadow of lilac bushes in riotous bloom. I was incapable of reading outstanding works of literature without becoming personally involved, and I couldn’t help thinking how similar those two were to Miyo and myself. If only I were a bit bolder, I’d be exactly like this young aristocrat, I thought, and my cowardice struck me as nothing less than tragic. My prissiness, it occurred to me, was the reason my life had been so flat and dull. I wanted to be one of life’s glorious sufferers.

I first discussed these thoughts with my brother. It was after we’d gone to bed one night. I intended to relate it all with great solemnity, but this pose only hindered my attempts to say what I felt, and I ended up sounding flippant. I rubbed the back of my neck and wrung my hands and used vulgar expressions. It saddened me that my nature was such that I had to turn my confession into a performance. My brother lay still, flicking his tongue over his thin lower lip as he listened, but finally, in a faltering voice, he asked if I was going to marry her. This staggered me for some reason. “I don’t know if I can or not,” I said, deliberately trying to sound dejected. In a roundabout and surprisingly grownup way, he suggested that I probably wouldn’t be allowed to. When I heard that, I discovered my true feelings. I grew sullen, then furious. I sat up in bed and declared in a forceful whisper that it was for this reason that I must fight. My brother twisted around beneath his calico blanket to face me. He seemed about to say something, but then just stole a glance at me and smiled softly. I laughed now and held out my right hand to him, saying, “Here’s to a new start.” He shyly extended his own limp hand, and I chuckled as I pumped it two or three times.

It didn’t take this much effort to inform my friends of my decision, however. When I laid it all out for them, they listened with furrowed brows, as if racking their brains for advice to give me, but I knew that this was only to make their inevitable agreement seem well considered. And indeed, no sooner had I finished my speech than they both endorsed my plan.

When I went back home for summer vacation that year, I took these two friends with me, ostensibly so that we could study together for higher-school entrance examinations. The truth, however, is that I had dragged them along because I wanted them to see Miyo. I prayed that my family wouldn’t disapprove of these boys. My elder brothers’ friends were all from the best local families, and none wore threadbare jackets with missing buttons, as my friends did. On the grounds of the empty cottage in back, a henhouse had been built, and we used the watchman’s shack beside it for our morning study sessions. The shack was painted white and green on the outside and was about seventy square feet, with wooden floors and freshly varnished desks and chairs. Two sliding doors faced east and north, and on the south was a European-style casement window. When we opened all of these at once, the wind blew pleasantly through the small room, riffling the pages of our books. Dozens of little yellow chicks hopped in and out of sight, frolicking in the unmown weeds that flourished just outside the shack.

The three of us always looked forward to lunchtime, wondering which of the maids would come out to the shack to announce that the meal was ready. If we saw a maid other than Miyo coming, we would slap our desks and cluck our tongues and generally raise a bit of a ruckus. If Miyo came, we all fell silent until she was gone, at which point we’d burst out laughing. One sunny day my younger brother was there studying with us, and as noon approached, my friends and I began speculating, as usual, about who would come to call us. My brother didn’t join in, but paced back and forth by the window memorizing English vocabulary words. The three of us were making wisecracks, throwing books at one another, and stamping our feet noisily on the wooden floor, and I ended up taking the joke a little too far. Meaning to include my brother in the fun, I said, “You’re awfully quiet . . . Wait a minute. You don’t mean to tell me . . .?” I bit my lip and peered at him suspiciously. “No!” he squealed, frantically waving his right hand in denial and dropping two or three of the flash cards he was holding. This reaction of his shocked me, and I averted my eyes. In that instant I reached a disturbing conclusion, and I decided then and there that I would give up on Miyo. Then I doubled over laughing as if nothing untoward had happened at all.

The maid who came to call us to lunch that day was not Miyo, fortunately. As we marched toward the main house along a narrow path through the bean field in disorderly single file, with me bringing up the rear, I feigned a frolicsome mood even as I ripped leaf after round leaf from the bean plants.

It wasn’t that I intended to sacrifice myself for my little brother’s sake. I was simply disgusted. My bough of white lilacs had been bathed in mud. And the fact that the rogue responsible was my own flesh and blood only made it all the more repulsive.

For the next few days I went through all sorts of mental anguish. Miyo too had occasion to walk through the garden, didn’t she? And my brother had seemed embarrassed when I shook his hand on the night of my confession. I, in short, was the fool, was I not? To be cast in the role of the naive half-wit was, for me, the greatest possible humiliation.

A succession of unhappy incidents followed. One day I sat at the table eating lunch with my brother and my two friends. Miyo was serving us and also supplying a breeze with a fan that bore a picture of a monkey’s red face. I secretly measured her feelings by the way she manipulated the fan. She fanned my brother more than me. I lost all hope and laid my fork down sharply on my plate of cutlets.

They all gang up to torment me, I thought. Blindly suspicious of others, I became convinced that my friends too had known all along. All right, never mind, I told myself, I’ll just forget about her.

One morning two or three days after this I forgot to put away the packet of cigarettes I’d been smoking the night before. When I got to the shack and realized what I’d done, I ran back to my room in a panic, only to find that the room had been cleaned already and the packet was gone. I resigned myself to my fate and called Miyo to ask if she knew what had happened to my cigarettes. “I’ve been caught, haven’t I!” I practically shouted. Miyo shook her head gravely, then stood on tiptoe to reach behind the beam above the door and pull down the small green paper packet with its image of two golden bats in flight.

This incident restored my courage a hundredfold, and reawakened my previous resolve. I still had troubling thoughts about my brother, however, and exhibited a groveling sort of deference to him in various ways. I now avoided blustering about Miyo with my friends, for example. I also refrained from making advances to her, having decided to wait for her to confess her feelings first. I gave her all sorts of opportunities to do so, frequently calling her to my room to perform unnecessary tasks and waiting for her there in a relaxed and subtly unguarded pose. In order to move her heart, I took care to look my best. My acne had more or less cleared up by then, but through sheer force of habit I continued to carry my beautiful silver compact, the lid of which was engraved with long and twisting ivy-like vines. I could always use the powder to up cover up any new blemishes.

Now, I thought, it was all up to Miyo. The right opportunity never seemed to come, however. Sometimes when I was studying in the shack I would slip out and go to the main house to see her. Miyo would be sweeping or dusting with almost ferocious energy, and I, watching surreptitiously, would just stand there biting my lip.

At length summer vacation came to a close, and my brother, my friends, and I had to leave for school. I had hoped for some small incident that would plant a seed in Miyo’s heart, a little something to remember me by, at least until the next vacation, but it was not to be.

On the day of our departure the four of us boarded our black, covered carriage, and everyone in the house, including Miyo, came out to the front gate to see us off. Miyo looked neither at me nor at my brother. She stared at the ground, fingering an untied, light-green sleeve brace as if it were a rosary, and continued to do so even when the carriage began to move. Leaving the house behind, what I most regretted was having left something important undone.

That autumn I went with my brother to a hot springs resort near the sea, some thirty minutes by train from the city. My mother and the youngest of my elder sisters, who was still recuperating from her illness, had rented a house there to take the waters. I stayed with them throughout the fall and continued studying for the higher school entrance examinations. Stuck with my reputation as a brilliant student, I had to prove at all costs that I could pass the exams after only four years of middle school. Though I hated school more than ever now, something still compelled me to study with single-minded devotion. I commuted to school by train, and each Sunday my friends would come to visit me. We now acted as if we’d forgotten about Miyo entirely. I usually took them out for a picnic. One day we sat on a great, flat stretch of rock beside the seashore, where we prepared a pot of meat stew and drank wine. My brother had a good voice and knew many of the latest popular songs, so we had him teach us a few, and then all sang together. Exhausted by these diversions, we fell asleep. When we awoke, the tide had come in and our rock, which was supposed to be connected to the shore, had become an island. It was like we were still dreaming.

If I didn’t meet these friends of mine for even one day, I felt lonesome. During this period, on a stormy day in early autumn, a teacher at school gave me a pair of resounding slaps, one on either cheek. It so happened, however, that the act of mine that precipitated this punishment had in fact been a chivalrous one, and my friends were furious. That day after school, all the fourth-year students assembled in the natural history classroom and talked about demanding the expulsion of the teacher in question. Some of the students even began to shout “Strike!” I was panic-stricken. I went from student to student, begging them not to call a strike on my account, telling them I bore no grudge against the teacher and that it was all a simple misunderstanding. My friends said this attitude of mine was cowardly and self-serving. I began finding it difficult to breathe and finally fled the room. As soon as I made it back to the house at the hot springs I got in the bath. Reflected on the water were two or three shredded green leaves of a plantain tree in the garden that had been battered by a recent typhoon. I sat on the edge of the bath sunk in thought and scared half to death. When overcome with a sense of shame, it was my habit to try to shake it off by muttering to myself, “Oh well.” As I sat there picturing how I’d bustled about from student to student, hissing that it was all a simple misunderstanding, I scooped up water from the bath and let it drop back in, scooped it up and dropped it in, saying “Oh well . . . Oh well,” again and again.

The next day, the teacher apologized to all of us, the strike was called off, and I easily patched things up with my friends, but the mishap had left a cloud of gloom over my heart. I thought about Miyo constantly and began to feel that it would be all over for me if I didn’t see her soon.

As all this was happening, my mother and sister were preparing to return home. As their departure happened to be on a Saturday, I was able to go along under the pretext of escorting them. I kept this trip a secret from my friends. Nor did I tell my brother the real reason behind it. I assumed he knew anyway.

We left the hot springs resort and made our first stop at the kimono shop where my brother and I lodged. After that, my mother and sister and I boarded a train for home. As the train began to pull away from the platform, my brother, who’d come to see us off, poked his pale, Mount Fuji forehead through the window and said, “Good luck.” I accepted his encouragement with good grace, nodding cheerfully in spite of myself.

A carriage was waiting for us at the station, and as we rode past the neighboring village and approached our home, I was a bundle of nerves. The sun went down, and the sky and the mountains grew pitch dark. I listened to the autumn wind rustling through the rice paddies, my heart pounding, and kept my eyes fixed on the darkness outside the open carriage window. When a tall growth of eulalia grass by the side of the road suddenly loomed up, soft and white, to brush my nose, I was so startled I nearly fell off my seat.

Beneath the dim lamps at the front door, the members of the household had gathered to greet us. When the carriage came to a stop, Miyo too came hurrying out, her shoulders hunched against the cold.

That night, as I lay in bed in a room on the second floor, I reflected on something that made me terribly sad. I was tormented by the prospect of mediocrity. I wondered if my fixation with Miyo hadn’t simply turned me into a common fool. Anybody could fall in love with a woman. But, no—my case was different; it wasn’t easy to explain how, but it was different. There was nothing coarse about it. Then again, maybe everyone who fell for a woman believed such things about his own feelings. No, I told myself, choking on cigarette smoke and sticking stubbornly to my position; no, my case was different. It involved . . . ideology!

I acquired an almost chilling sense of courage that night, thinking of my family’s inevitable opposition to my marriage with Miyo. I convinced myself that nothing I did was common, that I was in fact far above the rabble of the world. But I felt horribly alone nonetheless. I didn’t know where this loneliness came from. Despairing of sleep, I began touching myself, but only after sweeping Miyo entirely out of my mind. I couldn’t bring myself to defile her.

When I awoke early the next morning, the autumn sky was high and crystalline. I got up and set out for the field across the street to pick grapes. I ordered Miyo to accompany me with a large bamboo basket, issuing the command in as casual a manner as possible so as not to arouse suspicions. The grapevine trellis was in the southeast corner of the field and covered an area of about three hundred square feet. Each autumn, when the grapes began to ripen, reed screens were set up on all four sides to enclose the vines. We entered through a small wooden gate. It was pleasantly warm in there, under the trellis. A few yellow wasps buzzed about in the air. The morning sun seeped brightly through the reed screens and the roof of grape leaves; and Miyo’s face and clothing took on a pale green glow. On the way there I had considered several different plans, my mouth twisted in a villainous smile, but the awkwardness of actually being alone with her like this had soured my mood considerably. I’d even deliberately left the wooden gate open.

I was tall enough that I didn’t have to use a step ladder to reach the grapes hanging above us, and I began clipping off the bunches with a pair of garden shears. After picking a given bunch, I would hand it to Miyo. She quickly wiped the dew off each bunch with her apron, then placed it in the basket. We didn’t exchange a single word. What seemed like a long time went by, and I began to get angry. We had nearly filled the basket when Miyo drew her hand back sharply from a bunch of grapes I was handing her. “Hey!” I said, thrusting the grapes at her and clicking my tongue. Miyo was squeezing the heel of her right hand and grimacing. “You get stung?” I asked, and she squinted in the sunlight and nodded. “Idiot,” I said. She smiled and said nothing. I’d had enough of this place. “I’ll get you something to put on it,” I said as I picked up the basket and hurried out through the gate. I took her straight to the house and in the office found a purple bottle of ammonia, which I handed her with all the feigned indifference I could manage, making no attempt to apply the stuff myself.

I left that afternoon in a rickety, gray omnibus that had recently begun to run between our village and the town where I would catch the train. My family wanted me to take our carriage, but the carriage, with its shiny black hood emblazoned with the family crest, was too lordly for my tastes. On my lap I carried the basket of grapes Miyo and I had picked. I was satisfied. Little as it was, implanting even that much of a memory in Miyo’s heart had cost me tremendous effort. I relaxed and told myself that she was now mine.

The winter break that year was to be the last vacation of my middle school days. My brother and I both experienced a certain uneasiness as the time approached.

When we arrived together back home, we made straight for the kitchen, where we plopped down cross-legged beside the stone hearth, facing each other. After a while we got up and walked around restlessly, checking other rooms. Miyo was nowhere to be seen, and we exchanged anxious looks as we poked around. That evening, after dinner, our second elder brother invited us to his room, and the three of us sat at his heated kotatsu table playing cards. I felt the world going dark and could barely recognize the cards. As soon as the conversation took a convenient turn, I slipped in the question: “By the way, isn’t one of the maids missing?” I spoke the words in a deliberately casual way, while fanning out the five or six cards in my hand and hiding my face behind them. If my question arouses his suspicion, I thought, so be it. I was prepared to tell him everything—all the more so because my younger brother was there at my side.

“Miyo?” he said, cocking his head from side to side as he studied his cards. “Miyo got into a fight with Grandmother and went back to her home.” He threw down a card and muttered, “She was headstrong, that one.” I tossed out a card as well. Our younger brother, too, silently laid a card down.

Four or five days later I went out to the watchman’s shack by the henhouse, which was now manned by a young fellow who loved to read, and got the story in more detail. Miyo had been taken advantage of by a certain male servant, just once, and when the other maids found out about it, it became impossible for her to stay on. The servant had done a lot of other wicked things too and had long since been dismissed. The young watchman went on to say more than he needed to, however. It seems the villain boasted that Miyo had whispered, “Stop it, stop it”—only after the deed was done.

After New Year’s, as the vacation was drawing to a close, my younger brother and I entered our home’s library and amused ourselves inspecting all the books and scroll paintings. Through the high transom windows we could see snow falling outside. My eldest brother had taken over as head of the household after my father’s death, and I was keenly aware each time I came home of how, little by little, the decor of the rooms and the books and art objects were changing. I was looking at a scroll he had recently purchased. It was a painting of yellow rose petals scattering over the surface of a river. My younger brother was beside me, sifting through a box that contained hundreds of photographs, from time to time breathing on his cold fingertips. After a while, he handed me a newly mounted card-size photograph. The picture had apparently been taken when Miyo accompanied my mother on a visit to my aunt’s house. My mother was seated on a sofa, with Miyo and my aunt, who were about the same height, standing behind it. In the background was a rose garden in full bloom. My brother and I both gazed at the photo for some time, our heads close together. In my heart I had long since reconciled myself with my brother, and had not yet passed on the young watchman’s story, so I was able to maintain an air of composure as I looked at the picture. Miyo must have moved as the photograph was taken—the contours of her shoulders and head were blurred. My aunt was squinting at the camera with her hands folded over her sash. The two of them bore a certain resemblance, it seemed to me.







DOWN WITH DECADENCE


The fact that a certain work of fiction depicts a rather dissipated young man does not, in my opinion, justify categorizing it as “decadent” literature. I have always written stories that might best be described as idealistic.

I’m perfectly serious. I may very well be an idealist of sorts. Sadly, however, the words and deeds of idealists are generally regarded as suspect, or even farcical, in the eyes of the world. Consider Don Quixote. Nowadays his name seems nothing more than a synonym for “fool.” But whether he was or was not a fool is something only another idealist can say for sure. No one who has not cast off his own fortune and position in life for some lofty ideal and leapt headlong into the fray can ever understand the heartrending sorrow of Don Quixote. Somewhere out there, I suspect, are a few self-righteous old boys who would rather not hear this.

My brand of idealism is anything but lofty when compared to Don Quixote’s, however. Rather than brandish a sword in the fight against the forces of evil, I prefer to beguile a rosy-cheeked country lass into spending the night. Idealism takes many forms. For the sake of the lecherous sort that I subscribe to, I’ve relinquished my fortune, my clothing, even my shoes, and have been reduced to a state of truly ascetic poverty. And, for want of a better name, I call these salacious ideals of mine “romanticism.”

I was still a child when my romanticism began to bud. My hometown is in the mountains of the deep north. Whenever we had a celebration of any sort at our house, my father would call in a few geisha from the small city of Aomori, some twenty-five miles away. Since there were no other means of transportation, the geisha would arrive on horseback, and occasionally one would fall from her horse. Our story begins on a night in the winter of my twelfth year. The celebration had to do with some honor or decoration my father had received. Five geisha came. One was quite old, two were younger women, and two were apprentices scarcely in their teens. One of the apprentices performed the Wisteria Girl dance. Her eyes were red; perhaps she’d been plied with sake. I thought she was exquisite. Each time she finished a movement and struck a pose, the guests would respond with oohs and ahhs of admiration, and I even heard four or five people sighing. Obviously I wasn’t the only one who thought her beautiful.

I wanted to know her name. Simply to ask someone, however, was out of the question. As a mere child of twelve, I had to feign complete indifference to geisha and such. So I stole into the family office and began looking through a ledger in which I knew I’d find a list of expenditures for the banquet. Under the heading “Performers,” in the somber script of the man who managed the office, were the names of the five geisha, along with a perfunctory note as to how much each was paid. I looked at the five names. The second to last was Nami, and I was certain that this was the one. There was no doubt in my mind. Nami. Having established her name with the mysterious intuition peculiar to children, I left the office satisfied. And I made a firm resolution that as soon as I was old enough, I was going to hire that geisha for myself.

Two years, three years went by, and still I remembered Nami. Five years, six years, and now I was a higher school student. As far as I was concerned, I was already an adult and could hire a geisha if I pleased, without fearing punishment from the school. Now was the time. Aomori, where Nami no doubt still resided, was only an hour by train from the castle town my school was in. I made up my mind to go.

I left on the first morning of a two-day holiday, wearing my school uniform and cap. The outfit was shabby enough, in keeping with higher school tradition, but I wasn’t ashamed of it. I fancied that I rather resembled Kan’ichi, the lovelorn student of the novel The Golden Demon, and that my tattered uniform was the most fitting, the most romantic attire for going to meet, at long last, the elegant little geisha girl whose image I’d kept in my heart all those years. I deliberately ripped one of the buttons from my jacket, hoping to give the impression of one whose passion had left him haggard and weary, and a wee bit wild.

Arriving in that little seaside city shortly before noon, I chose at random a large restaurant near the station and marched inside. In those days, I was free of self-consciousness and other such loathsome constraints, being possessed instead of a beautiful sort of courage that allowed me to instantly act upon any impulse. I later found out that this restaurant was one of the very finest in the region and was patronized by a host of local luminaries, including the prefectural governor. The vestibule was, to be sure, an elaborate affair, and in the rear garden was an enormous waterfall. Bathed in a blue spotlight, the waterfall was visible from the entrance as if at the end of a tunnel, beyond a long, wood-paneled corridor that shone with the cold, dark luster of temple floors. The cherry trees were in leaf, and the waterfall thundering away in the shade of those glittering green leaves was, to me at eighteen, like something out of a dream.

Snapping out of it, I addressed a maid who’d appeared and had evidently been cleaning up. She held a broom and wore a kerchief over her head.

“I wish to eat.”

“Yes, sir,” she said, smiling for some reason as she set down a pair of slippers for me. She led me to the second floor and into a room at the rear that featured a golden folding screen. Not a sound issued from inside the restaurant, but the roar of the waterfall was oppressively loud here.

“I wish to eat something,” I said again, plopping down on a cushion and folding my legs carelessly before me. I sounded almost angry. I was doing my utmost to avoid being taken for a fool. “Bring me some sashimi, an omelet, sukiyaki, and pickled vegetables,” I said, naming every dish I could think of.

The maid, about forty, was swarthy and very thin but with a gentle, pleasant manner. I ate hungrily as she served up the dishes.

“Isn’t there a geisha in this town named Nami?” I asked, without the least embarrassment. I had my beautiful courage, remember, and felt, more than anything, a sense of triumph. “She’s an acquaintance of mine.”

“No, I’m afraid not,” said the maid. Devastated, I nearly dropped my chopsticks.

“What do you mean, ‘no’?” I demanded, with a pouting frown.

The maid, after reaching behind her back to adjust her sash, explained. There had been a geisha named Nami, but she was forever being taken in by men’s lies, and a strolling player from a troupe touring the countryside had taken advantage of her. Now she was no longer in the city but was said to be plying her trade at a hot springs resort called Asamushi.

“I see. Well, that’s Nami for you. She always was that sort of girl,” I said, blathering away as if I knew Nami intimately, even as gloom filled my heart. When I left the restaurant I got right back on the train, and that was the end of it. It was as if I’d journeyed to Aomori simply to see a waterfall.

But I didn’t forget Nami. In fact, my love for her only grew stronger. Deceived by a traveling actor—how romantic could you get? I thought she was wonderful. She wasn’t one of the common herd. I decided that if it was the last thing I ever did, I would go to that hot springs resort, find Nami, and let her know how much I admired her.

Three more years went by. I entered university in Tokyo and came to know women who worked in teahouses and bars, but still I couldn’t forget Nami. During summer vacation that year, when the train taking me back home stopped at Asamushi Hot Springs, I made up my mind in an instant and swept out through the door like a bird taking wing.

I met Nami that night. Nami was plump, stumpy, and not the least bit attractive. I guzzled sake. Getting drunk helped revive my romantic sensibilities.

“Didn’t you ride horseback into the village of Kanagi once, about ten years ago?”

“I did, yes,” she said, without the least sign of interest.

I scooted toward her on my knees. “I was there that night,” I said, “and watched you dance. I was only twelve then, but I’ve never been able to forget you. Long and hard I’ve searched, and tonight, after ten years, I’ve finally found you again.” As I was saying all this, a lump formed in my throat and tears welled up in my eyes.

“So you’re that rich man’s son?” she asked coarsely, but still without much interest.

I almost admitted that I was, but my romanticism would not allow it. No, I told her, I was only a poor, working student who was distantly related to the family, but never mind that; what mattered was that after ten years my desire to meet her again had finally been fulfilled. Stay here tonight so we can talk, I said, working myself into quite a state of excitement. My romanticism meant nothing to the woman, however. She said she couldn’t stay because she was “soiled.” I misunderstood her meaning, and her words had a tremendous impact on me. I edged still closer.

“What are you talking about?” I said. “I’m not the same person I was, either. I’m a mass of scars! I know you’ve suffered. Well, so have I. I’m soiled too! You needn’t feel inferior because of some dark cloud in your past!” There was even a sob in my voice.

She didn’t stay. She was a vacuous thing. The real reason she left never occurred to me. I was convinced it was because she was ashamed of her status as a fallen woman.

Now, of course, I understand what she meant about being “soiled.” That callow, hasty misconstruction of mine strikes me as sad in a complex sort of way, but the memory of that night is by no means repugnant. I even feel a certain tender affection for the naive young man who fervently shouted, “But I’m soiled too!” An idealist: that is most certainly what I am. Laugh with scorn if you will—or can.






AN ILLUSORY BLUFF



1

In those days my desire to become a great author was so strong that I told myself I would undergo the harshest training and endure even the greatest sacrifices to accomplish this goal. To my mind, the essential thing wasn’t training in the art of writing, but training in the art of being human. Falling in love would be part of that, of course, but so would seducing another man’s wife; or blowing a hundred yen in a night’s carousing; or getting thrown in jail; or making a thousand yen playing the stock market, then losing ten thousand; or committing murder; or, well, so many things. I believed that unless one experienced all there was to experience, one couldn’t possibly become a great writer. Being by nature a timid, bashful person, however, I hadn’t managed to experience anything of the sort. Though I was determined to have such experiences, I was thoroughly incapable of making them happen. Stealing glances at a young waitress while sipping a cup of cheap coffee required, for me, all the effort of a fight for my life. Consumed by a guilty desire to see something of the dark side of the world, I once crossed the Sumida River to visit a certain red-light district but came to a halt two or three blocks short of my destination, choking on the foul smell that seemed to emanate from the place. I made many similar attempts here and there, but all in vain, all ending in failure. It sometimes happens, however, that the shy, fainthearted coward wakes up to find he’s become the most heinous of criminals.



2

During New Year’s holiday the year I turned twenty, I took a pleasure trip to a seaside hot springs resort some three hours by train from Tokyo. My family are wholesale silk merchants in Nihonbashi, and at the time, unlike now, we possessed considerable assets. I entered the literature department at First Higher School with an outstanding academic record, and I had the means to be much freer with my spending money than most of my classmates. It wasn’t long before my hedonistic lifestyle began to eat away at my aspiration to become a great author, however, and I ended up mired in such a deep depression that I began to spend entire days just sitting and sighing. Worried that at this rate I might end up losing my mind completely, I decided to take advantage of the winter vacation to try and effect some sort of remedy. A trip to a hot springs, I thought, would be just the ticket.

Because the mere thought of looking like a callow youth was abhorrent to me, I wasn’t about to wear my student uniform on this trip. Coming from a family of textile wholesalers, I had a good eye for kimono styles and impeccable taste in material and designs. I set out on my journey in a solid-black layered kimono of raw silk, wearing a flat cap and carrying a walking stick. Visually, at least, I was the very image of a full-fledged author.

The hot springs resort I chose had been frequented by the great novelist Ozaki Kōyō, and the coastline here was the setting for his masterpiece The Golden Demon. I opted for a room in the area’s most exclusive inn, a place called the Flower Palace, which was famous as the inn where Kōyō had stayed. Hung from the crossbeam above the registration desk was the Golden Demon manuscript, beautifully framed.

A maid showed me to what appeared to be one of the inn’s better rooms. Even the hanging scroll in the alcove—a painting of sparrows by Taikan—attested to its quality. My clothing had vouched for me, it seemed. The maid slid open the shoji screen to reveal the southern- facing window and explained the view.

“That’s Hatsushima Island. Over there are the mountains of Boso, but unfortunately they’re covered in mist today. That’s Mount Izu. There’s Cape Uo. That’s the Manazuru Peninsula.”

“And what island is that over there? The one with the smoke rising off it?” As I furrowed my brow and squinted into the bright sunlight reflecting off the sea, I tried to make my voice sound as dignified and mature as possible.

“Ōshima,” she said.

“Oh, is that so? Yes, it’s a superb view. The perfect spot to work on the story I’m writing.” I gasped inwardly as this lie escaped my lips. I could feel my face turning bright red with shame, and my first impulse was to correct myself. However . . .

“My! You don’t say!” The young maid’s eyes opened wide, glittering as she peered at me. Just my luck: a fan of fiction, apparently. “They tell me that O-Miya and Kan’ichi-san stayed at our inn!”

Did she think the Golden Demon characters were real people? Any other time, I might’ve laughed. But I was distracted, fretting over the big fib I’d just carelessly spat out. To retract my claim now was out of the question, however; I would rather have died of shame.

“My deadline is the end of this month, you see,” I muttered, in a sort of daze. “I’m going to be very busy.”

This false detail is what really sealed my fate. Why would I spin such unnecessary lies? It’s a mystery to me even now. Is it human nature, when we’re tottering on the edge of an abyss, to simply dive in? It wasn’t just that I was flustered, however. The intensity with which I aspired to the status of novelist—that narcissistic thirst of mine—is perhaps the true key to the mystery.

It’s not overstating things to say that my childish attempt to impress a maid is what led, in the end, to the crime I committed. The crime of murder. The recollection of which still makes my blood run cold. The murder known then and now to no one but me.

That night, when the clerk brought me the register to sign, I wrote down the name of an actual up-and-coming young novelist. Age: 28. Profession: Author.



3

After two or three days of roaming the bluffs overlooking the coastline, I was finally able to relax a little. After all, registering under an assumed name wasn’t, by itself, against the law. If by chance I were found out, I could merely laugh it off as a joke; surely every man has done something similar in his youth. Such were the thoughts that helped calm me, but my conscience still prickled. That I, a youth who despaired of ever having what it takes to become a great author, should steal the name of a mediocre “rising novelist” as a sort of consolation prize was, when I thought about it, so utterly unmanly that I wished I could shed my own skin. But this overwhelming sense of shame gradually dissipated, and once I’d been at the resort for a week or so, I was secure in my pose as just another wealthy guest taking the waters. Further helping pacify my mind was the outstanding hospitality I enjoyed as a renowned author. Most of the maids who came to my room would timidly ask if my work was going well, here in their humble inn. I would always reply with a contented, amiable smile. Each morning, as I walked to the baths, every maid I crossed paths with would cry, “Sensei, ohayō gozaimasu!” This was the first and only period in my life that anyone ever called me “Sensei.”

I had to marvel at how effortlessly I had managed to attain the glory of authorship. With a wry grin, I justified the lies to myself, even twisting the old saw about necessity and invention to fit my case. I was now an up-and-coming young writer. Nobody doubted this, and at times I think I believed it myself.

I had spread out manuscript paper on my desk, with the title “Chronicle of a First Love” drawn in large characters on the cover page, followed by the young novelist’s name—now mine—and two or three opening lines that I crossed out and rewrote repeatedly, to give the impression of painstaking work. I left this on the desk so that the maids would see it after I strolled outside for a walk, scowling as if deep in thought.

This euphoric phase lasted two or three days. There was only one nagging little concern. Whenever I entertained the remote possibility that the author I was impersonating might suddenly show up at the Flower Palace, an icy chill would run down my spine. If that were to happen, should I insist that he was the impostor? The fact that the idea even occurred to me is evidence that I was growing more brazen by the day. But the expansive sort of joy my imposture was providing, though spiced with a pinch of fear and anxiety, had me walking on air. Having transformed into an up-and-coming novelist, I was seeing everything—every tree, every blade of grass—with new eyes. Strolling along the seaside bluffs, swinging and twirling my walking stick, I saw the sea, the clouds, the ships, all in the peculiar new light of an awakened mind. Back at the inn, as I sat scribbling on the manuscript paper, I began to feel as if even my crude calligraphy was worthy of a fancy frame, and each sentence I wrote struck me as immortal. I passed these days with a lazy, naive sense of well-being. And then there occurred an earthshaking event unlike anything I’d ever experienced.
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I fell in love. As first loves go, it was rather late in the game, yes. But somehow the title I’d chosen for my imaginary novel had proved prophetic.

Throughout the morning that day I’d been defacing pages of manuscript paper with my meaningless inklings, after which I stormed out of the inn, feigning artistic frustration. I ambled through Akane Park for a while and then wandered into town to eat lunch. I entered a tearoom called Ideyu. Being a brilliant up-and-coming author now, I wasn’t hesitant or nervous in this situation, as I once would have been. It had been only ten days since I’d left my old life in Tokyo, but it felt like ten or twenty years. I was no longer the child I had been.

Ideyu was staffed by two young waitresses. One was probably a former inn maid moving up in the world; her long hair was piled high in the puffy traditional style, and her cheeks were plump and red. I had no interest in her at all, but the other girl—oh, my! I took one look at her and my entire body seemed to seize up. Recalling that moment now, I understand that it was nothing all that extraordinary; every man has this sort of experience at least once in his youth. You cross paths with a girl, and a glance is all it takes for you to realize that she’s not just another stranger on the street. You can see that the two of you were linked together even before birth, and that it was predetermined that you would meet on this particular day in this particular place. You might call it the clairvoyance of youth. I was stricken with it the instant I opened the door to Ideyu and saw her standing there, in the murky light behind the counter. I stepped into the room projecting the serene sort of arrogant swagger I deemed appropriate for an up-and-coming author, but by the time I sat down on a chair just inside the door I could feel and almost hear my kneecaps dancing. As my eyes adjusted to the dim light, the girl’s features only grew more exquisite. Her hair was cut short, in the modern fashion, and her soft, smooth cheeks were perfection.

“How may I help you, sir?”

Her voice was like honey to my ears.

“Whiskey.”

It seemed to me that someone else, a different customer altogether, must have answered her; but there was no one else in the place. I was, of course, horrified. Was I losing my mind? My agitated eyes flitted this way and that, scanning my surroundings, as I waited for her to return with the drink. It was the old-timey hairstyle girl, however, who delivered the glass of whiskey to my table. I gazed at it, bewildered. What was happening? I had never even tasted whiskey before. After contemplating the glass for some time, I heaved a deep sigh and shot a glance at the counter. The beauty with the bobbed hair smiled at me, and with the sudden courage and spirit of a dive-bombing eagle, I snatched up the glass. I drank. Ugh. Even now I can’t forget the sweet yet bitter taste of the stuff. I downed it, almost in one gulp.

“Give me another.”

With all the boldness of a seasoned drinker, I held out my glass in the direction of the counter. Puffy-hair swept aside the branches of a wilting potted tree as she approached my table to join me. I waved her away.

“No. I’m not here to entertain you,” I told her.

An up-and-coming novelist, I thought, would have at least this degree of discrimination.

“Is that any way to greet a girl?”

She said this in a crass, crowing voice as she dragged a chair up next to mine. I laughed.

“Hee, kee kee!”

Or cackled, rather. It came out high pitched and peculiar sounding. I was experiencing for the first time the mysteries of an inebriated mind.
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I cringe to remember how helplessly drunk I got on a such a small amount of whiskey that evening. I cackled ceaselessly and was still giggling when I left Ideyu; but back at the inn, as I gradually sobered up, waves of shame and remorse swept over me. The indescribable idiocy of my behavior began to sink in, and soon I was wishing I could vanish from the earth. Settling into a hot springs pool and idly observing the different types of splashes I could make with my hands, or stretched out on the tatami mats in my room, twitching and turning, I found no relief from my anguish. The fact that I’d behaved in such a repugnant, imbecilic manner in the presence of the woman I loved was like a knife in my heart.

How to fix this? What to do? After much agonizing, I came to a firm, if unlikely, resolve. I decided to finish writing my “Chronicle of a First Love,” starting with the first two or three random lines I’d scribbled on the cover page to fool the maids. That night I wrote as if in a fevered dream. It was the story of an ill-starred drifter who chances to meet, in the garden of a run-down farmhouse, a girl who seems too beautiful for this world. The drifter, for his part, is a man of virtuous, even heroic, character. Inwardly I was hoping to find in this tale some consolation for my colossal blunder. I managed to transfer all my passionate feelings for the Ideyu girl to the farmer’s daughter, and, leaving all false humility aside, I must say it made for a thrilling romance. I still believe to this day that “Chronicle” was a masterfully written story that not even the rising novelist whose name I had borrowed will ever equal.

As the night was growing pale with the coming dawn, I finished writing the final scene: the young couple’s simple wedding. Then I crawled into my cold futon, enveloped in a queer state of bliss.

It was past noon when I awoke. The sun was high, and I could hear the whirring of strings attached to kites being flown in the sky outside my window. I sat up abruptly and reread the manuscript of the night before. It was a masterpiece. I was sure I’d be able to sell this manuscript immediately to one of the major magazines. I even reflected that my namesake’s literary stature would soar, were I to publish it under his name.

I no longer feared anything. I was a brilliant writer, a shining rising star. My entire being was infused with confidence.

That evening, I paid my second visit to Ideyu.
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The pair of waitresses screeched with laughter the instant I opened the tearoom’s door. I panicked and stood there frozen, but a moment later the beauty with the bob cut rushed up to greet me, wide-eyed and beaming:

“Irasshaimashi!”

To my immense relief, I saw no contempt in those eyes. Did it mean that my mad, disgraceful behavior of the night before hadn’t been such a disaster after all? Could it be that I had in fact struck the young ladies as something of a gallant figure? Comforted by this vain reflection I finally exhaled and took a seat.

“I’m not going to sit with you this time,” the other girl said, with a lewd laugh.

“Not to worry, sir.” Clenching a fist inside her long kimono sleeve, the beautiful one playfully punched the other’s shoulder. “I’ll be happy to serve you,” she told me. “Is that all right? Will I do?”

“Both of you, would be better.” I hadn’t had a drink but already felt intoxicated.

“My! So greedy!” The beauty gave me a reproachful look.

“Not greedy. Compassionate.”

The other girl was impressed.

“He’s a slick one, isn’t he?” she said.

I felt as if I’d fully regained my honor, and ordered whiskey.

That night I learned that I have the makings of a serious drinker. After one glass, I was already inebriated. After a second glass, I was drunk. After the third, joy radiated outward from the depths of my heart, lighting up the whole room. The beauty with the bob cut stuck to me like glue all night. All was right with the world. It was the happiest moment of my entire unfortunate life. But I didn’t speak with her much. Or, rather, couldn’t speak.

“What do they call you?”

“Yuki.”

“Yuki. Nice name.”

About thirty minutes of silence followed this exchange. But even though we said nothing, she stayed at my side, and I experienced the joy of silence when the eyes can speak. I’d written scenes like this the night before, in Chronicle of a First Love. As the night deepened, a few other customers began to appear. Yuki remained beside me, but I resented the intruders anyway, and this animosity, combined with the enlivened atmosphere, helped loosen my tongue.

“So, seeing me like that yesterday, you, ah, you must have thought I was quite the fool, right?”

“Not at all!” Yuki pressed both palms against her cheeks and smiled. “I thought you were dashing.”

“Dashing? Ha!” I ordered another whiskey and asked Yuki if she wouldn’t have one too.

“I can’t drink.”

“Come on. Something good happened for me today. Let’s celebrate.”

“Well, maybe just a little.”

Yuki went to the counter and came back with two glasses filled to the brim with whiskey.

“Cheers,” I said. “Drink up.”

She shut her eyes tight and gulped it down.

 “Well done.” I downed mine as well. “Yes, I’m very happy today. I just finished writing a story.”

“Oh! You’re a writer?”

“Whoops. You got me.”

“But that’s fantastic!”

Yuki appeared plastered already. She narrowed her eyes in a dreamy way and proceeded to name three authors who’d visited this resort recently. And, ah! Was that “my” name among them? In a split second I was stone cold sober. The man I was impersonating was in this town!

“Do you know him?” I asked.

I’m impressed even now with how well I managed to feign indifference, given the circumstances. Apparently cowardice and heroism are just two sides of the same coin.

“No. I’ve never seen him. But they say he’s staying at the Flower Palace, like you. Is he a friend of yours?”

I exhaled, relieved. She was referring to me. After all, it would have been the talk of the town if two authors with the same name were staying at the same inn.

“I wonder how word got out that he’s staying at the Flower Palace.”

“Oh, it gets out. Me, I really like reading books and things, so I keep up on all that. I heard it from some of the maids at the inn. It’s a small town, right? People talk.”

“Do you like the things this fellow writes?”

I asked this with a knowing, suggestive smirk.

“I love them. He has this one called ‘A Tale of Blossoms’ that—” She broke off suddenly. “Oh my!” she said. “It’s you! I don’t believe it! I’ve seen a photograph. You’re him. I know you are!”

I thought I must be dreaming. Did I actually physically resemble the novelist I was impersonating? It seemed unlikely, but this was no time for hesitation. I seized the moment and roared with laughter.

“My! Aren’t you terrible.” The girl’s cheeks, already rosy from the liquor, turned a brighter shade of red. “And aren’t I a fool? I should have known right away, the first time I saw you. But you look much younger and prettier than your photo. I mean, you’re handsome. Such a nice face. The moment you walked in yesterday, I—”

“Enough, enough. Flattery doesn’t work on me.”

“No, it’s true. It’s really true.”

“You’re drunk, aren’t you.”

“Yes. Yes, I am drunk. And I’m going to get drunker. Much drunker.” She called to the traditional hairstyle girl, who was bantering with customers at another table. “Kei-chan, two whiskeys. Yes! It’s a lucky day, and I’m getting sozzled to celebrate!”
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I left Ideyu that night supporting the inebriated and stumbling Yuki under one arm, with her insisting that she’d escort me to the inn. Everything was covered with frost, and the town was hushed and silent. I was rather glad no one was around to see us. A blast of cold wind was all it had taken to sober me up. Well, it wasn’t just the cold wind. There was also the feel of the drunken girl’s body. She was a soft but heavy armful, and the pressure of her wriggling flesh squeezed the tipsiness right out of me. Luckily we reached the Flower Palace unseen, but the front gate, made of enormous timbers, was closed tight. I didn’t know what to do.

“Small problem here. The gate’s closed.”

“You can just knock.”

Yuki slipped through my arm and staggered toward the timbers.

“Wait. Wait, stop. You’ll embarrass me.”

Pounding on the gate of the inn late at night with a drunken woman in tow would stain the honor of the rising young novelist, and I would rather die than do anything so ignoble.

“All right, my child,” I said, “go on back. You lodge at Ideyu, right? Next time, I’ll escort you home. Go on. Let’s have fun again tomorrow.”

“No.” Yuki emphasized her response by shaking her entire body. “I don’t want to!”

“You’re not helping. What are we supposed to do, spend the night outdoors? I can’t do that. What would the people at the inn think?”

Yuki clapped her hands and said, “Ah, but I know just the trick. Follow me.” She grabbed the sleeve of my kimono and tottered off, all but dragging me behind.

“What is it? What are we doing?”

I wasn’t entirely steady on my feet either, but I followed.

“I know a trick. But it’s a little naughty. You see, at the Flower Palace, sometimes customers, when they want to bring a woman to their room . . . Stop it. Don’t laugh.”

“I’m not laughing.”

“Anyway, there’s an entrance for that. It’s a secret, but . . . You go in through the baths. And the inn turns a blind eye. I, I mean, I’ve just about heard this, is all. I’m not even sure it’s true. How would I know? You think I’m a loose woman, don’t you?”

She kept walking, but her tone of voice had turned deadly serious.

“I wouldn’t know,” I said, in a teasing manner, complete with smirk.

“Yes, that’s right, I’m a loose woman. A floozy!” She abruptly stopped walking and burst into tears. “I’m not! I’m not, but . . . But just once . . . Yes. Just two times . . .”

I forgot myself and folded her in my arms.
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From the so-called secret entrance, I managed to make it into my room unobserved while supporting a still-sobbing Yuki.

“Keep it down. If anyone hears you, it’s big trouble.”

I had her take a seat and tried to calm her. I was completely sober now.

Yuki looked up, but her tear-washed eyes seemed to find the electric light too bright, and she covered her face with her hands.

From beneath chill-reddened hands, she whispered:

“You look down on me, don’t you.”

“Hell no!” I answered almost angrily. “I respect you. To me, you’re like a goddess.”

“Stop it.”

“I’m serious. I’ve always dreamed of a girl like you, and that’s why I write stories. The one I wrote last night is called Chronicle of a First Love, and I used you as my model. The ideal woman. Would you like to read it?”

I snatched the manuscript off my desk and plopped it down in front of her.

Yuki uncovered her face and placed the manuscript on her lap. Written there on the first page, in large strokes and in my hand, was the name of a man who wasn’t me. Yuki sighed and began reading silently. I sat modestly next to the desk, chin propped up on hand, and gazed at the lovely profile of my first devoted reader. Oh, the rapturous delight of watching one’s work be devoured by a fan!

Yuki read two or three pages and then, to my shock, she pushed the manuscript away.

“Can’t do it. I can’t read. I think I’m still drunk.”

What a rug pull. With a masterpiece like this, it doesn’t matter how drunk you are; once you’ve read the first line, nothing matters but the pulse-quickening race to the last. Imagine brushing such a manuscript off your lap and blaming your indifference on two or three shots of whiskey!

I wanted to weep.

“You didn’t like it?”

“It’s not that. It’s just . . . it’s too much. I’m not that beautiful.”

With that, my courage returned. Of course—masterpieces are known to have this effect. They’re so nakedly honest and poignant that you can’t bear to read on. It happens. My mind now at ease, I felt an even stronger, deeper affection for Yuki. Mix a little pity into feelings of love, and those feelings will only grow.

“No, that’s where you’re wrong. You’re more beautiful than that. A beautiful face means a beautiful heart. Women with beautiful hearts always have attractive features. The first step in cosmetology is to train the heart. That’s what I think.”

“But I’m damaged goods.”

“You still don’t get it. Listen. What did I just say? It’s not about the body. It’s about the heart. The heart!”

I was getting pretty carried away. I scooped up the manuscript lying next to Yuki and tore it in half.

“My!”

“It’s all right. It doesn’t matter. I want to give you confidence in yourself. This story was a masterpiece. Now it’s a lost masterpiece. But I would gladly throw any masterpiece—or myself, for that matter—into the fire, if I could make even a single person like you learn to believe in herself. That’s what a true masterpiece is. I wrote this story for you alone. But if, instead of helping you, it has only caused you pain, I have no choice but to destroy it. By tearing this up, I want to help you believe in yourself. I’m here to rescue you.”

I continued ripping the manuscript into pieces.

“All right. I get it!” Yuki was sobbing, and shouting as she sobbed. “I’m staying here tonight. Let me stay. Talk to me. Tell me more. I’m staying. I don’t care anymore. I don’t care!”
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Why would anyone take the life of a pure and innocent soul like Yuki? Alas, I haven’t a single word to offer in my defense. All the blame falls on me alone. A child with delusions of grandeur ended up having to kill to sustain his delusions. I am a monster, but I’m not so shameless as to hide my horrific crime in a work of fiction. I submit the following unvarnished account in a spirit of repentance, as one offering a humble and heartfelt prayer.

The murder of Yuki was the result of my own vanity. That night, she and I vowed to marry. We exchanged whispered words of bliss comparable to those described in the happy ending of my lost masterpiece, Chronicle of a First Love. It would never have occurred to me that I could love a woman without intending to marry her.

At daybreak the next morning, Yuki and I slipped back out through the little side door next to the baths. We left together because the younger version of me believed that coldly sending a woman off on her own, after a night such as we’d had, would be unforgivably disrespectful. Luckily, the streets of the town were empty. Hearts dancing, the two of us strolled along discussing various aspects of the happiness that awaited us. We wished we could wander together like this forever. Yuki suggested we climb the hill behind the inn. I happily agreed. As we trod side by side up a twisting path, talking about this and that, Yuki suddenly addressed me, clearly pronouncing my full name—or, rather, the full name of a certain up-and-coming author. In a flash, I saw my happiness come crashing down around me. I should have confessed everything right then and there. At the very least it might have saved me from committing murder. But I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t face such humiliation even if it meant saving my own life. I was physically aware of the blood draining from my face.

Yuki naturally noticed my sudden air of gloom.

“What’s wrong? Oh. Never mind. I know. You’ve had enough of me, right? I remember what you wrote in ‘A Tale of Blossoms’: From falling desperately in love at first sight, to not being able to stand the sight of her: this is passion in its purest form. You wrote that, didn’t you? I understand.”

“Stop it. That’s a stupid quote.”

I had to stick to my impersonation at all costs, but the truth would eventually be revealed, and I’d be exposed as a charlatan. And then . . . !

I feigned composure and reeled off a series of sweet nothings that I thought would please her. Her mood lightened. We reached the top of the bluff and stood at the edge of a cliff.

A thousand feet below us, beneath a wispy blanket of morning mist, waves swelled and crashed into a rocky cove.

“Nice view, isn’t it?”

With a brilliant smile on her face, Yuki threw back her shoulders and inhaled deeply.

I pushed her.

“Oh!”

She looked back at me, her lips forming a small circle, her face resembling that of a baby about to wail. And in the next instant she dropped like a stone. Feet first, she fell straight down. The hem of her kimono opened like an ineffective parachute.

“What are ya lookin’ at?”

In a daze, I turned to see a woodcutter standing quietly behind me.

“It’s a woman. I see a woman down there.”

Looking mystified, the elderly woodcutter peered down over the edge of the cliff.

“Oh! You’re right. A woman’s floatin’ there in the shallows. It’s true!”

I was still in a kind of daze. If the woodcutter had accused me of pushing her, I’m sure I would have confessed right then and there. But he didn’t, and later I realized what had kept him from even suspecting anything: the sheer distance from the top of the bluff to the sea. It wouldn’t even occur to him that I had just murdered the woman whose corpse floated in the water a thousand feet below. In this case reality itself created the illusion. The woodcutter soon forgot about me and hurried off to find help. It would be more than three hours before Yuki’s corpse was finally pulled from the sea; that’s how long it took them to get from the bluffs to the shore of the rocky cove below. Meanwhile, I had long since tottered back down the hill alone. My mind was more or less blank, but inwardly I was much relieved. This solved everything, after all. I would suffer no disgrace. I would soon be back in Tokyo. No one knew that Yuki had stayed with me the night before. Now I was merely returning from my morning walk, a little hike along the bluffs. Aside from Yuki, no one at Ideyu even knew my fake name or where I was staying. I just needed to leave before anyone did put it together, and once I was back in Tokyo I’d be completely in the clear. Who would’ve dreamed that stealing another man’s name would prove to be my saving grace?
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Everything worked out perfectly. I even delayed my departure for a couple of days in order to get a sense of how the town was reacting. Yuki had been walking along the beach after drinking too much, had slipped while climbing onto a rock or something, drowned, and washed into the isolated cove—that, I learned, was the general consensus. In fact, she had splashed down in deep water, and her body showed no signs of serious injury. It was apparently common knowledge that she had a habit, when drunk, of escorting customers back to their lodgings. I heard staff at the Flower Palace Inn saying that it was this wanton behavior of hers that had led to her downfall. Someone casually remarked that the customer that night had been a man from Tokyo, and that’s when I decided I’d dawdled long enough. I stayed one more night, then returned to the city.

Yes, everything worked out perfectly. And it was all thanks to that bluff. The clifftop was just too high above sea level. Had it been only a hundred feet, things might not have gone so well for me. But the Yuki that the woodcutter and I peered down at was only a blurry little splotch of red garment. Why would it even occur to him that I had just murdered her? How can two people be together one moment and a thousand feet apart the next?

Five years have now passed. Nothing has happened to me. But, alas, although I managed to outwit the law, my heart is far from being at peace. Why is it that my affection for Yuki grows deeper and more oppressive with each passing day? The up-and-coming writer whose name I borrowed for nine or ten days is now recognized as a great author and more prosperous than ever. And I . . . I who have under my belt the impressive and author-worthy accomplishment of having killed someone, have not produced a single decent work of art but spend each day gasping for air, unable to forget the girl I murdered.

Dazai published this early story under the pen name “Kuroki Shunpei” and took steps to ensure that it would not be publicly attributed to him. —RMC







A: AUTUMN


Since a professional poet never knows what sort of assignment might come his way, he needs to be prepared with material on a multitude of random subjects. Commissioned to write a poem about autumn? No problem. I open the drawer marked “a” and flip through the files, each filled with numerous notes on a given theme: ai (Love); ao (Blue); aka (Red); aki (Autumn). I select the aki file and calmly review what I have there.

Dragonfly. Translucent, says the first note.

When autumn comes, dragonflies grow weak and sickly. This entry refers to the notion that even after the physical body has expired, the spirit alone may continue flitting about in the air. When a dragonfly is backlit by the autumn sun, you can almost see right through it.

Autumn: the burnt aftermath of summer, says the next note. An image of scorched earth.

In summer, chandeliers. In autumn, hanging lanterns, says another.

Cosmos, cold-blooded. This too is in my notes.

Once, at a noodle shop on the outskirts of the city, as I was waiting for my order of zaru soba, I opened an old pictorial magazine on the table and saw a photograph taken just after the Great Kantō earthquake. Squatting all alone in the middle of a fire-ravaged field was an exhausted woman in a check-pattern yukata. I fell so hard for this wretched woman that it seared my heart. I even experienced a startlingly carnal desire for her. Tragedy and lust don’t mix, and the result was an excruciating feeling that made it difficult to breathe. I suffer the same sort of anguish when I come across cosmos flowers blossoming in a withered field. Autumn morning glories too can steal my breath in a heartbeat.

Autumn arrives along with summer, says this one.

Autumn hides stealthily inside summer and is already with us; but we, deceived by the sweltering heat, fail to see through her disguise. If you listen carefully at the onset of summer, you’ll find that autumn insects are already singing, and if you carefully inspect your garden you might discover a Chinese bellflower in early bloom. Dragonflies are also essentially summer insects, and persimmons ripen all summer long.

Autumn is a crafty she-devil. Throughout summer she crouches in the shadows, sneering as she prepares to take the stage. It requires a keen-eyed poet like myself to see through her machinations. My wife delights in the thought of summer, and when I hear her giddily debating whether to go to the sea or to the mountains, I feel only pity. Autumn has already stolen onto the scene under summer’s skirts. Autumn is a confirmed and unrepentant trickster.

Ghost stories, OK. Massage. Hello there.

Beckoning eulalia grass. Behind that place is a cemetery, for sure.

Asking directions / Of a deaf and dumb woman / This desolate plain

I’m not sure about the meaning of many of the things written here. They were all meant as memos to myself, but I no longer remember what some of them were supposed to remind me of.

Outside the window an ungainly autumn butterfly drags itself, flapping, over the garden’s black soil. Far stronger than most, it has cheated death. Not so impermanent yet.

I was suffering a lot when I wrote this. I’ll never forget that time. But I won’t speak of it now.

The abandoned sea, says the next note.

Have you ever visited the beach in autumn? At the water’s edge, a broken painted parasol has washed ashore, and the sea is speckled red with beachgoers’ detritus: a discarded paper lantern emblazoned with the Rising Sun, a fancy ornamental hairpin, scraps of paper, fragments of a shattered phonograph record, a milk bottle—all washing slowly back and forth in the sand-lapping waves.

Ogata-san had children, didn’t she?

When autumn comes my skin gets dry, just like in the good old days.

Autumn is the best time for an aeroplane ride.

Again, I’m not sure what these lines signify, but my guess is that they’re snatches of actual conversations I overheard.

Then there’s this sort of thing:

Art was always supposed to be an ally of the weak and vulnerable.

Even declarations like this, which have nothing to do with autumn, are to be found here. Perhaps we can label such sentiments “seasonal thoughts.”

Others:

Farmhouse. Picture book. Autumn and soldiers. Silkworms in the fall. Fire. Smoke. Temples.

So many things written here; such a disorderly mess.






NARCISSUS


I read “On the Conduct of Lord Tadanao” when I was thirteen or fourteen, and though I’ve not had an opportunity to reread it since, I still remember the plot some twenty years later. It’s a strangely poignant tale.

A young feudal lord, an excellent swordsman, is in the habit of challenging his retainers to fencing matches. One night, after defeating all comers, he’s strolling complacently through the garden when he overhears, whispered in a dark corner, the following disconcerting words.

“His lordship has certainly improved. It’s much easier to let him win than it used to be.”

“Hah, hah, hah!”

The careless private banter of his retainers.

After hearing these words, the young daimyo’s behavior changes dramatically. He goes mad with the desire to ascertain the truth and challenges his retainers to fight him to the death. Even when using naked blades, however, the retainers decline to fight in earnest. The daimyo wins every match, and his underlings die one after another. His lordship becomes a raving lunatic and a fearsome tyrant. In the end his clan is abolished, and he himself is imprisoned.

This was the plot of the story, as best I can recall it, and I have never been able to forget that sword-wielding lord. From time to time I would think of him and sigh.

Recently, however, a certain disturbing suspicion has caused me such anxiety that I’ve actually been losing sleep. Perhaps the young daimyo was in fact a peerless master of the sword. Maybe the retainers were not losing to him intentionally, but were simply no match for him. Those “unguarded” words in the garden may have been inspired by nothing more than the frustration of always losing. It’s possible. Are there not nights when even fools like you and I, after parting with some illustrious mentor who has roundly disparaged our work, and feeling utterly overwhelmed by the noble aims of that mentor’s passion and the correctness of his vision, let pass between us some such truly ignoble words as:

“The old fellow’s in awfully good spirits these days, isn’t he? I guess there’s no need to keep telling him how great he is.”

“Hah, hah, hah!”

It can happen. In terms of moral character, retainers are by nature inferior to their lords. The sentiment expressed by the vanquished swordsmen, then, might have been nothing more than deluded rationalizing, to satisfy their own foul vanity. If so, how horrifying! The daimyo went mad seeking the truth, when it had been in his grasp all along. I propose that he was, in truth, a past master of the sword. By no means did the retainers lose to him on purpose; they were simply no match for him. Which means that there was no real justification for the trouble that arose and the subsequent tragedy. If his lordship had only had unshakable faith in his skill, perhaps there would have been no change in him whatsoever, and all would have come to a peaceful conclusion. But it’s said that geniuses are often unaware of their true worth. They can’t bring themselves to fully believe in their own powers. This is, perhaps, the source of their greatest anguish and the subject of their deepest prayers; but I, being a common man of mediocre ability, am in no position to offer any real insight on what geniuses are forced to endure. At any rate, it’s clear that this lord of ours was unable to place absolute trust in his own skill. Despite the fact that he had all the superior ability of a true master, he went mad because of his inability to believe in it. No doubt the misfortune of having risen to the isolated and rarefied position of daimyo had something to do with it too. It’s not the same for us tenement dwellers.

“Hey, I’m pretty good at this, don’t you think?”

“Not really.”

“Oh.”

That’s all there is to it for us, but it’s not so easy if you’re a feudal lord. And when I reflect on this, on his double misfortune in being both a genius and a nobleman, my anxiety only increases. I recently witnessed a similar tragedy in my own circle of acquaintances. As a result of what happened, I was reminded of “On the Conduct of Lord Tadanao” and, suddenly one night, putting the pieces together and seized by a terrifying suspicion, I found myself so riddled with anxiety that I couldn’t sleep. What if his lordship was, in fact, a wonderfully accomplished swordsman? But now it wasn’t that young daimyo who was the problem.

My Lord Tadanao was a woman of thirty-three years. And since my role may well have been that of the vassal who muttered those wretched words of resentment in the garden, the story is all the more unbearable for me.

Kusada Shizuko, wife of Kusada Sōbei. I was taken aback to learn that this woman had suddenly left her home, declaring herself a genius. The Kusada family and my own were not related by blood, but we had been rather closely associated for two or three generations. “Closely associated”—a fine way to put it, but it would be more accurate to say that the members of my family were occasionally granted the privilege of visiting the Kusada home. The Kusada fortune and so-called social standing were on an entirely different level from our own. In other words, the relationship was not unlike that between retainers and their lords. Sōbei, the current head of his family, was still young—over forty, to be sure, but young to be in such a position. After graduating from the economics department at Tokyo Imperial University, he had gone to France, where he passed four or five years at his leisure. Shortly after his return to Japan he married Shizuko, the only daughter of a family that was distantly related to his own (and was, as it turned out, soon to be ruined by bankruptcy). The couple got along well and had what could be described as a happy home. The addition of a daughter, whom they named Hariko (making use of the characters for “Paris”), had only increased their happiness. Sōbei was a dashing, modern sort of man—tall, imposingly handsome, and always smiling. He owned a large collection of Western paintings, seeming proudest of a depiction of racehorses by Degas, but he wasn’t one to assume the air of a man with superior taste, and rarely even discussed art. He was, in short, a gentleman of the first order, and he showed up for work every day at his own bank. Sōbei had become head of the household when his father passed away, some six years ago. His wife, Shizuko . . .

Well, rather than relate biographical details, allow me to describe a certain small incident that occurred a while back, involving his wife and myself. During the New Year’s holiday three years ago I visited the Kusada home to pay my respects. As friends of mine occasionally point out, I tend to regard the world with a somewhat jaundiced eye. This tendency seems to have become even more pronounced since a certain situation eight years ago resulted in my being cut off by my family and forced to live in virtual destitution. Constantly wary of insults, I led a life as tenuous and desperate as an autumn leaf shivering in the wind—not to mention indescribably depraved. I rarely visited the Kusadas. My mother and elder brothers still called on them frequently, but I didn’t. Until my higher school days I would often drop by for a casual visit, but I had developed an aversion to doing so once I entered university. The Kusadas were fine people, but I had begun to subscribe to the rather simplistic line of thought that all rich people were despicable. Why, then, did I decide to pay the Kusadas a New Year’s visit three years ago? You can put it all down to my own lack of character. In December of the preceding year I had received, out of the blue, a letter of invitation from Shizuko.

“We haven’t seen you for quite some time now. Please pay us a visit during the upcoming New Year’s holiday. My husband, too, is anxious to see you. He and I are both avid readers of your work.”

The final sentence is what went to my head. I’m ashamed to admit it. At that time, my stories had begun to sell somewhat. I was full of myself, I confess. It was a dangerous period. And it was in this puffed-up state that I received Shizuko’s letter telling me that she and her husband read my work. It was too much. Snickering to myself, I wrote a juicy reply to the effect that I was extremely grateful to receive their gracious invitation, et cetera, et cetera, and on the first day of the year, I jauntily set out for the Kusada home, only to bring upon myself a shame as devastating as a bullet between the eyes.

I was given a warm reception. To each of the other visitors who’d come to pay their respects, I was introduced as “the popular writer.” Far from taking offense, I began to consider that perhaps I had in fact become a popular writer. What more can I say? It was pitiful. I got drunk. Very drunk. Sōbei kept pace with me, but drink as he might, his demeanor never changed. He sat across from me, timidly forcing himself to smile as I regaled them all with my views on literature.

“Madam,” I said, riding my elation and holding a cup out to Kusada’s wife. “Won’t you have some?”

“I don’t partake.”

So cold and stern was her tone that it cut me to the marrow. The words dripped with fathomless scorn. I was floored. I avoided a scene by simply smiling wryly and muttering, “Ah, forgive me. Guess I’ve had a few too many.” But my blood boiled.

There was more to come. Stripped of the will to carry on drinking, I decided to have at the food. The shellfish broth was delicious. I was busily prying the little bits of meat out of the shells and slurping them down, when I heard the wife give a small cry of surprise.

“Oh dear!” she said. “Are you sure it’s wise to eat those things?”

It was an unstudied reaction, with no sarcasm intended. The bowl and chopsticks nearly slipped from my hands. This species of shellfish, shijimi, were not for eating. You were supposed to drink the broth only. The tiny clams were merely there to lend flavor. Poor people eat the meat, but people of taste and refinement consider it impure and throw it out. Now that I thought about it, the shijimi were indeed foul-looking things—like shrunken little belly buttons. I was unable to make any reply at all. That her voice had been one of innocent surprise, was the hardest blow. If she’d made the remark in a snooty, condescending way, I would have been quick to respond. But her astonishment was pure and artless, and I was thoroughly unmanned. The parvenu popular writer sat with head bowed over his bowl and chopsticks, speechless. Tears welled up in my eyes. The humiliation was as great as any I’ve ever experienced, and I haven’t been back to the Kusada house since that night. In fact, I make a point of not visiting any wealthy person’s home. I returned to my impoverished, drab little life with a stubborn vengeance.

Then, in September of last year, an unexpected caller appeared at the entrance to my squalid hut. It was Kusada Sōbei.

“Shizuko isn’t here, is she?” he said.

“No.”

“Are you sure?”

“What happened?” I said. Clearly, something was up. “My place is a mess. Let’s take a walk.” I didn’t want him to see how shabby my living quarters were.

He nodded grimly and followed me to the street.

A short trek brought us to Inokashira Park. Sōbei spoke as we strolled beneath the trees.

“It’s not good. I’ve really bungled things this time. The medicine was too powerful.” He told me his wife had left him. The reason was truly ludicrous. Shizuko had been strangely cold and formal toward him since her parents’ fortune had collapsed, some years ago. She seemed to regard the fall of her house as a tremendous disgrace, and the more he tried to comfort her, telling her that it didn’t really matter, the more distant and bitter she seemed. Hearing this, I thought of that New Year’s meeting and the singularly grim chilliness of her “I don’t partake.” I was still in higher school when Shizuko married Sōbei. I had spoken with the bride during my frequent visits, and once even went to the cinema with her. In those days she was decidedly not one to speak in a tone of voice that would cut you to the bone. She was always laughing, so cheerful she seemed almost frivolous. When I came face to face with her at New Year’s after so long, I was stunned to see the change, even before I heard her speak. Now I realized what must have been behind the transformation.

“Hysterical, is she?” I said with a snort-like laugh. Sōbei didn’t seem to notice the contempt in my voice. He was deep in serious thought.

“At any rate, I’m to blame,” he said. “I went overboard in praising her. The medicine worked too well.”

He’d tried to console his wife by having her learn Western-style painting. Once a week he sent her to the studio of a respected but talentless artist, a man nearing sixty who called himself Nakaizumi Kasen. Then came the accolades. Sōbei and the students that frequented the Nakaizumi studio, not to mention the many illustrious visitors to the Kusada house, all lavished praise on the wife’s paintings. This whipped her into such a frenzy that she ended up leaving home, deliriously declaring herself a genius. It was hard not to burst out laughing as I listened to all this. I saw what Sōbei meant about the medicine working too well. It was an absurd farce, of a sort common among the rich.

“When did she take wing?” I asked, with no attempt to hide my scorn for the lady.

“Yesterday.”

“Oh, well. Nothing to get so worked up about, eh? My wife often leaves and spends the night at her family’s house—when I’ve been drinking too much, for example.”

“But this is different. Shizuko says she wants to live a free life, as an artist. And she took a large amount of money with her.”

“A large amount?”

“Rather large, yes.”

I figured that for a man as wealthy as Sōbei, “rather large” might mean five or even ten thousand yen.

“That’s not good.” For the first time I began to take an interest in the story. The poor are incapable of remaining indifferent when the conversation involves money.

“Shizuko was always reading your stories, so I thought she might be at your house now, imposing on you.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. Why, I’m . . .” I was going to say “her enemy,” but seeing Sōbei so pale and dispirited when he was normally all smiles, I couldn’t bring myself to utter the words.

We parted company at Kichijōji Station. As we were saying good-bye I smiled wryly and asked, “What are her paintings like, anyway?”

“They’re . . . different. She really does seem to have a certain genius.”

It was an unexpected reply. “Hmm,” was all I could say. The husband was as big a fool as his wife.

It was, I think, just three days later when the lady genius appeared at my squalid shanty clutching a box of painting materials. She was wearing a coarse sort of work smock. Her cheeks were so sunken it was uncanny, and her eyes seemed grotesquely large. But there remained about her, nonetheless, the dignified air of a lady of genuine refinement.

“Come on in,” I said, in a deliberately rough way. “Where’ve you been? Your husband’s worried about you.”

“Are you an artist?” She stood where she was, on the cement floor of the entryway, but looked away as she muttered this question in that cold and haughty tone of hers.

“What’s that supposed to mean? Come off it, will you? Mr. Kusada’s distraught over all this. Have you forgotten about Hariko?”

“I’m looking for an apartment,” she said, completely ignoring my words. “Do you know of any in this area?”

“Look, Missus, you’re not yourself, you know. People are going to laugh at you. Don’t go through with this.”

“I need a place to work, alone.” She remained perfectly unruffled. “Even a small house would be all right.”

“Your husband was kicking himself, saying the medicine worked too well. Look, this is the twentieth century. There are no artists, and there are no geniuses.”

“You’re a boorish sort, aren’t you?” She said it with a perfectly cool expression on her face. “Even Kusada understands better than you.”

My policy, when people insult me in my own home, is to ask them to leave. There is one thing—just one—that I believe in. I don’t expect everyone to understand. But if you don’t like it, don’t come.

“Why are you here?” I said. “Perhaps you should leave.”

“I will.” She smiled for a second. “Shall I show you my paintings?”

“Don’t bother. I have a pretty good idea what they’re like.”

“I see . . .” She peered at my face as if trying to bore a hole in it.

“Good-bye,” she said.

And left.

What a mess. The woman, if I wasn’t mistaken, was the same age as I. She had a daughter of twelve or thirteen. Driven mad by flattery. And what can you say about the ones who did the flattering? It was an ugly affair all around. So much so that it actually frightened me.

Two months or so went by without any more visits from Shizuko, but during that time I received five or six letters from Sōbei. He was at his wit’s end. Shizuko had settled into an apartment in Akasaka. She’d continued commuting to Nakaizumi’s studio faithfully for a while but eventually began to hold the old painter in contempt and ceased, for the most part, to study her art at all. She would gather Nakaizumi’s young students at her apartment and frolic the night away, intoxicated with their fawning sycophancy. Sōbei, swallowing his pride, called at her apartment and pleaded with her to come home, but to no avail. Shizuko turned up her nose at him, her entourage of students attacked him as an enemy of their genius, and he was relieved of all the money he had on his person. He went to Shizuko’s place three times in all, and suffered the same mortifying experience each time. He’d now given up hope. Still, what about poor Hariko? What was Sōbei to do? For a man, it was “the most difficult, awkward position imaginable,” as this admirable, forty-something gentleman wrote in a letter to me. But I hadn’t forgotten the great disgrace I’d endured at his house. I have a vengeful streak that makes even me shudder at times. I just can’t forget an insult, and I hadn’t the slightest inclination to sympathize with the Kusadas over the misfortune that had now befallen them. Though Sōbei repeatedly beseeched me in his letters to try and persuade Shizuko to come to her senses, I did nothing. I wasn’t about to run errands for a rich man. I turned him down each time, explaining that I could hardly be of any use when his wife held me in such contempt.

It was a morning in early November, when the sasanqua in the garden were just beginning to bloom, that I received a letter from Shizuko.

I’m going deaf. As a result of drinking quantities of cheap liquor, I came down with tympanitis. The doctor said I went to him too late. When I boil water in a kettle, I can’t hear it hissing. The branches of the tree outside my window are waving in the wind, scattering their leaves, but the sound doesn’t reach me. I won’t be able to hear properly again, ever. When people talk, it’s as if their voices are coming from underground. Soon I won’t be able to hear them at all. I never really realized before how lonely and frustrating deafness could be. When I go shopping, people who don’t know there’s anything wrong with my ears speak to me in a normal tone of voice, and I can’t understand a word they’re saying. It’s such a wretched feeling. To console myself, I think of famous people who were deaf, and somehow that helps me get through the day. Recently I keep thinking I’d like to end my life. Then I remember Hariko and tell myself I’ve got to persevere, to keep on living. I feared that weeping would only make my ears worse, so I kept holding back the tears, but two or three days ago I was unable to contain them any longer, and they all came flooding out. I felt a little better afterward. I’m now somewhat resigned to going deaf, but when it first started happening I was terrified. Several times each day I tap the iron hibachi with the tongs, to make sure I can hear the sound. Even when I wake up in the middle of the night, I turn over on my side and tap the hibachi. What a miserable sight I must make! I scrape the tatami with my fingernails—testing myself by deliberately choosing sounds that are difficult to hear. When someone comes to see me, I have them speak in a loud voice, then a quiet voice, hounding them with all these demands to test my hearing, sometimes for as long as an hour or so. That’s probably why so few people come to visit me now. I’ve even stood out by the railroad tracks alone at night listening to the trains as they go by, right in front of me.

Now even the train seems about as loud as someone tearing a sheet of paper. Soon I won’t be able to hear even that much, I guess.

My health in general seems to have deteriorated. I have to change nightgowns, drenched in sweat, as often as three times a night. I tore up all the paintings I’ve done so far and threw them away. All of them. They weren’t any good. You were the only one who told me the truth. Everyone else was only flattering me.

I wanted to lead a life like yours, carefree even in poverty, the life of an artist. Go ahead and laugh. My family went bankrupt; my mother died shortly after, and Father fled to Hokkaido. It was difficult for me to remain in Kusada’s home when my own family had fallen apart. And it was during that time that I started reading your work. I felt as if I’d discovered a new way of life, a new purpose for living. I too, like you, was now impoverished. I longed to meet you again. Three years ago, at New Year’s, seeing you after such a long time, was a real pleasure. And when I saw how you got as drunk as you pleased, I felt so envious I nearly despised you. That’s the way to live, I thought. No affectation or pandering. But I wasn’t an artist.

Then my husband suggested I take up painting. Because I believe and trust in my husband (and love him very much, even now), I started going to Nakaizumi’s studio. When everyone began praising my work so feverishly, it only puzzled me at first. But when even my husband started telling me, with a perfectly straight face, that I might possibly be a genius . . . well, what can I say? I have the highest regard for my husband’s eye for art, and his praise pushed me over the edge. I decided to begin living the life of an artist, as I’d been dreaming of, and left home. What a fool I am. I went to Hakone for two or three days with some fellow students, and while I was there I did a painting that I thought came out rather well. I wanted you to see it, and I set out for your house feeling quite full of myself, only to meet with nothing but abuse. I felt so humiliated. I wanted you to see my paintings, and appreciate them, and then I’d rent a room near your house and we could be friends, two destitute artists. I was out of my mind. When you rebuked me to my face, I came to my senses for the first time and realized what a fool I’d been. However much the young students lauded my work, I now realized that it was only superficial flattery, that behind my back they were sticking out their tongues at me. But I had already fallen beyond redemption. There was no turning back. I decided to see how low I could sink. I drank liquor every night and often partied with the young students till dawn. I started drinking cheap shōchū and gin. What a pretentious fool.

I won’t complain. I will accept my punishment as gracefully as I can. Looking at the branches outside my window this evening, I could tell a strong wind was blowing, and now a driving rain has begun to fall. I can’t hear the rain, nor the wind. Nothing. It’s like a silent movie, and so lonely it’s frightening. You needn’t answer this letter. Please don’t bother yourself about me. I’m only writing you because I feel so dreadfully alone. You mustn’t think twice about it—about any of this.

The letter bore a return address. I set out at once. The apartment building looked respectable enough, but Shizuko’s room was something else. A six-mat space, empty except for a hibachi and a desk. The tatami was reddish-brown and damp, barely any light reached the room, and the air carried a sickening odor, like rotting fruit. Shizuko was sitting by the window, smiling at me. Her face still retained a certain beauty. She seemed to have gained a bit of weight since I’d last seen her, two months before, but there was something unsettling about her appearance. Her eyes looked enervated, grayish and cloudy. They almost didn’t seem like the eyes of a living person.

“This is crazy, you know!” I all but shouted. But Shizuko merely shook her head and smiled. Apparently she couldn’t hear at all now. I took a pad of paper from the desk and wrote, “Go back home” on it. I showed the paper to Shizuko, and we proceeded to engage in a written dialogue. Shizuko moved over to the desk beside me and fervently wrote her replies.

Go back home.

Sorry.

Just go back.

I can’t.

Why not?

I haven’t the right.

Your husband is waiting.

No, he isn’t.

Yes he is.

I can’t go back. I have erred.

Idiot. What are you going to do?

Sorry. I plan to work.

You need money?

I have money.

Show me your paintings.

There are none left.

Not even one?

No.

Suddenly I wanted to see her paintings. I had an odd presentiment that they were good, remarkably good. I felt sure of it, somehow.

Don’t you want to go on painting?

I’m ashamed to.

I bet you’re good.

Don’t patronize me.

I mean it. Maybe you are a genius. 

Stop it. Please leave.

I stood up with a grim smile. I had little choice but to go. Shizuko didn’t get up to see me off but sat staring blankly out the window.

I went to Nakaizumi’s studio that night.

“I want to see Shizuko’s work. Do you have any of her paintings here?”

“No,” the old painter said with a sad smile. “She herself tore them all up, you know. They showed real talent, too. Such a rash thing to do.”

“Unfinished pieces, sketches . . . I’d like to see anything you might have.”

“Let me think.” The old fellow cocked his head. “I did have three of her sketches here, but she came the other day and tore them up right before my eyes. It seems someone criticized her work quite severely, and since then . . . Ah! Of course! There is one. Just one. My daughter still has a watercolor Shizuko did, if I’m not mistaken.”

The old artist left the room, coming back shortly with a single watercolor.

“Thank goodness,” he said. “My daughter cherishes this painting. It’s probably the only one left. I wouldn’t part with it for even ten thousand yen.”

“May I see it?”

It was a watercolor of long-stemmed narcissus flowers —about twenty of them artlessly arranged in a bucket. I took it in my hands, looked it over briefly, and ripped it to shreds.

“What are you doing!” The old painter was flabbergasted.

“It’s rubbish, for heaven’s sake. You and your people were just toadying to the rich lady. Thanks to which, Shizuko’s life is ruined. I’m the one who criticized her work.”

“It wasn’t such a bad painting as all that, was it?” the old man said, his confidence suddenly gone. “Of course, I don’t really understand the work of young people these days . . .”

I ripped the pieces even smaller and fed them to the stove. I consider myself a man who knows art. I believe I could teach even Sōbei a thing or two. By no means was this watercolor “rubbish.” It was in fact dazzlingly brilliant. Why, then, did I tear it up? I’ll leave that to the reader to decide. Sōbei took Shizuko back home. She committed suicide later that year. My anxiety only increased. That painting looked to be a true work of genius. And then, one night, I remembered the story of Lord Tadanao. A strange, unforeseen suspicion—that his lordship may in fact have been a peerless master of the sword—struck with such force that I found myself unable to sleep. Perhaps artistic geniuses do still exist, even here in the twentieth century.






TENGU


When the weather’s hot like this, I always think of the “Summer Moon” sequence from the linked-verse collection The Monkey’s Straw Raincoat.


Smells of things

In the marketplace

The summer moon



That’s a good verse. A precise expression of a very specific sensory experience. I always imagine a fishermen’s market. Others might picture Jinbōchō in Kanda or be reminded of the night stalls in Hatchōbori—it’s different for everyone, I suppose, but any scene that comes to mind will do. What’s amazing is how vividly the verse brings back a summer night from your own past.

There are those who claim that Raincoat is virtually a one-man show by Bonchō. That’s surely an overstatement, but it’s undeniable that Bonchō has two or three real masterpieces in the collection. Smells of things / In the marketplace / The summer moon. If a man were to compose only three verses as outstanding as this one in the course of his life, he might well go down in history as a master of haikai. There aren’t many haiku that can be called masterpieces. If you take a good look at the “Summer Moon” sequence, you’ll see that most of the verses are a little strange.


Smells of things

In the marketplace

The summer moon



To this, Bashō attaches the following:


Hot! It’s so hot!

Voices at every gate



Things have already gone awry. Bashō has stooped to a tedious explanation of the preceding verse. It’s superfluous. It’s as if someone were to cap his


Ancient pond

Frog jumps in

Sound of water



with


After the sound,

Silence



Well, not quite as bad as that, but it’s the same sort of crime—a redundant appendage. Even the Master could stumble. For all his preaching to his disciples that in linking verses one mustn’t be overly obvious, that one should rely on the veiled intimations of omokage, the great one himself still occasionally came out with disasters like this. This isn’t linking, it’s welding. Bonchō has knocked the Master right out of the ring, and he’s helpless to retaliate. Hot! It’s so hot! / Voices at every gate. We already know that much from the previous verse. How utterly inept. Next comes Kyorai.


Though the second weeding

Is still unfinished—

Ears on the rice



It’s hard to suppress a snicker. Kyorai probably went to great pains in squeezing this one out. He was a staid, serious-minded, provincial fellow. Nothing foppish about him. But rustics are apt to try their hands at foppery. They aspire to adroitness, ingeniousness. Rustic poets should compose rustic poems. When they do, they come up with splendid verses, verses that not even the cleverest wit can touch.


Biwa’s waters

Have visibly risen:

Summer rains



This is Kyorai at his best. As long as he sticks to this sort of solemn and sedate tone, he’s a truly fine poet. But when he gets clever and oddly contrived, one can scarcely bear to watch. It’s embarrassing. Kyorai, however, far from being aware of how pathetic his “clever” poems strike us, presents them with a triumphant flourish, which only makes his performance all the harder to watch. The best we can say about this side of Kyorai is that it’s endearing in its way. Bashō too resigned himself and loved Kyorai best of all his disciples. Though the second weeding / Is still unfinished / Ears on the rice. It’s boring. There’s nothing of interest in this verse. It’s just plain dull. No doubt he struggled over it. You can almost hear him: “Though the second weeding . . . It wasn’t easy coming up with this first line, I’ll tell you. How do you like it, though? Rather a clever device, what? Is still unfinished— Yes, I had a hard time working out the phrasing here. It’s a delicate spot, you see. But I think this fits the bill quite nicely . . .” And so on. What response, aside from a wry smile, can we possibly have? The more I read it, the more embarrassed I get, somehow. Kyorai-san, I beg you, do stop trying to be witty.


Tapping the ashes

From a dried sardine



Bonchō follows up with this. Not bad. You can see the farmer woman standing there. There’s something affected about the verse, however. Something sardonic and condescending about it. Bashō comes next.


This far down the road

Even money’s a stranger:

Living in want



It’s a little vague. I read this verse as the muttered complaint of the farmer woman. The normal interpretation goes something like: “People in the country live in such destitution that they’ve never even seen money.” In other words, it’s an outsider speaking, making an observation about poor countryfolk. But if that was the intention, it’s a hopelessly stupid verse. This far down the road becomes sheer sarcasm, and “they must be in want because they don’t have any money” is such circular logic that it’s virtually meaningless. It seems to me that This far down the road has a touch of dialect to it. It’s something a farmer would say. Tapping her sardine, the farmer woman is complaining in a somewhat self-deprecating way. No less a personage than Kōda Rohan suggests that This far down the road is to be taken in a literal, geographic sense, but I can’t help seeing it as a vague, ambiguous sort of phrase meaning “people in our situation” or “nowadays” or “at this point in our lives.” In any case, it’s not a good verse. It’s not clear if it’s subjective or objective. “The rain was pouring noisily down, but I wasn’t aware of it at all”—Bashō’s verse has something in common with moronic prose sentences of this sort. If the verse is meant to be objective, it’s hopelessly obvious. It has a bit more life if it’s meant to be a farmer woman muttering to herself, but then it’s too dependent on the previous verse. Disgusted, perhaps, at having been bested by Bonchō again, Bashō seems to have lost the will to go on. The Master was often selfish in linked-verse sessions. Sometimes he just gives up entirely. Gets dispirited, I suppose. Unaware of this, however, waiting in the wings, devising his next feckless little contrivance, is Kyorai.


Utterly befuddled

With his long short-sword



Fabulous. Now we have an absolute mess. Kyorai, no doubt, was delighted, inwardly congratulating himself, but it must have sent the others into shock. The lines just come out of nowhere, a fish in the desert. What to do now? Bashō and Bonchō both must have felt like throwing in the towel. But Kyorai, thoroughly pleased with himself, would have been oblivious. After pulling weeds, he spins around and whips out a sword. One can only be astounded at the workings of a mind like this. He’s botched the whole business with two lines. It’s sensational, unprecedented. Because of this one verse, the next thirty don’t stand a chance. There’s just no way to follow up on it. Kyorai alone is sitting there bursting with enthusiasm. But it’s all Bashō’s fault, really. It’s because of that ambiguous, mystifying verse of his that Kyorai leaped in with such an outlandish response. One even wonders if Bashō wasn’t just being mean. Teasing poor Kyorai, if not flat out mocking him. This far down the road / Even money’s a stranger: / Living in want. Handed this verse, Kyorai-sensei was thoroughly flustered, no doubt, but merely nodded gravely, and BOOM: Utterly befuddled / With his long short-sword. It seems to me that you can read the psychology of both of them in this exchange. At any rate, this sword business has made a complete shambles of everything. Bonchō, stifling a fit of the giggles, pens the next link.


Into the thicket

Frightened by a frog:

Twilight



Clearly an inferior verse. Some say that there’s not a single subpar verse by Bonchō in Raincoat, but that’s certainly not the case. Most of his poems here, in fact, are inferior. If there were as many outstanding verses as those people say, Bashō would have become Bonchō’s disciple. It’s doubtful whether Bashō himself has ten truly great verses. Composing haiku is like firing pottery—they rarely come out the way you want them to. After a hundred failures, you might, if you’re lucky, have one success. Most people never even come up with one. After all, you have only seventeen syllables to work with. Into the thicket / Frightened by a frog: / Twilight. I wouldn’t say it’s vulgar, but it’s definitely cheap. He’s just playing along. It’s a stopgap. Bashō follows with this:


In search of butterbur shoots

Her lantern goes out with a shiver



He too is just going along for the ride. Anything to get away from Kyorai’s sword. It was either something of this sort or nothing at all; that long short-sword was just too alarming. Her lantern goes out with a shiver. That’s a descriptive passage worthy of Bashō. He quietly snuffs out the intrusive weapon. Having finally managed to pack the sword away, he breathes a short sigh of relief. Then Kyorai-sensei drops his third bomb.


She entered the Way

At a time when the cherries

were still in bud



Splendid. Impeccable verse. But it’s not the least bit interesting.

The other day a certain serious, middle-aged gentleman showed me some haiku he’d written, and among them was one that went: The pure white moon: / A mirror for / Mischievous minds. It bore the title “The Heart of Buddhism.” Now that, no matter how you look at it, is a masterpiece. I was unable even to offer an opinion. When you come across a truly superior verse, you can only stand in awe.

But back to Bonchō, whose mood, understandably enough, is beginning to sour. He inscribes the next lines with a severe, frigid countenance.


Nanao in Noto:

A grim life in winter



He completely ignores Kyorai. Slams the door in his face. He’s peeved, and it’s a hard-edged, rigid verse. Adamantine. No melody, pure rhetoric.


Grown so old

That it’s come to this:

Sucking on fishbones



This is what Bashō comes back with. Things are really getting dark now. There’s an air of gloom hanging over the company. Bashō, especially, is in a foul mood. He’s being downright captious. The fault, mind you, is clearly with She entered the Way. Good old Kyorai blew it again.

Well, “Summer Moon” continues for another twenty- five verses, but most of them, sure enough, are inferior. I’ve completed exactly the number of pages I promised to write, however, so I’m not going to go on about the remaining links. Looking back at what I’ve written, I have to admit that I’ve been outrageously impudent. Bashō, Bonchō, and Kyorai have all gone down in history as great masters of haikai, and to amuse oneself on a summer night by insulting and teasing them is no small crime. Suddenly gripped with panicky repentance, I’ve decided to give this essay the title “Tengu.”

Overcome by the summer heat, the author has transformed into a devilish, red-faced goblin. Forgive him.






A WARNING ON WORLDLY PLEASURES


Our story begins long ago in Kamigata, where we find three playboys named Kichirobei, Rokuemon, and Jindayū, who are all young, from wealthy families with indulgent parents, and neither hard to look at nor impossible fools, and who often invite one another out on the town to cavort the night away but at some point begin to find the entertainments in Kamigata a bit too mild for their tastes and to yearn for the wild pleasures of the east, where, it’s said, “Sharp’s the word and quick the motion,” until finally one year they set out for Edo with the autumn wind at their backs, taking their time and having their share of laughs along the way, exchanging any number of calumnious remarks—“There are no beautiful women in this world. If one has a fair complexion, her nose is too small; another has splendid eyebrows, but her chin is weak. At this rate it would be better to be hated than adored,” and “How I’d love just once to be mercilessly dumped by a woman,” and so on—and when they finally arrive in Edo they proceed to make the rounds of the pleasure quarters, but not finding anything unusually quick or sharp and having been courteously received wherever they go, they conclude that even here in the capital, just as at home, money is everything, a realization that leaves them terribly disillusioned and quite convinced that not even Edo holds any dangerous thrills for them, yet still holding out hope of encountering some sort of diabolical temptation as, wandering about dejectedly with folded arms, they pass through the Black Gate of Ueno and on toward the shore of the pond, where they come to a halt at the shop of Shinchūya no Ichizaemon, renowned seller of goldfish, and, peeking into the inner yard, behold the seventy or eighty beautiful live wells set in neat rows, each barrel filled with fresh, flowing water and green, swaying strands of duckweed, between which fish of many colors weave about flashing their glittering scales, some with tail fins more than six inches long, and even our three brazen playboys are astonished and gaze with wide-eyed wonder at the scene, gasping and exclaiming that they’ve found the most breathtaking marvel in Nippon, and as they watch they notice that people come one after another to buy those fish at prices as outrageous as five or ten ryō of gold without even hesitating or trying to barter, a revelation that fills our three heroes with such childlike excitement that they begin babbling about how Edo is different after all, that this couldn’t happen back in Kamigata, that the ten-ryō goldfish was undoubtedly meant to be a plaything for some daimyo’s son, that after keeping it for three days they’ll probably feed it to the cat and think nothing of it but come strolling back to this shop to buy another, that Musashino Plain is vast indeed, that they’re seeing Edo with new eyes now, and so on, all agreeing that this experience has made their trip worthwhile and that now they’ll have something to tell the folks back home, and as they’re joyfully congratulating one another, a little man in humble garb comes trotting up to the shop with a bucket, a scoop net, and an obsequious smile, bowing repeatedly to the clerk. A look inside the bucket reveals that it’s full of countless maggots wriggling and squirming.

“Fish food,” mutters Jindayū, looking suddenly glum.

“Yeah,” says Rokuemon, and sighs.

It’s as if they’ve been brought back down to earth with a thud. If some people calmly pay ten ryō for a mere goldfish, others barely eke out a living selling maggots to feed those fish. Edo is an unfathomably fearsome place: such is the ultimate conclusion reached by our three playboys, who, though they themselves are strangers to care and woe, can’t help but be deeply moved.

Having managed to sell his bucketful of maggots for a mere twenty-five copper mon, the little man seems quite pleased and slavishly kowtows to even the lowliest workers in the yard before scurrying off.

Watching him leave, one of the three says, “Wait. Isn’t that Riza?” The other two are thunderstruck at these words.

Rizaemon, nicknamed “Moonlight Riza,” whose love affairs once made him the talk of Kamigata, was a handsome, dashing fellow, and wealthy too, who previously joined these three so frequently in gallivanting about that they were collectively known as “The Four Kings,” but who ran off several years ago with the popular geisha Kisshū and disappeared. The idea that this might be that same Rizaemon, however . . . No, it couldn’t be . . . And yet, the closer they look, the closer the resemblance.

“It’s Riza, all right. No doubt about it,” pronounces Kichirobei decisively. “The way he walks with his right shoulder slightly hitched—Riza always did that. I once had a woman who insisted that it was the thing to do and badgered me to try and walk the same way. I’m sure it’s Riza. Stop him.”

The three run after the maggot seller, grab hold of him, and are even more shocked when all doubt is dispelled.

“Riza, you bastard,” says Kichirobei, “I was a little bit in love with Kisshū myself, but, hell, I wouldn’t hold a grudge against you. To just disappear like that, without a word—it’s no way to treat your friends.”

“That’s right,” Jindayū chimes in. “No matter what sort of pinch you were in, it’s wrong to leave without saying goodbye. We all have our times of need. Raising hell in teahouses, getting drunk on sake and so forth—that’s not all friends are good for, you know. Look at you—those awful clothes—my goodness, can this really be old Moonlight Riza? You didn’t have to end up like this! All you had to do was say the word. Selling maggots—that’s taking the joke too far!”

Jindayū is shedding tears even as he berates his old friend, and now Rokuemon, with a superior air, claps a hand on Rizaemon’s skinny shoulder and says, “Anyway, Riza, it’s good to see your face again. We worried about you, not knowing where you’d gone, and we’ve missed you a lot. Kamigata got so it wasn’t much fun anymore. That’s why we’ve come here to Edo, but without you, it’s hard to have a good time anywhere. Now that we’ve found you, we won’t let you slip away again. What do you say? Come on back to Kamigata with us, and we four can paint the town red, just like in the old days. Don’t worry about money and such. All three of us have your back, you know. We’ll take full responsibility for you.”

In response to these reassuring words, however, Riza merely blanches, snorts, and turns away.

“What the hell are you talking about?” he says. “You think dimwitted mugs like you can take care of someone else? If you came all the way to Edo just to make me the butt of your jokes, you’re wasting your time. I like what I’m doing. Don’t worry about me. This is what happens to a man at the end of a life of pleasure. Ha! Who knows what might happen to any one of you tomorrow? ‘We’ll take full responsibility,’ you say—don’t make me laugh! I’ll tell you what, though: let me buy you a cup of Edo sake, just for old times’ sake. Riza may have fallen in the world, but he’s not about to let people like you treat him to anything. If you can use a drink, follow me. Ha ha!” He laughs hollowly as he strides off, dangling his empty bucket.

Our three playboys, after exchanging uncomfortable glances, follow behind Riza, who leads them to an incredibly filthy little drinking hole, strolls inside, holds his purse upside down over the counter and shakes out the coins, saying, “This is all I’ve got, Gramps. I’m buying a round for my old pals here. Sake in mugs—four of ’em!” He’s clearly trying to show that he’s as generous as ever, but the other three, seeing him dump out the entire twenty-five mon he’s just earned, feel their hearts sink, reflecting that Riza’s wife and children are undoubtedly depending on that money to buy rice and are probably waiting at home at that very moment, washing the pot in anticipation. Spurred on, no doubt, by his foolish, stubborn pride, Riza naturally wants to show that he’s no cheapskate even now, after falling as low as he has. But it’s just too pathetic.

“Hey, what are you dawdling for? Sit your butts down here and drink. You won’t forget the taste of sake served in a tea mug,” Riza sneers and chugs his sake in an intentionally vulgar manner, then wipes his mouth with the back of his hand. “Ahh, good stuff,” he growls, and it sounds convincing enough. The other three nervously take their seats in a tight corner of the shop and lift their mugs in a silent toast, but once the sake begins to take effect, their tongues loosen.

“By the way, Riza, you still with Kisshū, even now?”

“‘Even now’?” Riza challenges the questioner gruffly. “How dare you? You call yourself a gentleman? Watch your mouth, boy.” But soon he’s smiling his craven smile again and adds, “It’s because of that woman that I’m the wriggler seller you see before you. But I won’t speak ill of her. You boys ought to give up playing around in those teahouses before it’s too late. Take even the woman they called the ‘flower of Kamigata,’ plant her in your home, and watch: in three days she’s wilted and withered. Now she’s just another tenement housewife. Thinks nothing of going a month without a bath.”

“You got any kids?”

“Of course. Don’t ask stupid questions. A four-year-old boy, looks nothing like me, got a face like a monkey, runs around playing outside the tenements, perfectly used to it, a beggar’s child to the core. You wanna see him? It might do you some good, be a warning to you.”

“Yes, take us to your home,” Kichirobei says, and lets slip his true motivation: “I’d love to see Kisshū too.”

Riza creases his cheeks in a ghastly smile and says, “You’ll fall out of love quick enough when you see her,” then staggers outside.

Yanaka is a lonely place of an autumn evening, a place that’s Edo in name only, where thick groves of bamboo rustle in the wind. After walking some distance down a dark, damp road on the outskirts of “First Song Village”—so named not for the proverbial nightingales but for the chittering sparrows that flock there—they turn off on a narrow path, where drops of water from drying diapers drip on their heads. As they’re carefully picking their way over tangles of squash vines they come upon an old woman who’s plucking, one by one, the seeds of an exhausted morning glory that clings grotesquely to a hedge, its leaves withered and dead. Greedily gathering the seeds in anticipation of the coming year, in spite of the fact that, being to all appearances past eighty, she might not live to see another day, she seems utterly unmindful of the wretched state of her ancient body, as she mutters to herself in her avaricious frenzy. The three look at one another in dumbfounded disgust while Riza, seemingly indifferent, bows slightly to her, saying, “Granny, how about sharing a couple of those seeds with me and the wife? Cheers. Looks like it’s clouding up again, eh?” and so on, neighborly talk and empty flattery, and then, ducking beneath a thin cord strung with tobacco leaves drying in the shadows, they find themselves standing before a run-down row of flats, from one window of which a little boy cries, “Yippee! Papa’s back with the mooney!” At these pitiful words, the three freeze in their tracks.

Riza, feigning indifference, says, “There it is, that’s the place. If all three of you come in, we won’t have room to sit down.” He chortles and calls out to his wife: “Hey! We’ve got guests.”

From inside comes a thin voice, saying, “Of the three of you, Izuya Kichirobei will kindly remain outside. I once shared an affection with him, long ago.”

Kichirobei begins to fidget. “Don’t be that way,” he says. “It’s all water under the bridge.”

At which Riza smiles wryly and says, in a coarse tone of voice, “That’s right, that’s right. Who’s going to feel affection for an old tenement hag? You looked in a mirror lately, woman?” He rattles open the broken sliding door and invites all three inside. “We don’t have cushions or anything fancy like that. We can make you a cup of tea, though.”

The blood drains from the wife’s face as she sits with her legs tucked up beside her on the floor and quickly straightens the hem of her kimono, runs fingers through her disheveled hair, looks up at the three guests, smiles faintly, and says only “Ah,” forgetting even to bow. Her husband paces briskly about the narrow room and, finding that one of the cabinet doors on the Buddhist altar has come unhinged, rips it off, chops it up with a vegetable knife, and feeds the pieces into the clay stove to boil water for tea.

Looking around for the child who earlier appeared at the window, the guests spy him sandwiched inside a futon in a corner of the room. He appears to be stark naked; his lips are purple, and he’s shivering.

“The boy looks cold,” one of the guests blurts out, and the wife turns to look back at the child indifferently, saying, “He doesn’t want to wear his kimono. He has this strange compulsion—no sooner do we dress him than he rips off all his clothes and gets into bed naked. He’s a contrary child.” But the boy begins crying, saying, “That’s not true! I fell in the mud, and now I don’t have anything to wear and have to wait till my kimono dries!”

The wife is a stouthearted woman, but this is more than she can bear, and, guests or no guests, she now bursts into tears. The husband too rubs his eyes, pretending to choke on the smoke from the stove.

The three guests, quite at a loss, silently signal one another with their eyes and prepare to leave. They keep the farewells brief as they step back into their sandals and head out the front gate. Then, after conferring in whispers, they pool all the money they have on them—thirty-eight bu of gold and seventy bits of silver—and pile it on a saucer that lies discarded by the gate. Walking stealthily away, they emerge from the narrow path and have just breathed a collective sigh of relief when . . .

“What sort of rot are you trying to pull?”

Hearing Riza’s voice from behind, they give a start and turn to see him running breathlessly after them. In his hand he holds the saucer and the bits of metal thereon.

“You come to a man’s home, leave without even drinking his tea, then drop this crap at his gate—you have no idea how to treat people, you snot-nosed brats! Some nerve you’ve got, trying to disrespect Moonlight Riza. I never want to see your ugly, slack-jawed faces again. Get the hell out of here, and take this with you!” he shouts. “You can’t make a fool of me!” Eyes flashing, he smashes the saucer on the ground, then turns and disappears back down the dark path.

“Phew! What an awful experience.” Kichirobei is wiping cold sweat from his brow. “But, say, Kisshū sure turned into a pig, didn’t she?”

“Lust is emptiness, and emptiness is lust?” Jindayū says, misquoting the Heart Sutra to tease him.

“You said it,” Kichirobei sighs, and without so much as cracking a smile adds, “I’m through with gallivanting around. I feel as though I’ve peered into the grave.”

“It makes a man want to renounce the world and become a monk,” Rokuemon mutters, as if to himself. “I thought for a minute he was going to murder us. Nothing’s as fearsome as an old friend who’s fallen on hard times. Next time you bump into one on the street, it’s probably best to pretend you don’t see him. Who was it, anyway, who first called out to Riza?”

“Not me,” Kichirobei says, thrusting out his lips in a pout. “All I wanted was to get a look at Kisshū, so I . . .” His words trail off into a mumble.

“It was you,” Jindayū says sternly. “You’re the one who went running after him, the first one who talked to him, and then, on top of that, who was it who asked him to take us to his damn house? You, that’s who. What you need to take a good look at is the lechery in your own heart.”

“Yes. I’m to blame. And, yes, I’m ashamed of myself.” Kichirobei bows sincerely and adds, “I’m through with the fast life from this moment on.”

“While you’re bowing down to turn over a new leaf, why don’t you pick up that money?” Rokuemon says, giving free reign to his anger. “Even that amount is a priceless treasure. It’s said that long ago Lord Aotosaemon-no-Jō-Fujitsuna once—”

“Hired workers to try to search for a few coins he dropped while crossing Nameri River, right? Very well, I’ll play the part of the day laborer, then. Yes sir, yes sir, we’ll find the money, sir, don’t you worry.” Kichirobei squats down and waddles over the dark ground, retrieving the tiny pieces of gold and silver. “You pick up one piece at a time like this, and you really come to appreciate the value of money. Why don’t you two help me out here? It gives you a solemn sort of feeling.”

Thus even our profligate trio, upon finding their old partner in debauchery reduced to such wretched circumstances, begin to see the emptiness of worldly pleasures as they plod back to their inn, all of them looking somber and deep in thought, and the following day they behave laudably, making the rounds of shrines and temples to pray, and on the eve of their return to Kamigata they send a man from the inn with strict instructions that, since the husband will surely not accept the money, he is to slip it surreptitiously to the lady of the house, but the chagrined messenger returns shortly to say that he went to the place only to find that the occupants moved to the countryside just yesterday, and that despite asking a number of people in the neighborhood, he was unable to ascertain any forwarding address, a report that sends renewed chills of horror through the hearts of our three erstwhile playboys and leaves them to speculate as to what will become of Riza and to reflect upon their own way of life, until they all burst rather incongruously into tears, and after making a solemn vow to give up their hedonistic ways, they hurry back along the old Tōkaidō highway, fighting cold, wintry winds all the way to Kamigata, where they head straight for their individual homes and thenceforth become like different people altogether, shunning extravagance of any kind and never letting down their guard, as a result of which for some time the pleasure quarters suffer a decline in prosperity, and thus ends this tale warning us all that worldly pleasures are to be enjoyed only in moderation.

The above is a retelling of a much shorter tale by Ihara Saikaku (1642–1693) titled “Though Thought of as One with Maggots.” —RMC






OCEAN


We were living in our house in Mitaka, Tokyo until bombs began falling on the neighborhood almost daily. I don’t mind dying, but if a bomb were to drop on this child’s head, she’d expire without ever having seen the ocean, and the thought tormented me no end. I was born in the middle of Tsugaru Plain and was already about ten years old when I first saw the sea. The excitement I felt at that moment is one of my most precious memories, and I wanted this child to have that experience too. She’s only five.

The house in Mitaka was finally destroyed by a bomb, but we were lucky enough to come through unharmed and move to Kōfu City, my wife’s hometown. But it wasn’t long before enemy planes were attacking Kōfu as well, and the house we were staying in burned to the ground. Our struggle continued, as we had no choice but to leave Kōfu and head for my family home in Tsugaru. After a journey of three days and nights, we reached Higashi-Noshiro in Akita Prefecture, where we transferred to the Gonō Line and were able at last to breathe a little easier.

“The ocean,” I said to the conductor. “From which side can we see the ocean?” This train would pass right along the seashore. We sat on the right side.

“We’re going to get to see the ocean. Any minute now you’ll be able to see it. The ocean, where Urashima Tarō visited the Dragon Palace!”

I alone was bubbling with excitement. And then:

“Look! There it is! It’s the ocean! See it? That’s the ocean right there. See how big it is? It’s the ocean!”

At long last, and in spite of everything, I had finally managed to show this child the sea.

The kid was unfazed. “It’s a river. Right, Mama?” she said.

“A river?” I was aghast.

My wife, half asleep, muttered, “Mm-hm. River.”

“It’s not a river!” I squawked. “It’s the ocean. Two completely different things! Calling it a river is outrageous.”

Grumbling and fully deflated, I alone gazed out at the twilit sea.






WOE IS ME


Since my arrival here in Tsugaru, friends from primary school occasionally drop by to visit. “After all,” one fellow who’s now a town assemblyman told me with a laugh, “you were the big boss back then.” Apparently I was somewhat given to throwing my weight around in those days. All my old classmates have turned into prudent husbands and fathers and stepped blithely into the roles of assemblymen, farmers, headmasters, and what have you, and they all possess the self-composure of men who’ve accumulated their own little fortunes. In the course of getting reacquainted, however, it’s become evident that most of the alumni of our class are not only heavy drinkers but womanizers as well, much to our mutual exasperation and amusement.

It’s fun to drink with old pals from primary school, but there’s always a peculiar stiffness and formality about meeting with classmates from my fancy middle school. These latter put on serious airs. It’s as if they’re on their guard around me. You’d think they might save themselves the trouble of a visit if that’s the case, but perhaps, as the town highbrows, they look upon it as a duty of sorts; in any event, they do go out of their way to meet with me.

Just the other day a doctor at the local hospital telephoned to invite me to dinner that evening. I’d been given to understand that for some time this man had been telling my relatives that he was a classmate of mine in middle school, but I don’t remember ever having much to do with him. Hearing his name, I had only a vague recollection of what he looked like. I wondered if he hadn’t been one year ahead of me and became my classmate only after being held back in his third or fourth year. I seemed to remember that this was indeed the case, but, either way, I was sure we’d never been close.

Aghast at the thought of eating dinner with this man, I dropped by his house on the outskirts of town early that afternoon to beg off. It was a Sunday, I believe, and I found him at home, clad in a casual padded kimono.

“I’m afraid I’ll have to ask you to cancel that dinner,” I told him. “What with the shortage of food these days, it’d be silly to go to all that trouble and expense on my account.”

“Oh, I’m sorry to hear that. Come in, won’t you? Unfortunately, the little woman is out right now. She should be home any minute, but, goodness, what to do? I fear I’ve only inconvenienced you. Perhaps I shouldn’t have called.”

He showed me to a balcony on the upper floor that faced the street. The weather was fine that day, one of the last clear days of autumn. From here on it would be nothing but gloom-filled, cloudy skies and cold, blustery winds.

“The truth is,” the doctor began with a queer smile, “I’ve got a couple of bottles of cider left over from rationing, and since I don’t drink, I was hoping you’d help yourself to them and we could spend a leisurely evening hearing about your experiences during the air raids on Tokyo.”

Which was more or less what I’d anticipated and the reason I was turning down his invitation. The last thing I needed was to be put in the stiflingly uncomfortable position of having to spend a “leisurely evening” exchanging vapid social pleasantries over two little bottles of cider.

“It would be a pity to waste your cider like that,” I said.

“Nothing of the sort! As I said, I don’t drink alcohol anyway. How would you like a taste of it now? I’ll open one of the bottles.”

It might have been champagne for all the fuss he made as he clumped downstairs, ignoring my protests, and returned shortly afterwards bearing an uncorked bottle on a tray.

“Here you’ve taken all the trouble to visit and, what with the little woman being out, I’ve nothing fancy in the way of snacks to offer you, really, but I would like you to try this. It’s not something you find every day. Do you now what it is? Broiled catfish. It’s a product of my wife’s ingenuity, actually. She’s devised a rather unique way of preparing it, and I must say, you’ll hardly know it’s catfish. Go on, try it. You can’t tell it from broiled eel.”

On the tray, along with the cider in what had once been a beer bottle, was a dish of this stuff and a tiny sake cup. Whenever I drink cider, I tend to employ a large glass for the purpose; being served a few drops at a time in a little sake cup would be awkward to a degree. Nor was I likely to get even the slightest bit drunk. At my host’s repeated urging, I applied the chopsticks to the dish his wife had “devised.”

“How do you like it? The little woman came up with it herself, you know. I’m always telling her that she more than makes up for the shortage of foodstuffs these days. I mean, you’ve got to hand it to her. It tastes exactly like eel.”

I swallowed and nodded, wondering what sort of broiled eel this doctor had been exposed to in his life.

“I call it ‘kitchen science.’ Cooking is a science, after all. It’s my belief that, what with these shortages, the ingenuity of housewives can sway the very destiny of this nation. No, I’m serious. Come to think of it, there was something about that in one of your stories, wasn’t there? I don’t read much by the writers of today, but I did enjoy that bit of yours about the fellow who designed a new style of aeroplane, only to crash in a rice paddy. Very amusing.”

Again I nodded silently. I had no recollection of ever having written anything of the sort, however.

“In any case, that’s what Nippon must have now: innovation. And I feel that all of us—men and women alike—must work together to build our future. And in fact, if you’ll excuse my saying so, that little woman of mine is doing a truly admirable job. She’s forever innovating. When it comes to the basic necessities, I can honestly say that thanks to her I’ve lived through these trying times without experiencing the slightest inconvenience. All those people crying ‘shortages, shortages’ and rushing frantically about, buying things on the black market—why, ingenuity is all they really have a shortage of. They’re simply not applying themselves scientifically.

“A family of evacuees from Tokyo are staying at the tatami maker’s next door, and the woman, the mother of the family, called on us the other day, and I happened to overhear her and my wife engage in a little battle of words, if you will. It was interesting, I’ll tell you. It seems the evacuees have some pretty strong opinions of their own, what? According to this lady, everyone says country farmers are simple, honest folk, but in fact nobody’s as cold and calculating as farmers. Then she launched into quite a tirade. She said evacuees from the cities are mostly people whose homes have burned down and who’ve suffered more loss you can even imagine unless it’s happened to you. So they flee to the country, relying on whatever family connections they might have here, and though it’s not as if they’ve done something wrong, she said, they’re made to feel small and have to endure all sorts of humiliation while they try to get back on their feet. She said country people are coldhearted. She said that it wasn’t as if she and the others expected handouts, that they were more than willing to help with work in the fields and so on, but that their help was regarded as more of a nuisance than anything. She said the people here treat them as if they’re not worth their salt, and nobody will even try to find something for them to do, meaning they can’t work and have to dig into their meager savings to pay their way, but when they offer money to the farmers, the farmers seem offended by that too and gripe about rich folks from the city disrupting country life by jacking up black market prices and so on. But if you think that means they won’t accept your money, oh, she said, think again. No, she said, no matter how much you give them they never say it’s too much. And yet, for all their greed, she said, they make a show of throwing money around, saying the stuff is like scrap paper to them and has no meaning. She said it was downright sinful the way these farmers wasted money, and that they were just asking for divine retribution. But the ones who were content to just take your money weren’t even the worst of the lot, she said. Some want your money and your possessions as well. Here you’ve lost your home in the bombings and have virtually nothing left in the world but the clothes on your back, and some farmer looks you coolly in the eye and says, ‘Say, what about those trousers of yours?’ It’s enough to send a chill down your spine, she said. And even as they’re stripping you of your possessions, they’re laughing at you behind your back, saying, ‘Yes, those city folks are doing fine as long as they’ve got cash to spread around, but the money will run out soon enough and then what’ll they do?’ They call us shortsighted, she said. What have we done to them that’s so terrible, she said, and why do they want to torment us so? ‘Country people simple?’ she said. ‘Don’t make me laugh!’

“So that’s what this lady staying next door said, pretty much word for word, to my wife. Well, my wife responded to this crazy rant by giving her a hard dose of reality. ‘Listen,’ she said, ‘your problem is that you yourselves don’t have any creativity or ingenuity, and it’s a little late for you to be criticizing others. It was known for some time that Tokyo was going to get bombed, and it was up to you to devise some way of preparing for that beforehand. If you had left the city five years ago, say, and put down roots in the country, you wouldn’t be having such a hard time of it now. The source of all your problems is that you dilly- dallied in the city, enjoying the easy life, so you have no one to blame but yourselves. People whose houses were bombed are always talking about how everything they had went up in flames, and how they’ve got nothing left but the shirts on their backs and so on, but nobody likes to listen to that sort of talk. It’s as if they’re demanding sympathy. No doubt the government will soon be handing out compensation to the people who were affected, and I understand that they’re making it easy to exchange public bonds and insurance and the like for cash. And the truth is that not a single one of the evacuees is actually down to the clothes on their back. Most of them have four or five trunks or boxes of stuff stashed somewhere, and it seems to me they’ve got more than enough clothing and things to get by for the time being. As long as you’ve got some money and a few possessions left, why, all you need is a little ingenuity to make a fresh start on your own, without relying on some poor country farmer.’

“Well, that’s how the little woman countered the lady’s argument, and you’ve got to admit she made some good points. When she finished, though, all the lady from next door did was burst into tears and go on and on, crying that it wasn’t as if they’d been living the easy life all this time in Tokyo, and what horrible suffering they’ve gone through, and so on and so forth, whining, I guess you’d call it, so my wife fixed her a bowl of American soba noodles—another one of her inventions, you know—after which the lady left, but, really, some of these evacuees can be awfully self-pitying, don’t you think? What? You’re leaving already? You needn’t rush off like that. Here, have some more cider, there’s plenty left. At least finish off the bottle. I don’t drink, you know, so . . . I see. Well, if you really must go. It’s a pity, though. The little woman should be returning any minute now, and I did want to hear more about your experiences during the bombings.”

I had suddenly been seized with a burning desire to be back at the yakitori stand I used to frequent in Ogikubo. I yearned to be standing there with skewers of grilled chicken, two sen per skewer, and a ten-sen glass of whiskey before me, railing at the top of my lungs against the Philistines of the world. But I wasn’t there, I was here. Forcing a smile, I stood up to feign gratitude and part with a word of flattery.

“You’re lucky to have such a wonderful wife,” I told him. On the street below, a woman was passing by, dripping sweat as she struggled with three large pumpkins attached to straw ropes slung over her shoulders. I pointed her out and said, “Look at that one, for example. Most men end up with something ghastly like that. Wouldn’t know ingenuity if it slapped her in the face.” The doctor said, “Mmm,” and gave me an odd look, and before I even had time to gasp, the pumpkins turned in at the gate. Woe is me. The little woman was home.






CRIMINAL


“I love you,” said Bunin. “I love you passionately.” (Mariya Gavrilovna blushed and bent her head still lower.)    —Pushkin, “The Blizzard”

Nothing out of the ordinary here. Overhearing the affected, saccharine love talk of young couples, or even older couples for that matter, might cause anyone to cringe and break out in goosebumps.

But it’s nothing to laugh about. I’m thinking of a recent, thoroughly horrifying incident.

It involves a young man and woman who work at the same company. The man is twenty-six-year-old Tsuruta Keisuke. His colleagues call him “Tsuru.” “Mori-chan” is what they call the woman, twenty-one-year-old Komori Hide. Tsuru and Mori-chan are in love.

It’s a Sunday in late autumn, and the pair have agreed to meet in Inokashira Park, on the outskirts of Tokyo. At ten in the morning.

It’s a poor time for a date, and a poor location as well. But neither of them has any money. Even after wending their way through a deep patch of thorny shrubs, they cross paths with a sedate married couple trailing their offspring. Tsuru and Mori-chan can never get any privacy. Each is dying to be alone with the other but would be embarrassed if that desire were revealed, so they idly discuss the blueness of the sky, the transience of autumn leaves, the nature of beauty, the purity of the air, the disorder in society, the sad truth of how honest people make fools of themselves, and so on, sharing a bento lunch and striving to project an air of innocence, as if their hearts yearn only for poetry. They brave the late-autumn cold until, at three o’clock, a dispirited-looking Tsuru says, “Shall we go back?”

“I guess so,” Mori-chan replies, then lets slip a wistful sentiment. “Happiness would be having our own place to return to. Go home, light the fire . . . Even a three-mat room . . .”

Don’t laugh. Lovers’ conversations are always full of such dreamy platitudes, but these particular words form a dagger that plunges to the hilt in Tsuru’s breast.

A room.

Tsuru lives in the company’s dormitory in Setagaya. He’s one of three colleagues who share a single six-mat room. Mori-chan is staying at her aunt’s house in Kōenji. When she comes home after work each day, she’s treated like a scullery maid.

Tsuru’s elder sister married the owner of a small butcher shop in Mitaka. The upper floor of their house has two rooms.

Tsuru walks Mori-chan to Kichijōji Station, where she buys a ticket for Kōenji and he gets one for Mitaka. They work their way into the crowd on the platform. He gives her hand a gentle squeeze, and they part. The squeeze is meant to convey that he’s determined to find a room.

“Ya, irasshai!”

In the butcher shop, the young assistant is sharpening a knife.

“Is the boss here?”

“He went out.”

“Where to?”

“A meeting.”

“Boozing again, eh?”

Tsuru’s brother-in-law is a heavy drinker. To find him in the shop, sober and hard at work, would have been an anomaly.

“My sister’s here, right?”

“Upstairs, I suppose.”

“I’m going up.”

His sister is lying down, nursing her infant daughter.

“Your husband already said he’d rent it to me.”

“Maybe he did, but he’s not the only one with a say in this. I have my own considerations.”

“Such as?”

“I don’t need to explain anything to you.”

“You going to rent it out to pan-pan girls?”

“Probably.”

“Sis, listen. I’m going to get married soon. Please let me rent it.”

“How much is your monthly salary again? You can hardly afford to eat as it is. Do you know how much it costs to rent a room right now?”

“My bride can help out some too . . .”

“Have you ever looked in a mirror? You think you can get a woman to support you, with a face like that?”

“All right. I get it. Never mind.”

He trudges back down the stairs but can’t let it go. The hatred smoldering inside him ignites, and he grabs one of the butcher knives.

“Sis says she needs this.” He sprints up the stairs and does the deed.

His sister doesn’t cry out but merely goes limp. Blood spurts, some of it splattering Tsuru’s face. He finds a diaper in a corner of the room and wipes his face with it. Panting heavily, he descends the stairs again, snatches a few thousand yen from the shop’s cashbox, and stuffs the wad of bills in his jacket pocket. Two or three customers have just entered the store, and the assistant is scurrying about, distracted.

“Are you leaving?”

“Yep. Give the boss my regards.”

He steps outside. Dusk has fallen and a light fog enshrouds the people pouring out of the office buildings, their workday finished. He threads his way through the crowd to the station and buys a ticket for Tokyo. On the platform he waits for the uptown train for what feels like an eternity. He fights an urge to scream at the top of his lungs. Chills. Insistent bladder. He can’t believe the situation he’s put himself in. Every other face he sees looks serene and untroubled. He stands alone, separate from the throng on the dimly lit platform, still breathing heavily.

He hasn’t waited more than four or five minutes, but it feels like half an hour or so. The train arrives. It’s packed. He gets on. The interior of the car is warm with the body heat of the passengers. And the train is painfully slow. He wishes he could sprint ahead of it.

Kichijōji, Nishi-Ogikubo . . . So slow. Barely crawling from one station to the next. He traces with his fingertip a crack in the train-door window and inadvertently lets out a groaning, sorrowful sigh.

Kōenji. Might as well get off here. He’s suddenly dizzy, a momentary attack of vertigo. His entire body burns with the desire to see Mori-chan. He’s forgotten all about having killed his sister. The only thing tormenting him right now is his failure to rent a room. A room the two of them could return to each day after work, and where they could light the stove, talk and laugh over dinner, listen to the radio, and go to bed. The humiliation of his failure to rent such a room! For a young person in love, it’s not unnatural that even the horror of having murdered someone pales in comparison to this mortifying defeat.

Dazed and shaken, he takes a step toward the open door just as it whooshes closed. The train departs Kōenji.

He shoves a hand in his jacket pocket and discovers scraps of paper. Oh, right! It’s money. A glimmer of salvation. Might as well have a little fun. Tsuru is still young, after all. He gets out at Tokyo Station.

This past spring, Tsuru’s company and a rival firm faced off in a game of baseball. Tsuru’s team won, and the boss took them all to a teahouse in Nihonbashi called Sakura. A geisha there named Suzume, two or three years older than Tsuru, took a liking to him. He met her again when the boss took him to Sakura a second time, shortly before the order came for all restaurants to close.

“Even if they shut everything down,” she told him then, “we can meet anytime you like. Just come here and ask for me.”

Tsuru remembers this, and seven o’clock in the evening finds him standing at the entrance to Sakura. He calmly tells the maid the name of his company, blushing slightly as he asks to see Suzume. Neither the maid nor anyone else treats him with suspicion as he follows her up the stairs to a room in the rear. He changes immediately into a padded robe and asks where the bath is. The maid shows him the way.

“It’s tough living alone,” he chuckles, and bashfully holds up his shirt and collar, taking care to hide the blood splatter. “I’ll just do my laundry while I’m at it.”

“My! We’ll be happy to do that for you,” she says.

“No, no. I’m used to washing my own things,” he says, keeping it casual. “I’m really good at it too.”

The spots of blood are hard to remove completely. He does his best, then has a shave. Looking presentable now, he returns to the room, where he hangs the shirt on a clothes rack to dry, then carefully inspects the rest of his clothing for traces of blood. Finding none, he has three consecutive cups of tea, then flops down and closes his eyes but is unable to fall asleep. Just as he sits back up, Suzume, dressed in normal street clothes, arrives.

“It’s been a while,” she says.

“Can you get us anything to drink?”

“I think so. Is whiskey all right?”

“Anything. Get us some, will you?”

He pulls a wad of hundred-yen bills from his jacket pocket and tosses it to her.

“I don’t need all this,” she says.

“Just use what you need, then.”

“As you wish.”

“Get cigarettes too.”

“What kind?”

“Something light. None of that hand-rolled stuff.”

No sooner has Suzume left the room than a power outage shuts off the lights. Tsuru, left in pitch darkness, is seized with a sudden terror. He hears voices whispering and listens closely, but they appear to be only in his head. Now he hears stealthy footsteps in the corridor. But that too must be his mind playing tricks on him. His breathing is labored, and he feels an overwhelming impulse to weep and wail at the top of his lungs. Not so much as a single tear will fall, however. All he’s got is an abnormal pounding in his chest and a pair of legs that feel too heavy to move. He lies down, presses his right forearm across both eyes, and pretends to weep. And then, under his breath: I’m so sorry, Mori-chan.

“Good evening, Kei-chan.” Tsuru’s given name is Keisuke.

It’s like the buzz of a mosquito, but he’s sure it’s an actual woman’s voice. Every hair on his body stands on end, and he jumps up, whips open the sliding door, and leaps out into the corridor. The corridor is dark and silent; only a train can be heard, faintly, in the distance.

As he stands there, a dim glow appears downstairs, followed by Suzume holding up a small oil lamp. The sight of Tsuru startles her.

“Hello there! What are you doing?”

In the light of the little lamp, Suzume’s face is unattractive. He misses Mori-chan.

“I got scared, in there all by myself.”

“You deal in the shadows but fear the darkness?”

She must think the money he’s throwing around was made on the black market, which is fine with him. He feels a bit more at ease now and ready to play.

“And the liquor?”

“I asked the maid to bring it. She’ll be here soon. They’re so strict about everything these days, I hate it.”

Whiskey, a snack, and tobacco. The maid brings all three, on footsteps as silent as a cat burglar’s.

“We ask only that you drink quietly,” she says.

“That goes without saying,” Tsuru replies, with the air of a black-market kingpin, then smiles.


Bluer than azure the waters below

Rays of the sun above, golden and warm

Yet the restless sail beckons a tempest to blow

As if peace can only be found in the storm



How sad! Peace inside the storm. Tsuru is not what you’d call a lover of literature. He’s more of an easy-going, sports-loving type; but his betrothed, Mori-chan, always carries a book or two in her handbag. This morning, on their date in the park, she read to him from a collection of poems by a Russian genius named Lermontov, who died in a duel at 28. Even Tsuru, who had never had any interest in poetry whatsoever, loved the verses, especially this one called “The Sail,” which he praised for its wild, youthful spirit, and which perfectly matched his own feelings of love; he told her to read it again and again.

Peace in the storm . . . Inside the storm . . .

By the light of the little lamp, accompanied by Suzume, Tsuru drinks the whiskey and gradually begins to feel pleasantly drunk. It’s nearly ten in the evening when the lights suddenly come back on, but by then neither they nor the little lamp are of any use to Tsuru.

Dawn.

Anyone who’s seen a new day begin knows that the first signs of dawn are anything but exhilarating. There’s the sound of distant gods pounding angry drums, and a light that’s utterly unlike that of morning: a viscous, reddish-brown glow that bloodies the branches of trees. It’s like a physical manifestation of gloom and unbearable sorrow.

Tsuru views this dreadful dawn through a window in the privy, and feels as if his chest might burst open. The color has drained from his face. Corpse-like, he staggers back to the room and plops down next to Suzume, who’s snoring softly, mouth open. Tsuru guzzles slug after slug of the whiskey left over from last night.

He still has money.

Tanked up again, he crawls beneath the blankets and has his way with Suzume. Lying in the futon afterwards, he guzzles more whiskey. He nods off. He wakes up. He’s all too keenly aware of the hopeless situation he’s gotten himself into. Beads of cold sweat emerge on his forehead, and he writhes in agony. He has Suzume fetch another bottle of whiskey. He drinks. He embraces her again. He nods off. When he awakens, he drinks more.

By the time evening arrives, the mere thought of another sip nauseates him.

“I’m leaving.”

It’s all he can do to mutter this much under his breath. He considers cracking some kind of joke but fears he’ll vomit if he tries. He crawls around gathering his clothes and, with Suzume’s help, manages somehow to get dressed; and now, stumbling and still fighting the nausea, he departs the teahouse Sakura.

Twilight. Winter is coming. One night and one day since the event. At the foot of the bridge he joins a line of people buying the newspapers’ evening editions. Tsuru gets all three major papers. He scours each page of all three. It’s nowhere to be found. But the fact that it hasn’t been reported only increases his anxiety. The news is being suppressed. They don’t want the criminal to know he’s being hunted.

He can’t go on like this. He’ll run for as long as the money holds out, and when it’s gone he’ll take his own life and end it all.

What he loathes and fears most is not the idea of being arrested but the anger and sorrow, the disgust, condemnation, and resentment the affair will inspire in relatives and colleagues.

He’s so tired, though.

It’s not in the newspapers yet.

Tsuru plucks up his nerve and decides to head to the company dormitory in Setagaya. He longs for a deep sleep in his own futon, if only for a night.

He shares the six-mat room with two colleagues. The roommates aren’t there, they must be out on the town. Tsuru turns on the electric light. A chrysanthemum he tossed in a cup sits on his desk awaiting his return, the edges of its wilted petals beginning to brown.

He lays out his futon, turns off the light, and lies down, but soon he sits up again to switch the light back on. He lies supine, covering both eyes with his arm and moaning quietly, until finally he falls into a deathlike sleep.

The next thing he knows, it’s morning, and he’s being shaken awake by one of his roommates.

“Tsuru. Where have you been? Your brother-in-law in Mitaka has been calling the office asking for you, and we didn’t know what to say. He said if we see you, we should tell you to get to Mitaka immediately. Maybe there’s a medical emergency or something? But you didn’t show up for work or return to the dorm, and Mori-chan said she had no idea where you might be, so . . . In any case, you should head straight to Mitaka. It sounded urgent.”

A wave of gooseflesh.

“He just said for me to go there? Nothing else?”

Tsuru’s already on his feet and climbing into his trousers.

“No, just that it’s an emergency. You’d better go right away.”

“I will.”

Tsuru has no idea what’s happening. Can a man who’s done what he’s done still maintain his place in society? He quickly dismisses any such possibility as a frivolous dream. He is, after all, an enemy of mankind. A murderer.

No longer human. The entire world will join forces to chase this monster down. He envisions the dragnet laid for him as a vast spiderweb ready to snag him whichever way he turns. He still has money, however. As long as he has money, he can forget his fear, at least briefly, and lose himself in fleeting pleasures. He’ll keep running as long as he can. And when all is lost, suicide.

Tsuru brushes his teeth vigorously in the washroom, then walks down to the dining room with the brush still in his mouth. With hostile eyes he pores over the various newspapers on the table. Nothing. All of the papers are silent about Tsuru and what he did. The anxiety builds. He feels as if, at any moment, a voice from behind him might shout: “Freeze!” It’s as if an invisible flood, rising from deepest darkness, is lapping at his feet as he sloshes through a minefield.

Back in the washroom, he gargles but neglects to wash his face. He returns to the room, opens the closet, and removes from his wicker trunk everything he might be able to sell. His summer clothes, a shirt, a lined kimono of high-grade silk, a waistband, a blanket, sneakers, three dried cuttlefish, a tin whistle, a photo album—he stuffs all of these in his rucksack. As he’s leaving, he snatches the alarm clock from his desk and slips it into his jacket pocket.

“I’m off to Mitaka,” he mutters hoarsely, as he shoulders the rucksack and frantically exits the dormitory.

He takes the train to Shibuya. On the street there he manages to sell every last item he brought with him, including the rucksack. This brings in more than five thousand yen.

From Shibuya he takes the subway to Shinbashi. From Shinbashi he begins the short walk toward Ginza, then decides against it. At a makeshift pharmacy in a quonset hut near the river he purchases a box of two hundred tablets of Brovarin, a brand of sleeping pills. He then returns to Shinbashi Station and buys a ticket for the express to Osaka. He has no idea what he’s going to do in Osaka, but he believes that once he’s aboard the train his anxiety will ease somewhat. Besides, he’s never been to the Kansai district. Having some fun in western Japan might not be a bad way to bid farewell to the world. They say Kansai women are really something. He has money. Almost ten thousand yen.

At a market near the station he loads up on foodstuffs, and a little past noon he boards the train. The express has surprisingly few passengers, and he’s able to sit comfortably.

The train begins moving. It suddenly occurs to him that he’d like to try writing a poem. An unlikely impulse, completely out of character for the earthbound Tsuru. It’s definitely the first time he’s ever felt this peculiar urge. It seems that as death draws near, even the most uncultured are strangely drawn to poetry. Everyone, from loan sharks to cabinet ministers, tends to want to write a death poem, or a farewell haiku.

Tsuru shakes his head in a disheartened way, removes from his breast pocket a small notebook, and licks the tip of his pencil. If it turns out well, he’ll mail it to Mori-chan. To serve as a keepsake.

Tsuru slowly writes in his notebook:


I have two hundred tablets of Brovarin.

If I swallow them, I die.

Life



Having written only that much, he’s already stuck. There’s nothing more to say. He reads it again and confirms that it’s just stupid. He’s bad at this. His features twist into a scowl of disgust, as if he’s bitten into something horribly bitter. He rips that page out of his notebook and tears it to shreds. Now, having given up on poetry, he decides he should try to compose a letter to his brother-in-law in Mitaka.


I’m going to end my life.

Next time I’ll come back as a dog or a cat.



And, again, he has nothing more to write. He stares at the sentences for a while, then turns to the window, his face contorted with unshed tears. The train has already entered Shizuoka prefecture.

No one knows what Tsuru does or exactly where he goes from this point on. His movements over the next several days have never been determined by investigators.

Early one morning some five days later, however, he suddenly appears at the offices of a certain corporation in Kyoto, where he asks to see an employee named Kitagawa, an army pal from the war. As the two of them are wandering about the town, Tsuru casually enters a used clothing shop, where he cracks a series of jokes as he sells all the clothes he’s wearing—jacket, sweater, white shirt, and trousers—trading them in for a plain old soldier’s uniform and some cash. The cash is used to fund a noontime drinking bout for the two of them, after which Tsuru, in high spirits now, parts with young Kitagawa and boards a train for Ohtsu. His motive in traveling there is unknown.

He spends the afternoon wandering aimlessly about the town, stopping here and there for more drinks, and at about eight o’clock that evening he staggers through the entrance to the Akizuki Inn, drunk as a lord.

Rolling his “r”s like a rough-and-tumble “Son of Edo,” he demands a room, and no sooner is he shown to one than he flops down on his back and kicks his legs up in the air. When the clerk brings the register book, however, he manages to sit up and write his actual name and address. He also asks for a large jug of water to help him sober up. He thirstily chugs about half the jug, then apparently uses the rest to wash down two hundred Brovarin tablets in one go.

Found next to his corpse’s pillow are a number of different newspapers and three banknotes totaling one yen, ten sen. No other personal belongings are discovered.

Tsuru’s crime of murder never does appear in any newspaper, but his suicide is mentioned in a single-sentence report buried in one of the Kansai dailies.

Young Kitagawa from the corporation in Kyoto is shocked at the news and hurries to Ohtsu. He speaks with people at the inn and decides first of all to telegraph Tsuru’s dormitory. Someone from the dormitory races to Mitaka to inform Tsuru’s brother-in-law.

Tsuru’s elder sister still has stitches in her left arm, which is cradled in a sling of white cloth. The brother-in-law is drunk, as usual.

“I searched everywhere I could think of,” he says, “but I didn’t want to go public with it all. Maybe I should’ve.”

The sister’s tears flow freely. She realizes now that even the idiotic love affairs of the young are no laughing matter.






GOOD-BYE



CHANGE OF HEART (1)

An elderly lion of the literary world has passed away, and as his memorial service is drawing to a close, rain begins to fall. An early spring shower.

Upon leaving the service, two of the attendees agree to share an umbrella. Each of them owes the late literary lion a debt of gratitude, but the subject of their conversation quickly turns, inappropriately enough, to the fairer sex. The older and considerably larger gentleman in the formal kimono is an author; the younger man in the Harold Lloyd glasses and striped trousers works as an editor.

“Apparently the old boy himself was a bit of a womanizer,” says the writer. “Speaking of which, look at you. Isn’t it about time you settled down? You’re looking absolutely haggard.”

“Actually,” the editor replies softly, his face reddening, “I’m . . . planning to put an end to all my entanglements.”

He has long avoided the company of the older writer because of the man’s penchant for making boorish and nastily cutting remarks; but today, having neglected to bring his own umbrella, he had no choice but to accept the offer to share this old-fashioned, bull’s-eye-patterned, oiled-paper parasol. He feels like a lamb being led to the slaughter.

But he’s not exactly lying when he says he plans to sever his entanglements.

He feels himself changing. It’s been three years since the end of the war, and something is different inside him.

Tajima Shuji, 34, is the editor-in-chief of Obelisk magazine. He has a mild Kansai accent but rarely speaks about his background or upbringing. He is by nature a shrewd fellow, and while his official occupation is “magazine editor,” he earns most of his income as a facilitator of the black market trade. Lending credence to the adage “ill got, ill spent,” however, he also drinks like a whale and is rumored to be supporting as many as eight or ten mistresses.

He’s not a bachelor, either. In fact, he’s now on his second marriage. His first wife died of pneumonia, leaving him with a mentally retarded daughter, after which he sold his house in Tokyo and evacuated to a friend’s home in Saitama prefecture. It was during this evacuation that he won the hand of his current bride. She’s from a farming family of some substance, and this marriage is, of course, her first.

When the war ended, Tajima left his wife and daughter in the care of her family and rented a one-room apartment on the outskirts of Tokyo, a place he used only to sleep in. The rest of the time he was bustling about all over the city, wheeling and dealing and raking in piles of cash.

Now, however, three years on, he feels he’s changed somehow. Whether it’s because of subtle changes in the world itself, or because his excesses have taken their toll on his health (he’s lost a lot of weight recently), or simply because he’s getting older, he’s begun increasingly to suspect that all is vanity, that getting plastered isn’t really much fun anymore, and that it might be best to buy a small house and bring back his wife and child to live with him. He could wash his hands of the black market and focus solely on his work as editor. But in order to do all that . . .

There is one clear and present obstacle to overcome. He needs to skillfully extricate himself from his affairs with a number of women. And, shrewd and resourceful though he is, the mere thought of this task leaves him sighing hopelessly, utterly at a loss.

“End them all, eh?” The old writer’s lips twist in a wry smile. “That’s fine, but . . . just how many women do you have?”
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Tajima looks to be on the verge of tears. He’s haunted by the feeling that he can’t possibly manage this on his own. If it were only a matter of forking over money, nothing to it, but he knows these mistresses of his aren’t likely to let him go so easily.

“Looking back on it all now, it’s as if I lost my mind at some point. Spreading myself much too thin . . .”

Perhaps he should just confess all to the salty older man and ask his advice.

“A surprisingly laudable admission,” says the writer. “Then again, it’s strange how all you Casanova types seem to be martyrs to your own sense of morality. That’s partly what makes you attractive to women, I suppose. If you’re honest and ethical on top of being handsome, wealthy, and young, it’s only natural that the gentler sex will find you irresistible. Even if you want to quit them, they won’t have it.”

“That’s the problem.” Tajima raises a handkerchief to his face with both hands.

“You’re not crying, are you?”

“No, no. My lenses. They fog up in this rain.”

“Do they? Sounds to me like you’re stifling sobs. Some lady-killer.”

As a black marketeer and an admitted philanderer, Tajima knows he’s no paragon of morality. But he does possess, just as the writer has pointed out, an honest and loyal side that puts women at ease and allows them fully to trust and rely on him.

“Do you have any advice for me? Any ideas as to—”

“Nope. Leaving the country for five or six years might work, but it’s not easy to get permission to travel overseas nowadays. You could gather all your women together in one room and sing ‘Auld Lang Syne’—or, wait, ‘The Graduation Song’ would be better. Award them with diplomas, one by one, then pretend you’ve gone stark raving mad, rip off all your clothes, run naked into the street, and keep on running. That would do it for sure. They’d all be glad never to see you again.”

As advice, of course, this is less than worthless.

“If you’ll excuse me, I can catch the train from here, so—”

But the writer apparently has nothing better to do today and refuses to let Tajima go.

“What’s your hurry? Let’s walk to the next stop. It’s clear that you’ve got a serious problem on your hands. Let’s see if we can’t devise some sort of strategy.”

“No, please. I’ll try somehow to work it out on my—”

“Don’t be stupid. You can’t solve this on your own. Wait. Don’t tell me you’re thinking of killing yourself? I’m actually starting to worry now. To die because some broads are in love with you wouldn’t even be tragic—it’d be comical. Or farcical, rather. About as ludicrous as you can get. You wouldn’t get sympathy from anyone. No, you’d better give up on dying. Listen. Here’s a genius plan: find yourself a breathtakingly beautiful woman somewhere, a world-class beauty, explain the situation to her, ask her to pose as your wife, and take her around to meet all your women, one by one. The effect will be instantaneous. They’ll all withdraw without so much as a whimper. What d’you think? Why not give it a try?”

A twig tossed to a drowning man. Tajima has half a mind to cling to it.
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And after thinking it over for some time, he decides to give the roguish old writer’s plan a shot. Another obstacle presents itself immediately, however.

“Breathtakingly beautiful.” Now, breathtakingly homely women are everywhere; walk from one streetcar stop to the next, and you’ll come across thirty or so. But a breathtaking beauty? That’s a different animal altogether. He wonders if such a woman even exists, outside of legend.

Tajima is conscious of his own good looks. He’s fashionable to a fault and so vain that he’s been known to fake an upset stomach in order to avoid walking down the street with an unattractive woman. Every one of his current mistresses is easy on the eyes, but none can be said to qualify as a breathtaking beauty.

The improvised scheme put forward by the writer, therefore, is seriously flawed. But Tajima has to admit that it’s better than nothing. And, at the moment, nothing is all he has.

Let’s see what we can do. It’s possible that a breathtaking beauty might be lurking in some forgotten corner of his life. As he searches his memory, the eyes behind his glasses dart this way and that.

Dance halls. Coffee shops. Waiting rooms. No, nothing there—only the breathtakingly homely variety. Business offices, department stores, factories, movie theaters, strip shows. Of course not.

Over the next few days he scurries about town, shamefully peeking through campus hedges to observe college girls, attending a Miss Something-or-other beauty contest, sitting in on auditions for cinema’s next new face (under the pretext of research for a magazine piece), and so on.

As he trudges home from the hunt today, he has no way of knowing that his prey is about to pounce.

Running low on hope, his face a mask of despair, Tajima trudges through the black market stalls behind Shinjuku Station. He has no interest in calling on any of his mistresses. Just thinking about them sends a shudder through his bones. They’ve all got to go.

“Tajima-san!”

He’s so startled at hearing his name shouted from behind that he all but rockets up into the air.

“Er . . . Excuse me,” he says, after spinning around. “You are . . .?”

“I beg your pardon.”

Her voice is loud and unpleasant. Like the cawing of a crow.

“Eh?” He peers at her more closely, and the coin drops.

He knows this woman. She’s a black marketeer, or, more precisely, a transporter and peddler of black-market goods. He has dealt directly with her only two or three times but remembers her crow’s voice, not to mention her astonishing physical strength. She’s a slender woman, but he has seen her move effortlessly about with a ninety- pound load strapped to her back. She always smelled of fish and dressed in muddy work pants and rubber boots, and it was hard to tell at first glance if she was a man or a woman—though, either way, she could have passed for a homeless beggar. Tajima, extremely careful about hygiene, remembers how he always hastened to wash his hands after their transactions.

This is an unimaginable, Cinderella-like transformation. She’s wearing a stylish and very elegant dress. She’s svelte; her hands and feet are dainty and pretty; she looks to be twenty-three or -four—or rather -five or -six; her face has an alluring hint of melancholy; and her skin is the pale, off-white shade of pear blossoms. She has an air of refinement—nobility, even. She is, in short, a breathtaking beauty. To think that this woman can easily carry ninety pounds on her back . . .

The voice is a problem, but if she can be persuaded to keep her mouth shut at all times, the solution is right in front of him.

She’s perfect.
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They say that the clothes make the man, but it’s even more true of women, who with a change of apparel can undergo an astonishing metamorphosis. Maybe they’re all shape-shifters by nature. But a transformation like this is extraordinary. Her name, Tajima remembers now, is Nagai Kinuko.

“Well, well,” he says. “You must have saved up quite a bundle! So stylishly dressed.”

“Aw, save it, will ya?”

The voice is simply unacceptable. It instantly erases any impression of elegance or refinement.

“Say, I wonder if I could ask you to help me out with something.”

“Such a cheapskate. Always lookin’ for discounts.”

“No, no, it’s not about business. I’m planning to wash my hands of all that. You’re still moving goods?”

“You bet. I either keep hustlin’ or start starvin’.”

She has an obvious affinity for coarse language.

“Looking at that getup, no one would ever guess what you do.”

“I am a woman, after all. I like to get dolled up and go see a movie once in a while.”

“And this is a movie day?”

“Right. I just watched one called . . . What was it again? Flank’s Horse, or . . .”

“Shank’s Mare. You went alone?

“What a question. Men are so weird.”

“Anyway, the thing is, I really need your help. Can you spare me an hour? Or, not even an hour. Thirty minutes.”

“What’s in it for me?”

“I’ll make it worth your while.”

As the two of them walk along shoulder to shoulder, about eight of every ten people they pass turn to look back—not at Tajima, of course, but at Kinuko. She exudes a lissome grace that makes even the dapper Tajima look shabby in comparison.

He leads her to a black-market restaurant he frequents.

“What’s the specialty here? They got somethin’ good?”

“A lot of people like the pork cutlets bowl.”

“I’ll have some of that. I could eat a whole hog. What else they got?”

“They can make most anything. What do you have in mind?”

“Whatever they do best. What goes good with the cutlets?”

“It’s a huge bowl.”

“Cheapskate. You’re no help. I’ll go ask in the kitchen.”

Strong as a bull and eats like a horse. And yet she’s absolutely a breathtaking beauty. He can’t let her slip away.

Tajima sips at a whiskey as he explains his plan and what he needs her to do, while Kinuko, much to his mounting irritation, wolfs down dish after dish. She seems to be focused entirely on eating, with no interest whatsoever in his story. He can’t even tell if she’s been listening or not.

“So . . . Can you do this for me?” he says.

“What an idiot. You are one hopeless chump.”
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Tajima is taken aback by this uncalled-for abuse but quickly rebounds, conceding the point.

“You’re right. I’m hopeless. Which is why I’m asking you for help.”

“But why go to all this trouble? If you’re so fed up with the ladies, just stop seein’ ’em.”

“That’s not how a gentleman behaves. These women may end up getting married, or finding new lovers. It’s my duty as a man to show them that ending things with me is in their own best interest.”

“Ha! Some duty! You say you need to explain things, but all you really want is to make sure they stay sweet on you, right? Yeah, I know a pervert when I see one.”

“Hey! I won’t have you talking to me that way. It’s disrespectful, dammit, and beyond rude! Sitting there stuffing your face . . .”

“You think they do mashed yams here?”

“You want more? What do you have, an elastic stomach? It’s got to be some sort of illness. Why don’t you go see a doctor? You’ve already eaten a bucketful. Time to lay down the chopsticks.”

“Don’t be such a tightwad. It’s normal for a woman to eat this amount. Yes, I know, you hear these fancy young females turnin’ their noses up at food—‘Oh, I couldn’t possibly! I’m absolutely stuffed!’ But that’s just for show. Tryin’ to appeal to the males. Me, I can eat and eat and eat.”

“I see that, but please. Surely you’re had enough already. This place is expensive, you know. Do you really always gorge yourself like this?”

“Don’t be ridiculous. Only when someone else is payin’.”

“Well, I’ll treat you to all the food you like, but, please, help me out with my problem.”

“I’ll have to take time off from work. Meanin’ I’ll lose money.”

“I’ll pay you, of course, in addition to the meals. I’ll give you more than you’d make on the job.”

“And all I have to do is follow you around to these different places?”

“Basically, yes. But there are two stipulations. When we’re with the ladies, you are not to utter so much as a single word. I need you to maintain absolute silence. You can smile or nod or shake your head, maybe, but that’s it. The second condition is, you may not eat anything when other people are around. When you and I are alone, you can stuff yourself to your heart’s content, but in front of others, I’ll need you to stick to a cup of tea at most.”

“And you’ll pay me cash for time and expenses, right? I know how you skinflints like to fudge numbers.”

“Not to worry. Look, I’m putting everything I’ve got into this. If I fail, I’m ruined.”

“Fightin’ with your back to the ball, eh?”

“‘Ball’? It’s ‘wall,’ stupid. ‘Fighting with your back to the wall.’”

“Is it?”

She’s unfazed. Tajima is liking her less and less. She really is beautiful, though. Mesmerizing to look at, with an almost otherworldly kind of allure.

Pork cutlets. Chicken croquettes. Tuna sashimi. Cuttlefish sashimi. Chinese noodles. Broiled eel. Seafood and vegetable stew. Spit-roasted beef. Assorted sushi on rice. Shrimp salad. Strawberry milk.

And now she wants mashed yams? It can’t possibly be true that most women are capable of eating this much. Or can it?
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Kinuko’s apartment is in Setagaya. She has to work mornings transporting goods but says she’s generally free after two in the afternoon. She and Tajima agree to the following plan. Once a week or so, when all concerned are available, Tajima will call her to arrange a meeting place, from whence they’ll proceed together to wherever the next future former mistress awaits.

A few days later the procession begins, with the two of them advancing on a beauty salon located inside the biggest department store in Nihonbashi.

Fashion-conscious Tajima visited this salon the winter before last, to have a wave installed in his hair. The “Sensei” of the place is a thirty-ish war widow whose surname is Aoki. Tajima wasn’t the one who made the first move; she seemed to attach herself to him at first sight, as if by instinct. She lives in the department store’s employee dormitory in Tsukiji and commutes to work, but her salary is barely enough for a single woman to survive. Tajima has been helping her out with living expenses, and their relationship has been common knowledge at the Tsukiji dormitory for some time.

He rarely shows his face at her beauty salon, however. This was a conscious decision on his part, as he foresaw that frequent visits by a dashing gentleman like himself could only lead to rumors that might hinder her business.

Today, however, out of the blue, he appears at her shop with a breathtaking beauty in tow.

“Good afternoon.” Tajima offers this greeting in a rather frigid, formal tone of voice. “I brought my wife today. She’s finally back from the countryside.”

And that’s all it takes. Aoki-san too is quite beautiful, with clear, bright eyes and fair skin. But she’s army boots compared to Kinuko’s silver slippers.

The two beauties bow to each other wordlessly. Aoki- san looks gutted and on the verge of tears. The battle is won before it even begins.

As has been mentioned, there is an honest, loyal side to Tajima, at least when it comes to the women he’s involved with, and he has never falsely claimed to be a bachelor. He makes it clear to all of his mistresses that his wife and child have been living in her hometown since evacuating during the war. Now, obviously, they’ve returned.

And this wife of his is not only young, refined, and sophisticated, but a peerless beauty.

The demure Miss Aoki has no response but a mournful expression behind the mask.

“Aoki-sensei, may I ask you to do my wife’s hair?” Tajima, savoring his victory, has decided to strike the coup de grâce. “I’ve heard that there isn’t a hair stylist in all of Ginza, or anywhere else, that can match your skills.”

This is not merely empty flattery. She really is known as a top-notch hairdresser.

Kinuko takes a seat facing the mirror.

Aoki-san’s eyes glisten with unspilled tears as she drapes a white cotton cape over Kinuko’s shoulders and begins to comb out her hair.

Kinuko remains calm, composed, and silent.

Tajima turns on his heel and strides out of the shop.
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Finishing touches are being applied to Kinuko’s hair when Tajima steps quietly back inside and slips an inch-thick stack of bills into the pocket of the hairdresser’s white smock. With prayerlike reverence, he whispers in her ear:

“Guddo-bai.”

It seems to him that he’s infused the simple English word with a surprisingly rich mixture of feelings: compassion, apology, tenderness, grief.

Kinuko stands up, without saying a word. Aoki-san too says nothing but brushes and straightens Kinuko’s skirt. Tajima flees the shop.

Alas, parting is always painful.

Kinuko catches up with him.

“Not all that great.”

“What?”

“The hairdo.”

Shut up, you fool! is what Tajima wants to shout at her, but as they’re still inside the department store, he restrains himself. Aoki-san never spoke ill of others. She had nothing of the gold digger about her. She often even did his laundry for him.

“Is that all for today, then?” Kinuko asks.

“Yes.”

He’s feeling perfectly miserable.

“That girl’s awful spineless, though, to let you dump her over something so silly. She’s pretty too, isn’t she? With looks like that, she—”

“Enough! ‘That girl’? How dare you speak about her that way? She’s a courteous and genteel lady, unlike you. Anyway, keep your damn mouth shut. Just hearing that crow’s voice of yours is enough to drive me nuts!”

“Nuts? Oh! Do forgive me, if you peas.”

Argh! What a boorish pun. He really does feel as if he’s on the verge of losing his mind.

Tajima’s peculiar brand of vanity dictates that before stepping out with a woman he must hand her his wallet, leaving her to pay for everything, so that he can appear magnanimous and indifferent to cost. None of his women ever took advantage of this to buy things for themselves.

But Lady If-You-Peas does just that, without so much as batting an eye, in a department store that offers a vast array of expensive merchandise. She breezes brazenly down the aisles, selecting one high-priced item after another. Her taste, unaccountably, is impeccable.

“Enough already.”

“Cheapskate.”

“You’re going to want another meal too, right?”

“I think I’ll go hungry today, for your sake.”

“Give me back my wallet. From now on, you are not to spend more than five thousand yen on any given day.”

This is no time for vanity.

“I would never spend that much.”

“You just did! Later I’ll figure out exactly how much by what’s left, but I know you spent more than ten thousand. Dinner the other day wasn’t cheap either.”

“Why don’t you call off the arrangement, then? I’m not followin’ you around because I want to.”

It’s virtual extortion.

What can he do but sigh?
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Tajima himself is no slouch when it comes to driving a hard bargain. In his black-market dealings he’s been crafty and talented enough to sometimes make tens of thousands in a single transaction.

But he has his principles, and they will not allow him to quietly overlook Kinuko’s wanton wasting of his cash. When shelling out money, he’s not one to be satisfied unless he receives something of comparable value in return. Damn her insolence! He now feels he has no choice but to turn her into one of his conquests.

The procession of broken hearts will have to wait until he’s accomplished this. He needs to conquer her and transform her into a considerate, obedient, frugal woman of modest appetites before forward progress can resume. As things stand now, he can’t possibly go ahead with the original plan; it’ll cost him a fortune.

Don’t let the enemy sneak up on you, but rather sneak up on the enemy. That’s the key to victory.

After using a telephone directory to find the address of Kinuko’s apartment building, he buys a bottle of expensive whiskey and two bags of peanuts. He’ll deliver these to her under the pretext of wanting to make sure she has something good to snack on. While sharing the peanuts he’ll guzzle whiskey and in due course pretend to be too drunk to walk. Once he’s in her bed, it’s game over. And the best thing about this solution is how little it’ll cost him. He won’t even need to pay for a room.

That a man like Tajima, supremely confident in his way with women, would devise such a shameless and underhanded plan of attack, makes one wonder if there’s not something wrong with him. Perhaps Kinuko’s outrageous squandering of his money has triggered some kind of psychotic reaction. While it goes without saying that moderation is best when it comes to lust, the main object of human lust is and always has been gold; and our constant focus on profit and loss rarely leads to anything good. Tajima’s resentment toward Kinuko has inspired him to devise a petty, despicable, and all but inhuman scheme, unaware of the calamity he’s bringing upon himself.

He shows up at Kinuko’s address early in the evening. It’s a gloomy old wooden structure, a two-story apartment building. The door to her apartment faces the second- floor landing.

He knocks. The now-familiar voice squawks from inside.

“Who’s there?”

Tajima freezes when he opens the door, shocked by what he encounters. Chaos. And a foul odor.

The room is only four-and-a-half tatami mats in size, but it’s a disaster area. The mats are warped, wildly uneven, stripped of their fabric borders, and blackened and shiny with grime. The entire floor is littered with the flotsam and jetsam of her trade: oil cans, apple crates, half-gallon bottles, furoshiki-wrapped bundles of who-knows-what, a contraption that looks like a bird cage, discarded scraps of paper, and more, so scattered about that there’s scarcely anywhere to step.

“Oh, it’s you. What’re you doin’ here?”

She’s dressed like a beggar, as she was when they first met, years ago—muddy work trousers and all. Anyone who didn’t know better might mistake her for a man.

On one wall is a calendar advertising a credit union, and that’s the only thing in the room that resembles decoration. No curtains, even. What woman in her midtwenties lives in a place like this? A single bare light bulb hangs from the ceiling, glowing weakly.
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“Just dropped by for a visit,” Tajima croaks, his voice resembling Kinuko’s crow-like squawk. “I can come back later, though.”

“Hmph. What’s your angle? I’m sure you didn’t just wander into the neighborhood.”

“No, no, honestly, today I just . . . er . . .”

“Spit it out. Look at you. The stammerin’ fop.”

What a room, though. This is where he’s supposed to drink that whiskey? Such a waste—he should’ve at least procured a cheaper brand.

“‘Fop’?” he says, with genuine distaste. “It’s called dressing nicely and being well groomed. Just the opposite of you today. You look like hell.”

“I was carryin’ heavy loads all day, got a little tuckered out and was just catchin’ a nap, but . . . Oh, hey, I’ve got somethin’ special for you to check out. Why don’t you come in? You can’t beat the price.”

So now it’s all business, apparently. If she sees a chance to make some money, who cares what anyone thinks about the horror that is her room? Tajima removes his shoes but leaves his overcoat on. He chooses a relatively open space on the tatami and plops himself down there, cross-legged.

“You must like karasumi, right? Bein’ a drinker and all.”

“Mullet roe? I love the stuff. You’ve got some here? Let’s have it.”

“Yeah, right. Cash up front.”

She shamelessly holds out an open right palm.

Tajima’s lips curl with disdain.

“Watching you, I really begin to lose hope for this world. Get your hand out of my face. I don’t need your damn karasumi. Feed it to your horse.”

“I told you, I’m getting it for you cheap, dummy. It’s unbelievably delicious too, straight from a little village known as the mullet-roe capital of Japan. So stop dilly- dallying and pay up.”

She wriggles her body impatiently, but will not withdraw her hand.

Unfortunately, Tajima really does love karasumi. Give him some mullet roe and a bottle of whiskey, and he asks no more of life.

“All right, let’s have a little.” He grimaces as he lays three large bills on her palm.

“Four more,” she says, matter-of-factly.

Outrageous.

“What the hell are you trying to pull?”

“Cheapskate. Be a man and buy a full sac. You’re like the loser who haggles over half a slice of dried bonito. Such a tightwad.”

“All right, all right. One sac.”

Tajima the gourmand is enraged but counts out the bills as he lays them on her palm.

“One, two, three, four. Right? Reel in your hand. I have to wonder what kind of parents raised a shameless hussy like you. I’d like to see their faces.”

“So would I. And then I’d like to give ’em a good thrashin’. Talk about throwin’ the baby out with the bathwater . . .”

“Not interested in your life story. Get me a glass, and get ready for an evening of whiskey and karasumi. I brought peanuts too. Here, help yourself.”
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Tajima drains a big glass of whiskey in two gulps. He came here with the ulterior motive of getting a little something back from Kinuko but instead ends up being strong-armed into paying too much for karasumi from the “mullet-roe capital.” And now, before he even understands what’s happening, Kinuko slits open the entire sac and dumps all the roe into a well-used bowl. She then liberally powders this fist-size, shapeless blob with an Ajinomoto substitute.

“Eat up. Don’t worry, the flavorin’s on me.”

There’s no way anyone could swallow this much karasumi. Add a thick dusting of monosodium glutamate, and you’ve got a real dog’s breakfast. Tajima’s face melts into a mask of tragedy. The loss would have been easier to bear if he’d burned those seven banknotes to ash. An absolute waste. Meaningless.

Stifling a sob, he probes the bottom of the blob with chopsticks and extracts a clump of roe that isn’t contaminated with the “flavoring.”

“Do you ever cook your own meals?” he asks, somewhat timidly now.

“I could if I wanted to. Just can’t be bothered.”

“How about laundry?”

“How dare you. I’m somethin’ of a fiend for cleanliness.”

“Cleanliness?”

Dumbfounded, Tajima scans the odoriferous chaos around him.

“This place was a ruin when I moved in. Nothin’ I could do about that. And my business bein’ what it is, I have a lot of turnover, and things get scattered about. Can’t be helped. Shall I show you the inside of this closet?”

She gets up and slides open the closet door.

Tajima stares agape at what’s revealed.

Everything inside it is immaculate, and so aesthetically organized that it seems to emanate a fragrant, golden glow. A chest of drawers, a vanity desk with mirror, a trunk, three pairs of petite and pretty pumps on a shoe rack . . . This, he realizes, is crow-voiced Cinderella’s magical dressing room.

Kinuko slams the sliding door shut and plops down again, a little farther from Tajima.

“Getting dolled up once a week or so is plenty for me. I’m not out to attract men. This outfit is perfect for daily wear.”

“But those trousers are beyond the pale. They’re unhygienic.”

“What makes you say that?”

“I can smell them.”

“Don’t be gettin’ all hoity-toity on me. You’re the one who always smells of alcohol. It’s sickenin’.”

“I guess that makes us fish of a feather, then.”

As he grows drunker, the room’s disarray and Kinuko’s slatternly appearance bother him less, and his evil mind rediscovers the merit in his original lecherous plan.

“True affection,” he pronounces, “can survive any squabble.”

Another clumsy attempt to beguile. But any man in a comparable situation, even one who’s considered a scholar and a gentleman, is liable to spew moronic platitudes like this—often with surprising success.
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“I hear a piano.”

Acting ever more affected, Tajima narrows his eyes as he turns an ear toward a distant radio.

“You know music? Lookin’ at that mug of yours, I’d’ve thought you were tone deaf.”

“Idiot. I’m a regular connoisseur of music. I could listen to classical all day long.”

“What’s this one, then?”

“Chopin.”

A random guess.

“Yeah? I thought it was the ‘Echigo Lion Dance.’”

The jibber-jabber of two fools, each of whom knows less about the subject than the other. Tajima feels his momentum slipping and quickly changes the subject.

“You must have fallen in love once or twice.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. I’m not a sex maniac, like some dirtbags I know.”

“Hey. How about toning down the language? It’s so . . . unladylike.”

Suddenly disgruntled again, he takes another long slug of whiskey. Maybe the plan just isn’t going to work. But to admit defeat now would be a blemish on his stellar record as a lady-killer. He needs to stay the course until conquest is achieved.

“Love and sex are two different things. You don’t know much, do you? Shall I give you a little lesson?”

His own words, and his own lascivious delivery, chill him to the bone. He’s off the rails already. It’s a little early yet, but he decides to feign drunkenness and the need to get horizontal.

“Ahh, I’m so drunk. Drinking on an empty stomach really does it to me. Let me lie down for a while.”

“Oh hell no!” Her voice is more like the crowing of a rooster now. “You can’t fool me! I see right through this crap! If you want to sleep here, cough up fifty thousand yen. No, a hundred grand!”

Abject failure.

“Why so angry? I’m drunk, I tell you. Let me just stretch out over here, and—”

“No, no, no!” Kuniko leaps to her feet and flings open the door. “Get out! Go!”

Not knowing what else to do, Tajima resorts to the most awkward, bungling tactic imaginable. He jumps up and tries to fold her in his arms.

Wham! Kinuko’s fist slams into his cheekbone.

“Yeeek!”

Aghast at the power behind the punch, Tajima lets out a weird-sounding screech. Only now does he remember those ninety-pound loads she carried so effortlessly.

“Forgive me,” he squeaks, then shouts, unaccountably, “thief!” and runs out the open doorway in his bare feet.

Kinuko calmly closes the door behind him. A few moments later there’s a soft, timid knock.

“Er, ah, I’m sorry, but my shoes . . . Also, if you happen to have a bit of string . . . The temples on my eyeglasses broke.”

As he mends his spectacles with the red sticky tape Kinuko has provided, he inwardly seethes with rage over what is hands down the greatest disgrace he’s ever suffered in his career as a lothario. He hangs the mismatched temples over his ears and croaks “Thank you!” before turning and scurrying down the stairs. Unfortunately, he loses his footing on one of the steps and reprises his weird screech.



COLD WAR (1)

What eats at Tajima more than anything is the capital he’s already invested in Nagai Kinuko. He’s never taken a loss like this in any previous business transaction and feels compelled to find a way to get his money’s worth out of her. But that freakish strength, the ravenous appetite, the avarice!

The days are growing warmer now, and all sorts of flowers are bursting into bloom, but Tajima alone is mired in a slough of despondency. It’s been four or five days since the night of his colossal failure, and now that his spectacles have been repaired and his cheek is no longer swollen, he telephones Kinuko’s apartment building. He’s decided to try engaging her in an ideological debate.

“It’s Tajima. Sorry I got so drunk the other night. Ha ha!”

“A woman livin’ on her own learns to deal with all sorts of things. I’m not bothered.”

“Well, you know, I’ve been doing a lot of serious thinking since then, and what I’ve concluded is that, come what may, I really do want to break it off with all these women, and then bring my wife and child back from the country and build a happy little home. Is that such a bad thing, morally speaking?”

“I can never make sense of the crap you spout. I do know this much, though: whenever a man accumulates a pile of money, he starts thinkin’ small.”

“But, I mean, is what I’m doing such a bad thing?”

“It’s not good. You’ve sacked away quite a bit, no?”

“All you think about is money. Stop it. We’re talking about morality. It’s an ethical question, and I’m asking your opinion.”

“I don’t have an opinion. I don’t waste my time thinkin’ about you.”

“Well, of course not, but, I mean, I happen to think it’s a good thing.”

“Then everything’s fine, right? Look, I’m hangin’ up. I don’t have time for this nonsense.”

“Wait! Listen. For me this is a life-or-death issue, hugely significant. See, I believe I have a moral duty to do this. And I need your help to get it done. I just want to do what’s right!”

“You’re such a weirdo. How do I know you’re not gonna fake gettin’ drunk again and pull some idiotic stunt on me? I’ve had more than enough of that.”

“You needn’t mock me. All I’m saying is that the desire to do good is a natural instinct. We human beings are all born with it.”

“I’m hangin’ up now, all right? I need to piss so bad—standin’ here bouncin’ from foot to foot.”

“Whoa, wait a minute. Please. How about three thousand yen per day?”

The ideological debate suddenly gives way to financial considerations.

“And a meal?”

“Look, I need you to help me out on that. I’m not bringing in much money these days.”

“I won’t do it for less than ten thou, then.”

“Five thousand. Let’s settle on that. It’s a moral issue, after all.”

“Gotta pee. Let me go.”

“Five thousand, I’m begging you.”

“You are such an idiot,” she says, but he hears her laughing as she hangs up.

It sounds like a deal.




COLD WAR (2)

He needs to get everything he can out of Kinuko. He’ll have to drive her like a slave while giving her nothing—not even a crust of bread or a glass of water—above and beyond the five thousand yen. He can’t afford big losses right now. Too much compassion would spell ruin.

The one positive result of being clobbered by Kinuko (and humiliating himself with that girlish shriek) is the realization that her extraordinary physical strength can be used to his advantage.

Among his so-called mistresses is a woman in her late twenties named Mizuhara Keiko. A Western-style painter of middling talent, Keiko rents a two-room apartment in Den-en-chōfu; one room serves as her living quarters and the other her studio. She and Tajima met when she called at the offices of Obelisk bearing a letter of introduction from a certain well-known artist. She was exceedingly timorous in asking if he might consider using her for illustration work. Tajima was charmed by her blushing bashfulness and began little by little to contribute to her livelihood. Keiko is quiet, mild-mannered, and a terrible crybaby. But though it doesn’t take much to bring her to tears, she never indulges in the howling, maniacal sort of breakdown some women resort to. She weeps sweetly, like a little girl, which is eminently bearable.

There is, however, one serious problem. She has an older brother, a soldier who was stationed in Manchuria for years. He’s said to be a big man of powerful physique who’s been something of a hooligan since childhood. From the moment Keiko first described this brother of hers, Tajima has had an ominous feeling about him. Taking a lover whose brother is in the military has been the bane of lady-killers since the days of Faust.

This brother recently returned to Japan from a prison camp in Siberia and is staying at Keiko’s apartment while he struggles to adapt to the new world.

Tajima has no desire to make the brother’s acquaintance, but when he telephones Keiko to try and get her to meet him somewhere, whoops.

“This is Keiko’s brother speaking.” It’s a muscular voice, belonging, presumably, to a muscular man.

“Good afternoon. I represent Obelisk magazine, and I’m calling to consult with Mizuhara-sensei about an illustration that she’s . . .”

His voice trembles slightly as it trails off.

“Sorry. Keiko’s in bed with a cold and won’t be able to work for a while.”

Bad luck. That means there’s no chance he can get her to venture out to meet him.

On the other hand, it would be unfair to Keiko to keep delaying the breakup out of fear of the older brother. And if she’s bed-ridden with a cold while the returnee is lodging with her, she must be in a difficult position financially. Which might just make for a good opportunity. He can call on the patient to kindly encourage her and wish her well, then not-so-surreptitiously slip her some cash. Military man or not, surely the brother wouldn’t attack him in that case. In fact, he might be even more grateful than Keiko herself and enthusiastically shake Tajima’s hand. But in the unlikely event that the brother does react violently . . . Well, he can just take refuge behind the human shield that is Kinuko.

That’s what you call making full use of her talents.

“Do you have any questions? I don’t think it’ll be a problem, but there is a man of rather violent temper who might get involved. If he raises a hand to me, all I ask is that you gently subdue him. Apparently he’s a bit of a weakling, so . . .”

Tajima comes across as almost obsequious to Kinuko now.

. . .

And that’s all we have. The novel Good-Bye sadly remains unfinished. The work was to be serialized in the Asahi Shinbun newspaper, but Dazai ended it all midstream on 13 June 1948. All thirteen chapters above were published in the month following his suicide.

According to Suetsune Takurō, Dazai’s editor at the newspaper, the novel was to continue with another seven or eight breakup scenes and conclude with Tajima—now free of entanglements but bankrupt, defeated, and unemployed—hearing his wife tell him good-bye. —RMC
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