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CHAPTER 6 (continwed)

The scene at dinner was pretty much the same as
the evening before—same faces and talk and at-
mosphere. Only the menu had changed. The lab-
coated man who had talked about stomach
secretions under weightless conditions joined our
table and told us about brain size in correlation to
its abilities. He told us about the brain capacities of
Napoleon and Bismarck while we ate something
called soyburger steak. He pushed his plate aside
and, pulling out a notepad, began to draw a diagram
of the brain in ballpoint. “No, that’s not quite
right,” he’d say, then start over. When he finally
finished the drawing to his satisfaction, he returned
the notepad to a pocket of his lab coat and slipped
the pen into his breast pocket. That made three
ballpoint pens, a pencil, and a ruler in his breast
pocket. “Winter’s great here, I tell you. You simply
must come next winter,” he said as he left, same as
yesterday.



“Is he a doctor or a patient?” was all I could think
to ask Reiko.

“Which do you think?”

“I have absolutely no idea. Whichever, he hardly
seems too together.”

“He’s a doctor. Dr. Miyata,” said Naoko.

“He’s got to be the biggest nut around here. I'd
wager on it,” said Reiko.

“Him and Mr. Omura, the gatekeeper, who's
pretty far out, too,” said Naoko.

“Yeah, he’s crazy all right,” said Reiko, nodding
as she jabbed a fork into her broccoli. “The guy
shouts who knows what while he does those im-
possible exercises every morning. Then, before
Naoko’s time, there was this girl named Kinoshita
in accounting who tried to commit suicide, not to
mention Nurse Tokushima who became a real bad
alcoholic and had to quit last year.”

“Sounds like the staff and the patients ought to
change places,” I said with some concern.

“You said it,” said Reiko, waving her fork. “I see
you’re getting to know the ropes around here.”

“So it would seem,” I agreed.

“The together thing about us,” said Reiko, “is
that we know we’re not together.”

We returned to the room, and Naoko and I



played cards while Reiko picked up the guitar again
and practiced Bach,

“What time will you be leaving tomorrow?”
Reiko asked me when she stayed her hand long
enough to light a cigarette.

“T should get off after breakfast. There’s a bus a
little after nine, which would mean I wouldn’t have
to skip out on my job.”

“Too bad. Sure wish you could take more time
off.”

“If I did that, I'd probably just stay on here,” I
said with a laugh.

“Quite so,” agreed Reiko, then reminded Naoko,
“Oh, I mustn’t forget to pick up those grapes from
Oka’s place. It nearly slipped my mind.”

“Shall we go together?” asked Naoko.

“Say, Watanabe, can [ borrow your services?”

“Sure thing.”

“Well, then, looks like we’re off on another night
stroll, the two of us,” said Reiko, taking my hand.
“There’s only a bit more from where we left off last
night, so let’s take it through to the end tonight.”

“Be my guest, whatever you like,” giggled Naoko.

The wind was a little brisk, so Reiko pulled on a
light blue cardigan and thrust both hands into her
pants pockets. While walking she looked up at the
sky, sniffing the air like a dog. Then she came out



with the verdict: “Smells like rain.” I gave a few
sniffs, too, but didn’t smell anything. A lot of
clouds in the sky, and the moon half-hidden
behind them.

“Live here long enough and you can smell the
weather,” said Reiko.

As we entered the woods around the staff hous-
ing, Reiko asked me to wait a moment while she
went over to a cottage and pushed the doorbell.
Out came the lady of the house, who chatted a bit
with Reiko, then let out a chuckle before stepping
inside and coming back with a large plastic bag.
Reiko thanked her, said her good-nights, and
headed back my way.

“See? Grapes!” said Reiko, showing me the con-
tents of the bag. It was filled with bunches of them.

“Like grapes?”

“Sure.”

She grabbed the top bunch and handed it to me.
“They’re washed, so they’re okay to eat.”

I walked along eating the grapes and spitting out
the seeds and skins. Plump and juicy they were.
Reiko ate a bunch herself.

“I teach piano to the boy in that family from time
to time. Give me all sorts of different things by way
of thanks. Last time it was wine. Sometimes I get
them to do a little shopping for me in town.”



“I believe I'm about ready to listen to the rest of
yesterday’s story,” I said.

“Fair enough,” said Reiko. “But if we get back
late two nights in a row, Naoko might start wonder-
ing if something is going on between us.”

“I'd like to hear it anyway.”

“Okay, but let’s talk somewhere there’s a roof.
It’s a little chilly today.”

She turned left this side of the tennis courts,
descended some narrow steps, and came to a place
where several small sheds stood in a line like row
houses. Opening the door of the first shed, she
flicked on the light. “Come on in. Nothing much to
see, though.”

Inside the shed were a bank of cross-country skis
and poles and boots neatly arranged against the
wall, with snow shovels and other snow-clearing
equipment and chemicals in a pile on the floor.

“l used to come here all the time to practice
guitar. Or when I wanted to be alone. Nice and
cozy, don't you think?”

Reiko took a seat on a sack of chemicals and told
me to sit down, too. Which I did.

“Mind if I smoke? It’ll smoke the place up a bit.”

“Go right ahead.”

“Just can’t seem to quit these things,” said Reiko
with a frown. Then her whole face lit up as she took
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a puff. Smokers who get such pleasure from a
cigarette are few and far between. I ate the grapes
one at a time, carefully discarding the skins and
seeds in a tin box that was being used for a garbage
can.

“So how far did we get yesterday?” asked Reiko.

“Up to the part where you were scaling the cliff
that stormy night to get a swallow’s nest,” I said.

“You manage to keep a straight face through it
all, I see,” said Reiko, disgruntled. “We’d gotten up
to where I'd begun giving the girl piano lessons
Saturday mornings, I believe.”

“Correct.”

“If there are two types of people in this world,
those who can teach and those who can’t, then
most likely I belong to the former,” Reiko began.
“Wouldn’t have thought so when I was young. Or
maybe I just didn’t want to think so. Only when I
got old enough to be able to size myself up did I
come to realize. That I'm good at teaching others. |
really am.”

“I'll say,” 1 agreed.

“I'm more patient with others than with myself,
I’m better at bringing out their good side than
mine. I'm just that type. I'm like the striking side of
a matchbox, in other words. But that’s okay, as far
as that goes | have nothing against it. I'd rather be a
first-rate matchbox than a second-rate matchstick.
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That really came home to me, I'd say, from the time
I took this girl on as a pupil. Up until then I'd
taught any number of people on a part-time basis,
but I never really thought much about it. It was on-
ly when I started teaching her that it came to me.
Like, was I really this gifted at teaching people? The
lessons went that well.

“As [ was saying yesterday, the girl wasn’t much
when it came to technique, nor did she especially
want to become a musician per se, which meant I
could take things pretty easy. Plus she was going to
one of those ‘university track’ girls’ schools where
decent grades automatically pushed you into col-
lege, so that even her mother would tell her, ‘Take -
it easy. Maybe take up music.” And for that reason |
didn’t push the girl very hard. From the moment I
set eyes on her, I could tell she was one of those
kids who resent being told what to do. Tell you
whatever pretty words she thinks you want to hear,
but absolutely never do anything but what she
herself had in mind. So I figured, first let her play
however she wants. One hundred percent her way.
Then I'd show her how the same piece could be
played in various other ways. Then we'd debate
which was the best. Then I'd have her play the
piece again. In this way I got her to improve her
playing a few steps up from what it had been. She’d
tune in on the good parts.”



Reiko took a breath and looked at the burning
end of her cigarette. I said nothing but just went on
eating grapes.

“I tend to have fairly good musical intuition, but
this girl was even better than I in that department.
It was almost a shame. If only she’d had a good
teacher and gotten serious training when she was
small, she might actually have amounted to
something. But no. The girl wasn’t the kind to put
up with serious training. There’'re people in the
world like that. Blessed with loads of wonderful
talent, but can’t make the effort to put it in order,
so that in the end they just dissipate their talent in
dribs and drabs. I've seen it happen to a number of
people. At first they wow you. The kind who dash
off a monster of a difficult piece sight-reading it the
first time through. Bowls you over just to watch.
Me, I can hardly keep up. But then that’s it, that’s
as far as they go. And why don’t they go further?
Because they don’t put in the effort. They don't
have the training drilled into them to put in the ef-
fort. They're spoiled. They had almost too much
talent, too much praise heaped on them from when
they were small—being so good without even prac-
ticing—that they take it into their heads that mak-
ing any effort is for the birds. I mean they can do in
half the time what would take another kid three
weeks. Then go on to the next piece. They never
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have to face up to being disciplined, so they miss
out on one of the essentials in building character.
That'’s the real tragedy. I have a bit of that in me
myself, but luckily my teacher was good and strict
with me, so [ only turned out like this.

“I tell you, though, those lessons were fun. Like
driving on a highway in a high-performance sports
car, the slightest touch of a finger and, bleep-bleep,
out comes the instantaneous reaction. Maybe just a
little too instantaneous at times. The trick for
teaching a kid like that is to go easy on the praise.
After being praised from so early on, no matter
how much you praise them, to them it's only,
‘What, again?’ A judicious smattering of praise now
and again, and that’s plenty. And one more thing,
it’s good practice not to press matters. Let them
chose for themselves. Don’t keep pushing them
ahead. Stand by silently and let them ponder
things. That’s all. That much done, the rest takes
care of itself.”

Reiko dropped her cigarette butt on the floor and
trod it out. Then she took a deep breath to put a lid
on her feelings.

“After the lessons, we’d have tea and talk.
Sometimes I'd imitate some jazz piano for her.
Here’s Pat Powell and here’s Thelonius Monk. But
mostly it would be she who talked. A great talker,
too, that kid. Reel you in just like that. As I told
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you yesterday, most of it | imagine she simply made
up, but it was interesting even so. She was truly
sharp with her observations, chose just the right ex-
pressions, had biting wit and humor, enough to
stimulate people’s feelings. The girl was a needle.
She really had the knack. And she herself knew it,
so she took every opportunity to use her skills to op-
timum effect. To anger people, to make them sad,
to make them sympathize, to bring them down or
cheer them up—she could manipulate emotions
with great exactness. And all for the sole purpose of
testing her own limits, she’d manipulate feelings
meaninglessly. Of course, it only occurred to me
much later that that’s what she’d been up to. At
the time I didn’t have any idea.”

Reiko shook her head as she downed a few more
grapes.

“Sick,” said Reiko. “A real sickness, a disease.
And like a rotten apple, that sort of disease ruins
everything around it. There was nothing anyone
could do about her disease. She’ll stay sick like that
until the day she dies. So, in fact, depending on how
you look at it, the child was really a pathetic
creature. Even I would have thought so had I not
fallen prey to her myself. 'm one of her victims.”

Again, a few more grapes. She seemed to be try-
ing to figure out how to go on with her tale.

“So, for about six months, everything went fine.
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On occasion something might strike me as odd. I'd
catch myself going, ‘Huh?’ Or remarks would come
out in the course of our conversation that would
floor me. She’d take these vicious, irrational, and
pointless swipes at someone or other. She’d home
in with such amazing precision I could only wonder
what the kid was really up to in her thinking. But
people all have their faults, don’t they? And who
was I, a mere piano teacher, to say anything about
‘character’ or ‘kindness,” right? All she had to do
for me was practice well and everything’d be okay
by me. And, anyway, the truth is I was kind of
taken with the kid.

“Only I made a point of never talking too much
about my own personal affairs with her. Instinctive-
ly, I just somehow felt it'd be better if I didn’t. So
that whenever she’d ask this or that about me—she
was always wanting to know something—I'd only
tell her things that didn’t matter anyway. How I
was brought up, what schools [ went to, things like
that. And when the girl would say she wanted to
know more about me, I'd say, to what end? Mine is
a boring life: I have a regular guy for a husband, a
child, tons of housework. But she really thought
the world of me, she said, and look me in the face,
melting. When she looked at me like that, I'd shud-
der. Not a bad feeling by any means. Even so, I
wouldn’t tell her any more than I had to.
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“May, I guess it was, when right in the middle of
a lesson she said she wasn’t feeling well. And look-
ing at her, she certainly did seem pale and was start-
ing to sweat. So [ asked her, did she want to go
home? To which she said that if she could lie down
for a little while, she’d be all right. Fine, I told her,
and [ showed her to my bed, practically having to
carry her there. She was so sorry and apologetic,
which made me even more concerned. How about
a glass of water or something, I asked. But no, she
just wanted me to stay by her side, and of course I
did.

“After a while, the girl spoke up as if in pain:
could I rub her back a bit? She was really sweating
by this point, so I rubbed her back as best I could.
Whereupon the girl was saying she hated to be such
a bother, but would I mind undoing her bra for
her? It was so tight. Well, what could I do? I unbut-
toned her fitted blouse, then unhooked the
backstrap. She had big boobs for a thirteen-year-
old, at least twice the size of mine. Even her bra,
too—it wasn’t your junior, it was an adult bra. And
a nice one at that. But what difference did that
make? | went on rubbing her back, like a real idiot.
She said she was truly sorry, and she did sound tru-
ly sorry. And every time she said that, I told her
not to worry, | remember.”

Reiko tapped her cigarette ash onto the floor by
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her feet. [ set aside my grapes and gave my full atten-
tion to her story.

“Soon enough the girl began crying.

“ “What'’s wrong? I asked her.

“‘Oh nothing,” she said.

“‘Can’t be nothing. Tell the truth,’ I said.

“‘Sometimes I just get this way. I can’t help it. I
get so lonely and miserable, withno one to lean on,
no one who even cares about me. It's awful. I can’t
sleep at night, hardly have any appetite. The only
thing that keeps me going is coming here to your
place.’

““Well then, why don’t you tell me what’s troubl-
ing you? I'll listen.’

“So she tells me how there’s troubles in the fami-
ly. How she doesn’t love her parents and how her
parents don’t love her. The father has another
woman and hardly comes home at all, which makes
her mother go half-crazy and take it out on her,
beating her nearly every day. It’s tough for her to
face going home. And then she starts sobbing, tears
welling up in those lovely eyes. Even God would
melt to see her like that. So I tell her, if it’s so hard
on her going home, she’s welcome to drop by even
when she doesn’t have a lesson. She kneels before
me and begs my forgiveness, saying she’d be utterly
lost if it wasn’t for me. Saying, don’t forsake her. If]
were to forsake her, she’d have nowhere to go.



“Now there wasn’t much I could do but take her
in my arms and stroke her head, ‘There, there.’
And in no time at all the girl has her arm around
me and is stroking my back. When a strange feeling
started to come over me. Like I was lit by a flame. I
mean there I am, in bed with a girl pretty as a pic-
ture, with her arms around me, holding me, strok-
ing me, and unbelievably sensual, too. My husband
couldn’t even come close. With each pass of her
hand she pulled out my stops. I felt like my body
was coming undone, she was that good. Before I
knew it, she’d removed my blouse, unfastened my
bra and was caressing my breasts. That’s when I
finally realized, the girl was a through-and-through
lesbian. I'd had a similar experience once before,
back in high school, with an upper-class girl. I
couldn’t take it, I just couldn’t. I told her to stop.

“ ‘Please. Just a little. 'm so lonely. No lie, I'm
lonely as can be. I've got no one but you. Don’t
leave me like this.” Then the girl takes my hand and
places it on her breasts. Incredibly well-formed
breasts. Just to touch them, the sensation that shot
through me! Even as a woman. I didn’t know what
to do. [ kept saying, no, no, no, it’s no good, this is -
insane. But somehow my body wouldn’t move. In
high school I'd managed to shake things off fine,
but this time there was nothing doing. My body
was out of control. The girl held my hand in her
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left hand and pressed it against her breasts, while
she licked and gently nibbled at my nipples, and
caressed my back and sides and rear with her right
hand. Stripped bare by a thirteen-year-old girl in a
curtained room—clothes were just slipping off layer
by layer at that point—fondled and ignited, it’s in-
credible just to think of it now. It was crazy. But at
the time it was as if I was under a spell. The girl
was sucking at my nipples, saying, T'm lonely, I've
got no one but you, don’t leave me, I'm so lonely,’
on and on. And me, it was no, no, no....”

Reiko stopped talking to take a puff on her
cigarette.

“You know, this is the first time I've ever spoken
about it to a man,” said Reiko, looking me in the
face. “I guess it’s all right, telling you all this, even if
I’'m thoroughly embarrassed by the whole affair.”

“I’'m sorry,” I said. Other than that,  had no idea
what to say.

“Well, we kept at it for a while and her right
hand starts moving down my body. And she starts
playing through my panties. By then I was already
gushing wet down there. Talk about embarrassing.
Never had I been so wet, before or after. When it
comes to it, I'd never thought much of myself on
the sexual side. So when I found myself coming like
that, | must admit I was dumbfounded. Then she
reaches inside my panties with soft, delicate fingers,
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like...well, I’'m sure you can imagine. I could never
begin to tell you, not in the least. All I can say is, it
was worlds apart from being fondled by a man. It
was incredible. I mean it. Like being tickled with a
feather. I felt a fuse was going to blow in my head.
Still, somewhere through the fog my mind was
flashing, this is wrong. Do this once and there’s no
telling where things'll end up, not to mention that
a secret like this floating around in my head was
bound to screw up the works. Then I thought
about my child. If she caught us like this, that’d be
the end of everything. Saturdays she was at my
folks’ until around three o’clock, but what if she
came home unexpectedly? That'd be it. That’s
when I summoned up all my strength to get up and
shout, ‘Stop it, please!

“But the girl wouldn’t stop. She already had my
panties off and was going down on me. I'd always
been too shy to even let my husband do that to me,
and here was this thirteen-year-old girl lapping me
up. It was too much for me. [ burst into tears. The
sensation was just so heavenly.

“‘Stop it! I yelled again and slapped the girl on
the cheek. No holds barred. Only then did she lay
off. She sat up at once and stared at me. The both
of us, stark naked, sitting on the bed, staring at
each other. The girl, thirteen years old and me, thir-
ty-one. But the girl’s development, her physique,
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was literally stunning. I still can’t believe it. Next to
hers, mine was but the flimsiest excuse for a body. I
could almost cry. Honestly.”

There was nothing for me to say, so I said
nothing.

“So then the kid asks me what we ought to do.
“You do enjoy this, don’t you, Teach? I knew it all
along. You like it, right? She could tell about these
things. That it was much better than with a man.
Just look how wet I was. And she’d do me lots bet-
ter, too. She’d have me melting, she’d do me so
good. What could I say? The trouble was she was
perfectly right. It was lots better than with my hus-
band. Oh, I did indeed want more of the same. But
as much as I did, it was absolutely out of the ques-
tion. ‘How about if we do this once a week? Who's
to know? It’ll be our little secret, Teach,’” she told
me.

“I got up and slipped on a bathrobe, told her to
go home and never show her face at my door again.
But the girl just looked at me. And as she looked,
her eyes went flat as never before, flat as if they
were painted in poster colors. No depth at all. She
stared at me like that for the longest time, then
gathered up her clothes and put them on slowly,
one by one, almost showing off. Then she returned
to the living room where the piano was, took a hair-
brush out of her bag and proceeded to brush her
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hair, wiped the blood from her lips with a handker-
chief, put on her shoes, and stepped out the door.
And as she left, her parting words were, ‘You know
you're a lesbian, really. No matter how much you
try to kid yourself, you will be until the day you
die.””

“And are you?” I thought to ask.

Reiko curled her lip and thought it over a while.
“Yes and no. True, [ did come better with this girl
than with my husband. Which is why I was serious-
ly concerned for a while, understandably, that
maybe [ really was a lesbian. But lately, I’ve come
around to thinking differently. Of course, I don’t
say thatl don’t have that tendency in me. Very prob-
ably it is there. But that doesn’t make me a lesbian,
not in any strict sense of the word. It’s not like I ac-
tively go out of my way to have relations with girls.
Reasonable enough?”

I nodded.

“Still, certain girls do come on to me and the
come-ons do get to me. Then and only then does
that side of me come out. That’s why when I hold
Naoko, for instance, I don’t feel anything of the
kind. When it gets hot, we walk around practically
naked here at home and we take baths together
besides. Sometimes we even sleep under the covers
together, but nothing happens. I don’t feel any-
thing special. She has a beautiful body and all, but,
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well, that’s all there is to it. Though we did once
play at being lesbians, Naoko and me. Not that I'd
imagine you’d want to hear.”

“No, please tell me.”

“Well, when I told her about all this—we tell
each other everything—Naoko petted me a few
strokes here and there, just to see. Both of us
naked. But no go. Zilch. It just tickled, so much I
thought I'd die. It still gives me tingles just thinking
about it. | mean she was so clumsy at it. Relieved?”

“To be honest, yes,” I said.

“That is pretty much how it went,” said Reiko,
scratching her eyebrow with her little finger. “After
the girl left, I just sat there in a chair, spaced out, at
a loss what to do. I could hear my heartbeat echo-
ing, b-boom, b-boom, from way down inside me, my
limbs weighted down, mouth all dusty like I'd been
eating moths or something. But my child would be
coming home soon, so I decided to take a bath. For
what it was worth, I thought I'd wash down the
body the girl had stroked and licked and sucked.
But no matter how hard I scrubbed with soap and
water, | couldn’t get rid of the slimy feeling. Prob-
ably it was all in my head, but that didn’t make
any difference. In any case, that night, I had my
husband make love to me. Thought I'd shed the
dirt that way. Of course, I didn’t tell him anything,
How could I? I just asked him to make love to me
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and he did. Take your time, I said, do it slower than
you usually do. And he did, nice and slow, taking
his time. And you know what? [ really came, right
on target. Zweeee! The first time ever like that in
my married life. And why do you think? It was
because that girl’s touch was still on me. That’s all
there was to it. Hey, now that’s embarrassing. Il]
break out sweating, all this talk of ‘doing’ and ‘com-
ing,” laughed Reiko, curling her lip again. “It
lasted for two, maybe three days, that girl’s touch.
But, you know, everything went dead again. And
then it was her departing line that kept echoing in
my head.

“The following Saturday the girl didn’t show.
Not that I expected she would, although I admit I
was a little anxious staying around the house, in
case on some outside chance she did come. I
couldn’t get myself to concentrate on anything. But
she didn’t come. She had her pride, and given the
way things turned out, she didn’t come. Not that
week, nor the following, nor the next. A whole
month went by. [ thought that in time I'd forget all
about it, but it wasn’t so easy. All alone at home, I
felt like I was haunted by her presence. It was unset-
tling. I couldn’t play piano, couldn’t get down to
anything. Things went on like that for a month, un-
til one day it struck me. I got the strangest feelings
as | was out walking. The neighbors were all acting
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odd toward me. The way they looked at me was all
distant, estranged. Naturally they greeted me, but
their tone of voice, their manner, was somehow dif-
ferent. Even the neighbor lady who’d come over on
occasion | swear was avoiding me. Still, I tried not
to let it get to me. Letting that kind of stuff get to
you is an early symptom of sickness.

“One day a housewife I was on good terms with
came to call. The same age as I, she was the
daughter of a friend of my mother, and our kids
played together at nursery school, so we were
reasonably close. The woman appeared without
warning and asked whether I knew there was a
rumor going around about me. I said no, I didn’t
know.

“ ‘What sort of rumor?

“*What sort? Well, it’s really difficult to say.’

“ ‘Difficult to say? You've brought yourself this
far, come out with it.’

“With grave reservations, she told me the whole
story. | mean she herself had come to talk in the
first place, right? As it turned out, rumor had it
that I'd been in and out of mental hospitals and
labeled a bona fide homosexual, and that I'd had
my way with the girl who came for piano lessons,
stripped her naked and ravished her, beating her
until her face swelled when she resisted. The story
was turned rather skillfully topsy-turvy, but how
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on earth did she ever know I'd been hospitalized?
That’s what shocked me.

“ “Now I've known you from way back, enough
to know you’re not like that, and I tell people that,’
she said. ‘But let me warn you, the girl’s parents
believe it and they’re spreading the word. That you
took advantage of their daughter, and, moreover,
when they had you investigated, they found you
had a psychiatric record.’

“According to her, one day—the day of the
fateful event—the girl came home from her piano
lesson all teary-eyed, and her mother asked her
what was wrong. The girl’s face was swollen, lip
bleeding, a button missing from her blouse, her
undergarments torn in places. | mean, can you
believe it? Naturally the girl had fabricated all that
to back up her story. Put blood on her blouse,
ripped the lace of her bra, worked herself up into
tears to get her eyes good and red, tousled her hair,
then went back home to spill three bucketsful of
lies. I could just picture it.

“But what was I supposed to do, take everyone to
task who believed the kid? 'm sure I would have
believed her if ] were in their place. A doll of a devil
like that comes crying, ‘No, no, I refuse to tell, it’s
too embarrassing,” and no wonder people were
bowled over. And to make matters worse, [ did
have a history of mental hospitals, didn’t I? I did hit
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her in the face, didn’t I? Who would possibly listen
to me? Probably only my husband.

“After pondering the situation for a few days I
decided to tell my husband, and he did believe me,
of course. [ mean I told him everything. How I'd
been lured into something nearly lesbian and
ended up hitting her. Needless to say, I didn’t tell
him how turned on I'd been. That would have been
too much, even considering. He was infuriated.
‘This is no game. [ ought to pay that family a visit
and give them a piece of my mind.” Here [ was, mar-
ried to him, with a child, so why put up with this
lesbian nonsense?

“Nonetheless, I stopped him. I told him not to
go. Told him that would only drag us in deeper. I
couldsee it coming. The kid’s just sick in her mind.
Her body’s rotted through to the core. Beneath
that beautiful skin, it’s all rotten. Maybe that was a
terrible thing to say, but it was true. Still, who out
there'd understand that? Come what may, no way
I'd emerge vindicated. The girl was a champion at
manipulating adults’ feelings, and we were only so
much raw material to her. First of all, who'd believe
that a thirteen-year-old girl set up a woman over
thirty in a homosexual gambit? People are going to
believe what they want to believe, no matter what.
We’d only be undermining our own standing the
more we dug in.
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“ ‘Let’s move,’ I told him. ‘That’s the only thing
to do. If we stay here any longer, the tension’s just
going to mount and that screw in my head is going
to spring. Right now I still have some time, but let’s
just move somewhere far away where we don’t
know anyone.” But my husband wasn’t about to
pick up and leave. To begin with, he didn’t really
see the gravity of the situation. His job was right at
the point of really getting interesting, we’d finally
managed to buy that little pre-fab of our own, our
daughter was happily adjusted to nursery school.
Hey now, not so fast, he said, let’s not rush into
things. What with the slim prospect of finding a job
right off the bat and the business of selling the
house and finding a new nursery school, it would
all take another two months at the very least.

“‘Nothing doing,” I told him. ‘We’re sitting
ducks just asking to be crippled.’ I wasn’t just saying
this to scare him. It was dead true. I could see it hap-
pening. Already by that time there was a ringing in
my ears and insomnia was creeping in. Okay, then,
you go on ahead and I'll come after you once I've
cleared up things this end.

“*No way,’ I told him. ‘'m not going anywhere
alone. If I leave your side now, I'll go to pieces.
What I need right now is you. Don’t send me out
on my own.’

“He embraced me and told me to bear with



things just a little while longer. Just one more
month. Meanwhile he’d take care of all the ar-
rangements. He’d square away his work, sell the
house, see to the child’s nursery school, find a new
job. He even had a possible lead on a job in
Australia. So just hang in there and everything'd
work out fine. What could I say? The more I said,
the lonelier it would have made me feel.”

Reiko sighed and looked up at the ceiling light.

“l didn’t last a month, though. The screw in my
head went sproing! This time real bad. I took sleep-
ing pills, turned on the gas. But I didn’t die. The
next thing I knew I was in the hospital. That was
the end of everything. When I was able to think at
least partly straight again a few months later, I
asked my husband for a divorce. I told him it was
the best thing for him and for our daughter. He on-
ly answered that he had no such intention.

“ “We can start all over again. In some new place,
just the three of us,’ he said.

“‘It’s too late,’ I told him. ‘That all ended then
and there, back when you said to hold out one
month. If you really wanted to start all over, you
shouldn’t have said that then. No matter where we
go now, no matter how far away, the same thing’s
bound to happen. I'll just be demanding the same
thing of you and making your life difficult. That’s
nothing I want to do.’
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“So we divorced. Or rather I pressured him into
divorce. He remarried two years later, which to this
day strikes me as a good thing. Honestly. By then I
knew that what [ had was a lifelong condition and
nothing I wanted to drag anybody else into. I didn't
want to force anyone to live a life of worrying when
the screw might next spring loose.

“He'd been good for me. He was trustworthy,
tried and true, a strong and abiding presence, all in
all an ideal husband as far as [ was concerned. He
tried with all his might to cure me, just as I, too,
tried to cure myself, both for his sake and for the
child’s. And I really thought I was cured. Six years
of marriage, happiness itself. He was ninety-nine
percent the perfect husband. But it was that last
one percent, a mere one percent, that did me in.
Sproing! Everything we’d built just crumbled in an
instant, reduced to zero, leveled. All because of
that one girl.”

Reiko picked up the cigarette butts lying at her
feet and deposited them in the tin can.

“Unthinkable. Here we’d worked so hard,
building up little by little. Only to have it
destroyed, and in one brief flash. To think that
everything can go just like that.”

Reiko stood up and thrust both hands into her
trouser pockets. “Let’s head back to the room. It’s
getting late.”
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The sky had gotten darker, and clouds complete-
ly obscured the moon. Even I could smell the rain
coming now. Mixed with the smell of the grapes fair-
ly bursting out of the paper bag.

“That’s why I hardly ever leave here,” said
Reiko. “I'm afraid of having to go out and get along
with the outside world. I'm scared to meet all those
different people and all the things they’d think.”

“] can understand,” I said. “But I’'m sure you
could make a go of it out there.”

Reiko smiled sweetly but didn’t say anything.

*

Naoko was sitting on the sofa reading a book.
Legs crossed, fingers playing with the wisps of hair
at her temples while she read, almost as if she were
feeling the words as they entered her head. Rain
had begun to come down in drips and drops, and a
fine dust of electric light hummed about her body.
Naoko seemed all the younger to my eyes after talk-
ing with Reiko for so long.

“I'm sorry we came back so late,” said Reiko, giv-
ing Naoko a pat of the head.

“Had a good time, you two?” Naoko looked up to
ask.

“Natch,” quipped Reiko.

“What did you do, the two of you?” Naoko asked
me.
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“Nothing I'd talk about with ladies present,” 1
said.

Naoko giggled and set down her book. We ate
grapes, listening to the sound of the rain.

“With it raining like this, it’s as if we three are
the only people left in the world,” said Naoko. “If
only it'd keep raining so we could stay like this.”

“And while you two were cuddling, I'd be cool-
ing you with a long-handled fan like some African
slave to the background music of guitars? No way!”
said Reiko.

“Really now, I'd loan him to you once in a
while,” joked Naoko.

“Well then, maybe that wouldn’t be so bad,”
Reiko conceded. “Let it pour!”

The rain kept coming down. With occasional
thunder thrown in. After we’d finished the grapes,
Reiko lit up her standard cigarette and fetched her
guitar from under the bed. This time she played
“Desafinado” and “The Girl from Ipanema,” fol-
lowed by a few Bacharach and Lennon-McCartney
numbers. Reiko and I had wine again, and when
that was gone the rest of the brandy in the flask.
Then we made conversation. I really did wish it
would go on raining like that forever.

“Will you come to visit again sometime?” asked
Naoko, looking me in the face.
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“Of course I'll come,” 1 said.

“Will you write me?”

“Every week.”

“Write me something, too,” said Reiko.

At eleven, Reiko unfolded the sofa and made the
bed for me like the previous night. Then we said
our good-nights, turned out the light, and hit the
sack. I didn'’t sleep too well, so I had a good long
read of my Magic Mountain by a flashlight I pulled
out of my knapsack. At a little before twelve the
bedroom door quietly opened and Naoko came
over to get under the covers with me. Unlike the
night before, this was the same Naoko as ever. Her
eyes weren'’t glassy, and her movements were lively.
She brought her lips to my ear and whispered, “I
can’t seem to sleep for some reason.” The same
with me, I told her. I put down my book, turned off
the flashlight, drew Naoko to me and kissed her.
We were enveloped softly in darkness and the
sound of the rain.

“What about Reiko?”

“It’s okay, she’s fast asleep. Once she’s gone,
she’s gone,” said Naoko. “Will you really come visit
again.”

“Sure.”

“Even if I can’t do it with you?”

I nodded yes in the dark. I could clearly feel the
shape of Naoko’s breasts against my chest. I traced
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the rises and falls of her torso through her gown.
Running my hand over each curve, I registered the
lines of her body in my mind. From shoulder to
back, then to her waist, slowly, gently. We stayed
in that embrace for the longest time, then Naoko
gave me a little kiss on the forehead and slipped out
of bed. Naoko’s pale blue gown floated about her
aquatically in the dark.

“’Bye,” she said softly.

I listened to the rain until I drifted quietly into
sleep.

Morning came and it was still raining. Only now
it fell in an invisibly fine mist. I couldn’t even tell
until the ripples on the puddles and droplets from
the eaves clued me in. The view out the window
was milky white when I awoke, but as the sun rose
the mist blew off, gradually revealing the outlines of
the trees and hills.

Just as the previous morning, we three ate
breakfast, then went to tend to the birds. Naoko
and Reiko wore yellow plastic hooded raincoats
and I a waterproofed windbreaker over my sweater.
The air was damp and chilly. The birds had all
huddled into the back of the bird coop to stay
warm and dry.

“Cold when it rains, isn’t it?”’ I said to Reiko.

“And with each rain it gets colder until finally it
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snows,” she said. “The clouds that blow in from the
Japan Sea all drop their snow hereabouts before
heading over the mountains.”

“What do the birds do over the winter?”

“They stay indoors, of course. You don't really
think we shovel frozen birds out of the snow in the
spring and defrost them back to life, saying, ‘Here,
everybody, feeding time,’ do you?”

I poked at the wire fence with my fingers and the
parrot flapped its wings, squawking, “Shithead,”
“Thanks,” “Crazeee.”

“That’s one I'd like to freeze,” said Naoko gloomi-
ly. “Nothing but that, day after day, it’s enough to
drive you crazy.”

After finishing bird duty we returned to the
room, whereupon I packed and the two women
readied to go out to the field. We set out together
and parted ways just past the tennis court. They
took a right and I went straight ahead. We said our
goodbyes and I tacked on a see-you-before-long.
Naoko smiled and disappeared around the corner.

I passed a few people on the way out to the gate,
all wearing the same yellow slickers as Naoko,
hoods pulled up over their heads. The colors shone
vivid in the rain: the soil dark and black, the pines
brilliant green, the yellow-sheathed figures looking
like some special breed of ghost only allowed to ven-
ture out on rainy days. All carrying gardening tools
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and baskets and whatnot, they wander over the
face of the earth without a sound.

“You’re the one come out from Tokyo, right?”
confirmed the old man, checking my address. “On-
ly been there once myself. Great place for pork.”

“Oh? Is that so?”  responded, at a loss as to what
else to say.

“Didn’t think much of most things I ate in
Tokyo, but the pork was good. They must have
some special method of raising pigs.”

I told him I didn’t know anything about that. In
fact, I couldn’t say I'd ever heard tell of Tokyo pork
tasting different.

“When was this you're talking about? When were
you in Tokyo?” I asked him.

“When was it now?” the old man wondered as he
tilted his head to one side, thinking. “Right around
. the time of the Crown Prince’s wedding, it was. I
have a son in Tokyo and figured I ought to go visit
him at least once. So I did.”

“Well, there you are. The pork in Tokyo was prob-
ably good at that time,” I said.

“How’s it nowadays?”

I really couldn’t say, but I didn’t recall hearing
anything of the sort. This seemed to disappoint the
old man somewhat. But before he could swing back
into any more stories, I cut him short, mentioning I
had to catch a bus soon, and walked off toward the
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road. Pockets of mist still lingered here and there
along the stream, ushered aimlessly this way and
that over the windy slope. I stopped in my tracks
several times, looked behind me, and sighed for no
reason. | felt almost as if I was on a different planet
with different gravity. Ah yes, that’s right, this was
the outside world. A depressing thought.

It was four-thirty when I got back to the dorm, so
I set down my satchel, quickly changed clothes, and
headed out to my job at the record store in Shin-
juku. And from six o’clock to ten-thirty I minded
the shop and sold records. When nothing else
presented itself, I watched the passers-by outside.
Families and couples, drunks and petty thugs,
perky girls in short skirts, scruffy-bearded hippies,
and nightclub hostesses, and every nondescript
type in between, all walking the streets. If I put on
some hard rock, hippies and bums would gather
around the store, dancing and sniffing glue and loll-
ing around doing nothing. When I put on a Tony
Bennett record, they all crawled off somewhere.

Next to the store was an adult toy shop, where a
drowsy middle-aged man sold sex goods. I could
never figure out why anyone could possibly want
that stuff, but the place did a thriving business.
Diagonally across from the store a student who'd
had too much to drink was puking in an alley. In
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the game center a bee-line across the way, some
cooks from a nearby restaurant played bingo for
cash in their time off. A grimy-faced bum squatted
in the doorway of a closed-down shop, scarcely
moving. A girl who, despite the pale pink lipstick,
could only have been a junior high school student
came into the store and asked if I wouldn’t mind
putting on the Stones’ “Jumping Jack Flash.” When
I brought out the record and put it on, she snapped
her fingers to the rhythm and swayed her hips.
Then she asked me if maybe I had a cigarette. So |
gave her one of the Larks from the pack my boss
left lying around. She gave a few choice puffs, and
when the record was over she slipped out without a
word. Ambulance and police car sirens swept
through hearing range every fifteen minutes or so.
Three plastered businessmen were shouting
“Fuck!” and laughing at a pretty girl with long hair
who was making a call from a pay phone.
Surveying this scene, I got to feeling more and
more mixed up, it was all so very, very...What on
earth is all this? What could it all possibly mean?
The store manager came back from eating and
told me, hey, Watanabe, made it with the girl in
that boutique day before last. He’d had his eye on a
girl who worked in a nearby boutique for a good
while now and had occasionally taken her records



from the store as gifts. Nice-going, I told him, and
he spelled out the details at great length. If you wan-
na make it with a girl, he boasted, all you gotta do
is ply her with presents, then get her good and
drunk, and the rest is history. Easy, eh?

I caught a train and returned to the dorm still car-
rying confusion in my mind. I shut the curtains of
my room, turned out the light, and lay down on my
bed, somehow expecting that any minute Naoko
might climb into bed beside me. Closing my eyes, I
could feel the soft swell of her breasts at my chest,
the lines of her body at my fingertips. She’d
whisper in my ear. There in the dark [ returned to
that small world of Naoko’s. I could smell the grass,
hear the sound of the rain at night. I could picture
Naoko'’s naked body as I'd seen it in the moonlight,
that beautiful full body swaddled in a yellow rain-
coat as she cleaned the coop and tended the
vegetables. | grabbed at my erect penis and thought
about Naoko until I came. Once I'd ejaculated, my
confusion abated slightly, but not enough to let me
sleep. I was dead tired and by all rights should have
been sleepy, but somehow I just couldn’t fall asleep.

I got up and walked over to the window to look
out dumbly at the flagpole stand. The flagless white
pole pierced the night sky like a huge bare bone. I
wondered what Naoko might be doing that very
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moment. Surely sleeping. Snoozing away safe and
sound, enveloped in the darkness of that odd little
world of hers. I wished her pleasant dreams.
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CHAPTER 7

The next day I had my Thursday morning gym
class. 1did a few laps in the fifty-meter pool and felt
refreshed by the brisk exercise. I also worked up an
appetite. I ate my fill of a voluminous set menu at a
lunch place, then headed off to do some research at
the Lit Department Library, when whom should I
run into but Midori Kobayashi. She was with a
petite girl wearing glasses, but at the sight of me she
came running over by herself.

“Where are you off to?” she asked.

“The library,” I said.

. “Can it and come have lunch with us. What
say?”’

“I just got through eating.”

“Fine. Then come eat again.”

In the end Midori and I went into a coffee shop,
where she ordered curry and 1 a cup of coffee. She
was wearing a yellow knit vest with a fish design
over a white long-sleeved shirt, a thin gold neck-
lace, and a Disney watch. She dug into her curry
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with relish, and chased it with three glasses of water.

“You haven’t been around for a while, have you?
I kept trying to call,” Midori said.

“Something pressing?”

“No, not really. I just thought I'd call.”

“Hmph.”

“And what’s that supposed to mean, that
‘Hmph'?”

“No meaning, especially, just an interjection,”
said I. “So how goes it? Any fires lately?”

“No, but that last one sure was fun. Hardly any
damage, but a whole lot of smoke to give it a sense
of reality. They ought to have fires like that more
often.” So saying, Midori gulped down more water.
Then, with a sigh, she gave me a good long look.
“Say, Watanabe, what’s the matter? You look
dazed. Your eyes aren’t focusing.”

“I’'m just a little spaced out from traveling. No big
deal.”

“You look like you've seen a ghost.”

((Hmph.’,

“Tell me, Watanabe, d’you have class this after-
noon?”

“German and Religion.”

“Why don’t you skip them?”

“Can’t. Not German. I've got a test today.”

“What time are you done?”

“Two.”



“Well, how about going out for a drink after
that?”

“At two in the afternoon?” I asked.

“Once in a while won'’t kill you. You look com-
pletely fazed, so have a little eye-opener with me. I
need a pick-up myself. How about it?”

“Okay, then, let’s have a drink,” I acquiesced
with a sigh. “I'll wait for you at two o’clock in the
Lit Department courtyard.”

After German class we took a bus into Shinjuku
and swung around back of Kinokuniya Bookstore
into Dug, a “Jazz and Booze” den, for two vodka
tonics apiece.

“l come here sometimes. The atmosphere’s con-
ducive to daytime drinking.”

“You often drink from midday?”

“Intermittently,” said Midori, rattling the last of
the ice in her glass. “On those occasions when the
world gets to be too much for me, I come here for a
vodka tonic.”

“Is the world that unbearable?”

“On those rare occasions,” said Midori. “I've got
problems of my own.”

“Like?”

“Family problems, boy troubles, missed periods—
the works.”

“Care for another drink?”
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“Sure.”

I signaled a waiter and ordered two more vodka
tonics.

“Say, remember you kissed me that Sunday?”
Midori. “I’'ve been doing some thinking. That was
nice, real nice.”

“Ditto for me.”

*“‘Ditto for me.” ” Midori was back to repeating.
“You really have a funny way of talking.”

“Think so?” I said.

“Well, whatever. I was thinking about that time.
How wonderful it would have been if that was the
first time a guy ever kissed me. If I could reorder the
events of my life, I'd make that my first kiss. Ab-
solutely. Then I could think about it the rest of my
life. Like, I wonder where he is today, that
Watanabe who gave me my first kiss up on the laun-
dry platform? Looking back at fifty-eight, a flash-
from-the-past. Wouldn't that be great?”

“Yeah, great,” I said, cracking a pistachio nut.

“Tell me why’re you so spaced out? If I might ask
again.”

“Probably still not quite used to the world,” 1
said after a moment’s thought. “This somehow
doesn’t quite seem like the real world. The people,
the scenery, none of it real.”

Midori planted an elbow on the counter and



stared me in the face. “It’s like that Jim Morrison
song.”

“‘People are strange when you’re a stranger.”

“Peace,” said Midori

“Peace,” said I.

“Why not go off to Uruguay with me?’ said
Midori, elbow still on the counter. “Dump your
love life and family and university and everything.”

“Doesn’t sound bad,” I said with a laugh.

“Just toss it all off and head where you don’t
know a soul. Pretty impressive, eh? Sometimes it
seems like the only thing to do. So if you were to
whisk me off somewhere far away, I'd bear you lots
of babies sturdy as oxen. And we’d all live happily
ever after. All sprawled out on the floor.”

I laughed and polished off the third vodka tonic.

“Not much for babies as sturdy as oxen, eh?” said
Midori.

“No, I'm interested. Enough to see,” I said.

“It’s okay if you don’t want ’em,” said Midori,
eating a pistachio. “I'm only saying what comes in-
to my head over afternoon drinks. All this talk of
dropping everything and heading off somewhere. I
mean, what'd you expect to find in Uruguay but
donkey shit?”

“True enough.”

“It’s all donkey shit though, the world over.
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Whether I stay here or go somewhere else. A world
of donkey shit. Here, have this one, it’s too hard for
me,” said Midori, handing me a pistachio, which I
proceeded to shell with some difficulty.

“But that Sunday really came as a relief. Up
there on the laundry platform, watching the fire,
drinking, singing. I don’t know how long it’s been
since I felt so relaxed. I mean everybody’s always so
pushy. If it’s not one thing, it’s another, from the
word go. At least you’re not pushy.”

“l don’t know enough about you yet to demand
anything.”

“So you’re saying that if you knew me better, you
might just demand all sorts of things? Just like
everybody else?”

“That a possibility,” I admitted. “People in the
real world do live by demanding things of one
another.” '

“But I don’t think that’s you. I can just tell,
somehow. I'm something of an expert about
pushing and being pushed around. You’re not the
type, that’s why I'm so at ease around you. There’s
plenty of people in this world who actually like
pushing and being pushed around. You should
hear all the fuss they make about their pushiness.
They go wild over it, but not me. I only do it when
it can’t be helped.”

“And what’s your special brand of pushiness?”
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Midori put some ice in her mouth and sucked on
it a while.

“You want to know more about me?”

“I'm interested, slightly.”

“I asked you, ‘Do you want to know more about
me?” So where do you get off, answering like that?”

“I'd like to know more about you,” I stated again.

“Honest?”

“Honest.”

“Even if you might want to look the other way in
the end?”

“Is it all that bad?”

“You could say that,” said a frowning Midori.
“I'd like another drink.”

I called the waiter and ordered a fourth round.
Midori waited, chin propped up on hand. I said
nothing, but filled my head with Thelonius Monk
playing “Honeysuckle Rose.” There were five or six
other customers in the place, but we were the only
ones drinking alcohol. The robust smell of coffee
drifting through the dim interior created a warm, in-
timate afternoon mood.

“You free this coming Sunday?” asked Midori.

“I think I told you before, ’'m always free on Sun-
days. Until my six o’clock job, that is.”

“Well, then, what say to hanging out with me
this Sunday?”

_“Sure.”
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“Sunday morning I'll meet you at your dorm.
Can’t promise what time. Hope you don’t mind.”

“Fine. No problem,” I said.

“So Watanabe, m’boy. Guess what I’d like to do
now.”

“Haven'’t the foggiest.”

“Well, for starters, I'd like to lie down on a soft,
soft bed,” said Midori. “A little drunk—just nicely
over the edge—with not a speck of donkey shit
anywhere around and you lying next to me. Then
you’d take off my clothes one by one. Ever so gen-
tly. Like a mother undresses a small child.”

“Mmm,” was my input.

“Me, 'm just lost in the enjoyment of it all, at
least partway. But then, all of a sudden, I come to
my senses and shout, ‘No, Watanabe! I like you and
all, but I just can’t. I'm going with somebody else.
I’'m pretty hard-headed about these things, so just
stop it, please.” But there’s no stopping you.”

“I'd stop.”

“I know that. But this is fantasy. So let me have
my scenario like it is,” said Midori. “So then you
show it to me. Your thing. Standing straight up
and out. | immediately look away, but still manage
to get in a glance or two. Then I say it, ‘No way.
Not that. Nothing that big and hard will ever fit.” ”

“It’s regular size. It’s not so big.”

“QOkay, no matter. This is fantasy. Next thing,
so



you put on this sorry look. And I console you.
There, there, poor guy.”
“Which means now you’d like to get it on?”
“Right-o0.”
“Wowie-zowie,” I said.

Altogether we had five vodka tonics each before
leaving. As I was about to pay the bill, Midori
slapped my hand and pulled a crisp new ten-thou-
sand-yen bill from her wallet and settled it. “It’s
okay. Money just came in from work, so let me
treat you,” said Midori. “But, of course, if you're a
hard-core fascist and don’t want to be treated
to drinks by a woman, that’s another story.”

“No, I wasn’t thinking that at all.”

“I didn'’t let you put it in, after all.”

“The big, hard item?” I said.

“Correct,” said Midori. “Because it was big and
hard.”

Midori missed a step, being a bit drunk, and we
nearly tumbled to the bottom of the stairs. When
we stepped outside, the overcast sky had cleared
and a near-evening sunshine was pouring down on
the city. Midori and I strolled through the streets a
while. She said she’d like to go climbing trees, but
unfortunately Shinjuku isn’t known for its trees
and the Shinjuku Gyoen Garden would already be
closing.
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“Too bad, I really like tree-climbing,” said
Midori.

Walking along with Midori, window-shopping,
the city didn’t seem so unnatural to me any more.

“Thanks to meeting up with you, seems I'm back
more in tune with the world.”

Midori came to a stop and peered into my eyes.
“It’s true. Your eyes are focusing nice and sharp.
You see, going out with me does have its benefits.”

“For sure,” I said.

At five-thirty Midori said she had to be going
home to fix dinner. Whereupon I told her I'd catch
the bus back to the dorm. I walked her to Shinjuku
Station, then we split up.

“Know what I'd like right now?” Midori asked
me on parting.

“Haven'’t a clue what you're thinking,” I said.

“To be captured by pirates and stripped naked,
put face to face, and bound with ropes.”

“Why would they want to do that?”

“Perverted pirates.”

“Look who's talking about perverted,” I said.

“They’d say, ‘We'll throw you overboard in an
hour, so enjoy yourselves while you can.” And
they’d stow us away in the hold.”

“And then?”

“We enjoy that one hour to the fullest. Rolling
about, wriggling.”
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“And that’s what you want more than anything
right now?”
“Check.”

“Yowza-yowza.”

Sunday - morning at nine o’clock Midori came to
meet me. | had just woken and hadn’t even washed
iy face. Someone beat on my door, saying, “Hey,
Watanabe, there’s a woman here to see you!” So |
shuffled downstairs to find Midori in an incredibly
short jeans skirt, sitting legs-crossed on a chair in
the lobby and yawning. The guys passing by on
their way to breakfast all gawked at the leggy figure
sitting there. She really did have a gorgeous pair.

“Am I too early?” asked Midori. “Why, Wata-
nabe, you've barely just woken up, right?”

“I was about to wash and shave. I'll be another fif-
teen minutes, if you don’t mind waiting.”

“l don’t mind, but everyone keeps staring at my
legs.”

- “What do you expect? You come to a men’s dorm
wearing a short skirt, they’re going to look.”

“That’s okay. Today I’'m wearing cutsie undies.
Pink with pretty lace frills.”

“So much the worse,” | said with a sigh, return-
ing to my room to wash and shave as quickly as
possible. I donned a gray tweed jacket over my blue
button-down shirt, headed back down, and led
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Midori to the front gate. Sweating slightly I was.

“So everyone here masturbates? Like, jerk-jerk?”
asked Midori, looking up at the building.

“I guess.”

“Do guys think of girls when they do it?”

“Pretty much,” I said. “Can’t imagine there’d be
many guys who masturbate to the stock market or
verb conjugations or the Suez Canal. So I guess
most do think of girls.”

“The Suez Canal?”

“Purely a fr'instance.”

“I mean, do they each think of some particular
girl?”

“Ahem, isn’t that something you ought to ask
your boyfriend?” I suggested. “Why does it fall my
lot to have to explain these things to you first thing
on a Sunday morning?”

“I just wanted to know,” said Midori defensively.
“And besides, he'd get really pissed if I asked him
something like that. He’d only say it was none of a
woman’s business.”

“Well, can’t say I disagree.”

“But I do want to know. Pure curiosity. So tell
me, do guys think of someone particular when
masturbating?”

“Sure. At least I do. Can’t speak for others,
though,” I resigned myself to replying.
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“Have you ever done it thinking about me? Now
answer truthfully. I won’t get mad.”

“No, I haven't, in all honesty,” I answered.

“Why not? I'm not attractive?”

“Of course you’re attractive. You’re cute and
quite the provocative dresser.”

“Well, then, why don’t you fantasize about me?”

“Well, first of all, in as much as I think of you as a
friend, I don’t want to involve you in all that. Sex-
ual fantasies et cetera. And secondly—"

“You have someone else who comes to mind.”

“Well, yes, that’s how it is,” I said.

“You're so proper, even in this,” said Midori.
“That’s what I like about you. Just once, though,
won’t you cast me in the role? In your sexual fan-
tasies or dreams or what have you. I'd like to play a
part. I'm asking as a friend. C’mon, who else can I
ask? I mean I can’t say to just anyone, think of me
tonight when you masturbate. It’s because we'’re
friends I feel I can ask. And then afterwards I'd like
you to tell me about it. What you did and all.”

I heaved a sigh.

“But you can't put it in. We’re just friends,
remember? As long as there’s no penetration, the
rest is fine. Imagine whatever you want.”

“Hmm, I wonder. I've never done it under such
controlled conditions,” I said.
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“Well, think about it, okay?”

“Pll think about it.”

“Now, Watanabe, I don’t want you to think me
lewd or loose or provocative or anything. I’'m just
extremely interested. I want to know about these
things. [ was raised in girls’ schools all along, right?
I'd just like to know more about guys, what they
think, what goes on in their bodies. And not like in
those inserts in women’s magazines, either. More as
your fieldwork case study.

“A case study, eh?” I muttered despairingly.

“If] show too much interest in these things, learn-
ing or actually doing, my boyfriend only gets upset.
Says it’s nympho. He says I’'m sick in the head.
He’ll hardly even let me give him fellatio. I really
need to study it.”

“Hmph,” I said.

“Don’t you like fellatio?”

“I don’t dislike it, not when it comes to it.”

“In fact, you rather like it.”

“Well, yes, if you must know,” I said. “But what
say we talk about all this some other time. It’s such
a nice Sunday morning, I don’t want to waste it on
masturbation and fellatio. Let’s talk about some-
thing else. Is your guy in the same university?”

“No, another one. But I knew him back in high
school, from club activities. I went to a girls’ school
and he went to a boys’ school. Your typical story,
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right? Joint concerts, stuff like that. We only got in-
volved after high school, though. But, say, Wata-
nabe?”

“Hmm?’)

“Once is all [ ask. Just please imagine me, okay?”

“Okay, I'll give it the old college try. Next time,”
[ said, giving in.

We caught a train to Ochanomizu. Since [ hadn’t
eaten breakfast, when we changed trains at Shin-
juku I bought some thin sandwiches and coffee that
tasted like boiled ink. The Sunday morning trains
were filled with families and couples going on
outings. A swarm of young boys all fitted out in the
same uniform were padding about the car with
baseball bats. There were other girls in short skirts,
but none as short as Midori’s. From time to time
Midori would tug at her skirt hem for that extra
inch of stretch. A number of men ogled her thighs,
visibly unsettled, but Midori herself couldn’t seem
to care less.

“Know what I'd like to do more than anything
right now?”

“I haven’t the faintest idea,” I said. “But what-
ever it is, | beg of you, don’t start talking about it
on the train. Other people might overhear.”

“Too bad. It was a good one, this one,’
Midori, mildly disappointed.

said

57



“By the way, what is it we’re going to in
Ochanomizu?”

“Just string along and you'll see.”

Sunday Ochanomizu was overrun with junior
and senior high schoolers, all converging on some
pre-exam or prep school class. Midori held onto the
strap of her shoulder bag with her left hand while
holding my hand with her right as we waded
through the sea of students.

“Watanabe, do you think you can explain the dif-
ference between the present conditional and the
past conditional in English?” she asked me out of
the blue.

“I think so,” I said.

“Let me just ask, then, do you think knowing
that makes any difference in daily life?”

“I doubt it,” I answered. “It seems to me, though,
that the real point is probably not any concrete ap-
plication as such, but the training in systematic
thinking.”

Midori put on a serious expression and thought
that over a second. “You know, you’re one clever
fellow,” she said. “That never occurred to me. I
never considered that all these conditional tenses
and differential calculus and chemical symbols
might not even be a question of having an applica-
tion or not. I always just skipped over that com-
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plicated stuff. Maybe I've been doing things all
wrong.”

“You skipped over them?”

“Like they weren’t even there. I don’t know my
sine from my cosine.”

“It’s a wonder you got into university,” I said in
disbelief.

“Don’t be foolish,” retorted Midori. “Don’t you
know? All you need is good intuition to pass en-
trance exams. You don’t actually need to know
anything. You just have to play your hunches
which of the multiple choices feels right.”

“My intuition’s not as good as yours, so I'm
afraid I need to impose some kind of system on my
thinking. Just like a crow might stow bits of glass in
the hollow of a tree.”

“And that comes in handy?”

“Who knows?” I admitted. “I guess it makes some
things more manageable.”

“Like what?”

“Metaphysical thought, foreign languages, just to
name a couple.” ’

“And what are they good for?”

“That depends on the person. Some people may
find them plenty useful, others not at all. But what-
ever, it’s merely a question of training. Useful or not,
that’s all secondary. Like I said to begin with.”

59



“Hmm,” said Midori, as if impressed, leading me
downhill by the hand. “You’re really good at ex-
plaining things to people, Watanabe.”

“Think so?”

“Sure. I don’t know how many people I've asked
about the English conditional up to now and
nobody’s been able to put it as pat as you have. Not
even my English teacher. Whenever I've asked,
everyone just looked confused or got angry or made
fun of me. Nobody ever really told me what’s what.
Maybe if someone like you had been around to give
me a good explanation, I'd have taken an interest

in the conditional tense.

“Hmm,” I said.

“Have you read Das Kapital?”’ she asked.

“Yes. Not the whole thing, of course. Pretty
much like everyone else.”

“And did you understand it?”

“] understood some parts, others not. To read
Das Kapital means taking on a fizll-blown system of
thought. But I’d guess I have a fairly good picture of
what Marxism is about as a whole.”

“Do you imagine that most freshmen who’ve
never tackled a book like Das Kapital can make
much sense out of it?”

“Pretty much out of the question,” I ventured.

“You know, when I entered university I joined a
folk music club. I wanted to sing songs. Well, such a
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line-up of sneaks you have never seen. I shudder
just to think of it now. As soon as I joined, the first
thing they had me do was read Marx. Like lessons,
from page such-and-such to page such-and-such.
Folk songs were a touchstone to society and
radicalism and...I got this whole long speech. What
could I do? I went home and read Marx. But I
couldn’t make head or tail of it. Even less than with
the conditional. I gave up after three pages. At the
next week’s meeting I told them I hadn’t been able
to make much sense of what I’d read. And they all
ganged up on me, like I was an idiot, saying I had
no social consciousness or critical awareness and |
don’t know what. No joke! Just because I said I
wasn’t able to understand what was written. What
a load of crap!”

“Hmm,” I offered.

“Then came the discussions, which were even
worse. Everybody putting on such pompous expres-
sions and using big words. Asking me difficult ques-
tions because I didn’t understand. ‘What does
imperialist exploitation mean? What bearing does it
have on East Indian society?” Or ‘Given the aim of
crushing the industrial-academic complex, is it
wrong to go out and get a company job after
university?” Nobody would explain a thing to me.
Far from it, they got furious. Can you believe it?”

“Sure I believe it.”
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“Anyway, they railed on and on. What did I
mean not knowing about these things? What was
going on in that head of mine? Well, that was it. I'm
simple, I admit it. I'm common. Not an exploited
member of the common people, just the common
salt-of-the-earth type. What’s this ‘social revolu-
tion,” using words common people can’t even
understand? What’s ‘revolutionary’ about that? I
mean | want to make the world a better place to live
in. If people are really being exploited, I want it to
stop. All the more reason not to grill me about my
‘commitment,” wouldn’t you think?”

“So I'd imagine.”

“Well, that’s what [ thought. Sneaky louts, the
lot of them, flaunting those big empty words, trying
to impress this freshman girl. All those creeps were
really thinking about was feeling her up under her
skirt! Then, when they reach their senior year, they
all cut their hair short and get jobs with Mitsubishi
or TBS or IBM, take themselves a pretty thing of a
wife who's read Marx, have kids and give them in-
tellectual names. Who’s smashing what system?
Don’t make me laugh! The other freshmen were
just as bad, all pretending they understood what’s
what, looking oh-so-smart about it. And they say
that I'm just stupid, so if I don’t understand, I
should just go yes-yes to everything. You wanna
hear something that got me even madder?”
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“Fire away.”

“One day, when we were to attend a political
meeting, we girls were told to bring twenty rice
balls each for a late-night snack. No joke, no way.
Utterly sexist. But I wasn’t one to make waves, so |
fixed my twenty, complete with seaweed and salted
plums, too. And what thanks did I get? They com-
plained that Kobayashi’s rice balls only had salted
plums inside and there was no side dish, either. The
other girls had all put in salmon or cod roe, with a
rolled omelet on the side. I was so dumbfounded I
couldn’t speak. All this talk of revolution and here
they were fussing over their midnight meal. Talk
about nit-picking! Seaweed and salted plums
weren’t good enough for them. What about those
starving children in India?”

I laughed. “So what became of the club?”

“l was so disgusted I quit in June,” said Midori.
“Still, almost everyone at school’s trying to pull
something over. They've all got their antennas out,
twitching for fear someone’s going to find out they
don’t know something or other. That’s why they
read the same books, toss around the same words,
listen to the same John Coltrane records, are
moved in the same way by the same Pasolini
movies. Is that revolution?”

“You’ve got me. Can’t say I've ever seen a revolu-
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“Well, if that’s what they mean by revolution,
who needs it? I'd probably be shot for just putting
salted plums in my rice balls. You’d be bound for
the firing squad, too, for actually understanding
the conditional or some such crime.”

“Quite possible,” I said.

“Listen, I can see it all. I'm common. Comes the
revolution or not, the common people will still be
up to nothing special. What’s all the fuss about
revolution? All that’d do is change the names on
the government offices. But them, they didn’t see
that at all, not those big-word boys. Ever seen a tax
man.”

“NO.”

“I’ve seen lots of them. Seen them strutting
about the house all high and mighty. What’s this
ledger? Not much of 2 business you have here, eh?
Out with the receipts. Receipts, man, receipts!
We'd just stay out of his way, and when mealtime
rolled around, we’d order him sushi, the top-of-the
line. And this is even though Father never once
cheated on his taxes. Really! He was just that kind
of person, the type they don’t make any more. Yet
the tax man would pick him apart over little
nothings. Isn’t this income figure a bit small? ‘No
kidding! That’s because we didn’t make any
money.' It really pissed me off. I wanted to tell the
guy where he could go—somewhere where they
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have more money! Comes a revolution, do you real-
ly imagine tax men will change their attitudes?”

“Highly doubtful.”

“Then I don’t need to believe in revolutions. All
I need is love.”

“Peace,” I said.

“Peace,” said Midori.

“So tell me, by the way, where is it we're
heading?” I posed the question again.

“To the hospital. Father’s hospitalized. I have to
be with him all day today. It’s my turn.”

“Your father?” I said with a start. “But didn’t
your father go off to Uruguay?”

“That was just a story,” said Midori, completely
straight-faced. “The old man has always made a big
thing about wanting to go to Uruguay from way
back, but actually picking up and leaving’s another
thing entirely. Why, he can hardly see clear to get-
ting out of Tokyo.”

“And his health?”

“Frankly speaking, he hasn’t got long.”

We walked along in silence a ways.

“It’s the same thing Mother had, so I can tell. A
brain tumor. Can you believe it? And not two years
after Mother went. Now it’s Father who has the
brain tumor.”

The university hospital was bustling with Sun-
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day visitors and out-patients. It was permeated with
an unmistakable hospital smell. The whole place
was wall-to-wall disinfectant and get-well flower
and bed linen odors, through which the nurses
went to and fro, their heel clicking drily.

Midori’s father had the bed nearest the doorin a
double room. Lying there on the bed like some
wounded animal, absolutely motionless, several
tubes inserted into his left arm. He was a short,
thin man, and bound to get shorter and thinner by
the look of things. His head was heavily bandaged,
his arm pocked with needle marks. His half-opened
eyes looked at a point in space but didn’t quite
focus, yet he managed to turn his bloodshot gaze
slightly to watch our entrance. Ten seconds, then
his weak stare drifted back off into space.

The man was not long for this world. I could tell
that just by looking at him. There was hardly any
life lefe in his body. He was barely the husk of a liv-
ing creature. An old home stripped of all the fur-
niture and fittings, just waiting to be torn down.
Stubble grew about his parched lips like weeds. Fun-
ny how a beard will still grow on a man’s face even
when the life’s all but leached out of him.

Midori announced our presence with a hello to
the stout man in the other bed by the window, who
smiled and nodded back, doubtlessly unable to
speak. Then he coughed a couple of times, took a
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sip of the water at his bedside, and turned on his
side to look out the window. The view was of
telephone lines and poles. Sky. No clouds even.

“How’re things with you, Father?” Midori spoke
directly into her father’s ear in a tone more suited
to a microphone test. “How’s it today?”

Her father moved his lips to form a weak, “Not
very.” Hardly speech, more of a dry wheeze.
“H...Head,” came the mutter.

“Head hurt?” asked Midori.

“Ye...s,” was about all he could squeeze out.

“Nothing much we can do about that, I'm afraid.
You're just getting over an operation, after all. It’s
bound to hurt. Poor thing, you'll just have to bear
with it,” said Midori. “Oh and yes, this is Toru
Watanabe: He’s a friend of mine.”

Pleased to meet him, I said. Her father opened his
mouth partway, then closed it.

“Sit down,” said Midori, indicating a round
vinyl stool at the foot of the bed.

So I sat. Midori poured her father a drink of
water and asked if he'd like some fruit jelly. He
refused. But when Midori insisted he eat some-
thing, he wheezed that he'd already eaten.

Midori took a large paper bag from the bedside
stand that supported a pitcher of water and glass, a
tray, and a clock, pulled out several changes of
underwear, a clean hospital gown, and other small
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items, and put them away in the cabinet by the
door. By way of sustenance, at the bottom of the
bag there were two grapefruits, a fruit jelly, and
three cucumbers.

“Cucumbers?’ puzzled Midori. “Why cucum-
bers? What could my sister possibly be thinking?
And after I phoned in a shopping listt Who said
anything about cukes?”

“Maybe she misheard kiwi fruit or something,” I
suggested.

Midori snapped her fingers. “That’s it! I asked for
cakes. But she ought to know better. Whoever
heard of bringing cucumbers to an invalid? Father,
want a cucumber?”’

“N...No...”

Midori took a seat by the head of the bed and
chatted to her father, saying that she’d had the TV
repaired, that her aunt in Takaido would be
around to visit in a day or two, that Mr. Miyawaki,
the pharmacist, took a spill on his motorcycle, and
so on, her father responding to each bit of news
with an “Uh-huh.”

“You really don’t want to eat anything, Father?”

“N...No...”

“Toru, want a grapefruit?”

“No thanks.”

After a while Midori led me to the TV room for a
cigarette. There, sitting on the sofa, were three in-
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patients in their pajamas, smoking and watching a
political discussion on TV.

“See that man with the crutches over there?”
Midori remarked gaily. “He’s been shooting glances
at my legs. The man with the blue pajamas and
glasses.”

“What do you expect, wearing a skirt like that!”

“I don’t mind. Everybody must be bored to tears
here anyway, so what’s wrong with looking at a
young girl’s legs once in a while? Might get ’em ex-
cited enough to speed up their recovery.”

“Just so long as it doesn’t do the reverse,” I said.

Midori eyed the cigarette smoke.

“About Father,” Midori said. “He’s not a bad
person, really. From time to time he might say
something to infuriate me, but at least deep down
he’s a straight-shooter. And he really did love
Mother with all his heart. He’s done things as best
he could, even if he is a little weak in character and
no genius at business, either. Wasn’t terribly
popular. Still, compared to all the weasels and con
men that are around, he’s a good guy. I’'m a fine one
to talk, mind you. I never take anything back once
've come out and said it, so we were always getting
into fights. Not a bad person, though, all things
considered.”

Midori reached for my hand like someone might
pick up something from the road and placed it on

]



her lap, half on the hem of her miniskirt, half
resting on her thigh. Then she gave me a good
look.

“So, Watanabe, I hate to ask this of you, but
would you mind keeping me company here today?”

“] can stay till five,” I said. “I enjoy being with
you and I haven’t got anything else to do.”

“What do you usually do on Sundays?”

“Laundry,” I said. “And ironing.”

“Toru, you’d rather not talk about that other
girl, am I right? The one you’re going with.”

“Not really. It’s kind of complicated, sort of hard
to explain.”

“Oh, never mind. No need to explain.” Midori
backed off. “May I tell you how I imagine things,
though?”

“Go ahead. Your imagination fascinates me.”

“Well, I see you involved with a married wom-
an.”

“Hmm,” I said.

“Thirty-two or -three, beautiful, rich. Fur coat
and Charles Jourdan shoes, silk underwear, the
wealthy wife type and simply starved for sex. That
and she’s a real bitch. Weekday afternoons, it's just
she and you. But Sundays are out, because that’s
when her husband’s home. Am I wrong?”

“Interesting line of thought, that’s for sure,” I ad-
mitted.
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“I bet she has you tie her up and blindfold her
and lick her all over. Or else it’s, you know, putting
strange things up her or contorting like acrobats
and taking Polaroids.”

“Sounds like fun.”

“She’s so starved, anything goes. That’s all she
thinks about, day after day. I mean she’s got all the
time in the world. It’s next time you come over, do
this, do that. And every time you get into bed, she
has to come three times in all sorts of different posi-
tions. And she tells you, ‘No young girl’s gonna
satisfy you! Can a young girl do this? Or this? How
about this? No, no, don’t come yet.” Things like
that.”

“If you ask me, you’ve seen too many porno
movies,” | said with a laugh.

“Maybe,” said Midori. “I do have a thing about
porno movies, youre right. Let’s go see one
together sometime.”

“Fine. You name the time.”

“Really? That'll be 2 treat. Let’s go to some SM
flick. With whips and golden showers, the whole
works. 1 could really go for that.”

“Okay.”

“Tell me, Toru, what do you think I like most
about porno movies?”’

“I haven’t the least idea.”

“Well, you know when the big sex scene comes,
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you can hear everyone in the audience swallowing
all at once,” said Midori. “That gulp, that sound, I
love it. It’s so darling!”

We returned to the sick room and Midori struck
up a “conversation” with her father. That is, her
father injected “ahs” and “ums” at appropriate in-
tervals. At eleven, the wife of the man in the next
bed showed up to change her husband’s hospital
gown and peel him some fruit. A round-faced, pleas-
ant person, she and Midori talked about this and
that. Meanwhile, a nurse came by to change an in-
travenous feed bottle, exchanged a few words with
Midori and the woman, then left. The whole time I
gazed out the window for lack of anything better to
do, staring at the telephone lines where alighted an
occasional sparrow. So went the day: Midori talk-
ing with her father, wiping off the sweat, collecting
the phlegm he’d cough up, conversing with the
nurses and the other man’s wife, talking to me,
checking the intravenous tubes.

At eleven-thirty a doctor made the rounds and
sent Midori and me out into the corridor to wait.
When he came out, Midori asked, “Tell me, doctor,
how is he?”

“Well, he’s exhibiting immediate post-operation
reactions and under strong pain suppressants, so
he’s pretty exhausted,” said the doctor evasively.
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“It’ll be another two or three days before we can
know the results of the operation. If it doesn’t look
good, we'll have to reconsider things from there.”

“You won’t have to cut open his head again, will
you?”

“We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it,”
said the doctor. “Say, that’s a mighty short skirt
you’re wearing, young lady.”

“Cute, huh?”

“Must present problems climbing stairs, no?” the
doctor queried.

“Not really. I give everybody a good, clear shot,”
said Midori, and the nurse behind her giggled.

“I’d say you ought to check into the hospital and
let us have a look-see what’s inside that head of
yours,” said the doctor, completely deadpan. “That
and you ought to use the elevators whenever possi-
ble. We can’t handle any more stroke patients,
We're busy enough as it is.”

Not long after the doctor’s visit came mealtime.
Nurses wheeled food trays into each. room. Midori's
father was given a potage of some sort, boned and
simmered fish, vegetables mashed beyond recogni-
tion and served in aspic, and fruit. Midori helped
him sit up by cranking the handle at the foot of the
bed to tilt the head of the mattress, then spoon-fed
him the soup. After five or six spoonfuls he averted
his face and got out a “N...No...”
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“But, Father, you must eat!” insisted Midori.

“N...Not now,” he wheezed

“What am I to do with you? How are you going
to build your strength if you won’t eat?” said
Midori. “Do you need to take a pee?”

“Aaah,” responded her father.

“Say, Toru, shall we go eat down in the cafe-
teria?” prompted Midori.

I told her okay, but I honestly didn’t much feel
like eating. The cafeteria was a confusion of doctors
and nurses and visitors. A large windowless under-
ground hall with rows of tables and chairs where
people sat feeding their faces and talking—prob-
ably about ailments—the whole place resounding
like the subway. Occasionally a PA announcement
summoning doctors and nurses would override the
noise. I set about finding us a table, while Midori
fetched two portions of food on an aluminum tray.
The day’s menu consisted of cream croguettes with
potato salad, shredded cabbage, simmered fish,
rice, and soup, served up on the same white plastic
plates used for patients. I ate half my portion and
left the rest. Midori polished off everything on her
plate.

“Aren’t you hungry?” asked Midori, sipping her
tea.

“Not really,” Isaid.

“It’s the hospital,” Midori assured me as she
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looked around. “Happens to anyone who isn’t used
to the place. The smells and sounds and heavy
air, the faces of the patients, all tense and irritable
and distressed and pained and tired—it all kind of
gets to you. It’s actually pretty hard for your
stomach to register hunger under the circum-
stances. Once you get used to it, though, it gets to
be like nothing at all. You stop noticing. Plus you
need to eat to maintain your strength to keep watch
bedside. No, really. After nursing my grandfather,
grandmother, mother, and father, that much
I know. Something might happen to prevent you
from eating the next meal, so you’d better eat up.’

“I understand what you’re saying,” I said.

“Say some relative pays a visit and we come
down here together to eat, everyone leaves half
their meal, just like you. But me, I eat everything,
so that they inevitably say, ‘Midori, you’re just so
healthy. 'm so full I can’t take another bite.’ I'm
the one who's got to do the nursing, though. It’s no
joke, no way. The others only come for the occa-
sional visit. But I'm the one who has to take care of
the shit and the phlegm and wipe him off. If well-
wishing alone could take care of the shit, I must be
doing fifty times their share of well-wishing. And
for that I get dirty looks and this ‘Midori, you’re
just so healthy’ for finishing my food? Maybe they
all think I'm a pack mule or something. At their
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age, they've all been around enough, how can they
be so dense? Pretty words are fine and dandy, but
the real question is who cleans up the shit. I mean I
get to feeling hurt, too, you know. It all becomes
too much. There’re times I feel like crying. The doc-
tors keep cutting him open and poking around in-
side, even though he hasn’t got a chance of
recovery and each time he gets worse. You see how
much you can stand, watching all this going on
before your eyes. It’s unbearable. On top of which,
all our savings are being siphoned away. I mean I’ve
still got three and a half years of university ahead of
me. At this rate my sister won’t be able to afford a
wedding.”

“How many days a week do you come here?”’ |
asked.

“Four on average,” said Midori. “The place is sup-
posed to provide full nursing, but there aren’t
enough nurses to go around. They're really doing
their best, but they just don’t have the numbers
and there’s too much to be done. So the families
have to take up the slack. Sister minds the store
and I come here whenever I can find time between
classes. That makes three days a week here for my
sister and four for me. And any other spare mo-
ment we use for dates. Tight scheduling.”

“So how is it you see me so often, if you’re that
busy?”
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“I like being with you, that’s why,” said Midori
as she toyed with her empty plastic teacup.

“Why don’t you take a walk for a couple of
hours,” I suggested. “I'll watch out for your father.”

((Why?"

“You owe it to yourself to get away from the
hospital and relax by yourself a bit. Just to empty
out your mind without having to talk to anyone.”

Midori thought it over, then nodded. “Okay.
You’re probably right. But do you know what to
do? How to take care of him?”

“I have a pretty good idea from watching you just
now. I check the IVs, give him water to drink, wipe
away the sweat, have him cough up the phlegm.
The bedpan’s under the bed and there’s leftovers
from lunch if he gets hungry. Anything else I can
ask the nurses.”

“Well, if you've got that much, it should be all
right,” said Midori with a smile. “Only you should
know that his mind’s starting to go, so he might say
something odd. Things that don’t make any sense.

So don’t get concerned.”
“I’ll be fine,” I said.

We returned to the room and Midori told her
father that she had something to take care of and
that meanwhile I'd be watching out for him. To
which he showed no particular response. Either

n



that or he hadn’t understood anything. He just lay
there, staring up at the ceiling. If not for an occa-
sional blink, he might have passed for dead. His
eyes were as bloodshot as if he were drunk, and his
nostrils flared ever so slightly when he took a deep
breath. Otherwise he didn’t twitch a muscle or
even attempt to answer Midori. I hadn’t the
faintest idea what he might be thinking there at the
bottom of that stupor.

Once Midori had gone, 1 tried to think what I
should talk to him about but couldn’t come up with
anything to say. He shut his eyes and went to sleep.
I took a seat on the stool by the head of the bed,
and, while I observed the infrequent quivering of
his nose, prayed he wouldn’t die on me. At the
same time it struck me how surreal it would be if
this man were to take his last breath under my
watchful gaze. I'd only met the fellow minutes
before, after all, and my only tenuous tie to him
was Midori, who wasn’t here. And even if she was,
our only connection was that we took the same
“History of Theatre II” class.

Thankfully he wasn’t dying. He was merely
sound asleep. When I put my ear close to his face I
could hear him breathing. More at ease, I struck up
a conversation with the wife of the neighboring pa-
tient. She seemed to think I was Midori’s boyfriend
and talked to me at length about her.
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“Such a darling, that girl,” she said. “She really
looks after her father. So thoughtful and kind, very
attentive, a good head on her shoulders, and pretty
to boot. Be good to her! You mustn’t let go of her.
You won't find another like her.”

“I'll be good to her,” I said so as to make the
woman happy.

“I've got a twenty-one-year-old daughter and a
seventeen-year-old son, but they never come to the
hospital. Whenever they get a free moment, they’re
out surfing or on dates, anything to have a good
time. It’s shameful. They just squeeze us for what
allowance they can get, then they’re total strangers.”

At one-thirty the woman said she had to do
some shopping and took her leave. The two pa-
tients were fast asleep. The room was filled with a
gentle afternoon light. It was so peaceful even I fell
asleep on the stool. White and yellow chrysan-
themums were arranged in a vase on a table by the
window, telling everyone that today was autumn.
A sweet smell wafted from the simmered fish the pa-
tients hadn’t touched. The nurses walked up and
down the halls, their heels clicking the same as
ever, talking in clear voices back and forth. Every
once in a while a nurse would tiptoe into the room,
see the two of them asleep, smile at me, and disap-
pear. I wished I'd brought along some reading
material, there being no book, magazine, or
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newspaper in the room. Only a calendar on the
wall.

I thought about Naoko. I thought about Naoko
naked, with nothing but her hairclip. I thought
about the curve of her hips and the shadowy trace
of her pubic hair. Why had she shown herself
naked to me? Had she been in a trance? Or had
that Naoko been a figment of my imagination? The
more time passed and the farther I was from that lit-
tle world at the lodge, the more improbable the
events of that night came to seem. I couldn’t tell
what was real and what was illusion. But for an illu-
sion it had been all too detailed and for a real oc-
currence far too beautiful. Both Naoko and the
moonlight.

Suddenly Midori’s father woke up and began to
cough, cutting short my reverie. I reached for a
tissue paper for his phlegm and wiped his brow with
a towel.

“Care for some water?” [ asked. A quarter-inch
nod. I gave him tiny sips of water from a small
dispenser. His parched lips trembled, his throat
twitched. He drank all the lukewarmish water in
the dispenser.

“Care for some more?” | asked, leaning over to
hear what seemed to be a response. “E...nough,”
came a low, dry rasp. Lower and drier than it had
sounded before.
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“How about something to eat? Are you hungry?”
I asked. The old man gave a short nod. So I
cranked the handle on the bed the way Midori had
done and spoon-fed him mouthfuls of vegetable
aspic and simmered fish by turns. It took forever for
him to finish even half, whereupon he shook his
head slightly to say he'd had enough. Apparently it
hurt him to shake his head any more than that.
When I offered him fruit, he said “N...No thanks.”
I wiped his mouth, lowered the bed, and put the
food tray out in the hall.

“How was the food?”’ I asked.

“T...Te...Terrible.”

“Sure didn’t look too good, I'll say that,” I joked
by way of consolation. But Midori’s father just
looked at me blankly with eyes that didn’t know
whether to open or shut. [ supposed that the man
had some idea who I was. At least I felt he seemed
more relaxed alone with me than with Midori.
- Either that or he’d completely mistaken me for
someone else. If that was indeed the case, I could on-
ly be grateful.

“Nice weather today,” I said, sitting back down
on the stool and crossing my legs. “A bright, clear
Sunday in autumn. There’s plenty of people out-
side wherever you go. It’s really good to just loll
about indoors on days like this, though. No over-ex-
ertion. Only wears you down fighting the crowds.
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Air's bad, too. Most Sundays I just do my laundry.
I do the washing in the morning, hang it out to dry
on the roof of my dorm, then take it in by late after-
noon and do the ironing, all at once. I'm not one to
mind a little ironing, you see. I enjoy watching
crumpled things get all smoothed out. And I'm not
bad at it. Granted I was none too good at first. I
mean you tend to iron in creases. But give it a
month and you get good at it. So I've set Sunday
aside as my washing and ironing day. Although I
didn’t get around to it today. Tough luck, eh? And
it was a prime laundry day, too.

“But that’s okay. I'll get up early tomorrow and
do it. Then, after hanging it out to dry, I'll go to my
ten o'clock class. Midori takes that class, too.
‘History of Theater II.” We're studying Euripides
right now. Ever heard of Euripides? He was an an-
cient Greek, one of the ‘Big Three’ of Greek tragedy
along with Aeschylus and Sophocles. Said to have
met his end by being bitten by a dog in Macedonia,
though there are other accounts. That’s Euripides. I
myself prefer Sophocles, but that’s probably just a
matter of taste.

“Euripides’ plays are usually so crammed full of
goings-on that everything grinds to a standstill, if
you can picture that. All sorts of people appear,
each of whom has their say about their cir-
cumstances and reasons, each seeking justice and
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happiness in their own way. Which throws
everything into one fine mess. Predictably. Even in
principle it would be impossible for everyone to
receive justice or for everyone to achieve happiness.
What you get is chaos. So what do you think hap-
pens? It’s really very simple. In the end, the gods
come out. To kind of conduct traffic. You come
here, you go there, you two get together, you stay
right there a while, like that. A regular fixer. That’s
the way everything falls into place, nice and neat.
It’s called deus ex machina. Euripides uses this deus
ex machina in his plays a whole lot, which tends to
divide critical opinion about him.

“Still, can you imagine how easy things would be
if there really were such a thing as deus ex machina
in the world? You get into a jam and God drops
from out of nowhere and fixes everything, simple as
can be. Anyway that’s ‘History of Theater 1.
That’s the kind of stuff we study in university.”

All the while I’'d been rambling on, there wasn’t
a word out of Midori’s father. He just looked at me
blankly. I couldn’t tell if he understood anything I
said or not.

“Peace,” I said.

I was famished after talking for so long. I'd hardly
had any breakfast and eaten only half my lunch. I
regretted not having eaten more, but there wasn’t
much I could do about that now. I looked around
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for something edible. I found some seaweed and
cough drops and soy sauce, and then I remembered
the cucumbers and grapefruit in the paper bag.

“Mind if I help myself to a cucumber? I'm awfully .
hungry all of a sudden,” I asked.

Midori’s father said nothing. I washed three
cucumbers in the washbasin, poured some soy
sauce on a plate, wrapped the cucumbers in sheets
of seaweed. Then [ dipped them in the soy sauce
and crunched away.

“Delicious,” I said. “Simple, fresh, healthy. Good
cucumbers, these. Tons better than cakes any day.”

I finished one cuke and began on the next. My
crunching filled the room. After polishing off the
second one, | took a breather. I heated up some
water on a burner in the hallway and made tea.

“Care for some water or juice?”’ I asked.

“C...Cuke,” he said.

I broke into a smile. “All right. With seaweed?”

He gave alittle nod. So I raised the bed again, cut
large pieces of cucumber with a fruit knife and
wrapped them in seaweed, dipped them in soy
sauce and conveyed a piece by toothpick to his
waiting mouth. He chewed and chewed, hardly
changing his expression, then swallowed.

“How is it? Good?’ I asked.

“Good,” he said.



“Nice when there’s good things to eat. Tells you
you're really alive.”

In the end, he ate one whole cucumber. After
which he wanted some water to drink, so I made
with the dispenser again. After drinking the water,
he said he’d like to take a leak, so I fetched the bed-
pan from under the bed and positioned his penis.
After he’d finished pissing, I poured out the bedpan
and rinsed it out. Then I returned to the room and
finished my tea.

“How’re you feeling?”’ I asked.

“A L.little...” he wheezed. “H...Head.”

“Your head hurt?”’

He grimaced slightly as if to say yes.

“Well, you're recovering from an operation, so 1
guess that’s just the way it goes. I've never had an
operation myself, so I really don’t know what it’s
like.”

“Tic...Ticket,” he said.

“Ticket? What ticket?”

“Mi...dori,” he insisted. “Tic...ket.”

I had no idea what he was talking about, so I said
nothing. He also fell silent for a while. Then he
came out with something that sounded like “Ask.”
Then he opened his eyes wide and stared me in the
face. He apparently wanted to convey something,
but I couldn’t tell what that something was.
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“Ue...no,"” he murmured, “Mido...ri.”

“Ueno Station?”

Nod.

“Ticket, Midori, ask, Ueno Station?” I tried to
put the pieces together. Still no good. Probably he
was in a daze or confused about something, though
his gaze seemed more focused than before. He
raised the arm that wasn'’t receiving an IV and ex-
tended it toward me. The effort taxed him con-
siderably, making his hand waver in midair. I got
up and took hold of the tortured hand. He re-
turned my grip feebly, then repeated, “Ask.”

I told him not to worry, I'd get Midori to take
care of the ticket, everything would be just fine.
Whereupon he lowered his hand and shut his tired
eyes. His breathing slowed. After checking that he
hadn't passed away, | went to put on another kettle
of water to boil, then had some more tea. Only
then did I realize the warm feeling I held for this dy-
ing vestige of a man.

A little later the wife of the other patient re-
turned and asked me how everything had gone. Er,
fine, [ told her. Her husband kept right on snoozing
away, oblivious to the world.

Midori came back around three o’clock.

“I just lolled about in the park,” she said. “Just



like you suggested. Didn’t talk to anyone and just
emptied my mind.”

“How was it?”

“I must thank you. I feel a whole lot lighter. Still
a little groggy but more relaxed than before. Guess |
was more stressed-out than I thought.”

Her father was sleeping soundly and didn’t par-
ticularly require anything at the moment, so
Midori and I bought coffee from a vending machine
and went to the TV room. I reported on everything
that had transpired in her absence. How he'd slept,
then woken up, eaten half the leftovers from lunch,
asked for a cucumber when he saw me eating them,
pissed, and slept.

“You really are something, Watanabe,” said
Midori with admiration. “Here everyone tries so
hard to get him to eat anything and he’s asking you
to feed him a cucumber! I can’t believe it.”

“lI don't really know why, but I guess it was
because I made it look so good when I ateit,” | said.

“Or maybe you have the ability to put people at
ease?”

“Oh c’'mon.” I laughed at the very thought of it.
“Most people say just the opposite.”

“What did you think of Father?”

“I like him. Not that we really talked or any-
thing, but he seemed nice enough.”
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“Was he quiet?”

‘Ivery.”

“Just last week, though, he was horrible,” said
Midori, shaking her head. “He went a little crazy
and started thrashing around. Threw a cup at me,
yelled, ‘Drop dead, you bitch!” It happens some-
times with these head problems. No one can say
just why, but suddenly they’ll turn mean. It hap-
pened to Mother at times, too. What do you think
she said to me? ‘You’re not my child, I hate you.’
Totally blacked me out for an instant. That’s the
way it is with his illness. Somewhere there’s pres-
sure on the brain that makes them irritable, makes
them say abusive things. [ understand it, so it’s okay,
but if you didn’t, you really feel hurt. Maligned.
I mean here you are doing your darnedest for
them and they come out and say these terrible
things.

“l can see that,” I sympathized. Then 1 re-
membered that nonsense Midori’s father had
babbled at me.

“Ticket? Ueno Station?” said Midori. “What’s
that about? It doesn’t ring any bell.”

“Then he said, ‘Ask,” ‘Midori.’ ”

“Well, that’s clear enough.”

“Maybe he wanted you to buy him a ticket at
Ueno Station?” | suggested. “Mean anything to
you?”’
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“Ueno Station....” Midori was lost in thought.
“The only thing Ueno brings to mind are the two
times | ran away from home, once when 1 was in
third grade and once in fifth grade. Both times I
took a train from Ueno to Fukushima. Took
money from the cash register and ran. I was fed up
with something. [ had an aunt in Fukushima whom
I was fond of, so I headed for her place. Father had
to drag me home. Came all the way up to
Fukushima. And we rode back together to Ueno
eating box lunches. Father told me about all kinds
of things then, in bits and pieces. About the Great
Tokyo Earthquake and the war and the way things
were around the time I was born, things he never
talked about ordinarily. Come to think of it, those
are about the only times we two ever had a good
long talk. Get this. Father was right in the middle
of the city when the Tokyo Earthquake hit and he
didn’t even notice.”

“Oh, c’'mon,” I exclaimed in disbelief.

“Honest. Father was riding around Koishikawa
at the time on a bicycle with a pull-cart attached,
said he didn’t feel a thing. But when he got home
he found all the tiles off the roof and the whole fami-
ly huddled around the house posts. He had to ask
what had happened. That’s Father’s memories of
the Great Tokyo Earthquake,” said Midori with a
laugh. “All Father’s stories are like that. No drama
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at all. They're all off somewhere. Real clunkers. To
listen to him, you'd think nothing had happened in
Japan the last fifty, sixty years. You ask him what
about the February 26th Incident or World War I,
and it’s like, oh yeah, they happened, too. It’s a
joke!

“So he talked to me in dribs and drabs, all the
way back from Fukushima to Ueno. And in the
end he capped it off like this, like he always did.
‘Midori,” he'd say, ‘it’s all the same, no matter
where you go.” What was I to think? A child only
knows what she’s told.”

“And that’s your memory of Ueno Station?”

“Guess so,” said Midori. “Ever run away from
home, Toru?”

“Can’t say [ have.”

“Why not?”

“Never occurred to me. The idea of running
away.”

“Everything about you’s so odd,” effused Midori,
turning her head.

“Oh?” said 1.

“In any case, it sounds as if Father was asking
you to look after me.”

“Really?”

“Really. That I'd understand. Just my intuition.
So what did you answer?”

“I didn’t know what to say, so I told him not to



worry, that things would be fine. I'd handle you
and the ticket, so it was okay.”

“Well, then, you made a pledge to Father, did
you? That you'd look after me?” Midori went all
serious and peered into my eyes.

“Nothing like that,” I blurted out. “I couldn’t
make sense of anything so—"

“Steady there. Just kidding,” laughed Midori.
“You’re so cute when you’re cornered.”

We finished our coffee and returned to the room.
Her father was still sound asleep. When I went close
to him, I could hear him breathing. As the after-
noon wore on, almost imperceptibly the light out-
side changed color, taking on a subtle autumnal
hue. A flock of birds alighted on a telephone line,
then flew off. Midori and I sat side by side in a cor-
ner of the room and talked in a whisper about
various things. She read my palm, predicting that
I'd live to be one hundred and fifty, would get mar-
ried three times, and die in a car crash. Not a bad
life.

Past four her father woke, whereupon Midori
took a seat by the head of the bed to wipe off his
perspiration, give him water to drink, and ask
about his head pains. A nurse came by and took his
temperature, noted the frequency of his urination,
and checked his IV. I went to the TV room, sat on
the sofa, and watched a live soccer match.
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“Guess I'll be going,” I told Midori at five. “I
have to go to my part-time job,” I explained to her
father. “I sell records from six to ten-thirty in Shin-
juku.”

He turned to look at me and gave me a nod.

“Hey, Toru, I don’t know how to say this exact-
ly, but thanks for everything today,” said Midori as
she saw me off in the hospital lobby.

“I didn’t do all that much,” said I. “But if it’s any
help, I'll come next week, too. I'd like to see your
father again, anyway.”

“Really?”

“Believe me, I'm not doing anything hanging
around the dorm. Might as well come here and eat
cucumbers.”

Midori folded her arms and tapped the heel of
her shoe on the linoleum floor.

“Let’s go out drinking again sometime, the two of
us,” she proposed, cocking her head to one side.

“And take in a porno flic?”’

“First, the porno flic, then drinking,” she
amended. “Then we can get it on with our usual dir-
ty talk.”

“Don’t look at me. You’re the one with the dlrty
talk,” I protested.

“Doesn’t matter who. The point is we’ve got lots
of dirty talking and drinking ahead of us. We can
get roaring drunk and sleep together.”
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“Un-uh, I can see it coming,” I said with a sigh.

“Heh, heh, heh,” she sniggered.

“Well, anyway, come by for me early like you did
this morning. Next Sunday, okay? We can come
here together.”

“Wearing a slightly longer skirt this time?”

“Right,” I said.

As it turned out, however, I didn't go to the
hospital the following Sunday. Midori’s father died
the Friday before.

Midori rang me up at six-thirty the same morn-
ing to let me know. When the bell rang announcing
the call, I pulled a cardigan over my pajamas,
trudged down to the lobby, and picked up the
phone. A chill rain was falling noiselessly. And a
smal! voice at the other end of the line, Midori’s,
was saying her father was dead. Was there anything
I could do, I asked.

“Thank you but it’s okay,” said Midori. “We’re
used to funerals by now. I just wanted to tell you.”

Was that a sigh I heard?

“Don’t come to the firneral, please. I hate these af-
fairs. I wouldn’t want to have to see you there.”

“I understand,” I said.

“Will you really take me to a porno film?”

“Sure thing.”

“A real heavy-duty sex number.”
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“Pll be sure to do my homework and find just the
thing.”

“Mmm. I'll be in touch from my side,” said
Midori, then hung up.

No word came, though, for over a week after
that. I didn’t see her in the classroom and I didn’t
get any phone call. I checked whether there were
any messages for me each time I returned to the
dorm, but there wasn’t one. One night, I tried
masturbating while thinking of Midori in order to
keep my promise to her, but nothing happened. So
I gave up and switched over to Naoko midway, but
even Naoko’s image didn’t help much. It all seemed
pretty silly. I decided to have some whiskey, then
brushed my teeth and hit the sack.

%*

Sunday morning, I wrote Naoko a letter. In it 1
told her about Midori's father. Thatl went to pay a
get-well visit to the father of this girl and nibbled
on leftover cucumbers. Whereupon he asked to
have one, too. But as it turned out he died the morn-
ing of the fifth day after that. I could still remem-
ber the crisp crunch, crunch, of us eating cucumbers.
A person’s death leaves behind all sorts of strange
little memories.

I wrote that I thought about her and Reiko and
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the bird coop when I got up in the morning. The
peacock and pigeons and parrot and turkey. The
rabbits, too. I remembered the yellow hooded pon-
cho she wore that rainy morning. It felt good to
think of her being up and about when I was in bed.
It was almost as if she was there beside me curled up
asleep. If only that could come true.

I got lonely at times, but all in all I was fine. I had
my routines. Every morning I wound up my spring
much the same way she took care of the birds and
did the gardening. I got out of bed, brushed my
teeth and shaved, ate breakfast and dressed, left the
dorm and headed out to school, equivalent to thir-
ty-six good winds of my spring. Made me think it
was worth living another day. I hadn’t noticed, but
people told me I often talked to myself around
then. Probably it was something I was muttering
while winding my spring.

It was hard on me not being able to see Naoko,
but, without her, life in Tokyo would have been a
lot harder. It was thinking of her as I lay in bed in
the morning that, more than anything, gave me the
push to get up and wind my spring. Knowing she
was there, doing her best, made me feel like doing
my best.

Today was Sunday, though, the day I didn’t
wind up. I did my laundry and wrote a letter. Then
put a stamp on it and posted it and nothing else to
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do the rest of the day. I didn’t even study on Sun-
days. Between classes I crammed in the library, so
Sunday I was free. Sunday afternoons were quiet
and tranquil and lonely. Generally I'd read or listen
to music. Sometimes I recalled all the streets, each
and every one we walked when Naoko was in
Tokyo. The clothes she wore all came vividly to
mind. Sunday afternoons I recalled a lot of things.

Closing with my regards to Reiko, I told her I
missed her guitar at night.

[ posted the letter, then bought a coke and an egg
sandwich at a neighborhood store and ate it on a
park bench. A kids’ baseball game was in progress,
the perfect distraction. The autumn sky seemed to
get higher as the season progressed, and now two ex-
haust trails were moving west across it, parallel as
railroad tracks. When a foul ball came my way, |
threw it back to the kids, whereupon they doffed
their caps as they thanked me Like most kids’
games, there were a lot of walks and stolen bases.

Come afternoon, I returned to my room to read,
but couldn’t concentrate and ended up staring at
the ceiling and thinking of Midori. What if
Midori’s father really had been asking me to look
out for her? Who could tell? There was no way of
knowing. He probably mistook me for someone
else. Whatever the case, he’d died one cold and
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rainy Friday morning, and there was no way to
check. I imagined he’d shrunk even smaller when
he died. And long since turned to ash in a
crematorium. Leaving behind only an undistin-
guished bookstore on an undistinguished shopping
street, together with two daughters, at least one of
whom was on the unique side—some consolation!
What kind of life was that? What had been running
through that cut-up and bandaged head as he lay
there on that hospital bed looking at me?

Thinking of Midori’s father like that began to get
to me, so I quickly went up on the roof and took in
my laundry a little early before heading out for a
walk in Shinjuku to pass the time. There was some
relief to be found among the busy Sunday shoppers
out on the street. Kinokuniya Bookstore was as
packed as a commuter train in rush hour. Still, I
managed to buy a copy of Faulkner’s Light in
August, then ducked into the loudest jazz coffee
shop I could locate and listened to Ornette Col-
eman and Bud Powell while I drank strong, deadly
coffee and read my newly purchased book. At half
past five I closed the book and went out to eat a sim-
ple evening meal, thinking to myself that I was in
for tens, maybe hundreds, more Sundays like this.
“Quiet, peaceful, solitary Sundays,” I said out loud.
No winding the spring on Sundays for me.



CHAPTER 8

In the middle of the week I cut my hand badly on
some glass—I hadn'’t noticed that one divider in the
record racks was broken. A startling amount of
blood came pouring out and splattered everywhere,
staining the floor deep red. The record store
manager ran in with towels to improvise a bandage,
then rang up information to locate a nighttime am-
bulance service. The guy was a real jerk most of the
time, but he sure was on the ball when it came to
this kind of thing. Luckily there was an emergency
room near by. Still, the towels were soaking red by
the time we got there, dripping blood onto the pave-
ment. People made way for me—they must’ve
thought I'd been in a fight. I felt no real pain; all
knew was that I was losing a lot of blood.
Without the least show of emotion the doctor
removed the towels, tied off a wrist tourniquet,
then disinfected and stitched up the wound. Come
back tomorrow, he said. When I returned to the
record store, the manager told me to go home and
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he’d mark me in as having worked my hours. I
caught a bus back to the dorm and went straight to
Nagasawa’s room. | was worked up from my acci-
dent and needed to talk to somebody. Moreover, 1
hadn’t seen Nagasawa in a good long while.

He was in his room watching a Spanish lesson on
TV while drinking a beer. He looked at my ban-
dages and asked what had happened. A little in-
jury, I told him. Did I want a beer? No thanks, I
said.

“This’ll be over in a jiffy, so just hang on for a sec-
ond, okay?” said Nagasawa, practicing his Spanish
pronunciation. Meanwhile I put some water on to
boil and put a teabag in a cup. A woman was
reading a sentence drill. “iQué tremenda esta lluvia!
Unas puentes eran destruidas en Barcelona,” mi-
micked Nagasawa, then added, “How do they
think up these dopey examples? Their pattern
sentences are always like this.”

When the Spanish lesson was over, Nagasawa
switched off the TV and fetched another beer from
his small icebox.

“I'm not in the way, am I?” [ asked.

“Not at all. [ was kind of bored, in fact. Sure you
won't have a beer?”

I was sure.

“Oh yeah, they just announced the exam results.
I passed,” said Nagasawa.



“The Foreign Service exam?”

“The very one. Formally speaking, the Foreign
Ministry Civil Service Employment Primary Ex-
amination. What a joke!”

“Congratulations!” I said, extending my left
hand.

“Thanks.”

“Of course, there was never any doubt.”

“Of course,” chuckled Nagasawa. “Still, it’s good
to have it under your belt.”

“You going overseas once you enter the Min-
istry?”

“Naw, the first year’s local training. Then they
station you abroad for a long stay.”

I sipped my tea. He took a healthy swig of his
beer.

“Now this icebox, it’s yours if you want it when I
leave,” said Nagasawa. “You could use it, couldn’t
you? Drink nice cold beer in your room?”

“I'd be more than glad to take it off your hands,
but won'’t you need it? You're going to move into
an apartment, aren’t you?!”

“Give me a break! When I leave this dump ’m go-
ing to live in style, buy me a big refrigerator. Four
years of scrimping’s quite enough. I don’t even
want to see the stuff I've got here. Anything you see
you can have. How about the TV? Or this ther-
mos? The radio?”
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“Whatever you feel like giving away,” I said.
Then I reached for the Spanish textbook off his
desk and gave it a once-over. “Taken up Spanish?”

“Yeah. The more languages I can speak the bet-
ter, and I’ve always been pretty good at them. I'm
practically fluent in French from studying on my
own. It's a game. You figure out one rule and the
rest just follows. Like with women.”

“Pretty introspective way of living,” I jibed.

“Say now, care to eat out with me sometime
soon?” suggested Nagasawa.

“This isn’t another of your woman hunts, is it?”

“No, none of that, a meal pure and simple. Ha-
tsumi and you and me, just the three of us for din-
ner. To celebrate my employment. We'll make it
some fancy restaurant. It’s my father’s money, after
all.”

“Shouldn’t just you and Hatsumi do a two-
some?”

“No, it’d make things easier if you came along.
Both for me and for Hatsumi,” Nagasawa said.

Justgreat, I thought. Exactly like with Kizuki and
Naoko.

“Afterwards I'll stay over at Hatsumi’s, but we
should at least have dinner, the three of us.”

“Well, if it’s okay with you two, I'll tag along,” |
agreed. “But now that you mention it, what’s going
to happen with you and Hatsumi? Once you’re
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through training, you’ll be sent overseas and won'’t
come back for years. What'll she do?”

“That’s Hatsumi’s problem, not mine.”

“I don't get it.”

He just sat there with his beer and his feet up on
the desk and yawned.

“What 'm saying is | have no intention of marry-
ing anyone. ['ve already told Hatsumi that. She’s
free to marry someone if she wants. 1 won'’t stop
her. If she wants to wait for me, she can. End of
discussion.”

I murmured my concern.

“You must think I'm terrible,”

“You said it.”

“It’s not my fault if the world is unfair. That’s
just the way things are. Never once have I tried to
pull anything over on Hatsumi. That’s the kind of
terrible person I am, and if she can’t accept that,
then it’s too bad.”

Nagasawa finished off his beer and lit a cigarette.

“Aren’t you unsure of anything in life,” I asked,
incredulous.

“Now listen, I'm not that stupid,” Nagasawa
replied. “Of course there are things in life I'm un-
sure of. That goes without saying. Only I don’t
recognize fear as a premise. I'm out there to do
things one hundred percent. I take what I want and
leave what I don’t want. If I hit a snag, I retreat and
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rethink. Looking at things another way, an unfair
society actually makes for greater use of your
abilities.”

“Sounds pretty selfish if you ask me,” I said.

“But you can’t very well just look up to heaven
and wait for fruit to fall. I'm doing my share of strug-
gling, I'll have you know. Ten times more than
you.”

“Probably so,” I admitted.

“That’s why, sometimes when [ take a good look
around me, it really gets to me. How come these
simpletons don’t make an effort? They don’t make
an effort and they complain that things are unfair!”

I shot Nagasawa a surprised look. “Correct me if
I'm wrong, but from where I sit I sure get the impres-
sion that people are grinding away like mad. Am I
wrong?”

“That’s not effort, that’s just labor,” Nagasawa
spat out. “Not the effort I'm talking about. The ef-
fort I'm talking about is to go about things with will
and purpose.”

“Like taking up Spanish once you’ve landed a
job, when everybody else would just lie back?”

“Precisely. I'm going to master Spanish by spring.
To add to my English and German and French,
plus passable Italian. Can you get this far without
making an effort?”

He took a drag on his cigarette and I thought of
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Midori’s father. I don’t think he would even think
of studying Spanish from TV. A difference between
effort and labor? He'd probably been too busy to
even consider that. Busy with work, busy bringing
his daughter back from Fukushima.

“About that dinner, how about this Saturday?”’
suggested Nagasawa.

Fine by me, 1 told him.

The restaurant Nagasawa chose was a quiet but
posh little French bistro off in a corner of Azabu.
At the mention of Nagasawa’s name we were con-
ducted to aprivate room in the back. It was a small
room with fifteen etchings on the wall. Nagasawa
and I discussed Joseph Conrad over a glass of wine
while waiting for Hatsumi to show. Nagasawa was
wearing what was apparently an expensive gray suit
and I my ordinary navy blazer.

Hatsumi showed up fifteen minutes later, nicely
made-up and wearing gold earrings with an haute
couture dress of deep blue and striking red pumps.
When I complimented her on the color of her dress,
she told me it was called midnight sapphire.

“Lovely place,” said Hatsumi.

“My father always dines here when he comes to
Tokyo. I've come here once before with him,
though I must admit I don’t much care for these
snooty places,” said Nagasawa.
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“Still, they’re nice once in a while. Don’t you
think so, Watanabe?” prompted Hatsumi.

“Sure. As long as I'm not paying,” I said.

“My father usually comes here with a woman,’
said Nagasawa. “He has a mistress in Tokyo.”

“Oh?” said Hatsumi.

I drank my wine and pretended not to hear.

At length the waiter appeared and took our
orders. We selected various hors d’oeuvres, soups,
and, for the main dish, duck for Nagasawa and bass
for Hatsumi and me. The dishes took their time in
arriving, so we continued talking over our wine.
First it was Nagasawa’s Foreign Ministry exam.
Most of the others who'd taken the exam had mere-
ly been so much trash to be dumped in a bottomless
quagmire, though there had been a few deserving
ones, Nagasawa admitted. [ asked whether the ratio
had been higher or lower than in society at large.

“Why, the same, naturally,” said Nagasawa
without a moment’s thought. “That’s a fixed and
immutable constant.”

We finished the wine and Nagasawa ordered
another bottle, plus a Scotch for himself.

Then Hatsumi once again said she knew a girl
she wanted to introduce me to. An eternal go-
around between Hatsumi and me. An under-
classwoman from her club whom I was always
avoiding.



“But she really is such a nice girl. Pretty, too. I'll
bring her along next time so you can meet her. I'm
sure you'll hit it off.”

“No, really,” I demurred. “I'm too poor to go out
with any of the girls from your school. I don’t have
money and we wouldn’t have anything to talk
about.”

“Don’t you believe it. She’s really straightfor-
ward and nice. Not stuck up at all.”

“At least you ought to meet her once,” said
Nagasawa. “You don’t have to jump on her or
anything.”

“Of course not. In fact, that’d wouldn’t do at all.
She’s still a virgin,” said Hatsumi.

“Just like you once were.”

“Yes, just like I once was,” said Hatsumi with a
smile. “But honestly, Watanabe, what does it mat-
ter if you've got money or not? Sure, there are a few
die-hard snobs in my class, but the rest of them are
regular enough. They eat two-hundred-fifty-yen
lunches—"

“Hold it, Hatsumi,” I interrupted. “At our school
cafeteria we've got A, B, and C lunches. The Ais a
hundred and twenty yen, the B is one hundred,
and the C is eighty. And those who eat the A
lunches get dirty looks. And for those who can't
handle the C, they’ve got a sixty-yen bowl of noo-
dles. That’s the kind of university I attend. Do you
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still think we’d have so much to talk about?”

Hatsumi let out a big laugh. “Boy, is that cheap!
Maybe I ought to go there to eat. But really,
Watanabe, I’'m sure you'd have loads to talk about.
I bet she’d really go for the hundred-and-twenty-
yen lunch.”

“Fat chance.” I laughed at the thought. “Nobody
likes the stuff. They just eat it because they don’t
have much choice.”

“Don’t judge us by our containers, Watanabe.
Sure it may be your lah-dee-dah school for debs,
but there are any number of girls who're earnestly
doing their share of thinking and living. Not
everyone wants a guy with a sports car for a
boyfriend, you know.”

“Of course I know that.”

“Watanabe already has a girl,” said Nagasawa.
“But the guy never utters one word about that,
does he? Talk about tight lips! It’s all shrouded in
mystery.”

“Is that true?” Hatsumi asked me.

“Yes, it’s true, but no mystery. It’s just kind of
complicated and not particularly easy to talk
about.”

“An illicit love affair perhaps? C’mon, you can
tell me.”

I took a sip of wine to avoid the issue.

“See? Tight-lipped. What'd 1 tell you?’ pro-
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nounced Nagasawa, already on his third whiskey.
“Once the man’s decided not to talk, he don’t talk.”

“Too bad,” said Hatsumi, daintily carrying a
slice of terrine to her mouth with her fork. “If you
and that girl had gotten on, we could have double-
dated.”

“And done a little swapping when we got good
and drunk,” said Nagasawa.

“Don’t say such tasteless things.”

“What’s tasteless? Watanabe likes you.”

“That’s got nothing to do with it,” said Hatsumi,
pouting. “I'm sure he’s not that kind of a guy. He
takes very good care of what’s his, I can tell. That’s
why [ thought to introduce this girl in the first
place.”

“Me and Watanabe did a little partner-switching
once, though. Isn’t that right?”” said Nagasawa ever-
so-casually, then raised his whiskey glass to order
another.

Hatsumi set down her knife and fork and wiped
her mouth with her napkin. Then she looked me in
the eye and said, “Watanabe, did you really do
that?”

I didn’t know what to say.

“Go on and tell her. Out with it, I don’t mind,”
said Nagasawa. Things were sure taking a turn for
the worse. Sometimes liquor turned Nagasawa into
one snide bastard. But tonight the snideness wasn’t

108



turned on me, it was turned on Hatsumi. I knew
just what was happening, which made me all the
more uncomfortable.

“I think I ought to hear this. It sounds very in-
teresting,” Hatsumi said to me.

“We were drunk,” I explained.

“That’s okay, I'm not trying to blame you. I just
wanted to hear about it.”

“Well, Nagasawa and I went drinking in this bar
in Shibuya and we became friendly with a couple of
girls. From some junior college, the two of them
clearly on the make, and, well, we all went to a love
hotel thereabouts. Me and Nagasawa in adjacent
rooins. Around midnight, Nagasawa comes around
and knocks on the door, saying, hey, Watanabe,
let’s swap girls. So I take his room and he takes
mine.”

“Didn’t those girls object?”

“They were so drunk it was all the same to them.
They were up for anything.”

“I had my reasons,” said Nagasawa.

“What sort of reasons?”

“About those two girls, the difference between
them was just too great. One was pretty enough,
but the other was a real dog. It just wasn't fair. I
mean for me to have the good-looking girl all to
myself at Watanabe’s expense. That's why I
switched. Am I right, Watanabe?”



“Well, I guess,” I said. But if the truth be known,
I rather preferred the not-so-beautiful one. She’'d
been more interesting to talk to and seemed general-
ly nicer. We’d been lying in bed talking after sex
when Nagasawa had burst onto the scene with his,
hey, let’s swap. I'd asked her what she thought of it
and she’d deferred to me. If that’s what we wanted
to do, it was fine with her. She probably thought I
was anxious to get it on with her good-looking
friend.

“Was it fun?” Hatsumi asked me.

“The sex?”

“Everything.”

“Not particularly fun, no,” I said. “It was just
something to do. I've never thought sleeping with
girls like that was all that great.”

“Then why do it?”

“’Cause I lure him out,” said Nagasawa.

“I was asking Watanabe,” Hatsumi said pointed-
ly. “What makes you do it?”

“Sometimes I just really want to sleep with a
girl,” I said.

“But if you've got a girl you care about, why not
do it with her?” voiced Hatsumi after a moment’s
thought.

“There are complications.”

Hatsumi let out a sigh.

At that the door opened and in came the food.
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The roast duck was carried to Nagasawa and the
two bass were set down before Hatsumi and me.
Next came a garnish of hot vegetables and sauce on
top. Then the waiter took his leave and we were left
to ourselves. Nagasawa cut into his duck and
washed it down with whiskey. I tried the spinach.
Hatsumi didn’t touch her food.

“Listen, Watanabe, I don’t know anything about
these complications of yours, but I can tell you that
you're not the type to go playing around like that.
It’s not you. What do you think?”’ asked Hatsumi,
placing her hands on the table and giving me a firm
look.

“Probably not,” I said. “I often find myself think-
ing that, too.”

“Then why don’t you stop?”’

“I just need a little warmth sometimes,” I said in
all honesty. “Without that warm skin contact, I
just get unbearably lonely at times.”

“If I might say so, I believe it all boils down to
this,” Nagasawa put in his ten yen’s worth. “Wata-
nabe likes this girl, but there are reasons he
can’t do it with her. So he chooses to make a
separate thing of sex and deal with it as such.
What's so wrong about that? Sounds perfectly ac-
ceptable to me. Better than holing up in your room
and masturbating all the time.”

“But if you really loved this girl, shouldn’t you be
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willing to put up with it for her sake, Watanabe?”

“Maybe so,” I said, forking a piece of sauce-
covered fish into my mouth.

“You have to understand the male sex drive,”
Nagasawa told Hatsumi. “Here we are, for instance.
I've been going with you for three years now and
sleeping with a lot of other women the whole while.
But I hardly remember any of them. Can't re-
member their names or even what they looked
like. Nobody loses any sleep over one-night stands.
It’s find 'em, fuck ’em, forget ’'em. What's wrong
with that?”

“The thing I can’t stand about you is your
almighty cocksureness,” said Hatsumi in a mea-
sured tone. “It's not whether you go sleeping
around or not. Never once have I gotten seriously
upset about your womanizing, have 1?”

“You can’t call that womanizing. It’s just a game.
Doesn’t hurt anybody,” said Nagasawa.

“It hurts me,” said Hatsumi. “Just why am I not
enough for you?”

Nagasawa toyed with his whiskey glass in silence.
“It’s not that you’re not enough. It's a different
thing entirely. I just have this craving in me. And if
that causes you any hardship, I'm sorry. It’s not a
question of your not being enough at all. I live as |
must by that craving. That craving is me. There’s
nothing I can do about it.”
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Only then did Hatsumi finally pick up her knife
and fork and begin eating her bass. “You shouldn’t
go dragging Watanabe into this, though.”

“Watanabe and I have certain things in com-
mon,” said Nagasawa. “Basically, we're alike in
that we're really only interested in ourselves. The
only difference is whether we’re ‘cocksure’ about it
or not. 'm only interested in what [ think, what I
myself feel, what I do. And for that very reason I
can consider myself completely set apart from my
fellow human beings. That’s also what I like about
Watanabe. It’s just that the guy doesn’t quite
recognize this side of himself—yet. So he wavers
and gets his feelings hurt.”

“What human being alive doesn’t waver or get
hurt feelings?”’ said Hatsumi. “Or are you trying to
say that you never get confused or hurt?”

“Sure I get confused and hurt. But it’s possible to
reduce those problems through training. Give a
laboratory rat electric shocks and it’ll choose the
less painful path.”

“But rats don’t fall in love.”

“Rats don't fall in love,” repeated Nagasawa,
glancing over in my direction. “How marvelous!
Where'’s the background music? An orchestra with
two harps-"

“This is no joke. I'm utterly serious.”

“Please, I'm eating,” said Nagasawa. “And be-
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sides, there’s a guest present. It’s only polite to
leave serious discussions for some other time.”

“Shall I leave?” I asked.

“No, I'd rather you stay right here,” said Ha-
tsumi.

“If you come out for the evening, you really
should stay for dessert,” insisted Nagasawa.

“I don’t mind either way,” I said.

A prolonged silence fell over the dinner table. I
polished off my fish, while Hatsumi left half of hers.
Nagasawa made short work of the duck and went
back to his whiskey.

“That bass was great.” | threw out the line, but
there were no takers. It was like tossing a pebble
down a bottomless well.

The waiter cleared away our dishes and brought
us lemon sherbets and espressos. Nagasawa hardly
touched either before quickly lighting a cigarette.
Hatsumi didn’t even look at the sherbet. Just fine
and dandy, I thought to myself as I demolished my
sherbet and drank my coffee. Hatsumi fixed her
gaze on her hands, neatly folded on the table. They
betrayed a patrician elegance just like everything
else about her and her accouterments. Just then
Naoko and Reiko came to mind. What would they
be doing right now? Naoko was probably reading in
bed and Reiko playing “Norwegian Wood” on the
guitar. My thoughts raced to their tiny quarters.
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How I longed to be back there! What the hell was |
doing here?

“Watanabe and [ are alike in that we don’t ask
others to understand us,” Nagasawa was saying.
“That distinguishes us from the rest of ’em.
Everybody is so hard-set on being understood. But
not me and not Watanabe. Who cares if nobody
understands us? What difference does it make? It's
me for myself and everyone else for themselves.”

“Is that so?” Hatsumi asked me.

“Not at all,” [ objected. “I’'m not that strong. Nor
do I not want to be understood. There are those
with whom I'd like to come toa commonunderstand-
ing, others with whom that will probably never hap-
pen, but that’s just the way things go. I can only
expect so much. Don’t make me out in Nagasawa’s
mold, not. wanting understanding.”

“He’s saying almost the exact same thing I am,”
Nagasawa declared, coffee spoon in hand. “Really
identical. Late breakfast versus early lunch., Same
food, same time, just calling it by another name.”

“Mr. Nagasawa, might [ inquire whether you
don’t mind not being understood by me? Pray tell
me,” asked Hatsumi.

“You don’t seem to understand, my dear. There’s
a time and a place for people to understand one
another. It’'s not a question of wanting to be
understood.”
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“Well then, I'm deluding myself in wanting to be
understood by someone, is that it? Someone like
you, for instance?”

“No, it’s not a delusion at all,” answered Naga-
sawa. “Normal folks call that love, that is, if
you want to understand me. My system of living is
wholly unlike others’.”

“Which is to say you’re not in love with me.”

“No, that’s not it at all. By my system—"

“To hell with your system!” shouted Hatsumi.
That was the only time I ever saw her yell at him.

Nagasawa rang the bell beside the table for the
waiter to bring the check. He pulled out a credit
card and handed it over.

“Sorry about tonight, Watanabe,” said Naga-
sawa. “I'll see Hatsumi home, so can I ask you to
make your own way back?”

“No problem. I'll be fine. It was a delicious meal,”
I said, to no avail.

The waiter brought back the credit card and
Nagasawa checked the amount before signing.
Then we got up and left. Out on the street,
Nagasawa was about to flag down a taxi, but Ha-
tsumi stopped him.

“P’ll thank you not to have any more to do with
me this evening, So no need to see me anywhere. It
was a lovely dinner.”

“As you wish,” said Nagasawa.
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“Pll ask Watanabe to see me home,” said Ha-
tsumi.

“As you wish,” repeated Nagasawa, “But Wata-
nabe and [ are practically carbon copies. Kind
and considerate he may seem, but underneath it all
he’s just as incapable of love. Sometime, some-
where, he’ll wake up to the fact and he'll give
himself over to his inner cravings. I can see it
already.”

I hailed a taxi and let Hatsumi get in first, telling
Nagasawa I'd see her home safe and sound.

“Sorry,” he said, but he looked as if he’d already
started thinking about something else.

“Where to? Back to Ebisu?”’ I asked Hatsumi,
since her apartment was there. Hatsumi, however,
shook her head. “Well, then, shall we have a drink
somewhere?”

“Mmm,” she assented.

“Shibuya,” I told the driver.

Hatsumi folded her arms, shut her eyes, and
eased back into the corner of the seat. Her tiny gold
earrings jiggled to the rhythm of the taxi. Her mid-
night blue dress looked made-to-order for blending
into shadowy recesses. Her full, pastel-frosted lips
twitched now and then as if she were about to say
something under her breath. I could easily under-
stand what Nagasawa saw in her. There were surely
other women more beautiful than Hatsumi, and
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Nagasawa just as surely had his way with any
number of them, but compared with all those
women, there was something that grabbed you
about Hatsumi. Not that she exerted herself for
this. Hers was an effortless power to summon up a
resonance in others. I kept looking at her all the
way to Shibuya, trying to pinpoint just what these
feelings she elicited in me were, but came no closer
to discovering.

It was only some twelve or thirteen years later
that I finally knew what it was she’d evoked in me. |
was in SantaFe, New Mexico, to interview an artist
and had stopped off in a diner for beer and pizza
when I saw this miraculously beautiful sunset. It
painted the whole landscape fire red. My hands,
the dishes, the table, everything in sight was bright
red. It was as if I'd bathed my senses in the juice of
some extraordinary brilliant crimson fruit. Sudden-
ly, in the midst of that overwhelming sunset, Ha-
tsumi came to mind. And I understood.

I was reawakened to an unfulfilled—and eternally
unfulfillable—adolescent infatuation. A quality of
infatuation, pure, unblemished, and unremitting,
set aside and long-disregarded there inside me, its
very existence erased from memory. Some part of
me that Hatsumi had moved. I almost broke down
and cried when I realized what a very, very special
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woman she’d been. A remarkable human being
someone should have saved.

Yet not I nor even Nagasawa had been capable of
saving her. When Hatsumi—just like a great many
more of my acquaintances—reached a certain stage
in life, she simply put an end to it all, without warn-
ing or ceremony or explanation. Two years after
Nagasawa left for Germany, Hatsumi married
- another guy, and two years after that she slit her
wrists with a razor.

Nagasawa had been the one to tell me the news,
in a letter from Bonn. “Hatsumi’s death has taken
something out of me and the loneliness is un-
bearable, even for someone the likes of me.”
I threw away the letter and never wrote to him
again. '

*

We went into a tiny bar and had us a couple of
drinks each. Neither Hatsumi nor I said much of
anything. We just sat there drinking and munching
peanuts like some couple whose marriage was on
the rocks. After a while the place started to get
crowded so we stepped out for a walk. Hatsumi of-
fered to pay her own way, but I told her it’d been

my invitation, hence my treat.
Outside, the night air was getting chilly. Hatsumi
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wrapped a light gray cardigan about her shoulders
and walked along beside me, silent as ever. I had no
particular course in mind, slowly strolling the night
streets with both hands in my pockets. Just like
walking with Naoko, I thought.

“Say, Watanabe, know any place around here to
shoot billiards?” asked Hatsumi out of nowhere.

“Billiards?” I queried. “I didn’t know you played
billiards.”

“Well, I do. Not badly either. And you?”’

“I can hold my own at Four Spot. I'm not the
best player around, though.”

“How about it, then? Shall we?”’

So we located a pool hall nearby and went in. It
was a small joint at the dead end of an alley. We
looked completely out of place in that pool hall,
Hatsumi in her chic dress and I in my navy blazer
and regimental tie, but nothing seemed to faze Ha-
tsumi as she selected acue and chalked up. Then she
fetched a hairclip out of her bag and pinned her
hair off to the side of her face so it wouldn’t in-
terfere with her shooting,

We played two rounds of Four Spot. Hatsumi
was every bit as good as she’d said, while I was han-
dicapped by my bandaged hand. She easily won
both games.

“You're some player!” I remarked admiringly.

“Can’t judge by appearances, eh?” she countered
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with a smile, carefully sizing up her next shot.

“Where on earth did you learn to play like that?”

“My grandfather on my father’s side used to be
something of a man of the world in the old days,
and he had a billiard table in his house. So my
brother and I used to play whenever we went over
there. Then, when we got a little older, he gave us
lessons. He was a real character. Sharp dresser,
handsome, too. Prided himself on having met
Deanna Durbin in New York years back.”

She took three bonus shots in a row but missed
the fourth. I barely managed to get one bonus
point, then missed an easy shot.

“It’s the bandage,” Hatsumi consoled me.

“It’s not having played in ages, that’s what it is.
It’s two years and five months since I touched a
pool cue.”

“How can you remember so clearly?”

“I played billiards with a friend of mine and that
very night he died. Something like that sticks in
your mind.”

“And you haven’t played billiards since?”

“Nope, though not especially for that reason,” I
answered after a little thought. “I just somehow
haven’t had occasion to play, that’s all.”

“How did your friend die?”

“Traffic accident,” I said.

She took a few more shots. She installed a serious
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look in her eyes each time she lined up the balls,
and used a precise amount of power when she took
a shot. Just to see her earrings flashing from be-
hind her pushed-back hairdo, her pumps planted
squarely on the floor, and her slender fingers
braced on the green felt, that dingy pool hall was
transformed into a games corner of some
fashionable, high society club. It was my first time
ever alone with her, but what a wonderful ex-
perience it was. With her I felt as if I'd been pulled
up to the next stage in life. After finishing the third
game—naturally, she won all three—my cut hand
had begun to throb slightly so we decided to call it
quits.

“Sorry, I guess I shouldn’t have dragged you into
billiards,” said Hatsumi apologetically.

“Think nothing of it. It’s not much of a cut.
And, besides, I enjoyed myself. A lot,” I said.

Upon leaving, this thin middle-aged manager
type came up to Hatsumi and told her, “That’s
some shootin’ arm ya got there, lady!”” To which
Hatsumi responded with a simple, “Thanks,” and a
smile. This time she paid the tab.

“Does it hurt?” Hatsumi asked once we were out-
side.

“Not that much,” I said.

“Did the cut open up?”’

“It'll probably be okay.”
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“No, really, come to my place. I'll look at your
cut and bandage it up again,” said Hatsumi. “I've
got some gauze and antiseptic at home, and it’s just
around the corner.”

[ assured her that it was nothing to worry about,
that I'd be quite all right, but she insisted that she
really ought to have a look at it.

“Or is it that it makes you uncomfortable to be
around me? Are you in such a hurry to get back to
your own place?” kidded Hatsumi.

“Not on your life,” I said.

“Well, then, don’t stand on ceremony. It’s only a
short walk.”

Hatsumi’s apartment was a fifteen-minute walk
from Shibuya in the direction of Ebisu. A fancy, if
not exactly luxurious, apartment block, though it
did have a small lobby and elevators. She sat me
down at the kitchen table of her two-room spread,
went into the next room to change, reemerged in a
Princeton University yacht parka and cotton
slacks, gold earrings gone. Hauling out a first-aid
kit from somewhere, she set it on the table and pro-
ceeded to undo the bandages, check the cut, give it
a quick once-over with disinfectant, and put on a
new bandage. She handled everything with sin-
gular skill.

“How can you be so good at so many things?” |

asked.



“I used to do volunteer work. Sort of like playing
nurse. That’s how,” said Hatsumi.

After the bandaging, she fetched two beers from
the refrigerator. She drank half of one can and I the
other one and a half. Then she showed me some
snapshots of underclasswomen from her club. To
be sure, there were some cute ones among them.

“If you're ever in the market for a girlfriend, just
come to me. I’ll introduce you right away,” she
said.

“Will do.”

“Tell me, though, Watanabe. Be honest. You
probably think I'm some kind of nosey-mother go-
between, don’t you?”

“A little,” I admitted, laughing at my own hones-
ty. Hatsumi smiled, too. She had a face made for
smiling.

“So tell me, then, what do you think about
Nagasawa and me?”’

“What do you mean, what do I think? What
about you two?”

“What do you think I ought to do, from here
on?”

“My saying anything’s not going to lead any-
where,” | said into my beer.

“That’s no problem. Just say what you think.”

“Well, if I were you, I'd leave the guy. Then I'd
find me someone a little more understanding to live
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with. I mean the guy’s not even thinking about his
own happiness, let alone anyone else’s. Stay with
him and you’ll go haywire. The way [ see it, the fact
that you've stood by him for three years is already
some kind of minor miracle. Granted I like the guy,
in my own way. He’s interesting and has tons of
things to recommend him, abilities and strengths I
could never hope to attain. But he’s utterly
unreasonable in the way he looks at things, the way
he lives. Talking with the guy, I sometimes get the
feeling that I'm really only going around in circles.
He may be going somewhere by that same process,
he may be in an upward spiral, but for me it’s all an
exercise in futility. Which is to say he operates on a
different system. Do you know what I mean?”

“Only too well,” said Hatsumi, retrieving anoth-
er beer from the refrigerator.

“On top of which, once he enters the ministry
and finishes his one year of local training, he’s go-
ing to be abroad for a good long while, right?
What're you going to do then! Are you going to
hang on and wait for him? The guy’s not thinking
of getting married, not ever.”

“I know that.”

“Then I have nothing more to say.”

“Umm,” said Hatsumi.

I took my time pouring beer into my glass.

“You know, [ was thinking while-we were playing
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billiards,” I said. “Now I, being an only child, have
never had siblings, yet I've never once felt lonely or
in want of brothers or sisters. I've always pretty
much resigned myself to being alone. But just now,
when we were shooting pool, it suddenly occurred
to me how nice it would have been to have had an
older sister like you. A pool-shark of a sister who
looked so stunning in a midnight blue dress and
gold earrings.”

Hatsumi looked at me and smiled. “That has to
be the nicest line I've heard all year. Honest.”

“What I'm saying is that I'd like to see you happy,
too,” I said, blushing. “Which is all the more
strange, because while it would seem you could be
happy with almost anyone, why is it that you cling
to someone like Nagasawa?”’

“I realize it’s virtually hopeless. It's something I
find myself helpless to do anything about. But as
Nagasawa would have it, that’s my responsibility.
Nothing he should have to concern himself with.”

“He would say that,” I agreed.

“But you know, Watanabe, I'm no smart cookie.
If anything, I'm your dumb old-fashioned girl. The
System or responsibilities, that all means very little
to me. It'd be enough for me to be married and
sleep each night with the man I loved and have
children. Only that. That’s all I want.”
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“And what he wants is something completely dif-
ferent.”

“But people change, do they not?’ Hatsumi ra-
tionalized.

“They go out in the world and brave the
elements, meet obstacles and setbacks, grow up. Is
that what you mean?”

“Right. And who knows? Once we’ve been apart
for a while, his feelings toward me might change.”

“If we were talking about your normal human be-
ing, they might,” I said. “But not him. He has more
willpower than either of us could possibly imagine,
and each day it grows stronger. And each blow to
his person only makes him want to build up his
strength even more. He’d rather slurp down slugs
than show anyone his back. What can you possibly
expect from a guy like that?”

“But can’t you see, Watanabe, as I am now, all I
can dois wait,” said Hatsumi, propping her chin on
her hands.

“Are you really so stuck on Nagasawa?”’

“I really am,” she answered at once.

“Oh boy!” I'sighed and drank the last of my beer.
“I guess it must be wonderful to love someone with
such absolute faith.”

“I'm just dull and old-fashioned,” said Hatsumi.
“Care for more beer?”’
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“No, I’m fine. I have to be going soon. Thanks
for the bandage and beer.”

I got up, walked to the door, and was putting on
my shoes when the phone rang. Hatsumi looked at
me, then at the telephone, then back at me. “Good
night,” I said and went out the door. As I quietly
closed the door, I caught a glimpse of Hatsumi pick-
ing up the receiver. That was the last I ever saw of

her.
*

It was eleven-thirty by the time I returned to the
dorm. I went straight to Nagasawa’s room and
knocked. After about the tenth knock, however, I
remembered it was Saturday night, and Saturday
nights Nagasawa had a standing alibi of “staying
with relatives” for his weekly overnight pass.

I returned to my room and took off my tie, coat,
and slacks, hung them on a hanger, then changed
into pajamas and brushed my teeth. Then I hap-
pened to think that tomorrow was Sunday. Oh
boy! Seemed like Sundays came around once every
four days recently. And in another two Sundays
I'd be twenty. I rolled over on my bed and stared
at the calendar on the wall, feeling singularly de-
pressed.
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Sunday morning, I sat at my desk writing a letter
to Naoko as I listened to an old Miles Davis
record. A long letter, fueled by a big cup of coffee.
Outside it was overcast and drizzling, making the
room feel like an aquarium. Chilly. The heavy
sweater I pulled out of my clothes drawer smelled of
mothballs. A plump fly adhered to the upper
reaches of the window pane, absolutely motionless.
The Rising Sun drooped for lack of wind, plastered
against the flagpole like an elder senator’s toga. A
skinny, timid-looking brown dog wandered into
the courtyard from somewhere and began to sniff at
the flowers in a corner of the flowerbed. What possi-
ble reason a dog could have for sniffing flowers on a
rainy day was beyond me.

I looked out the window whenever the cut in my
right hand made it too painful for me to write.

First of all I'd written how I'd cut my hand on the
job at the record store, and how Hatsumi and
Nagasawa and I had gone out on Saturday night to
celebrate his passing the Foreign Service exam, giv-
ing details of the restaurant and food. I went so far
as to say that I wished that the mood had stayed as
refined as the food.

I debated whether or not to write about Hatsumi
and me playing billiards as a possible tie-in to
Kizuki, and decided to do so. It seemed like the
right thing to do.
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“That day—the day Kizuki died—I still can pic-
ture the last shot he made. It was a fairly difficult
bank shot and not one I'd expected him to make.
But by what could only have been sheer fluke, he
hit it one hundred percent dead on. The white and
red balls moved over the green felt and glanced off
one another with serene precision. That ended up
being the deciding bonus point. I can still picture
that beautiful shot in my mind’s eye. Not since that
time have I touched billiards.

“Yet the night I played billiards with Hatsumi,
the fact that I didn’t even think of Kizuki until the
first game was up came as something of a shock.
Which is to say that ever since his death, I'd
somehow always expected billiards to remind me of
him. But I didn’t even think of him until I went to
buy a Pepsi from the vending machine after the first
game. And the only reason I thought of him then
was that there’d been a Pepsi machine in our
regular pool hall back then, too. We'd often betted
drink money.

“I felt bad that I hadn’t thought of him, like I'd
almost abandoned him. But when I returned to my
room that night, it occurred to me that here it was,
two and a half years later, and he was still seven-
teen. Although that’s no reason for his memory to
have faded any. Everything brought on by his
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death was still fresh in my mind, some things
maybe even more vivid than they’d been at the
time. Now 'm soon to be twenty. Part of what
Kizuki and I shared in our sixteenth and seven-
teenth years has already gone, never to be re-
claimed, no matter how hard I rail. I can’t explain it
any better than that, but I trust you'll understand
what [ feel, what I'm trying to say. I doubt anyone
else could understand all this like you.

“T've done a lot more thinking about you than I
ever have before. Today it’s raining. Rainy Sundays
throw me off. I can’t do laundry, hence no ironing,
either. No going for walks or sunning myself on the
roof. Instead, I sit at my desk with nothing better to
do than listen to “Kind of Blue” on auto-repeat and
look out at the rainy courtyard. As I wrote before,
on Sundays I don’t wind my mainspring. Which is
why my letters drag on so long. I'll stop here. I'm off
to the dining hall for lunch. 'Bye for now.”

[B]]



CHAPTER9

Midori didn’t show for up the following Monday’s
lecture. What'd come over that girl? I'd last talked
to her over the phone ten days before. I thought of
calling her house, but she’d made it clear she’d be
the one to call me.

That Thursday I met up with Nagasawa in the
dining hall. He took a seat next me, set down his
tray, and apologized for the other night.

“Not at all. You treated me, after all,” I said.
“Though I suppose it was rather strange as new job
celebrations go.”

“You said it,” he said.

Then we ate in silence.

“] made up with Hatsumi,” Nagasawa said sud-
denly.

“I should hope so,” I said.

“Seems [ gave you a piece of my mind, too.”

“So what’s with this repentance? You sick or
something?”’

“Well, maybe so,” he mulled, nodding slightly.
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“By the way, I just thought I'd ask, but did you ad-
vise Hatsumi to break up with me?”

“What d’you expect?”’

“Fair’s fair, I guess.”

“She’s just such a good person,” I said, slurping
my soup.

“l know,” sighed Nagasawa. “Too good for the
likes of me.”

*

A buzzer announcing a telephone call broke into
my sleep. There I'd been, dead to the world, plung-
ing toward the inner reaches of dreamland. My
head was swimming, my brain waterlogged. I didn’t
know what was what. The clock read six-fifteen.
AM. or P.M.? Which day of the week? What date?
The flag wasn’t atop the pole outside, so I figured it
must be six-fifteen in the evening. So the flag-
raising has some use after all.

“Hey, Watanabe, you free?”” Midori was asking,

“What day is it?”

“Friday.”

“Evening?”

“Aren’t you the sharp one. What a thing to ask!
Always an oddball, aren’t you? It’s...let’s see...s1x-
eighteen P.M.”

Evening, eh? I must have fallen asleep while
reading on my bed. Friday. No part-time job Friday
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nights. “I guess I'm free. Where are you now?”
“Ueno Station. Can you meet me in Shinjuku?”
We fixed when and where to meet and then hung

up.

By the time I arrived at “Jazz and Booze” Dug,
Midori was already seated at the end of the
counter, drink in hand. She was wearing a crum-
pled man’s trenchcoat over a thin yellow sweater
and jeans, two bracelets on her wrist.

“What’re you drinking?” I asked her.

“A Tom Collins,” she replied.

I ordered a whiskey and soda, then I noticed the
large leather satchel at her feet.

“P've been away,” she explained.

“Where to?”

“Nara and Aomori.”

“In one trip? They’re in opposite directions.” |
showed my surprise.

“Give me a break! | may be an oddball, but I
wouldn’t even think of doing Nara and Aomori in
one go. I made two separate trips. To Nara with my
boyfriend and Aomori all by my lonesome.”

I took a sip of my whiskey and soda, then held a
match to the Marlboro that Midori put to her lips.

“A trying time, [ suppose, what with the funeral
and all.”

“The funeral was child’s play. We’re used to it by
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now. Wear a black kimono and sit tight with a
somber look on your face, and everyone around
you takes care of the rest. Relatives, friends of the
family. They buy the saké, order the sushi, do the
consoling and the crying, raise a fuss, divvy up the
keepsakes. It’s easy. A picnic compared to visiting
the hospital day in and day out, a real picnic. We
were so exhausted, my sister and me, no tears
would even come. Honest. It was enough to make
others see us as cold. Still, we refused to cry, out of
spite almost. Sure, we could have cried false tears,
but no way were we about to put on a show for
anyone. Everyone expecting us to cry only made us
want to do the opposite. My sister and | are alike in
that way, though otherwise we’re totally different.”

Midori’s bracelets rattled as she summoned a
waiter to order another Tom Collins and pis-
tachios.

“Once everyone had gone home, we stayed up
drinking saké until dawn, a whole big bottle of it.
We bad-mouthed the lot of them, the funeral
crowd. So-and-so was a real idiot, this guy a jerk.
Mangy dogs, pigs, hypocrites, common crooks. The
whole night through. We got it out of our systems
and felt loads better for it.”

“I bet.”

“Then we crawled under the covers and slept. 1
can’t tell you how well we slept. The others may
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have phoned for all we knew, but we slept through
it all. When finally we awoke, the two of us ordered
sushi and had another good long talk. That’s when
we decided. We'd close the store for a while and just
do the things we'd been wanting to do. We’d had
our share of hard times, now was time for a break.
So I thought I'd take a little trip with my boyfriend
and we'd fuck our brains out,” said Midori. Then
she pursed her lips and scratched her ear. “Sorry
about my language.”

“Quite okay. So you went to Nara?”

“Right. I've always liked Nara.”

“And you really did up the town?”

“I wish,” she said with a sigh. “The moment we
checked into the hotel, I got hit with my period. A
real gusher.”

I laughed in spite of myself.

“It was no laughing matter, let me tell you. It
came a week early. I broke down and cried. It
ruined everything. I'm sure all the tension threw
- me off schedule. He was furious. He’s just that type,
gets mad at anything. But what was I supposed to
do? It wasn’t like I'd wanted it to happen. But when
I get my period, I get it heavy, generally. For the
first couple of days I never feel up to much. I don’t
recommend seeing me at those times.”

“Pll try not to. How am I supposed to tell,
though?” I asked.
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“Well, how about ifI wore a red cap the first two
days of my period?”” Midori tossed out with a laugh.
“Soifyousawmeonthestreet wearingaredcap,you’d
know to stay out of my way.”

“Now if only all the women in the world would
do the same,” | appended. “But what did you end
up doing in Nara?”

“I fed the deer in the park, what else? Walked
and strolled and walked and strolled, went back to
the hotel. The pits. Had one bang-up fight with
him and haven’t seen him since. I hung around
Tokyo a couple of days, then decided to take off for
Aomori by myself. I have a friend in Hirosaki I
stayed with for two days, then I looped over
through Shimokita and Tappi. Nice places, let me
tell you. I’'d written them up once for a travel guide.
Ever been up there?”

I told her no.

“Oh,” said Midori, sipping her Tom Collins and
cracking a pistachio. “And the whole time [ was
traveling, I thought of you. So you see, I’'m happy
as can be to find myself sitting here next to you
now.”

“How’s that?”

“‘How’s that? ” she said, blanking out at me in
disbelief. “What do you mean, ‘How’s that?’”

“What I mean is, why all this thinking about
me?”
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“Because I'm falling for you, stupid! What other
reason could there be? Who dreams of being with
someone they haven't got a thing for?”

“But what about your boyfriend? Shouldn’t you
be thinking about him?” I asked over a slow sip of
my whiskey and soda.

“I can’t think about you if I’'ve got a boyfriend, is
that it?”

“No, I didn’t mean...”

“Say, Watanabe,” she said, pointing a finger. “I
must warn you. T his has all been building up inside
me for a month now. The pressure is just in-cre-
dible. So don’t give me any nonsense. Or [ might just
break down and cry on the spot. And once the tear
ducts are primed, I'll be crying all night. Got it? I
cry like a real animal, heedless of anything around
me. | swear.”

That shut me up. I simply nodded and ordered a
second whiskey and soda to go with the pistachios.
A percussion section of cocktail shakers, clinking
glasses, and ice machine thuds backed up a smooth
old Sarah Vaughan love song.

“Ever since the tampon incident, he and I h.d
been on shaky grounds,” said Midori out of
nowhere.

“Tampon incident?”

“Uh-huh. Maybe a month ago, me and him and
his friends, five or six of us, went out drinking and I
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told them how once this neighbor of mine sneezed
and her tampon popped right out. Funny, right?”

“Funny, I'd say,” I chortled in agreement.

“Well, so did everybody else, except him. He got
all mad, saying why'd I have to be so crude? [ don’t
know why he’s so straight-laced. He’s a good person
and all, but narrow-minded, if you know what I
mean. He even gets bent out of shape if I wear
underwear that’s some other color besides white.
Now that’s narrow-minded, wouldn’t you say?”

“Mmm, but there’s no accounting for taste,” I
said, more surprised that a guy like that could have
taken up with Midori in the first place. I wasn’t
about to say that, though.

“And what've you been up to?”

“Nothing much. More of the usual.” Then I
remembered, I'd masturbated as per Midori’s re-
quest. | lowered my voice so no one could hear
what [ told her,

Midori’s face glowed and she snapped her
fingers. “How was it? Come off okay?”

“l got embarrassed midway. I don’t know why.”

“Lost it, did you?”

“Kind of.”

“That’ll never do,” chided Midori, looking at me
out of the corner of her eye. “You must never get
embarrassed. You’ve got to think your dirtiest. I
give you my okay. Next time I’ll cue you by phone.
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Oooh...ah...yes, right there...oh so-o-o good...no,
no, I'm coming...no, not that...you know, stuff like
that. You can do it listening.”

“The dorm telephone is in the lobby, right where
everybody and his brother passes by,” I explained.
“The dorm supervisor would beat me to death, no
questions asked.”

“Well now, that does put a crimp on it.”

“l haven't given up. I'll try again by myself
sometime.”

“Keep at it.”

“Will do.”

“Maybe I'm just not sexy. Not enough presence
or something.”

“No, that's not it at all,” I said. “It’s more, how
can | put this, a question of stance.”

“Stance, eh? I really get off from behind. A good
slick finger job.”

“I'll remember that.”

“Say, how about going to see a movie? Some real
hard-core SM,” prompted Midori.

So we went to a restaurant specializing in eel and
had dinner, then scoured Shinjuku’s numecrous
scummy backstreet theaters and found a place
showing a triple feature. According to the paper,
this was the only place running SM pix. The movie
theater smelled screwy to say the least. We'd lucked
out and just happened to enter at the beginning of
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the feature. It was a story—if you can call it that—
about two sisters, a secretary and a high school girl,
who get abducted by these men who keep them
locked away somewhere for their sadistic pleasure.
The men threaten to rape the younger sister so as
to give the older sister a real working over, only she
turns totally masochist in the process and has them
do it to her right in front of the younger sister, who
goes crazy. The whole thing was so limited to
perversion and darkness that it got a little tedious.

“It'd take more than that to make me go crazy if I
was the younger one,” Midori told me. “I'd move in
for a better look.”

“I bet,” I said.

“And you know, for a high school virgin, her tits
are a little too pronounced, don’t you think?”

l‘I,d Say.”

She practically ate up the film, she was so into it.
I was in total admiration at her ability to get the
most out of the cost of her ticket. She gave me a full
report whenever something occurred to her.

It was, “Wow, get a load of that!” Or, “Three
guys at once and I'd be in pieces.” Or, “Now that’s
something I'd like to try out on someone!” It was
more fun watching her than watching the movie.

At the interval, when the lights came on, it
became clear that Midori was the only woman in
the house. One young student-type took a gander
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at Midori and moved off to another seat far away.

“Tell me, Toru,” asked Midori. “Do you get hard
seeing stuff like this?”’

“Well, sure, sometimes,” I admitted. “I mean
that’s what the movie was made to do, no?”

“So when those scenes roll around, everyone’s
erect? Thirty or forty guys’ things standing straight
up? Doesn’t that strike you as odd when you think
about it?”

Well, now that she mentioned it, it did.

The second feature was rather tame by com-
parison, and by the same measure it was a whole lot
more tedious. The film was heavy on oral sex. Each
time there came a scene with fellatio or cunnilingus
or sixty-nine, the whole theater resounded with lap-
ping and sucking noises. Hearing all these sounds, I
couldn’t help but wonder what a curious planet I
lived on.

“Who comes up with all these sounds?” I said to
Midori.

“Me, I love these soundtracks,” said Midori.

There was the sound of a penis going in and out
of a vagina. There were sounds | never knew ex-
isted. The man panted, the woman moaned, “Oh
yes, oh yes,” and “More, more.” Your standard
repertoire. There was the creaking of the bed.
Endlessly prolonged scenes. At first Midori was
riveted to the screen, but even she had had her fill
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after a while and suggested we go. Once outside, |
took a deep breath. It was the first time I'd ever
thought Shinjuku air refreshing.

“Good fun,” said Midori. “Let’s go again some-
time.”

“It’d only be more of the same no matter how
many films we saw,” [ said.

“Them’s the breaks. You can’t say we do any dif-
ferent, though.”

She did have a point.

We then hit another bar, where I had whiskey
and Midori three or four unfathomable cocktails.
When we left, Midori said she'd like to go climb
trees.

“No trees around here. PlusI don’t imagine we're
up to tree-climbing as smashed as we are,” I said.

“You're always coming out with such categorical
statements and putting a damper on things. I
wanted to get drunk, so I got drunk. You think I
can’t climb a tree just 'cause I'm drunk? Hmph! I'll
show you. I'll go to the top of a tall, tall tree like a
cicada and piss a storm over everybody.”

“You need to find a toilet, is that it?”

“Correct.”

[ led Midori to a pay toilet in Shinjuku Station,
put change in the outer entrance, bought an eve-
ning paper at a newsstand, and waited for her to
emerge. But she didn’t. After fifteen minutes I
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started to worry. I was just about to go check out
the situation when out she came, looking a little
pale.

“Sorry. I fell asleep on the toilet,” Midori apol-
ogized.

“You all right?” I asked as I put my coat around
her.

“Not really.”

“Tll see you home,” I said. “You ought to have a
hot bath and get to bed. You're probably worn
out.”

“I’m not going home. There’s nobody there and I
don’t want to sleep alone.”

“Fine and dandy,” I said. “So what’s the plan?”

“Let’s check into a love hotel around here and I
cansleepin your arms. Straight through untilmorn-
ing. Then we can eat breakfast somewhere and
head off together for school.”

“Was this your plar all along?”

“Of course.”

“You could’'ve just as easily called up your
boyfriend, couldn’t you? Wouldn’t that have been
the natural thing to do? That’s what lovers are for,
aren’t they?”

“But I want to be with you.”

“That’s just not possible,” I snapped. “First of all,
I've got to be back at my dorm by midnight. Other-
wise 1 get saddled with an Unauthorized Leave,
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which I've had to deal with once before and it was
no fun. Secondly, if I slept with you, I'd of course
want to do it with you, and I don’t like having to
hold myself back. I might even force myself on
you.”

“Would you beat me and tie me up and rape me
from behind?”

“Listen, this is rio joke.”

“But I'm lonely. Terribly lonely. Don'’t you think
it makes me feel bad to have to ask you? I'm so
demanding and I give you nothing. I'm such a
motor-mouth, always ringing you up and dragging
you around. But you're the only one I can ask. In
my twenty years up to now, 've never had my way.
Father and Mother would never listen to me, and
my boyfriend just wasn’t the type. He'd get mad if 1
wanted my own way and it’d be another fight.
That’s why you're the only person I can talk to like
this. Meanwhile, I’'m just so frazzled, I only want to
sleep with someone who'll tell me I'm pretty and
lovable. That’s all I ask. To wake up all bright and
fresh. I'd never be so pushy again, never. I'll be a
good girl.”

“I don’t want to hear this,” I said.

“Please. If not, I'll sit here crying all night. And
I'll end up sleeping with the first guy that comes
along.”

There wasn’t much I could do. I rang up the
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dorm and had Nagasawa paged to the phone to ask
if he could arrange to make it look as if I'd returned
to the dorm. [ told him I was with a girl. Fine, glad
to aid and abet my delinquency, he said. “Don’t
worry. I'll turn over the sign to make it seem that
you’re in your room. Then tomorrow morning you
can climb in through my window.”

“Thanks. I owe you one,” I said and hung up.

“Howd it go?’ asked Midori.

“Okay, more or less,” I said with a deep sigh.

“Well, it’s still a little early. Why don’t we goto a
disco?”

“Weren’t you worn out?”

“I've got special energy reserves for this.”

“Now she tells me,” I said.

Actually, dancing did gradually perk Midori up.
And two coke-and-whiskeys didn’t hurt either. We
were out on the floor until the sweat was pouring
from our faces.

“I'm having a great time,” said Midori, cat hing
her breath as she sat down at a table. “Been a while
since I've gone dancing. Great psychological release
just to move the old body around.”

“From where [ sit, I'd have said you always look
pretty ‘released.’”

“How can you say that?” laughed Midori with a



toss of her head. “Get me this up and I get fam-
ished. What say we go for a pizza?”

I took her to a pizza house where I often went
and ordered two draft beers and an anchovy pizza. |
wasn’t all that hungry, so I only ate four of the
twelve slices, while Midori shoveled down the rest.

“You recover quickly. And you were so pale just
a little while ago.” I could have kicked myself.

“My pleading paid off,” said Midori. “Pretty
good ploy, I'd say. But isn’t this fabulous pizza,
though?”

“Hey, be honest now, is there really no one else
at home?”

“Honest. My sister’s staying over at a friend’s.
She’s a real ’fraidy-cat. Won’t sleep at home if I'm
not there.”

“Fine, but let’s take a rain check on the love
hotel,” I said. “Going to one of those places is so
pointless. Let’s go to your house instead. You do
have extra bedding for me, don’t you?”

Midori gave it a little thought and nodded.
“Fine, let’s go home,” she said.

We took the Yamanote Line to Otsuka, raised
the shutter of the Kobayashi Book Shop and went
in. A piece of paper pasted on the shutter read,
“On Holiday.” The store hadn’t been opened in a
long time, it seemed, and the interior had a musty
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smell of old paper. The shelves were half-empty,
and almost all the magazines tied up in bundles
would be returned for pulping. It was even emptier
and colder than I remembered from my first visit. It
seemed like some beached shell of a shipwreck.

“Think you'll ever start the store again?’ I
thought to ask.

“We've decided to sell.” Midori dropped the line
flat. “We'll sell the store, and my sister and I'll split
the money. Then it’ll be up to us to make our own
way without anybody looking out for us. My
sister’ll be getting married next year and I've still
got another three years of university. Probably just
about enough money. I'll continue to work, too.
Once we've sold the store, my sister and I'll rent an
apartment somewhere and live together for a
while.”

“Does it look like the store’ll sell?”

“Probably. There’s one person we know who
wants to set up a knitting supply store and was ask-
ing about the place not long ago,” said Midori.
“Poor Father. Worked so hard to save up and buy
this store, paying off loans little by little, and what
did he end up having to show for it? Practically
nothing. Everything vanished like so much foam.”

“You're still here,” I offered.

“Me?” snickered Midori, then she let out a big
sigh. “Let’s go upstairs. It’s cold here.”
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She ran the bath and I put the kettle on for tea,
which we drank sitting across from each other at
the dining table, waiting for the water in the tub to
heat up. She planted her elbows on the table for a
chin rest and gave me a good look. The only
sounds were the ticking of the clock and the
refrigerator switching on and off. The clock read
close to twelve.

“Toru, you have an interesting face when one
really looks at it,” said Midori.

“Thanks a lot,” I said, somewhat hurt.

“T usually go for looks, but the more I look at
you, I get to thinking, just as soon him as another.”

“I get to feeling that way sometimes, too. Might
as well be me as another.”

“Say, now, I didn’t mean to put you down. It’s
just that I'm not too good at expressing my feelings,
so don’t get me wrong. I’'m trying to say how much I
like you. Or did I already tell you that?”

“You did,” I said.

“You see, I'm learning about men, slowly but
surely.”

Midori fetched a pack of Marlboros and lit one.
“Starting from zero, I've got a lot to learn.”

“I'll bet,” I said.

“Oh, before I forget, would you light some in-
cense for my father?” asked Midori. I followed her
to a room with a Buddhist altar, offered a stick of in-
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cense, and put my palms together in a gesture of

respect.

~ “See the portrait of Father? The other day I stood
naked before the photo, just to show him. ‘Father,

these are my tits, this is my cunt,’ like that.”

“What’s this now?” 1 asked, at something of a
loss.

“No particular reason. But half of me is Father’s
sperm, after all. Why shouldn’t I show him? Like
‘This is your daughter.’ I admit I was a little drunk
at the time.”

‘(Hmm.”

“Then my sister happened along and nearly had
a fit. | mean, there I was, giving Father’s funerary
image a full-crotch view, she must have been sur-
prised.”

“I guess so.”

“So I explained to her what | was doing. That I
was doing it for such-and-such reasons. I told her,
‘Momo, you should take off your clothes and show
yourself to Father, too.” But she refused. She just
stormed off in a snit. She’s so old-fashioned about
stuff like that.”

“You mean she’s relatively normal,” I said.

“Tell me, Toru, what did you think of Father?”

“I'm none too comfortable about meeting people
for the first time, but I didn’t feel awkward being
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alone with him. In fact, I was pretty much at ease.
We talked about a lot of things.”

“Like for example?”

“Euripides.”

Midori let out a cheery laugh. “You’re such an
oddball, I swear. Who else would talk about Eu-
ripides with a man in his death throes?”

“Who else would give her deceased father’s por-
trait a spread-crotch shot?” I countered.

Midori snickered as she rang the altar bell.
“Good night, Father. We'’re going to have a good
time from here on in, so rest easy. No more troubles
for you. You're dead and gone away from all your
suffering. If you're still in pain, put in a word with
God. You know, like, ‘This isn't quite fair.” Meet
up with Mother in heaven and do it all you want. I
helped you when you needed to take a piss, so I
know you've got a good thing on you. So keep at it.

Good night.”

We took turns in the bath, then changed into pa-
jamas. 1 borrowed a just-like-new pair of her
father’s. They were a little tight, but better than
nothing. Midori laid out guest bedding in the room
with the altar.

“You’re not afraid of sleeping in front of the
altar, are you?” asked Midori.

151



“Why should 1 be? I haven’t done anything
wrong,” I said with a smile.

“But you will hold me until I get to sleep, won’t
you?”

“Sure.”

I held her for a good long time, though I nearly
rolled off the edge of Midori’s tiny bed a few times.
Midori burrowed her nose into my chest, her hands
flung loosely about my waist. I put my right arm
around her back and kept myself from falling by
gripping the bedpost with my left. Hardly a scene of
sexual ecstasy. The tip of my nose touched Midori’s
head, and her short-cropped hair tickled my
nostrils.

“C’mon, speak to me, tell me something,” in-
sisted Midori, her face buried in my chest.

“Like what?”

“Anything, whatever, just to make me feel
good.”

“You're so cute.”

“Midori,” she said. “Tack my name onto that.”

“You’re so cute, Midori.”

“How much is so cute?”

“Cute enough to crumble the mountains and dry
up the seas.”

Midori looked up with a start. “I must say you
have a unique way with words.”

“I really melt when you say that,” I bubbled.
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“Say something even more wonderful.”

“I’m crazy about you, Midori.”

“How much now?”

“I'm as crazy about you as a bear in spring.”

“A bear in spring?”’ Midori looked up again.
“What'’s that supposed to mean, ‘a bear in spring'?”

“There you are, strolling alone through the
spring meadows, when, from the other direction,
who should come along but a cute little bright-eyed
baby bear with fur all velvety smooth, saying,
‘Hello there, Miss, won’t you come a-tumbling with
me? So you hold onto the bear and roll down the
clover-covered hill. You play like that all day long.
Wouldn’t that be wonderful?”’

“That'd be more than wonderful!”

“Well, I'm that crazy about you.”

Midori hugged me tightly. “You're tops,” she
said. “If you really like me that much, you'll give a
listen to whatI have to say, won’t you? Without get-
ting mad?”’

“Of course.”

“And you’ll be good to me?”

“Of course,” I said, stroking her boylike head of
fine crew-cut hair. “It’s all right, nothing to worry
about. Everything'll be fine.”

“But I'm frightened,” said Midori.

I cradled her gently in my arms and soon enough
her shoulders began to go up and down:with a gen-
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tle regularity. As soon as I could hear the soft
breathing of Midori’s sleep, I quietly extricated
myself from her bed and went into the kitchen for a
beer. | wasn'’t feeling the least bit sleepy, so I looked
around for maybe a book to read. How could there
not be one book lying somewhere? I thought about
going back into Midori’s room, but I didn’t want to
wake her by poking through her bookshelves.

After sipping my beer a while, it suddenly struck
me. This was a bookstore, right? I went downstairs,
switched on the light, and scanned the shelves of
paperbacks. Very few titles caught my fancy, and
most of those that did, I'd already read. But I did
need something to read. So I picked out a long-un-
sold copy of Herman Hesse’s Beneath the Wheel with
a discolored spine and left the purchase price by the
register. It was the least I could do toward helping
reduce dead stock at the Kobayashi Book Shop.

I settled back down to my beer at the kitchen
table and plowed through the book. The first time
I'd read Beneath the Wheel had been in my first year
of junior high. And here I was, eight years later, sit-
ting in the kitchen of a girl’s house, wearing her
dead father’s size-too-small pajamas, reading that
very same book in the middle of the night. Isn’t life
strange! If not for these circumstances, would I ever
have picked the book up again?

Beneath the Wheel may have been a little corny,
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but it was not a bad little novel at that. [ had a
great time of it, happily reading on in the hushed
late-night kitchen. I saw a dusty bottle of brandy on
a shelf, so I poured myself a little in a coffee cup.
The brandy warmed my insides but didn’t make me
any sleepier.

Just before three o’clock I went in to check on
Midori, but she was still fast asleep. She really must
have been tired. The lamps lining the shopping
street outside cast their pale artificial light into the
room, but Midori had her back to it all. She seemed
frozen in place, unmoving, though I could hear her
faint breathing when I leaned closer. She was sleep-
ing just like her father, it occurred to me.

Midori’s travel satchel lay just where she’d
dropped it by the bed, and her white coat was
draped over the back of a chair. Everything was
neat on her desk, and a Snoopy calendar hung on
the wall behind. I drew the curtain slightly and
peered down on the deserted shopping street. The
shops had their shutters lowered, but a row of vend-
ing machines crouched in an all-night vigil in
front of the liquor store. All was silent except for
the occasional whine of truck tires in the distance. |
returned to the kitchen and poured myself another
cup of brandy before continuing with the Hesse.

The sky was growing light by the time I finished
the novel. | made myself some instant coffee and
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wrote a quick note on a memo pad, saying I'd
helped myself to some brandy, bought a copy of
Beneath the Wheel, and headed home at dawn,
thanks. Then, after a moment’s hesitation, I ad-
dressed it “To My Sleeping Cutie.” [ washed out
my coffee cup, turned out the kitchen light, went
downstairs, and cautiously raised the shutters to
leave. I was worried what the neighbors might
think if they saw me, but nobody was up and about
at six o’clock, only the crows glaring down from a
nearby roof, same as ever. I looked up at Midori’s
window with its pink curtain, then set out for the
streetcar and rode it to the last stop, walking to the
dorm from there. A small set-menu restaurant was
open for breakfast, so I went in and had soup with
rice, pickles, and a fried egg. Then I swung around
the back of the dorm and rapped lightly on
Nagasawa’s window. He opened it immediately to
let me in.

“Care for some coffee?” he offered, but I told him
no. | thanked him for everything and repaired to
my own room, brushed my teeth, took off my
slacks, and crawled under the covers for some shut-
eye. Before long, a lead-heavy lid of dreamless sleep
slid over me.

*

I wrote to Naoko every week and several letters
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came from her. Not very long letters, but she did
write that since November the mornings and eve-
nings had been getting chilly.

“Your return to Tokyo coincided with the ap-
proach of autumn, so that for a while I could not
tell whether this emptiness inside me is due to your
absence or to the season. I talk a lot about you with
Reiko. She sends her best regards. Reiko looks out
for me as always. I doubt I could stand the life here
if it wasn’t for her. When I get lonely I cry. Reiko
says it’s good for me to cry. Still, this loneliness is
hard to take. When I get to feeling lonely, all sorts
of people talk to me from the shadows. Like the
wind whistling through the trees at night. Kizuki
and my big sister, they both talk to me. I guess
they’re lonely, too, and need someone to talk to.

“Sometimes, on nights when the loneliness starts
to get to me, | reread your letters. Most things that
come in from the outside only confuse me, but the
things you write—about what happens around
you—put me at ease. Strange. Why is that? So [
keep reading them over and over. Reiko does, too.
Then the both of us talk about what you wrote. 1
like the part about this Midori’s father. Your week-
ly letters are one of the few entertainments we
have--yes, letters are entertainment, up here at
least. We look forward to them.

“I try my best to set aside time to write you, but
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without fail I always get depressed when a sheet of
stationery is lying there before me. P'm squeezing
out my last drop of strength to write this letter.
Please don’t get me wrong. There’s many, many
things I want to tell you, Toru, but I just can’t seem
to put them into words very well. Reiko scolds and
tells me that I should answer your letters, but
writing letters is tough for me.

“This Midori you write about sounds like an in-
teresting person. Reading your letter, I get the feel-
ing that she likes you, but when I brought it up
with Reiko, what she said was, ‘That’s obvious! I
like Watanabe, too.” Every day now we’re picking
mushrooms and gathering chestnuts. It’s chestnut
rice, mushroom rice, all sorts of good things to eat,
day after day. I can’t get enough of it. Yet Reiko
still keeps on smoking and hardly eating. The birds
and rabbits are all well. ‘Bye for now.”

*

Three days after my twentieth birthday a
package came from Naoko. Inside was a burgundy
crew-neck sweater along with a letter. “Happy
Birthday!” Naoko had written. “I wish you all the °
best for your twentieth year. My twentieth year
looks like it’s destined to end up my worst. I can on-
ly hope yours is better. That would make me truly
very happy. Reiko and I each knitted half this
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sweater. If ] had done it all myself, it would have
taken until Valentine’s Day next year. The good
half is Reiko’s and the bad half is mine. Reiko is
good at whatever she does. I sometimes get so
frustrated with myself just watching her. I'd like to
be able to do something I could be proud of. All for
now. Take care.”

There also was a short note from Reiko.

“How goes everything? To you Naoko may repre-
sent the essence of happiness, but to me she’s just a
clumsy girl who'’s no good with her hands. Still,
somehow we managed to finish this sweater
together. So what do you think? Striking, eh? We
both decided on the style and color. Happy Birth-

day!”



CurAPTER 10

1969 was one hopeless swamp of a year. I felt sure
my feet were going to pull right out of my shoes
with the least step, so deep was I into the sticky
thick of it. But there I was, treading my darnedest
through the mire. I couldn’t see a thing before me
or behind. Only that dark slime as far as the eye
could see.

Even time slowed to spurts, glued to my pace,
step by step. Other people went on ahead at a nor-
mal clip, leaving me to my pathetic crawl through
the mud. The world around me changed dramatical-
ly. John Coltrane and who knows who else died.
People were calling for reforms, and it seemed cer-
tain that reforms were going to come sweeping
through. But ultimately it all turned out to be mean-
ingless background to what was really going on. I
hardly looked up from one day to the next. Before
my eyes all was sludge and mire without end. I'd
put my right foot down, pick up my left, put down
my left, and up with my right. I had no real idea
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where 1 was, no confidence I was even heading in
the right direction. All I knew was I had to go on,
one step at a time.

I turned twenty and autumn turned to winter,
but there was no appreciable change in my life. I at-
tended university, went to my part-time job three
times a week, reread Gatsby from time to time, and
on Sundays I did the laundry and wrote long letters
to Naoko. Occasionally I'd see Midori and we’d eat
out or go to the zoo or take in a movie. Prospects
for selling off the Kobayashi Book Shop were look-
ing good, so she and her sister moved into a
two-bedroom apartment near Myogadani Station,
though as soon as her sister got married Midori said
she’d find another place of her own. She once had
me over for lunch. The rooms were nice and sunlit,
much more comfortable than above the Kobayashi
Book Shop.

Nagasawa invited me to go out with him several
times, but I always turned him down, saying I had
things to do. I simply couldn’t be bothered. Not
that I didn’t want to sleep with girls, mind you. It
was just that the thought of going out on the town,
drinking, targeting some girl, and striking up a con-
versation only to do the hotel scene, that whole pro-
cess depressed me. | had to hand it to a guy like
Nagasawa being able to carry on that way so tireless-
ly. Perhaps it was due to what Hatsumi had said,
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but I was much happier thinking about Naoko than
sleeping around with girls whose names I didn’t
even know. The thought of Naoko’s fingers getting
me off in the middle of the fields, that touch came
to mind more vividly than anything.

At the beginning of December I wrote Naoko to
ask if [ might visit her over my winter break. And
Reiko replied, saying they’d love to have me come.
She was writing for Naoko who wasn’t up to
writing at the moment. Not that I should worry
that she was ill. It was just one of those cycles.

Winter break rolled around and I packed my
knapsack, donned my snow boots, and headed for
Kyoto. As that crazy doctor had said, the moun-
tains were truly impressive covered in snow.

~ Just like before, I stayed at Naoko and Reiko’s
place. And just like before, I was there for three
days. Every night, when the sun went down, Reiko
would play the guitar and the three of us would
talk. In the daytime, instead of picnics we’d go
cross-country skiing. One hour in boots and skiis
and I'd be sweating and out of breath. In spare
moments 'd help shovel snow. Miyata, that weird
doctor, once more joined our table to tell us, “why
the middle digit is longer than the first on the hand
but shorter on the foot.” And Omura the
gatekeeper raved on about Tokyo pork again.
Reiko was delighted with the records I brought her
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and had soon scored a few songs for the guitar.

Naoko, however, seemed more reserved than
when I'd visited in the autumn. When the three of
us were together, she’d hardly say a word and just
sit there on the sofa, smiling. Reiko, meanwhile,
took up the slack and talked for both of them.
“Don’t mind me,” Naoko would say. “It’s just a
phase. I'd rather listen to you.”

As soon as Reiko concocted some reason to disap-
pear somewhere, Naoko and I bedded down
together. 1 kissed her neck and shoulders and
breasts, and she did me by hand, same as before.
When I came, I embraced her and told her how
much I'd remembered her touch these past two
months. That I'd fantasized about her from
memory when I masturbated.

“You didn’t sleep with anyone else?” Naoko
asked.

“Not once,” I said.

“Well, then, remember this, too,” she said as she
slid down to kiss my penis, envelop its heat in her
lips, and slide her tongue along its length. Naoko’s
long, straight hair spilled over my abdomen and
swayed to her mouthed rhythms. And I came
again.

“Think you can remember that?” teased Naoko.

“I believe that’ll do me for a while,” I said. I drew
Naoko close to me and reached my fingers inside
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her panties, but she wasn’t a bit moist. Naoko
shook her head and I removed my hand. We em-
braced for a while without saying anything.

“After this school year I'm thinking of leaving
the dorm and finding a place of my own,” I said.
“Dorm life is starting to get to me, and, besides, I
can make ends meet with my part-time job. Who
knows? Maybe we could live together? Like we
talked about before.”

“I can’t tell you how happy that makes me,” said
Naoko.

“Not that it’s such a bad little place here. It’s
peaceful enough. No complaints about the surround-
ings, either. And Reiko’s so wonderful. But it’s no
place to stay for too long. It’s a little too special a
place for that. After a while you’d never want to
leave.”

Naoko said nothing but simply turned her eyes
toward the window and the scenery outside.
Snow clouds swept in low across the snow-covered
ground, leaving only the narrowest gap between.

“Take your time, think it over,” I said. “But in
any case 'll be moving by March. So I'll be ready
for you if and when you want.”

Naoko nodded. I took her in my arms as delicate-
ly as if I was holding a piece of fine glassware. She
put her arms around my neck, I naked, she in her



white scanties. Her body was so beautiful I just
couldn’t get over it.

“Why am I not wet,” Naoko half-asked herself.
“It’s really only happened to me once. On my twen-
tieth birthday back in April. That night you had
me. What could be wrong with me?”

“It’s all in your head, so just give it time. There’s
no rush. Everything'll turn out just fine.”

“All my problems are in my head,” said Naoko.
“What if I never get moist, what if I can never have
sex in my whole life? Would you still want me then?
You’re going to tell me you’d put up with hand-
and blowjobs the rest of your days? Or would you
get your sex from another woman?”

“I’'m basically an optimist,” I offered.

Naoko sat up in bed, pulled a T-shirt over her
head, and donned a flannel shirt and jeans. Hint-
ing that I should get dressed, too.

“Give me some time to think about it,” said
Naoko. “And you, too, you take some time and
think about it.”

“Pll think about it,” I said. “Meanwhile, your
fellatio was quite a number.”

Naoko blushed, then smiled. “Kizuki always said
SO.”

“He and I usually did agree on things,” I said
with a laugh.



Afterwards we sat around the kitchen table,
drinking coffee and reminiscing. She’d finally come
around to being able to talk about Kizuki, albeit a
little at a time, with carefully chosen words. The
snowfall was stop and go, continually, and it never
once cleared up the three days I was there. I told
her I thought I'd make it up again in March, then
we embraced through our heavy coats and kissed.
Goodbye, Naoko told me.

*

The year 1970 arrived, striking the closing note
of my teens. A whole new sound to my ears, the
seventies. And I found myself setting foot in a
whole new quagmire. Final exams I passed with
relative ease. Having gone to school nearly every
day for the lack of much else to do, 1 didn’t really
have to study in order to pass.

We had our share of problems on campus. One
factioni of activists hid an arsenal of helmets and
steel pipes in the dormitory, which instigated
something of a run-in with the resident jocks, and
in the fracas twostudents were wounded and six ex-
pelled from the dorm. The whole affair dragged on
for what seemed like ages, with some little flare up
practically every day. A heaviness loomed over the
whole place, putting everyone on edge. With all
that loose energy in the air, even | seemed headed
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for some close scrapes with the gym crew, were it
not for Nagasawa’s intervention on my behalf.
Whatever, the time was ripe for me to leave the
dorm.

Once through with the worst of my exams, I
began seriously to look for an apartment. After one
week | managed to find an affordable place in the
suburbs near Kichijoji. The commute was a little in-
convenient, but the great thing was that it was an
actual house. A real find. It was situated in one cor-
ner of a large residential lot, like a guest house or
gardener’s shed, with the main house located
beyond the scruffy remains of a garden. The
landlord used the main entrance and I the back, so
there was privacy aplenty. I had a couple of rooms
with a small kitchen and toilet, not to mention a
ridiculous amount of closet space. The side facing
the garden even had a traditional Japanese veran-
da. I leased it on the condition that I'd give it up
should the landlord’s grandson move to Tokyo the
next year, hence the low price. The couple who
owned it were getting on in years. Very nice, easy-
going people who allowed me a fairly free hand
with the place.

Nagasawa helped me move. He borrowed a small
truck from somewhere, and threw in the promised
refrigerator and TV and big thermos. All highly ap-
preciated items. Two days later he, too, was slated
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to move out of the dorm to an apartment in Mita.

“Well, I doubt we’ll be seeing much of each other
for a while, so take care,” he said on parting. “But
like I said, some chance something somewhere
down the line is going to throw us back together. 1
just know it.”

“I’ll look forward to that,” I said.

“By the way, just for the record, that time we
changed girls, I liked the one that wasn’t pretty.”

“Same here,” | said. “But whatever you do, Naga-
sawa, take good care of Hatsumi. You'll never
find another like her and she’s more fragile than
she looks.”

“I know that,” he admitted. “That’s why, if you
want to know the truth, after me I think you ought
to take her under your wing. You and Hatsumi’d
hit it off for sure.”

“This is no joking matter,” I said, startled.

“Only kidding,” said Nagasawa. “In any case,
you be happy. A lot of shit is bound to come your
way, but if you stick with it as stubbornly as me,
you'll always come out on top. Justone word of warn-
ing, though, if I might.”

“Ready and waiting.”

“Never sympathize with yourself,” he said. “It’s
the scum of the earth who feel sorry for them-
selves.”
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Then he shook my hand and we parted, he for a

new world, I back to my quagmire.
“I'll bear that in mind,” I said.

*

On the third day after my move I wrote to
Naoko. I described my new quarters and how hap-
py I was to be out of that squalid dorm, free of all
those nobodies with their nothing ideas. Here 1
could make a fresh start in fresh surroundings.

“Outside my window is a large yard which the
neighborhood cats use for a meeting place. At noon-
time I spy the cats taking a snooze on the veranda. |
have no idea how many of them there are, but
anyway there are more than I can count, all of
them lolling about in the sun. They seem none too
pleased that I’ve moved in here, although a number
came running when I put out some week-old cheese
and ate it cautiously. Given time, perhaps we’ll be
on friendly terms. One tom has a half-chewed-off
ear and bears an amazing resemblance to my old
dormitory’s supervisor. I half-expect him to raise
the flag any moment now.

“School is a longer commute now, but once 'm
through with my general ed curriculum, my morn-
ing class load will go down, so it won’t be such a
problem. In fact, it should mean I'll be able to



spend more time reading on the train. All that re-
mains is to sniff out a bit of part-time work, three or
four days a week in the Kichijoji area. Then I can
get back to winding my mainspring.

“I don’t want to rush you into a decision, but see-
ing that spring is a time for new starts, maybe April
would be the right time for us to start living
together. If all went well, you could go back to
university. Or if living together presented prob-
lems, you could find an apartment of your own in
the neighborhood. The important thing is that we
be near each other. Of course, there’s no special
reason it has to be spring. If summer is better for
you, no problem. So tell me what you think, okay?

“I'm thinking about doing a good stint of work,
mostly to pay for the cost of moving. It takes a lot
of money to set up on your own. Pots and pans,
plates and dishes, the whole works. Still, come
March I’m going to have a break and I'm really dy-
ing to come see you. Please tell me when might be
convenient. ’'m dying to see you, so answer as soon
as you can.”

For the next two or three days I went about Kichi-
joji rounding up household effects and began cook-
ing simple meals at home. I bought wood at the
local lumber yard, had it cut to size, and built a
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desk to study on. I also ate my meals on it for the
time being. I even built shelves and laid in a stock
of spices. A female cat barely six months old took
up with me and soon | was feeding her indoors.
“Birdy,” I called her.

So much for the home front. I found myself a job
with a painter and worked as his assistant for two
weeks solid. The pay was good, but it was hard
work, and I felt faint from paint thinner. After
work, I'd eat in a cheap supper place and drink a
beer, then go home to play with the cat and fall
dead asleep. Two weeks passed and still no reply
from Naoko.

One day, while I was painting, I happened to
remember Midori. Come to think of it, I hadn’t
been in touch with.her in over three weeks. I hadn’t
even told her I'd moved. I'd gone as far as to tell her
I was thinking about moving, which had elicited an
“Oh?” from her, and that was it.

I went to a phone booth and dialed Midori’s
apartment. On the line came an older-sister voice
who, once I'd announced my name, told me to wait
just a second. Yet after what seemed like ages, there
was still no Midori.

“Listen, Midori’s very mad and doesn’t want to
talk to you,” said the supposed sister. “You didn’t
tell her a thing when you moved, right? No forward-
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ing address, no nothing. You just blipped off the
screen, right? She’s furious. And once you get her
out of shape, she stays mad. She’s like an animal.”

“I'll explain everything, just put her on.”

“She says she doesn’t want to hear your explana-
tions.”

“Well, then, let me explain to you and maybe
you can tell Midori.”

“Not me,” declared the disembodied sister. “You
explain that for yourself. You're a man, aren’t you?
Take some responsibility, will you?”

I had no choice but to hang up. I couldn’t actual-
ly say I blamed Midori for being angry. What with
the move and all that work for money to get settled
in, Midori had completely slipped my mind. Hell,
I'd all but forgotten about Naoko. An insidious
trait of mine—get absorbed in one thing and I lose
sight of everything else.

I tried to put myself in Midori’s place. I'd feel
hurt for sure. Badly, too. We weren’t lovers, but on
one level we were even more intimate. Admitting
that, however, only made things worse. Hurting
someone—and someone important to me at that—
the very idea was abhorrent to me.

When I returned from the day’s work to my new
desk, I wrote Midori a letter. I set down my
thoughts directly and honestly, no excuses or ex-
planations. 1 apologized for my thoughtlessness and
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insensitivity. I told her how much I wanted to see
her, how much I wanted her to see my new place,
how much I wanted a reply of some sort. Then I
posted it special delivery.

But wait as | might, no answer came.

A strange spring it was shaping up to be. All
spring vacation | waited for word. I took no trips,
made no visit home, couldn’t even work. No telling
when a letter from Naoko might arrive saying,
“Come quick.” Days I'd go see double features in
Kichijoji, hang around in jazz coffee shops, read
books. I saw no one, hardly talked to a soul. And
once a week without fail I wrote to Naoko. By now,
in these letters, [ left off pressing for a reply. I didn’t
want to rush her. Instead, I wrote about my paint-
ing work, about Birdy, about the peach blossoms
in the yard, about local characters, the kindly lady
selling bean curd and the nasty delicatessen lady,
all everyday stuff. Still no reply came.

When I tired of reading books and listening to
records, I tried my hand at gardening. | borrowed a
yard broom and rake and clippers from my
landlord, then did some weeding and trimming
among the numerous plants. With very little effort
had the place looking fairly presentable. And when
the landlord saw my handiwork, he invited me for
tea. We sat on his veranda, the two of us, and made
polite conversation over tea and rice crackers. It
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turns out he’d had a post-retirement position with
an insurance company for a while, but quit even
that two years ago and was now simply taking it
easy. The house and land were his from a long time
back, and his children had all gone off on their
own, so now he and his wife were always taking
trips.

“Lucky you,” I said.

“No, siree,” he countered. “Traveling doesn’t in-
terest me a bit. Working’s more in my line.”

The reason the yard was so run down, he ex-
plained, was that there weren’t any decent gar-
deners in the area. Really he ought to have done
the work himself, little by little, but recently an
allergy of his had taken a turn for the worse, so put-
tering about in the garden was out of the question.
Sorry to hear that, I told him. After tea he showed
me his shed and said that, while he couldn’t do
much in the way of thanks, he could offer me the
use of anything I found there. Inside was a lot of
junk, everything from a bathtub to a kiddy pool to
a baseball bat. I found myself an old bicycle and a
smallish dinette set with two chairs, a mirror, and a
guitar, and asked if I might borrow them. It’s all at
your disposal, he told me.

I spent one whole day cleaning the rust off the
bicycle, oiling it, putting air in the tires, adjusting
the gears, then had the clutch wire replaced at a
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bicycle shop. It looked like a whole new bike. I gave
the dinette table a good clean and a coat of varnish.
The guitar I furnished with new strings, plus a dab
or two of glue where the wood facing looked ready
to pull away. I also removed the rust from the neck
screws with a wire brush so I could tune it. Not the
best-sounding guitar, but playable. Now that I
thought about it, this was the first time I'd touched
a guitar since high school. I sat on the veranda and
slowly picked out the Drifters’ “Up on the Roof”
from memory. Strange how I could still remember
the basic chords.

With leftover boards I built a mailbox, which I
painted red, inscribed with my name, and put up
by my door. But by April 3 all | had to show for it
was a forwarded high school alumni club announce-
ment. Why that and only that, of all things? The
class Kizuki and I had been in. Yet another
reminder. | threw it straight into the trash.

On the afternoon of April 4 there was a letter
from Reiko in the mailbox. I cut open the envelope
with scissors and sat down on the veranda to read
it. Before I even began I had the feeling it wasn’t go-
ing to be good news, and was I ever right.

First thing, Reiko apologized for not writing
sooner. Naoko had made a brave struggle to write a
reply, but just never could get it written. Reiko had
offered any number of times to help her get it done,
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but Naoko kept saying it was too personal, she had
to write herself. So it’d come to this late date.
Apologies. The letter was dated March 31.

“It may have been hard on you not hearing any
word in over a month, but believe me it’s been one
grueling month for Naoko. Please understand.
Frankly speaking, her present condition is none too
good. She tried to make a stand on her own two
legs, but without much success, I'm afraid.

“The moreI think about it, the first sign was that
she couldn’t write letters. Not since the end of
November or the beginning of December. Then she
began hearing things. Whenever she started to
write a letter, all sorts of voices would talk to her
and interfere. They'd prevent her from choosing
her words. Up through your second visit here, such
symptoms were relatively minor and, to be honest,
I didn’t take much notice of them. Each of us has
certain symptoms that appear in cycles, after all.
Once you'd gone home, however, these symptoms
took a turn for the worse. Now it even taxes her to
hold a conversation. She’s confused and fright-
ened. And the voices in her head are getting worse.

“Every day we have a session with a specialist.
Naoko, the doctor, and I talk things out, trying to
get to the root of her problems by pinpointing
fragmented elements of her psyche. I suggested that
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you should join in the sessions and the doctor
agreed, but Naoko refused. To use her words, she
said that when the time comes she wants to meet
you with her ‘body all beautiful’ I tried my
darnedest to tell her that that was not as important
as her getting recovered as soon as possible, but she
wouldn’t change her mind.

“As] believe I explained to you once before, this
is not a specialized institution. Of course, we do
have specialists here who do give effective
treatments, but in-depth treatment is difficult. The
purpose of this facility is to provide a therapeutic en-
vironment conducive to self-help, but strictly speak-
ing this does not include medical treatment. So
that if Naoko’s condition gets any worse, we may
have no choice but to transfer her to another
hospital or clinic. It'd be tough for me, but we may
have no alternative. Of course, even if it came to
that, she’d be ‘on leave’ from here and could return
any time. Or perhaps she’d be cured and could just
go home. Either way, we're doing all we can and
Naoko’s really pulling, too. Please pray for her
recovery. And keep writing letters like you’ve been

doing.
“Reiko Ishii.”

After reading the letter through, I sat on the
veranda and looked at the garden in full spring
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bloom. There was an old cherry tree almost at the
peak of its blossom. The breeze was gentle, and the
light came in strangely unfocused hues. Before long
Birdy happened by to sharpen her claws on the
veranda, then stretched out beside me for a lazy
snooze.

I knew I should be immersed in thought, but for
the life of me I couldn’t come up with any idea what
I should be thinking about. To be perfectly honest,
I didn’t want to think at all. Maybe sooner or later
a thought would just pop into my head, at which
point I could think it over. At the very least, I
didn’t want to think about anything for now.

I leaned against a post of the veranda and petted
Birdy and passed the whole day gazing at the
garden. [ felt as if all the energy had been drained
from my body. The afternoon progressed and dusk
came on, enveloping the garden in blue twilight.
Birdy had wandered off somewhere, but I still
hadn’t gotten my fill of the cherry tree. The cherry
blossoms looked like sores bursting through the
skin of the spring evening. The whole garden
reeked sweet and thick with the rotten flesh of so
many blossoms. I thought about Naoko’s body.
Naoko’s beautiful body lying in the dark, countless
plants sprouting from her skin, all trembling green
in some unseen breeze. Why did such a beautiful
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body have to be taken ill? Why couldn’t they leave
Naoko in peace?

I went indoors and drew the curtains, but still
the room wasfilled with the springtime fragrance. It
permeated everything, but all it brought to mind
was the stench of decay. Shut off there in my room,
[ railed furiously at spring. I hated everything that
spring hurled my way. I felt swollen with disgust to
the pit of my gut. It was the most I'd ever resented
anything in my entire life.

The next three days I felt] was walking the ocean
floor. Strange days they were. If someone talked to
me, [ couldn’t hear what they were saying. It was as
if my whole body were enveloped in some clinging
membrane, preventing me from contact with the
world outside. But, at the same time, neither could
they touch me. I was powerless, as long as [ was in
this state, and they, too, were powerless to affect
me.

I leaned up against the wall and gazed unfocused
up at the ceiling, shoveling whatever edibles I had
on hand into my mouth, drinking water, then
switching to whiskey when I got to feeling bad, and
finally falling asleep. I didn’t bathe, didn’t shave,
for three days.

On April 6 a letter came from Midori, saying
that she had to register for classes on the tenth, so
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why didn’t we meet in the courtyard and have
lunch together. She said she’d intentionally
delayed replying until she felt we were even, so now
it was time to make up. After all, wrote Midori,
she’d been lonely without my company. I read her
letter four times and still didn’t get what she was try-
ing to say. What was this letter supposed to mean,
anyway! I just couldn’t follow the connection bet-
ween one sentence and the next. What did meeting
on registration day have to do with being even with
her. What made her so eager to “have lunch
together”? I must be going crazy, I thought. My con-
sciousness was flabby, feeble as the roots of a plant
raised in total darkness. Somewhere in the back of
my mind [ was thinking I had to pull myself
together. I couldn’t stay like this forever. I had to
take some kind of action. Suddenly I remembered
Nagasawa’s words: “Don’t sympathize with your-
self. It’s the scum of the earth who feel sorry for
themselves.”

Well, well, Mr. Nagasawa, you are a gentleman
and a scholar after all. I heaved a sigh and stood up.

For the first time in ages I did my laundry,
bathed and shaved at the public bath, cleaned my
room, went shopping and cooked myself a decent
meal, fed Birdy, kept myself to beer-drinking, and
did thirty minutes of exercises. One look in the mir-
ror at my newly shaved face told me I was down to
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skin and bone. My eyes boggled, and I looked like
someone else.

The following morning I took a long spin on my
bike, returning for lunch, whereupon I reread
Reiko’s letter. Then I put my ass in gear trying to
see what [ should do. The main reason I'd been so
shocked on first reading, I realized, was that my op-
timism about Naoko’s condition had been rudely
upset. Naoko herself had said that her ailment was
deep-seated, and even Reiko had told me she didn’t
know what to expect. Still, I'd visited Naoko twice
and I'd thought she’d been getting better, so the
only problem I'd foreseen was her reluctance to re-
turn to society. If only she had the will, we two
could make a go of it by our combined strength.

But Reiko’s letter had toppled that castle of
dreams in no time flat. All that was left was a
senseless expanse of nothingness. Somehow I had
toright myself. Naoko’s going to take a long time to
recover, | allowed. But even should she recover,
she’s going to be a lot more debilitated and unsure
of herself than before. I had to adjust to these new
circumstances. Naturally, I understood that my
becoming stronger as a person was not the end-all
solution, but still it was the sum of what I could do.
That and wait patiently for her recovery.

Hey, Kizuki, [ thought, unlike you I've decided to
live. And not just live, 've decided to make a go of
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it. I’'m sure you had it hard, but I swear I’ve had a
tough time, too. This is all because you had to up
and die on Naoko. But me, I’m not going to turn
my back on her. Never. Because I'm fond of her
and I’'m stronger than she is. And I'm going to be
much stronger than [ am now for her. I'm going to
mature. ['ve got to grow up. No more of this want-
ing to stay seventeen or eighteen forever. I'm no
teenager. ['ve got responsibilities. I'm no longer the
guy you knew. 'm twenty now. I've got to pay my
dues to keep on living.

“Hey, Watanabe, what’s with you?” asked Mi-
dori. “You’re so thin!”

“Oh, really?” I said.

“Been overdoing it with that housewife lady
friend of yours?”

I shook my head and laughed. “I haven't slept
with a woman since the beginning of last October.
Not once.”

Midori whistled cynically. “You’re telling me you
haven’t had any in six months? Really?”

“That’s right.”

“Then why’d you lose so much weight?”

“Because | became an adult,” I replied.

Midori put her hands on my shoulders and
looked me in the eyes. Then she broke into a
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smile. “Well I'll be damned. I guess you really have
changed a little. Compared to before.”

“I’ve grown up a little.”

“You're great, you know that? Being able to
think that way!” said Midori admiringly. “Let’s go
eat. ’'m starving.”

We decided to go to a little restaurant behind the
Lit Department. I ordered the daily special and she
settled for the same.

“Tell me, Watanabe, are you still angry?” asked
Midori.

“About what?”

“About my paying you back by not writinga rep-
ly to you all this time. Do you think that was
wrong! Even if I've come to apologize?”

“I’'m the one to blame,” I said.

“Sis tells me that it’s not right. That it’s too in-
tolerant and childish.”

“Still, you got it out of your system, didn’t you?
Paying me back in kind.”

‘(Mmm.”

“Well, then, so much the better, right?”

“You sure are tolerant,” said Midori. “But tell
me, Watanabe, are you trying to tell me that you
honestly haven’t had sex in six months?”

“I honestly haven't,” I said.

“Which would mean that when you tucked me in-
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to bed the other night, you probably wanted to do
ic.”

“Yeah, probably.”

“But you didn’t, right?” '

“Right now, you're my most important friend,
someone 1 can’t afford to lose,” I said.

“Still, if you'd come onto me then, I doubt 1
could’ve refused you. I was so washed up at the
time.”

“Nah, 1 would have been too big and hard for
you.” L

She broke into a smile and brushed my -wrist

_ with her hand. “You know, since a little while ago
I've decided to trust you. One hundred percent.
That's how I could sleep so soundly then. 1 was
with you, so I was all right. I really fell sound asleep,
didn’t I?”

“Sure did,” 1 said.

“If, though, you’d turned to me and said, ‘Hey,
Midori. Let’s fuck. It'll make everything all right,’
probably would have gone ahead and done it. But
don’t get the wrong idea just because I'm telling you
this. I’'m not trying to seduce you or get you excited
or anything. 'm simply telling it like it is with me.”

“T understand,” I said.

We ate lunch and showed each other our registra-
tion cards, discovering that we’d both signed up for
two of the same courses, so we’d be seeing each
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other at least twice a week. Then the conversation
turned to her home life. It seems her sister and she
hadn’t taken to apartment living at first, the reason
being that everything was so much easier than the
way they’d lived up to then. There was no one to
visit in the hospital, no store to mind, no busy
everyday routine. It took some getting used to.

“But lately I’ve come around to thinking this is
really quite okay,” said Midori. “This is really liv-
ing as it was meant to be for us, so what’s to stop us
from spreading out and doing as we please? Still, it’s
been a little unsettling. It’s like we’re floating an
inch off the ground, unreal. How could life be this
good? We're both on edge, just waiting for the
whole thing to come tumbling down any second
now.”

“The Hard-Time Sisters,” I said with a laugh.

“It’s been all too hard up to now,” admitted
Midori. “But that’s neither here nor there. It only
makes us all the more determined to get what we’re
owed in full.”

“You’ll survive, if I know you,” I said. “What’s
your sister doing with her time?”

“A friend of hers recently opened a jewelry shop
near Omote-Sando, and she helps out there three
times a week. Other than that, she’s studying cook-
ing, having dates with her fiancé, going to the
movies, spacing out, whatever. Life on easy street.”
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She asked me about my new circumstances, and I
told her about the house and garden I was renting,
Birdy, and my landlord.

“Having fun?”’

“Not bad,” I said.

“You sure don’t seem so up,” said Midori.

“And it’s spring, too,” I said.

“And you’re wearing that wonderful sweater
your girlfriend knitted for you, too!”

[ started and looked down at my own burgundy
sweater. “How did you know that?”

“You're so straight. It was a shot in the dark!”
said Midori, astonished. “But, really, you do seem
kind of down.”

“I'm trying to pick myself up, though.”

“Just think of life as your own private cookie
ar.

: I shook my head a couple of times, then gave
Midori a look. “Maybe I'm just slow in the head,
but sometimes I don’t have the foggiest idea what
you're talking about.”

“The cookie jar’s packed full of all different kinds
of cookies, so all you have to do is pick the ones
you want, right? And if you eat the ones you like
first, that leaves the ones you don't like so much. |
think of that whenever something bad happens.
Like, if I just get this out of the way, then there’ll be

186



good things to come. That’s the cookie jar of life.”
“A philosophy of sorts, I guess.”
“But it’s true. I've learned that from experience,”
said Midori.

While we sat there drinking our coffee, two of
Midori’s classmates came in, and the three of them
compared registration cards, asked about last
term’s German grades, gossiped, admired one
another’s shoes, on and on. [ wasn’t exactly listen-
ing, for it all sounded like echoes from the far side
of the globe. I just sipped my coffee and gazed out

‘the window. Your perennial college campus in
spring. Misty sky, cherry trees in bloom, freshmen
toting new books and strolling along the paths. |
began to feel a little light-headed. I thought about
Naoko missing another year of school. By the win-
dow was a small glass with some anemones in it.

The girls said their bye-byes and found a table of
their own, prompting Midori and me to head out
for a walk. We went to a few used book stores and
bought some books, then went into another coffee
shop, followed by a pinball arcade, and finally sat
down on a park bench to talk. Midori did most of
the talking while I just made assenting noises.
Midori said she was thirsty, so I went to buy two
cokes at a nearby shop. When I came back she was
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scribbling away on a pad with a ballpoint pen. 1
asked what she was writing, but all she would say
was that it was none of my beeswax.

Three-thirty rolled around and she said she had
to be going, she was supposed to meet her sister in
Ginza. [ walked her to the subway and we split up.
As she was leaving, she stuffed a folded sheet of
paper into the pocket of my coat and told me to
read it when I got home. I read it on the train.

“Dear Toru,

“Pm writing this while you're off buying cokes.
This is the first time I've ever written a letter to
someone sitting next to me on a bench. But short of
this, I doubt I can get across to you what I'm trying
to say. | mean you hardly even listen to what I say.
Don’t tell e you do.

“I bet you don’t even know how inconsiderate
you were to me today, do you? You didn’t even
notice I'd changed my hairstyle, did you? Here P've
been, trying my darnedest to grow my hair, and |
finally managed to get a halfway feminine hairstyle.
And you didn’t even notice! After all rny trying to
surprise you with my first ‘cute look’ in ages and
you couldn’t even be bothéred to notice, you
brickhead! No doubt you never remember what out-
fits ] wear, either. Well, in case it slipped your atten-
tion, 'm a girl. Sure you've got things on your
mind, but you could at least look at me. You could
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have said, ‘Cute hairstyle’ or something, then gone
on thinking, and I'd have forgiven you.

“For this reason, I'm going to lie to you. I'm go-
ing to tell you I have an appointment with my sister
in Ginza. | was planning on spending the night at
your place, so I brought my pajamas with me.
That’s right, in my bag along with my toothbrush.
Ha, ha, ha, like a real idiot. You didn’t even think
to invite me over. Well, so what? Since you seem so
dead-set on leaving me alone, I'll leave you alone.
Why don'’t you just give it all a good long think?

“Still, don’t think I'm furious at you. I'm really
only lonely. And depressed. I mean you've been so
kind to me over and over again and I haven’t done
anything for you. You're always in your own little
world. I knock and knock, but no sooner do you
look up than you retreat inside again.

“Well, I see you've come back with the cokes.
Walking along, lost in thought. I hope you trip up!
But you don’t. You sit down next to me and guzzle
your coke. I should have known better than to ex-
pect that you'd return with the drinks and say,
‘Hey, you’ve changed your hair.’ If you had, I'd
have torn up this letter and said, ‘Let’s go to your
place. I'll make us a nice dinner and we can slip into
something more comfortable.” But no, you’re as
thick as iron!

“P.S. Don’t talk to me if we meet up in class.”
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I tried calling Midori’s apartment from Kichijoji
Station, but there was no answer. I didn’t have
anything special to do, so I looked for job openings
on my route to school. I wasn’t having much luck
finding work to meet my schedule—-Monday,
Wednesday, and Thursday evenings after five, plus
weekends. I gave up and headed home, bought stuff
for dinner, and tried Midori again. Her sister came
to the phone and said she hadn’t come home yet,
nor had she any idea when she would. I thanked
her and hung up.

After dinner I tried writing Midori a letter but
gave up after several failures and wrote toNaoko in-
stead.

I wrote about the beginning of the new school
year, how sad | was at not being able to see her,
how I longed to see her no matter when or how,
how I wanted to talk to her. But come what may,
I’'d made up my mind to become strong. That there
was no other path to take.

“Also, I realize it’s my own business and prob-
ably of no real concern to you, but I'm not sleeping
with anyone. I can’t forget how you touched me.
It’s far more important to me than you could im-
agine. I'm always thinking about that time.”

I put the letter in an envelope, put a stamp on it,
and just sat there at my desk looking at it. A much
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shorter letter than usual, but so much the more con-
vincing, | hoped. I poured an inch of whiskey in a
glass, downed it in two goes, then went to bed.

*

The following day I found a Saturday-Sunday
job near Kichijoji Station as a waiter in a smallish
Italian restaurant. The pay wasn't all that great,
but I got lunch and transportation expenses
thrown in. And they were agreeable to my coming
in whenever the waiter on the Monday, Wednes-
day, or Thursday late shift took off, which was
often, so it worked out okay for me. I'd get a raise
after three months, so could I come in from this
Saturday? The manager seemed a lot more on the
up and up than that jerk at the Shinjuku record

shop.

When I called Midori’s apartment, her sister said
that she still hadn’t returned since yesterday and
she herself would like to know what had become of
her. Did I have any clues? She sounded worn out,
but all I could tell her was that Midori had pajamas

and a toothbrush in her bag.

It was at Wednesday’s class when I caught up
with Midori. She was wearing a moss green sweater
and her dark sunglasses from the summer before.
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She sat all the way at the back talking with the
short girl with glasses I'd seen once before. I went
up to them and told Midori I'd like to talk to her
later. First the girl with the glasses gave me a look,
then Midori gave me a look. Sure enough, Midori
was sporting a very feminine hairstyle. Plus it made
her look a little more grown-up.

“I’ve got an appointment,” said Midori with an
~ abrupt shake of her head.

“It won't take long. Five minutes at the most,” ]
said.

Midori took off her sunglasses and squinted as if
she were looking at the ruins of a building a hun-
dred yards distant. “I don’t want to talk. Sorry.”

The girl with the glasses gave me a she-doesn’t-
want-to-talk-sorry look.

I took a seat in the front row to the far right and
listened to an exposition on “The Plays of Ten-
nessee Williams and His Place in American
Literature,” then, after it was over, counted to
three before turning around. Midori was nowhere
in sight.
~ April was the cruelest month to spend on my
lonesome. April had everyone around me looking
so happy, doffing their winter coats, chatting in the
bright sun, playing catch, falling in love. But there I
was, all alone. No Naoko, no Midori, no Naga-
sawa, nobody to tell me “Good morning” or “Good
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night.” I even missed Kamikaze. Some spring.
I tried repeatedly to talk to Midori, but her reply
was always the same. She didn’t want to talk, not
now, and I could tell she meant it. Usually she was
with the girl with the glasses. Either that or with a
tall, short-haired guy with incredibly long legs and
white basketball shoes.

April came and went, May arrived and was
worse still. More and more spring brought unset-
tling feelings m me, a shiver that ran through me at
dusk. The scent of magnolias wafting through the
gloom filled me with vacillation and pain. It was all
I could do to shut my eyes tight and grit my teeth
and wait for the feeling to pass. When at last it did,
a dull ache would remain lodged inside me.

At times like that I'd write to Naoko. In my let-
ters to her everything was beautiful and carefree. I'd
write about the smell of the grass and warm spring
breezes, moonlight and movies I'd seen, favorite
tunes and memorable books. Reading my own let-
ters was enough to comfort me. What a wonderful
world I lived in! [ wrote a good number of letters
like that. Still no answer came, either from Naoko
or from Reiko.

I got to be on speaking terms with a fellow part-
timer my age named Ito at the restaurant, a broody
sort of guy studying oil painting in art school. It
took a long time to break the ice, but soon we got
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to going to a place nearby for a beer and a talk after
work. He was also into books and music, which is
what we generally talked about. Ito was skinny but
handsome, sported short hair for an art student in
those days, and had a general clean-cut ap-
pearance. He had clear likes and dislikes, but never
made much of an issue of them. A fan of French
literature, he read Georges Bataille and Boris Vian,
while his musical tastes ran to Mozart and Ravel.
And like me, he'd been looking for a friend with
whom to discuss his interests.

Once he invited me to his apartment, a strange
little one-story affair around the back of Inokashira
Park, the whole place chock-full of paints and can-
vases. | asked to see some of his paintings, but he
told me he didn’t have anything worth showing
yet. We drank Chivas Regal he’d lifted from his
father, ate smelts we grilled over a tiny charcoal
brazier, and listened to a Mozart piano concerto
played by Robert Casadesus.

He was from Nagasaki originally and had come
toTokyo, leaving a girlfriend behind. He slept with
her whenever he went home, but lately he admitted
to wandering thoughts.

“Some things you can just tell about girls,” he
said. “All of a sudden between the ages of twenty
and twenty-one they start thinking concretely
about all sorts of things. They become such realists.
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And there you are, watching everything you'd
loved in them erode away month by month. Each
time she sees me, usually after we’ve made love, she
has to ask me what [ plan to do after university.”

“Well, what are you going to do?” I asked
likewise.

He crunched on a smelt and shook his head.
“What am I going to do? What is there for me to
do? An art student in oils. Nobody’d ever study oils
if they were thinking about that. I mean who eats
straight out of art school? So then she tells me to go
back to Nagasaki and teach art, ’cause she is plan-
ning on teaching English. Fine and dandy.”

“You’re not so crazy about her any more, I take

it.”
“It would seem not,” Ito admitted. “But more
than that, who wants to be an art teacher? I don'’t
want to spend the rest of my days like some
monkey trying to keep unruly junior high-schoolers
in line.”

“That aside, though, wouldn’t it be better to
break up? For the both of you,” I said.

“I'm getting to think so. But I just can’t bring
myself to tell her. It’d kill her. I mean she still wants
to be with me. I can’t just say, ‘Sorry I don’t feel
anything for you any more.’”

We drank our Chivas straight, and when the
smelts gave out, we switched to cucumbers and
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celery sticks with bean paste. As I popped cukes in-
to my mouth, I thought of Midori’s father. I felt
totally empty with Midori gone from my life.
Unknown to me, she’d taken on a big presence in
my world.

“You got a girl?” asked Ito.

I did, I told him after taking a breath. But there
were circumstances that kept her far away.

“But you’re on the same wavelength?”

“I'd like to think so. There’s no hope if1 don’t,”
half-joked.

He spoke quietly about the greatness of Mozart.
He was as intimately acquainted with the ins and
outs of Mozart’s music as with each turn of a moun-
tain path back at his ‘home in the country. His
father, it seems, was something of a Mozart devotee
and had played him concertos since he was three. I
really wasn’t that much of a classic buff, but just to
hear him point out the intricacies of certain
passages—“‘Now, here, listen to how it...,” or, “You
won't believe this part...”—I felt more at ease than |
had in ages. We gazed out at a crescent moon over
the woods of Inokashira Park as we polished off the
last of the Chivas.

Ito invited me to stay over, but I said I had
something to do. I thanked him for the whiskey
and left before nine. On the way home I tried call-

196



ing Midori from a phone booth. Unexpectedly, she
came to the phone.

“I’m sorry, I don’t want to talk with you now,”
said Midori.

“I know that very well. I've heard it before. But I
don’t want things between us to end like this.
You're really one of the few friends I’ve got and 1
feel terrible not being able to see you. At this rate,
when will you ever feel like talking? Just tell me that
much.”

“When I'm ready to talk, we’ll talk.”

“So are you well?”

“I guess,” she said, then hung up.

In mid-May a letter came from Reiko.

“Thanks for your regular letters. Naoko reads
them with pleasure. I also take the liberty of
reading them. I hope you don’t mind.

“Please excuse the long delay in replying. To be
perfectly honest, I'm kind of worn-out and there’s
not much good news. Naoko’s condition is none
too good. Her mother came up from Kobe the other
day and we had a session with a specialist. The four
of us agreed she should be transferred to a special-
ized clinic for intensive therapy for a while and
we'd see the results, although Naoko said she'd
prefer to stay on and get better at the lodge. If I had
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my way, [ would have her stay here. I even worry
for myself without her. But the truth is she’s getting
out of control. Normally she shows no outward
signs, but occasionally she’ll become so unstable I
can’t let her out of my sight. You never know what
might happen. She hears so many things, she might
just withdraw into herself irretrievably.

“T guess this means she’d be better off getting
treatment in a bona fide clinic for a while. Sorry to
have to say so, but that’s the way it goes. Like I told
you before, these things take time. You can’t give
up. You've just got to untangle the threads one by
one. No matter how hopeless it all may seem,
there’s always a way. When it’s pitch black all
around, you’ve just got to stay still until you get
used to the dark.

“By the time you receive this letter, Naoko
should already be at the clinic. I apologize for not
telling you before now, but everything got decided
at the last minute. Rest assured that the clinic is
good and the doctors there really know their stuff. I
enclose the address so you can write her there.
When and if | have any news about her, I'll let you
know. I hope I'll get to write good news. I'm sure
this is hard on you, too, but hang in there. Please
drop me an occasional line, whether Naoko’s here
or not.”



*

That spring I wrote a hell of a lot of letters. Week-
ly letters to Naoko, letters to Reiko, letters to
Midori. I wrote letters in the classroom, at home
with Birdy on my lap, at the Italian restaurant dur-
ing my break. The only tenuous continuity to the
crumbling shambles of my life was letters.

I wrote Midori how lonely my April and May
had been without her. The hardest spring of my
life. I'd rather have three extra Februaries in a row.
At this late date it was probably worse than
nothing, but I complimented her on her new
hairstyle. I told her I was working in an Italian
restaurant now, learning to make pasta. Make her a
meal sometime.

Every day [ went to university, three times a
week I worked at the restaurant, sometimes I
discussed music and books with Ito, borrowed Boris
Vian novels to read, wrote letters, played with Bir-
dy, made spaghetti, gardened, thought about
Naoko and masturbated, saw endless movies.

It was near the middle of June before Midori
deemed to speak to me. We hadn’t talked in two
months at that point. After class she came over and
sat down next to me, propped up her chin and said
nothing at first. It was raining outside. Your
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straight-down windless rainy season rain, making
everything miserably damp. Midori stayed like that
even after all the other students had left the
classroom. Then she pulled a pack of Marlboros
from the pocket of her jeans jacket, put one to her
lips, and passed me some matches. I gave her the re-
quisite light, whereupon she pursed her lips and
slowly blew smoke in my face.

“Like my hairstyle?”

“Very much.”

“How much?”

“Enough to topple all the forests of the world,”
said.

“Oh, really?”

“Yes, really.”

She stared me in the face a while longer, then ex-
tended her right hand. I reached over to hold it.
She seemed even more relieved than [ Midori
tapped her cigarette ash onto the floor and stood
up.

“Let’s go get something to eat. I'm starved,” said
Midori.

“Where to?”

“The cafeteria at Takashimaya Department
Store in Nihonbashi.”

“Why go all the way across town?”

“I go there from time to time.”

So we boarded the subway for Nihonbashi. It
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had been pouring all day so there was hardly a soul
in the department store. The whole store had a
rainy day smell, and all the employees seemed
somehow at a loss for something to do. We went to
the cafeteria in the basement and did a thorough
check of the menu samples in the window before set-
tling for the box lunch. The place was empty,
despite it’s being noontime.

“It’s been forever since | ate in a department store
cafeteria,” I said, eyeing my glossy white teacup, the
kind you virtually never see except in department
store cafeterias.

“Me, I like them,” said Midori. “I always feel it's
something special. Childhood memories, no doubt.
I only got taken to department stores on rare occa-
sions.”

“] seem to remember going all the time. I guess
because my mother liked to shop.”

“How nice for you.”

“Nothing of the kind. What’s so nice about going
to department stores?”

“Not that. I mean getting such attention as a
kid.”

“Well, I was an only child,” I said.

“When I was a kid, I always thought that when I
grew up, I'd come to department store cafeterias by
myself. Then I'd eat anything I felt like, and as
much of it as possible!” said Midori. “But what a
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disappointment it turned out to be. Eating all alone
is no fun at all, especially since the food’s not that
great. Cafeterias are just big and crowded and poor-
ly ventilated.”

“These two months have been no fun at all,
either.” I changed the subject.

“So I read in your letters,” said Midori, but
without any emotion. “What say we just eat? I
don’t want to think about anything else just now.”

We polished off our box lunches, sipped our broth,
drank our tea. Midori smoked a cigarette. When
she’d finished smoking, she stood up without a
word and grabbed her umbrella. I followed.

“Where do we go from here?” I asked.

“Where else? We've come to a department store
and eaten in the cafeteria. Next we go to the roof,”
said Midori.

No one was up on the roof in the rain. There
wasn’t any sales clerk at the pet counter, and the
shutters were down on the snack stalls and ticket
booths for the rooftop amusement park. We put up
the umbrella and wandered among the wet rides
and deck chairs. A wasteland smack in the heart of
Tokyo! Midori said she wanted to look through the
telescope, so I put in a coin and held the umbrella
for her while she looked.

There was a game center of sorts off in one cor-
ner, with a line-up ofkiddy games. We sat ourselves
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down side by side on a box and watched the rain
falling.

“Talk to me,” commanded Midori. “You do have
something you want to tell me, I believe.”

“I don’t feel like making excuses. I'm so out of it.
You really threw me for a loop. I just couldn’t think
straight,” | said. “But one thing I did learn by not
being able to see you. That is, it’s your being there
that’s gotten me through. With you gone, nothing
goes right.”

“You probably don’t know this, Toru, but these
two months without you have been hard on me,
too.”

“No, I had no idea,” I said, rather surprised. “I
thought you were so fed up with me you never
wanted to see me again.”

“How can you be so blind? Of course I wanted to
see you. I told you I care for you, didn’t I? I don’t
switch off and on just like that, you know. I didn’t
stop liking you. Didn'’t that even register?”

“Well, sure, I...”

“QOkay, I blew my top. I felt like kicking you a
hundred times. I mean I hadn’t seen you in how
long? But you were light-years away thinking about
some other girl and not even looking in my direc-
tion. Of course | was furious. But even aside from
that, I thought maybe I ought to put some distance
between us. Just to set things straight.”
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“Things?”

“Things between you and me. Our relationship.
Being with you is getting interesting, more in-
teresting than being with him. Which is as awk-
ward as it is unnatural. Of course, I still like
him and all, even if he is kind of a selfish, narrow-
minded fascist. He does have his good points,
which is why I took an honest liking to him in the
first place. But there’s something special about you,
to me at least. Everything just falls into place when
we're together. | know I can trust you. I like you a
lot. I don’t want to let you go. In other words, I'm
all mixed up. That’s why I went to him and had a
serious talk with him. Like, what should I do? Well,
he told me not to see you again. That if I saw you
again, it’d be over between us.”

“So what did you do?”

“We broke up nice and clean,” said Midori,
Marlboro in mouth, hand cupped around a match
flame, a puff of smoke on the way.

“But why?”

“Why?” Midori shouted back. “What’s wrong
with you? You understand the English subjunctive,
you can handle number series, you've read your
Marx, how can you be so thick? Why do you have
to ask? Is there something that makes you need to
have a girl come out and tell you? I like you better
than him. What could possibly be clearer? I'd

20¢



rather have fallen for more of a hunk, you know,
but too late now. I'm gone on you.”

I tried to say something, but the words caught in
my throat.

Midori tossed her cigarette butt into a puddle.
“Hey, don’t look so destroyed. You're bringing me
down with that face of yours. It’s okay. I know
you've got someone else so I'm not making any
demands. But you could at least give me a hug or
two. These two months have really been the pits.”

So we embraced, umbrella held up, right there in
the back of the game center. We held each other
tight, our lips seeking each other. The scent of the
rain was in her hair, in her collar. Her body so soft
and warm. Through her jeans jacket I could feel her
breasts against my chest. How long had it been
since I'd held another human being?

“The last time I saw you, that very night I went
to him and talked. And we broke up,” said Midori.

“You know I'm crazy about you,” I said. “I mean
it, from the bottom of my heart. | don’t want to be
without you again. But it’s no good. I'm stuck and |
can’t move.”

“Because of her?”

I nodded.

“Hey, tell me this, have you ever slept with her?”

“Just once, a year ago.”

“And you haven’t seen her since?”



“Twice. But we didn’t do anything,” I said.

“And why not? Didn’t she like you any more?”

“That’s not for me to say,” I said. “The whole
situation’s pretty involved. With all sorts of prob-
lems jumbled into the works. And it’s been going
on like this for a long time now, so there’s no telling
what’s what. Not from my side or hers. All ] can tell
is that I have some kind of responsibility as a
human being. It’s not something I can just cast
aside. At least, that’s how I feel aboutit. Even if she
didn’t love me.”

“Hey, I’'m areallive girl, you know,” said Midori,
pressing her cheek against my neck. “What’s more,
you’re holding me while I'm confessing my love for
you. And if you told me how you wanted me to be,
you know I'd make the effort. I may have my
screwy aspects, but I'm a good kid. Honest, hard-
working, thrifty, brave. 'm cute enough, got nice
tits, can cook up a storm, and ['ve got Father’s in-
heritance and savings to boot. I'm a real bargain if
you ask me! Offer good for a limited time only. If
you don’t take me soon, I'll disappear who knows
where.” :

“I need time,” I said. “Time to think, to sort
things out, to decide. It’s awful of me, but for now
that’s all I can say.”

“But you are crazy about me, from the bottom of
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your heart, right? You don’t want to let me go, et
cetera.”

“That’s right.”

Midori pulled away, then smiled at me. “Okay,
I'll wait it out. Because I believe you,” she said. “But
when you come for me, make sure it’s just me. And
when you have me, make sure it’s just me you're
thinking about. Am I getting through?”

“Loud and clear.”

“Also, I don’t care what you do with me, just
don’t hurt me. I've had enough hurt for one life
already. So no more, please. I want to be happy.”

I drew her to me and kissed her.

“C’mon, put down that stupid umbrella so you
can give me a decent hug with both arms,” said
Midori.

“We'll get drenched.”

“Fine by me. I just want to be held and not have
to think about anything. I've put up with it for two
months now.”

I put the umbrella at my feet and gave Midori
one rainy embrace. The dull drone of speeding
automobile tires on the highway surrounded us like
a dense fog. The rain fell steadily, noiselessly, soak-
ing through our hair, running like tears down our
cheeks, darkening her jeans jacket and my yellow
nylon windbreaker.
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“Isn’t it about time we headed somewhere under
cover?” [ suggested.

“Come on over to my place. There’s nobody

there. We'll catch our death of cold like this.”

“You said it.” ’

“We look like we just swam across a river or
something,” laughed Midori. “And boy, I feel
great!”

We bought a towel at the toiletries counter, then
took turns going to the restrooms to dry our hair.
Then we caught the subway to Myogadani and her
apartment., Midori made me take a shower im-
mediately, then took one herself. 1 borrowed a
bathrobe while my clothes dried and she changed
into a polo shirt and skirt, Then we sat at the kitch-
en table over coffee.

“Tell me about yourself,” commanded Midori.

“What about myself?”

“Oh, I don’t know...how about your dislikes?”

“Well, I dislike chicken and venereal disease and
talkative barbers.”

“What else?”

“I dislike lonely April nights and lace doilies on
telephones.”

“What else?”

I shook my head. “Ican’t think of anything else.”

“My boyfriend--my ex-boyfriend—he disliked all
sorts of things. My wearing short skirts and smok-
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ing and getting roaring drunk and talking dirty and
insulting his friends. So you can tell me if there’s
something you don’t like about me. And if it’s
something | can change, I'll change it.”

“Can’t think of anything,” I said with a shake of
my head after a moment’s thought. “Really.”

“Really?”

“I like all the things you wear, all the things you
do and say, and how you get drunk—I like it all.”

“You mean you’ll take me as I am?”

“I can’t really think of anything to change, so as-
you-are is fine.”

“How much do you like me?” Midori labored the
question.

“Enough to melt all the tigers in all the jungles of
the world into butter,” said 1.

“Uh-huh,” said a partly satisfied Midori. “Give
me another hug.”

We embraced on Midori’s bed. Under the covers,
we. listened to the sound of the rain and talked
about everything imaginable, from the way the
world came about to how we liked our eggs.

“l wonder what on earth ants do on rainy days,”
quizzed Midori.

“Don’t know,” I said. “Probably clean their ant
holes and do stock-taking. They're so industrious.”

“If they're so industrious, why are they still ants
and haven’t evolved?”



“Don’t know that, either. But I guess it’s because
their bodies are not made for evolving. I mean com-
pared to, say, apes.”

“You really don’t know much, do you?” said
Midori. “And I thought you were Mr. Know-It-
All”

“There’s a whole lot out there to know.”

“Mountains high, oceans deep,” said Midori.
Then she reached a hand inside my bathrobe to
grab my erection. Then she took a breath. “Sorry
to have to say this, Toru, but no joke. This is just
too big and hard. It'll never fit. I refuse.”

“Some joke,” I said with a sigh.

“A good joke,” giggled Midori. “But it’s okay.
Don’t worry. This size, it'll fit just nicely. Can I see
you close up?”’

“As you like,” said 1.

Midori dove under the covers and played with
my penis a while, pulling at it, weighing my balls in
the palm of her hand. Then she popped her head
out and sighed. “I must say I do like your thing,
though, and I'm not just saying that.”

“Thanks,” I said frankly enough.

“Still, I bet you don’t want to do it with me. Not
until you set things straight for yourself.”

“It’s not that I don’t want to,” I pleaded. “I want
to so much I'm going out of my mind. It’s just that
it wouldn't be right.”
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“Stubborn, aren’t you. I'd do it if I were you.
Then maybe I'd think about it afterwards.”

“Really?”

“Just kidding,” whispered Midori. “I probably
wouldn’t. If I were you, I'd do the ‘right thing,’
which is really what I like about you. Really and tru-
ly.”

“How much do you like me?” I turned the tables
on her, but she didn’t answer. Instead she moved
her body up against mine, put her lips to my nipple
and began to jerk me, nice and slow. The first thing
that came to mind was how different her hand mo-
tions were from Naoko’s. Both were wonderful in
their own way, but something was different,
enough to make the experience entirely new.

“Say, Watanabe, you weren’t thinking of an-
other woman, were you?!”

“Not me,” I lied.

“Honest?”

“Honest.”

“When we're like this, there’s to be no thinking
about other women.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” I said.

“Want to touch my breasts or you-know-where?”’

“I sure do, but I probably shouldn’t, not yet. Do
too much at once and the stimulation would be too
strong.”

Midori nodded, then reached under the covers
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to worm out of her panties and wrapped them
around the tip of my penis. “Here, come into
these.”

“But I'll get them dirty.”

“Say one more dumb thing and you’ll have me
crying,” said Midori on the edge of tears. “I can
wash them. Don’t hold back, just have a good
come. And if it bothers you, buy me new ones. Or
is it that you can’t come with me?”

“Give me a break!”

“Well, then, come. It’s okay.”

I ejaculated and she did a spot-check. “Quite a
lot!” she said admiringly.

“Too much?”

“Not at all. Really! You can just fire away,” she
laughed and kissed me.

Come evening, she went out to do some shop-
ping in the neighborhood, then made dinner. Tem-
pura and rice with string beans. And beer.

“Eat well and make lots of sperm,” said Midori.
“And I'll shoot it off for you.”

“Thanks,” I said.

“l know lots of ways. I studied my women’s
magazines when I minded the bookstore. Like for
pregnant women who can’t do it the regular way,
there are ways to do their husbands so they don’t
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get any other ideas. There was a whole feature sec-
tion. Really all kinds of ways. Curious?”

“Next time,” I said.

[ left Midori’s and bought a newspaper at the sta-
tion to read on the train home. But when it came
down to it, I didn’t really want to read and I didn’t
understand when I tried to. I stared blankly at that
incomprehensible spread, but I kept thinking about
what lay ahead and how the situation might
change around me. Occasionally, I'd feel the pulse
of the world. I heaved a sigh and shut my eyes. I
didn’t have one regret about the events of the day,
and I felt sure that if I had to do everything all over
again, I'd do it exactly the same. I'd embrace Midori
on a rainswept roof, get dripping wet, have her do
me by hand in her bed. That much I had no doubt
of. I liked Midori and was overjoyed to have her
back beside me. The two of us ought to make a go
of it, [ thought. And, as she herself had said, here
was a real live girl, a warm-blooded body to hold in
my arms. It was allI could do to hold back the yearn-
ing to get her naked and plunge inside that
warmth. There was no way I could have stopped
once those fingers of hers took me in hand, slowly,
surely. That’s what 1 wanted, that’s what she
wanted. We were already in love. Who was going to
stop us? So [ was in love with Midori. [ should have
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known before. I'd just been avoiding the obvious
conclusion.

The problem was how to explain these new
developments to Naoko. Forget about it until some
other time. There was no way I could tell Naoko m
her present condition that I'd fallen for another
girl. And, anyway, I did love Naoko. No matter
how strange or twisted that love, there was no
mistake. I did love her, and I still kept a large space
untouched in my heart for Naoko.

All I could do was write everything openly and
honestly to Reiko. On returning home, I sat on the
veranda looking out on the dark rainy night garden
as | lined up the words in my head. Then I went to
my desk to write. “It pains me to have to write
this,” I began my letter to Reiko, and 1 went into a
lengthy description of Midori and me thus far, ex-
plaining everything that had gone on that day.

“] came to love Naoko and I love her still. Yet
what exists between Midori and me is in some sense
definitive. It’s nothing I can resist, a relentless
power I know will drive us further and further.
What 1 feel for Naoko is so very quiet and gentle
and pure, but what I feel for Midori is an emotion
of a whole other kind. It has a life of its own. It
stands up and walks and breathes. Its heartbeat
makes me tremble. I don’t mean to make excuses,
but I've tried in my own way to live sincerely and
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have not lied to anyone. I've taken pains to try not
to hurt anyone. So why have I been cast into this
maze! | have no idea. What am I to do? I have no
one to talk to but you.”

I affixed special delivery postage and mailed it
that very night.

Reiko’s reply, dated June 17, camefive days later.

“Regards.

“First, the good news.

“Naoko’s getting better sooner than we expected.
I talked to her once on the telephone and her
speech was very lucid. At this rate she might even
be able to return here before long.

“Next, about you.

“I think it’s wrong for you to take everything so
seriously. It’s a wonderful thing to love someone,
and if that love is sincere it won’t cast you into a
maze. Have confidence in yourself.

“My warning to you is thus quite simple. First of
all, if you're strongly attracted to this Midori, then
naturally you’ll fall in love with her. It might go
well, it might not. But that’s the nature of love. It’s
entirely natural that if you fall in love, you give
yourself over to it completely. Or so I believe. It is
but another form of sincerity.

“Second, this question of whether or not you
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have sex with this Midori is no business of mine.
You should talk things over with her and reach
some suitable decision.

“Third, please say nothing of this to Naoko. Ifit
comes time to have to tell her, then let us both
think of a good plan of action. But for the time be-
ing, mum’s the word. Please believe me.

“Fourth, you’ve been a great strength to Naoko
up to now, so that even if you cease to want her as a
lover, there’s still lots you can do for her. So don’t
take each and every thing so seriously. We (both
the sane and the not-so-sane, that is) are imperfect
people living in an imperfect world. We don't live
our lives by rulers or protractors or bank accounts,
do we?

“If I might state my own feeling, I think this
Midori is probably one amazing girl. I can tell that
just reading your letter. And I also understand how
you can be attracted to Naoko at the same time. It’s
no crime. It happens all the time in this big, wide
world. You set sail on a lovely lake on a beautiful
day, and you’re bound to say how nice the sky and
the water look. So stop torturing yourself. Let
things take their natural course. Do your best and
still somebody gets hurt. That’s life. I don’t want to
sound like I'm lecturing you, but it’s time you
learned that lesson. Sometimes you try too hard to
make life conform to you. If you don’t want to wind
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up in an institution, you should open up a little
more and give yourself over to living. Even a weak-
willed imperfect woman such as [ sometimes has to
marvel at the sheer wonder of living. Really! So you
have every reason to be even happier. Make an ef-
fort to be happy.

“Of course I'm sorry no happy ending awaits you
and Naoko. But, in the end, who's to say what is or
isn’t for the best? Therefore, don’t hold back on
anyone’s account. Take advantage of every oppor-
tunity you have to be happy. In my humble ex-
perience, such opportunities come but two or three
times in a lifetime. Let them slip by and you'll
regret it your whole life.

“I play the guitar every day with no one around
to hear. What a bore! | hate rainy nights. Someday
I hope to play guitar for both you and Naoko while
eating grapes in the room here.

“All for now,

“Reiko Ishida.”
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CHAPTER 11

Even after Naoko died, Reiko continued to write to
me, that it wasn’t my doing, or anybody’s doing,
that these things just come without anybody ask-
ing, like the rain. Still, I could never write any
replies. What was I supposed to say? And anyway,
what did it matter any more? Naoko was no longer
in this world, but was reduced to a handful of ash.

At the end of August, after Naoko’s all-too-
hushed funeral, I returned to Tokyo and told my
landlord I'd be away for a while, went to my part-
time job to say I wouldn't be in. I couldn’t bring
myself to say anything to Midori. I wrote her a
short letter asking for her patience, that I'd explain
it all soon enough. And for the next three days I
went around to all the movie theaters and watched
films morning to night. After I'd seen all the films
showing in Tokyo, I packed my knapsack, with-
drew my entire savings, went to Shinjuku Station,
and caught the first express train I saw.

I have absolutely no memory of where or how 1
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traveled. I can still recall scenes and smells and
sounds fairly well, but no place names whatsoever.
No order to it all, either. From one town to the
next, by train or bus or hitching rides with passing
trucks, sleeping in empty lots or stations or parks or
on riverbanks or seashores or any place I could roll
out my sleeping bag. I stayed once in a police box
and once beside a graveyard, never getting in
anyone’s way. Wherever I could get a good night’s
sleep was fine by me. I'd wrap my walk-weary body
in my sleeping bag, take a few swigs of cheap
whiskey, and fall fast asleep. In friendly towns, peo-
ple would bring me meals and give me mosquito
coils; in unfriendly towns, people would call the
police and have me driven out of their parks. Either
way was fine by me. All I was after was a good sleep
in unfamiliar surroundings.

When the money ran low, I did manual labor for
three or four days to make enough to get by. I
always seemed to find work. I moved about aimless-
ly from town to town. A big, wide world, full of
strange and mysterious people and things. I once
rang up Midori. | was desperate to hear her voice.

“I hate to tell you this, but school started up a
long time ago,” scolded Midori. “There’s lot of
papers you have to turn in. What’re you going to
do, really now? It’s been three weeks and not a peep
from you. Where the hell are you?”
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“Sorry, but I can’t go back to Tokyo. Not yet.”

“That’s all you’ve got to say?”

“I can’t say anything now, not so it makes sense.
Come October—"

Midori hung up on me without another word.

I kept on wandering. Every once in a while I'd
stay in a cheap hotel to bathe and shave. My face
in the mirror was appalling. Skin dry and sun-
burned, sunken-eyed, hollow-cheeked, scarred and
smudged beyond recognition. A primitive man just
crawled from his pit-dwelling.

By then my travels had brought me to the Japan
Sea coast—Tottori and the north shore of Hyogo.
Following the shoreline was easy. I never failed to
find some place on the beach for a nice snooze. I'd
gather driftwood for a fire, buy dried fish at a store
and roast it. Eating and drinking whiskey, listening
to the sound of the waves, I'd think of Naoko. How
impossibly strange it was that she’d died and was
no longer present in the world. I still couldn’t ac-
cept it. I'd heard them nailing her coffin shut, yet I
just couldn’t assimilate the fact that she’d returned
to nothing.

If anything, ] remembered her only too clearly.
Her mouth gently enveloping my penis, her hair
falling over my abdomen. Her warm breath, the
futility of ejaculation. It was as if it had happened
not five minutes ago. I felt I could reach out and
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touch her sitting next to me. But, of course, Naoko
was not there. Her flesh no longer existed.

On hopelessly insomniac nights, I'd recall
Naoko, her various looks. There were just too
many Naokos crammed inside me. The slightest
opening and they’d all come gushing out. There
was no way | could stem the flood.

I saw her that rainy morning in her yellow pon-
cho, cleaning the bird coop and hauling sacks of
feed. I felt her tears on my shirt that half-demol-
ished birthday cake night. I remembered it was rain-
ing that night, too. I walked the winter streets
beside her in her camel-hair overcoat. The ever-
present clip in her hair she constantly toyed with.
Her crystal clear eyes peering into mine. Her chin
on her knees as she sat on the bed in her blue
nightgown.

Images of her washed over me one after the other
like waves, sweeping along to some unfathomable
place, a place where I was living with the dead. And
there I found Naoko, alive and well, able to talk
with me, to embrace me. There, death was not the
definitive end-all to life. There, death was but one
of manyelements of life. Thus Naoko could go on
living with death in her. And she told me, “It’s all
right, Watanabe, it’s just death. Nothing to worry
about.”

In this place, I felt no sadness. Death was death,
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Naoko was Naoko. What was the fuss about? Here I
am, Naoko would tell me, smiling shyly, one of the
little things that had always so endeared her to me,
that put my heart at ease. And I thought, what in-
deed was all the fuss about? If this is death, what’s
so bad about it? That’s right, said Naoko, dying’s
nothing special. Death is just death. “What’s
more,” her voice came through the waves, “every-
thing’s so nice here.”

But the tide withdrew, leaving me alone on the
beach. Alone and weak, with nowhere to go in this
dark night of sorrow. I often cried then, or rather
sweated out tears more than cried.

When Kizuki died, his death taught me one
thing. Something I took upon myself with resigna-
tion, or rather thought I'd taken on. And that was
this: Death is not the opposite of life, but
something underlying this life we live.

This much is certain truth. That the very act of
our living at the same time creates death. But this is
only one part of the truth we have to learn.
Naoko’s death taught me this. That no truth can
ease the sorrow of losing that which we love. Not
truth, not sincerity, not strength, not grace can
soothe that suffering. All we can do is suffer
through it and hope to learn something from it,
even though that lesson will be of no use for
alleviating the next unforeseeable onslaught of suf-
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fering. Night after night, all alone and listening to
the wind and waves, emptying bottle after bottle of
whiskey, I tried to think these things through. Day
after day, eating bread and drinking water from my
canteen, sand in my hair and knapsack on my
shoulders, I walked ever westward.

One windy evening, as I lay curled up in the
shadows of an abandoned ship, weeping, a young
fisherman came along and offered me a cigarette. |
accepted what must have been my first smoke in
ten months. He asked me whyI was crying. I lied as
if by reflex that my mother had died, that I'd set
out on the road to ease the pain. He sympathized
and brought a big bottle of saké and two glasses from
his house.

The two of us drank on that windswept dune.
The fisherman told me he, too, had lost his mother
at sixteen. She’d worked morning to night despite a
weak constitution, worn her body to the bone, and
died. I drank and listened to his tale, interjecting ap-
propriate comments now and again. How distant
his story seemed! All I could think was, so what?
Big fucking deal! I felt like wringing the guy’s neck.
So what if you lost your mother? I lost Naoko! A
physical form so beautiful perished and gone. How
can you talk of your mother at a time like this?

But just as suddenly the rage evaporated. I shut
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my eyes and half-listened to the fisherman speak-
ing. Eventually he got around to asking me if I'd
eaten yet. Not yet, | answered, but I had bread and
cheese and a tomato and chocolate in my pack.
Then he asked me what I'd eaten for lunch, and I
told him I’d had bread and cheese, a tomato, and
chocolate. Whereupon he told me to wait right
there and disappeared somewhere. I tried to stop
him, but he vanished heedless into the night.

I drank my saké, What else was there for me to
do? The beach was littered with the cardboard cas-
ings of fireworks and the waves roared furiously. A
scrawny dog wandered by, wagging its tail and sniff-
ing around my makeshift fire for something to
eat, then scurried off when it saw there was nothing.

Thirty minutes later the same fisherman came
back with another big bottle of saké and two packs
of sushi. Eat this, he said. The bottom pack had
norimaki and inarizushi, so it'd keep till the next
day, he told me. He refilled my glass with saké and I
refilled his. I thanked him and ate enough of the
sushi for two people. Then we both drank some
more. We drank until [reached my limit and he in-
vited me to sleep at his house. But when I declined,
saying I was better off sleeping alone on the beach,
he didn’t press me. As he was heading off, he pulled
a folded five-thousand-yen bill from his pocket and
stuffed it in my shirt pocket, saying | was to get
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some nourishment into my body with that and stop
looking so forlorn. I said that after all he’d done for
me, | couldn’t accept money. To which he said it
wasn’t the money, it was the thought, so not to
fill my head with all these ideas, just take it. So I
thanked him and took it.

After the fisherman left, | happened to think of
the first girlfriend I slept with in my senior year of
high school. When I thought about how thought-
less I'd been to her, I shivered inside. I'd hardly
given a damn about what she’d thought or felt or
how I'd hurt her. And up to now [ had scarcely ever
thought of her. She’d been a kind, sweet girl, but
I'd taken her kindness for granted, with scarcely a
second thought. What was she doing now? And
had she ever forgiven me?

I felt terrible and wentover to the ruined boat to
throw up. I'd drunk too much. My head ached. I'd
lied and I'd even accepted money from that poor
fisherman. Time for me to be heading back to
Tokyo. I couldn’t keep on like this forever. I rolled
up my sleeping bag and hoofed it to the nearest
train station and asked the attendant how best to
get back to Tokyo. He checked the train schedule
and told me there was a night train that made a
good connection for Osaka by morning, from
where I could catch the “bullet train” to Tokyo. I
thanked him and gave him the five-thousand-yen
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bill in return for a ticket to Tokyo. Then, while
waiting for the train, I bought a newspaper. I

looked at the date. October 2, 1970. Exactly one
month on the road. And now to return to reality.

My one-month journey had done little to lighten
my spirits and nothing to alleviate the shock of
Naoko’s death. I returned to Tokyo for the most
part unchanged from a month before. I couldn’t
even call Midori. How on earth could I broach
things with her? What was I to say? It was all over
and done with, so now we two could live happily
ever after, was that it? Of course I couldn’t bring
myself to say anything of the kind. For no matter
how I put it, no matter what voice I adopted, the
facts I had to relate were the same. Naoko had died,
Midori remained. Naoko was reduced to white ash,
Midori was a living flesh-and-blood human being.

I saw myself in all my degradation. Back in
Tokyo, I spent the first few days alone in my room.
Almost all my consciousness was given over to the
dead, not the living. [ opened the doors to the room
I'd set aside for Naoko, the furniture shrouded with
sheets and windowsills covered in a layer of dust. I
spent the greater part of the day in there. And I
thought about Kizuki. Hey, Kizuki, you've finally
got Naoko back! Well, she was yours to begin with,
so | guess she’s where she belongs. But you can’t say
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I didn’t do my best for her, here in this world, this
imperfect world of the living. I really tried to make
a new life here for me and her. But that’s okay,
Kizuki. She’s yours now. Naoko chose you. Naoko
hung herself deep in a forest as dark as her own
mind. You know what, Kizuki? A long time ago
you dragged a part of me with you into the land of
the dead. And now Naoko’s dragged another part
of me there, too. I'm beginning to feel like a curator
of my own museum. A huge museum that no one
will ever visit, looked after for no one but myself.

*

The fourth day after my return to Tokyo a letter
arrived from Reiko by special delivery. It was ex-
ceedingly simple in its message. She’d been trying
to reach me and was worried stiff. I was to call,
please. She’d be waiting by the telephone at nine in
the morning and nine in the evening.

I rang her up that night at nine. Reiko came on
the line immediately.

“Are you all right?” she asked.

“Well enough,” I said.

“Say, would it be okay if I came to see you?”

“Came to see me! Here in Tokyo?”

“Yes. I'd like to talk things over, the two of us.”

“But Reiko, that means you have to come out in-
to the world.”
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“I can’t very well seeyouif Idon’t,” shesaid. “It’s
about time I left. I’'ve been here eight years now,
after all. Any more and I'll rot.”

I was at a loss for words.

“Can you come to meet my ‘bullet train’ at
Tokyo Station the day after tomorrow at three-
twenty? You still remember what I look like? Or
have you lost all interest in me since Naoko died?”

“Of course not,” I protested. “Day after tomor-
row, three-twenty, Tokyo Station. I'll be there.”

“It’ll be easy to spot me. There can’t be many
middle-aged women carrying a guitar case.”

I found Reiko at Tokyo Station straight away.
She was wearing a man’s tweed jacket, white slacks,
and red sports shoes, her hair bobbed short as
usual, a brown leather suitcase in her right hand
and her guitar in her left. Her face crinkled up in a
warm smile as soon as she saw me, and I smiled
back. Itook her suitcase and walked with her over
to the Chuo Line platform.

“Tell me, Watanabe, how long have you looked
so terrible? Are terrible looks the rage in Tokyo?”

“I've been traveling. And not eating well,” I said.
“How was the ‘bullet train’?”

“Horrible. Can’t even open the: windows.
Thought I'd buy lunch en route, but was I ever in
for it!”
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“Didn’t they come around with the lunch
wagon?”’

“You mean with those awful, expensive sand-
wiches? A starving half-dead horse’d turn up its
nose at that cardboard! I used to like to buy red
snapper lunches as we passed though Gotemba.”

“Say things like that and people will take you for
an old lady.”

“Fine by me. I am an old lady,” said Reiko.

All the way to Kichijoji she gazed through the
window in amazement at the sprawl of housing
across the Musashino Plain.

“Has the place changed so much in eight years?”
I asked.

“You know, Watanabe, I bet you don’t have any
idea what’s running through my head right now.”

“No, I don’t.”

“I'm almost out of my mind with fright. Don’t
know what I'd do if I were set down alone out
there,” said Reiko. “Isn’t ‘out of my mind’ a great ex-
pression, though?”

I laughed and grabbed her hand. “It’s all right.
I'm here, so there’s nothing to fear, and anyway
you came this far under your own steam.”

“My leaving there wasn’t under my own steam,”
said Reiko. “My leaving there was thanks to you
and Naoko. I couldn’t stand staying on without
Naoko, so I knew I had to come to Tokyo to talk
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things out with you. That’s why I left. If nothing of
the kind had happened, I probably would have
stayed there for the rest of my life.”

I nodded.

“So what do you plan to do now, Reiko?”

“I'm going to Asahikawa. Can you believe it?
Asahikawa!’ she said. “A friend of mine from
music college opened a music school there and has
been trying to get me up for two, three years now,
but I always refused on account of the cold. I mean,
who’d just up and decide to go to Asahikawa on
her own? Really! The place is the pits.”

“It’s not that bad,” I laughed. “I went there once
and it wasn'’t such a bad town. Kind of interesting
even.”

“Really?”

“Uh-huh. Better than being in Tokyo, I'm sure.”

“Well, I don’t have anywhere else to go and I
already sent my bags ahead,” she said. “Just prom-
ise me you'll come visit me there, okay, Wata-
nabe?”

“You bet. But are you heading up there right
away! Aren’t you going to stay a while in Tokyo?”

“Sure. I thought I'd take it easy for two or three
days. That is, if I can crash at your place. I don’t
want to impose.”

“Not at all. I'll sleep in my sleeping bag in the
closet.”

M



“l appreciate it.”

“No problem. The closet’s plenty big enough.”

Reiko lightly strummed the strings of the guitar
she held between her legs. “I probably need to get
myself reacclimatized before I head up there. I'm
still not used to the outside world. Too much I
don’t understand, too much stress. Can you help
me out a bit? I don’t have anybody else I can trust.”

“Glad to be of service if I can,” I said.

“I’m not being too demanding, am [?”

“Too demanding of what?”

Reiko looked me in the face and curled the cor-
ners of her lips in a smile but didn’t say another
word.

We got off the train at Kichijoji and took a bus to
my place without much in the way of conversa-
tion. Just passing remarks about how Tokyo had
changed and times back in music college and my
one trip to Asahikawa. Naoko’s name didn’t come
. up once. It was ten months since I'd seen Reiko, but
walking beside her put my mind strangely at ease. |
felt soothed. Moreover, I felt as if I'd known this
feeling before. Come to think of it, the feeling was
just like when I used to walk with Naoko across
Tokyo. What formerly Naoko and I had shared
with the dead Kizuki, Reiko and I now shared with
the dead Naoko. No sooner had this hit me than I
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fell silent. Reiko went on talking by herself for a
while, but when she realized 1 wasn’t talking, she
fell silent, too, and neither one of us said anything
the rest of the way home.

The afternoon was filled with the same crisp ear-
ly autumn light that had lit Kyoto the first time I
visited Naoko a year before. The clouds were white
arid fine as bones, the sky cut clear through to the
heights. Another autumn has arrived, I thought.
It's in the wind, in the sunlight, in the clumps of
grass flowers, an orchestrated annunciation. And
with each passage of the seasons, I was that much
further away from those who had died. Kizuki was
seventeen, Naoko twenty-one. Forever.

“It’s such a relief to get to a place like this,” said
Reiko as soon as she climbed down from the bus
and looked around.

“That’s because there’s nothing here,” I said.

I led Reiko in the back gate and through the
garden to my little house.

“Such a nice place you've got here,” said Reiko.
“Did you make all this yourself? These shelves and
the desk?”

“You got it,” I said, boiling water for tea.

“You're pretty handy, eh, Watanabe? Keep a tidy
house, too, I see.”

“Thanks to Kamikaze. He converted me into a
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real cleanliness fanatic. But it’s ingratiated me with
the landlord, the fact that I'm so careful with things
in the house.”

“Oh, that’s right. | must give my greetings to the
landlord,” said Reiko. “He lives in the house across
the garden, right?”

“Greetings? What’s with this ‘greetings’?”

“A matter of course, I'd think. You bring over a
middle-aged lady who plays the guitar and what’s
he supposed to think? That’s why it’s best to square
it away first. And I brought along a box of cakes for
just that purpose.”

“You think of everything,” I said

“Comes with age. I'll say I'm an aunt on your
mother’s side from Kyoto, so play along. It'll be
easy, especially since our ages are so different.
Who's to suspect?”

While she extracted the box of cakes from her
suitcase and headed over, I sat on the veranda,
drank another cup of tea, and played with the cat.
Reiko reappeared some twenty minutes later. She
opened her suitcase and took out a box of rice
crackers, which she said was a gift for me.

“What on earth did you find to talk about for
twenty minutes?” [ asked, munching on a cracker.

“Why, you, of course,” said Reiko, picking up
the cat and rubbing it against her cheek. “He com-
plimented you on being so neat and studious.”
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“Me?"

“Yes, you,” laughed Reiko. Then she caught
sight of my guitar and picked it up, tuned it a bit,
then struck up Carlos Jobim’s “Desafinado.” It had
been a long time since I'd heard her play, but it was
still as heart-warming as ever.

“You practicing guitar?”

“I’m just borrowing this one I found lying in the
shed. Try to give it a play now and then.”

“Well, let me give you a free lesson later,” said
Reiko, setting down the guitar and taking off her
tweed jacket, then leaning back against a post on
the veranda for a smoke. Underneath her jacket
she’d been wearing a short-sleeved madras shirt.

“Nice shirt, eh?”’ said Reiko.

“I’d say,” I agreed. A real smart number.

“This was Naoko’s,” said Reiko. “Did you know
that Naoko and I were almost the same size.
Especially at the time she entered the lodge. After-
wards she put on some weight, but our sizes were
close enough. In shirts and slacks and shoes .and
hats. Only our bra sizes, I guess, were different. I
practically don’t have boobs. Still, we exchanged
clothes all the time. Virtually shared them betweeri
B

I took another look at Reiko’s physique. Sure
enough, she was about Naoko’s size and height.
Maybe it was just the shape of her face or her skin-
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ny wrists that gave the impression that she was
more petite than Naoko. A careful look revealed
she was quite sturdily built.

“The slacks and the jacket, too. All Naoko’s.
Does it turn you off to see me wearing Naoko’s
things?”

. “Not at all. Naoko’d probably be happy to have
someone wearing them. Especially you, Reiko.”

“Strange thing,” began Reiko with a little snap of
her fingers. “Naoko left no final letter to anyone,
but she left a note about her clothes. One dashed-
off line, on a pad on her desk. ‘Give all my clothes
to Reiko.’” Strange girl. When it comes my time to
die, I wonder if I'll think about clothes. You'd think
that’d be the last thing on your mind. There ought
to be tons of other things you’d have to say to peo-
ple.”

“But maybe not for her.”

Reiko puffed on her cigarette and was lost in
thought. “You probably want me to tell you
everything from the beginning, I guess.”

“Please,” I said.

“Once the hospital test results were in, that
Naoko’s immediate symptoms were checked but
that she eventually ought to undergo thorough
treatment for her own sake, it was decided that
Naoko be transferred to a hospital in Osaka for a
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long-term stay. [ believe I wrote you this much in a
letter, I guess around August tenth.”

“I remember that letter.”

“On August twenty-fourth, I had a call from
Naoko’s mother, and she said Naoko wanted to
come up once and would I mind? She wanted to
pack up her belongings and talk things over with
me since she wouldn’t be up again for a long while,
so could she stay over one night? And of course I
said yes. I really wanted to see Naoko and talk, too.
So the next day she and her mother came by taxi,
and the three of us packed her things. Caught up
on all the gossip, too. Toward the end of the day,
Naoko told her mother to go, that she’d be all
right, so her mother called a taxi and left. Naoko
seemed in such good spirits. Neither her mother
nor [ were very concerned. The truth is, though, I'd
been really worried beforehand. Maybe she’d be all
depressed and worn to a frazzle. I knew only too
well how much those hospital tests can take out of
you, so I had my fears about her condition. But as
soon as [ saw her I could tell she was all right. Her
face looked so healthy, all smiles and joking, and
her speech was so much better than before. She’d
even been to a beauty salon and was showing off
her new hairstyle, so I thought, fine, we’ll be okay
just the two of us. She came right out and told me
how she wanted to use this chance to get complete-
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ly cured at the hospital and I said, yes, that sounds
like a good thing. Then we went out for a walk and
we talked. About plans for the future, what we
wanted to do. And she said it’d be nice, once we
got out of there, if we could live together.”

“Together with you?”

“Right,” said Reiko with a shrug of her
shoulders. “That’s when I said, fine by me, but
what about Watanabe? And she said, ‘I'll take care
of him.’ That’s all. Then she went on talking about
where we could live, what we would do. After
which, we paid a visit to the bird coop.”

I took a beer out of the refrigerator and started
drinking it. Reiko was still smoking, cat curled up
asleep on her lap.

“The girl had everything all laid out in her mind.
That’s probably why she seemed so on top of
things. She’d decided, so her mind was at ease.
Then we went and cleaned up the room, burning
unnecessary things in an oil drum. The notebook
she used as a diary, her letters, everything. Your let-
ters, too. Now, I thought something was odd about
that, so I asked her, is it okay to burn them? After
all, she’d held onto them so carefully up till then
and read them over all the time. But she just said,
‘I'm going to get rid of everything up to now and
start a new life, and I say, hmm, I can accept
something like that pretty easily. After all, she did
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make sense, in her way. All the better if it helps get
her back on her feet, I thought. I mean she looked
so cute as she said all this, you should have seen
her.

“So then we ate supper in the dining room as
usual, took a bath, and opened a bottle of wine I'd
been saving, which we drank while I played guitar.
The usual Beatles songs. “Norwegian Wood” and
“Michelle,” all her favorites. We were feeling pretty
good. We turned off the lights, got undressed, and
went to bed. It was a dreadfully hot night, hardly a
breeze even with the window wide open. Outside
was pitch black, making the insects sound that
much louder. The whole room was suffocating with
the smell of summer grass. Then, all of a sudden,
Naoko started talking about you. About sex with
you. In extreme detail, too. How you took off her
clothes, how you touched her, how she got excited,
how you put it into her, how wonderful it felt, well,
really telling all. So I decided to ask her, just off-
hand, why was she telling me all this now? I mean
she’d hardly ever talked about sex before. Of
course, we do make a practice of discussing sex
frankly, as a form of therapy, but the girl never
went into details. She was too embarrassed. So it
took me by surprise to hear her suddenly burst into

this flood of talk.



“‘] just feel like talking,’ she said. ‘You don’t
have to listen if you don’t want to.’

““No, I think it’s good for you to talk thingsout.
Glad to lend an ear,’ I told her.

“‘When he came inside me, it hurt so much I
didn’t know what to do,’ she said. ‘It was my first
time. I was moist so it slid right in, but it still hurt. I
blanked out. He went in deep, so deep I thought
he’d gone as far as he could go, but then he lifted
my legs a bit and went in even further. I got chills
all over my body. Like I'd been plunged into a
glacier. My arms and legs were all pins and needles,
and freezing cold. I thought I was going to die, but
that was fine with me. But he could tell I hurt, so he
just stayed still inside me and held me gently, kiss-
ing my hair and neck and breasts. A long while.
Gradually the warmth came back to my body. And
slowly he began to move. It was so wonderful, I
swear my brains could’ve melted. I wanted to spend
my whole life like that, in his arms. Honestly.’

“‘If it was so good, why not do it with Watanabe
every day? I asked.

““No, Reiko, it wouldn’t work,” she said. ‘I can
tell. Do it once and that’s it. It’d never be like that
again. It was a once-in-a-lifetime experience. Never
before or after have I felt anything. Never even
thought about doing it, never got turned on.’
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“Of course, 1 tried to explain everything, that
such feelings were common in young women, that
it usually got better with age, just naturally. It went
well once, so she needn’t worry. When I got mar-
ried, I had such a hard time at first because nothing
went right.

“‘It’s not that,” she said. ‘I’'m not worried, Reiko.
I just don’t want anyone inside me again, ever. I
don’t want anyone to have his way with me.””

I downed the last of my beer. Reiko finished her
second cigarette. The cat stretched on Reiko’s lap,
assumed a new position, and went back to sleep.
After some hesitation, Reiko lit a third cigarette.

“Then Naoko began sobbing,” she resumed. “I
sat on her bed and stroked her head, saying,
‘There, there, everything’ll be fine. A pretty young
woman like you ought to be happy to have a man.’
It was so hot that night, I couldn’t tell if Naoko was
sweating or crying, she was so wet. I fetched a bath
towel and wiped off her face and body. Even her
panties were sopping wet, so I told her to take them
off. Imean, don’t get me wrong. Here we’d been tak-
ing baths together, she was practically a little sister
to me.”

“Yes, 1 know,” I said.

“Naoko told me to hold her. But it’s so hot, I told
her, but she said, it’ll be the last time, just hold her.
So I wrapped her up in a towel, so I wouldn’t get
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sweaty. Then I held her and when she’d calmed
down a bit, I wiped off the sweat again, put her in a
nightgown, and tucked her in. And she went
straight to sleep. Or she might have been pretend-
ing. Her face looked so sweet. Like a girl of thirteen
or fourteen, never been hurt in her life. So I felt bet-
ter and fell asleep.

“The next morning, when I woke at six, she
wasn’t there. Her nightgown lay tossed aside and
her clothes and shoes were gone along with the
flashlight she kept by her pillow. I didn’t like the
look of it. Taking a flashlight meant she’d gone out
in the middle of the night. Just to see, I checked the
desk and found the note. ‘Give all my clothes to
Reiko.’ | immediately got everyone to search for
her. And the whole lodge went out scouring the
woods. It took five hours to find her. That girl,
she’d even brought her own rope.”

Reiko sighed and stroked the cat on the head.

“Want some tea?” I asked.

“Thanks,” she said.

I boiled water for tea and brought the pot back to
the veranda. It was already getting on for dusk, the
light fading, trees casting long shadows right up to
where we sat. We drank our tea and viewed the
garden with its queer free-for-all riot of blossoms—
globeflower and wisteria and nandin.

“Soon the ambulance came to take Naoko away
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and the police asked all sorts of questions. Not
much of an investigation, really. After all, she’d left
a suicide note of sorts. It seemed a pretty open-and-
shut case. I mean they wouldn’t think twice about a
mental patient committing suicide. But they asked
all the normal questions anyway, for form’s sake.
As soon as the police left, I sent you a telegram.

“A sad funeral, wasn’t it?” I said. “All hushed,
not many people. Everyone in her family wanted to
know how I knew she’d died. That’s all they seemed
to care about. Probably horrified that outsiders
might know it’d been a suicide. I really shouldn’t
have gone to the funeral. I felt so totally destroyed
by it I had to take a trip right away.

“Watanabe, what say we take a walk?” suggested
Reiko. “We could shop for dinner. I'm starving.”

“Sure thing, what do you feel like eating?”

“Sukiyaki,” she said. “I haven’t eaten any one-
pot dishes in years. I tell you 1 dream about
sukiyaki. With meat and leeks and devil’s tongue
threads and bean curd and chrysanthemum leaves,
all simmering away—"

“Sounds great. Just one thing, though. I don’t
have a sukiyaki pot.”

“That’s okay. Just leave it to me. I'll borrow one
from the landlord.”

And off she went to the main house, returning



with a dandy sukiyaki pot and table-top burner and
gas hose.

“How’s this? Not bad, eh?”

“You said it,” I admitted admiringly.

We headed out to the neighborhood shopping
street and bought beef and eggs and vegetables and
bean curd, as well as a relatively decent-looking
white wine from a liquor store. I offered to pay, but
in the end she won out.

“I'd be the laughing stock of the whole family if I
let my nephew pick up the tab for groceries,” said
Reiko. “And, besides, I'm not badly off for money,
so don’t worry. I'm not about to venture out
without a penny to my name, not me.”

When we got home, Reiko washed the rice and
put it on to cook. I led the gas hose out to the veran-
da and readied the sukiyaki cooking things. Once
all the preparations were finished, Reiko removed
her guitar from its case, took a place on the veranda
in the twilight, and slowly started up a Bach fugue
as if to check the tuning. She picked delicate parts
lovingly, now slow, now fast, then brusquely, then
sentimentally, a myriad variations to soothe the
ear. She looked just like a teenage girl choosing her
favorite dress as she played. Eyes sparkling, mouth
closed attentively, yet flushed with the slightest
hint of a smile. After she’d finished playing, she
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leaned back against the veranda post and looked up
at the sky, thinking.

“May I say something?” [ asked.

“Certainly. I was just thinking how hungry I
am,” said Reiko.

“l was just wondering, aren’t you going to see
your husband and daughter? They’re in Tokyo,
aren’t they?”

“Yokohama. But no, I won’t. Didn’t I ever tell
you? It’s better that I don’t have anything to do
with them any more. They've started new lives, and
it would only be hard on them to see me. It’s for the
best that I don’t look them up.”

She crumpled up her now-empty Seven Stars box
and threw it away, then took a new box out of her
suitcase, opened it, and put a cigarette to her lips.
She didn’t light it.

“That life’s over for me. What you see before you
is but the residue of that former self. All that was
most important in me is already long dead and
gone. I'm simply going through the motions I've
memorized.”

“But I like you as you are, residue or not. And
even if it’s of no importance, I’'m glad that you wore
Naoko’s clothes for me.”

Reiko smiled and lit her cigarette. “For someone
your age, you really know how to make women hap-
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I blushed. “I just say what I honestly think.”

“l know,” Reiko said with a smile.

The rice finished cooking and I oiled the pan for
the sukiyaki.

“Tell me this isn’t a dream!” exclaimed Reiko,
sniffing the aroma.

“I'd say from experience this is one-hundred-per-
cent reality,” I said.

Conversation pretty much fell off at that point,
giving way to plain eating and beer-drinking. Birdy
smelled the meat, so I fed her some. When we were
both stuffed, we leaned back against the veranda
posts and looked at the moon.

“Satisfied?” I asked.

“You bet. No complaints,” said a satiated Reiko.
“I’ve never eaten so much in my whole life.”

“So what’s your pleasure now?”

“First one cigarette, then I'd like to go to the
public bath. My hair could use a washing.”

“QOkay, there’s one nearby,” I said.

“By the way, Watanabe, if you don’t mind my
asking, are you sleeping with this Midori girlfriend
of yours?”

“You mean, have we had sex? Not yet. I decided I
needed to put myself more together first.”

“And are you more together now?”

I shook my head, I-don’t-know. “You mean, have
things fallen into place now that Naoko’s dead?”
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“No, that’s not it. After all, you’d already made
your decision before Naoko’s death, right? That
you couldn’t let go of this Midori. No matter
whether Naoko lived or died. You chose Midori,
Naoko chose to die. You’re an adult. You should
take responsibility for your decisions. Otherwise
nothing is worth anything.”

“But I can’t forget just like that,” I said. “I'd told
Naoko I'd wait for her. Yet I couldn’t wait. When it
came right down to the wire, I let go. It’s not a ques-
tion of who is or isn’t to blame. It’s a question I
have to answer for myself.V ery likely it would all
have amounted to the same thing. Even if | hadn’t
let her go, Naoko probably would have chosen to
die. But no matter, I still find it hard to forgive
myself. You'll probably say that’s natural and can’t
be helped, but my relationship with Naoko was not
that simple. When you think about it, we were
bound, life-and-death, from the very beginning.”

“I think if you harbor some pain over Naoko’s
death, you should hold onto that pain and feel it
for the rest of your life. And if there is something to
be learned from that, then you should learn. But
completely separate from that, I think you should
be happy with Midori. Your pain has nothing to do
with her. If you hurt her any more than you ap-
parently already have, there’ll be no making up for
it. So however much it hurts, be strong. Grow up,
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be an adult. That’s why you left the dormitory to
live here on your own, isn’t it? All the way out here
in that coffin of a train.”

“I understand what you’re saying,” I said. “I'm
just not ready yet. But, honestly, wasn’t that a
pitiful funeral? A person shouldn’t have to die like
that.”

Reiko reached out her hand and patted me on
the head. “We all have to do that sometime. You
and me included.”

%*

We walked five minutes along a stream to the
bathhouse and came back home feeling a little
refreshed. Thefy we uncorked the wine and drank it
on the veranda.

“Watanabe, could you bring one more glass?”

“Sure. But why?”

“We two’re going give Naoko a wake,” said
Reiko. “A unlonely one.”

I brought another glass and Reiko filled it to the
brim, then set it out on the garden lantern. Then
she sat back down on the veranda, picked up her
guitar, and smoked.

“Also, could you bring matches, if you’ve got
any. Big ones, preferably.”

I brought out a box of kitchen matches and took
a seat beside her.
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“Each song I play, will you lay out a match there?
I’'m going to play everything I know.”

First she did a beautiful, quiet rendition of Henry
Mancini’s “Dear Heart.” “You gave this record to
Naoko, didn’t you?”

“That’s right. For Christmas the year before last.
She really liked the song.”

“So do I. Truly a fine song.” She quickly
strummed a short passage from “Dear Heart” again,
then took a sip of wine. “Well now, how many
songs can I play before I get roaring drunk? Not a
bad way to hold a wake, eh?”

Next Reiko switched to the Beatles, playing
“Norwegian Wood,” then “Yesterday,” then “Mi-
chelle,” then “Something,” then “Here Comes the
Sun,” then “Fool on the Hill.” I lined up seven
matches.

“Seven songs down,” said Reiko, sipping her
wine and smoking. “The guys really know a thing
or two about life’s sorrow and elegance”—‘“the
guys” meaning John Lennon, Paul McCartney, and
George Harrison, of course.

Letting out a sigh, she put out her cigarette,
picked up her guitar again, and launched into “Pen-
ny Lane,” then “Blackbird,” then “Julia,” then
“When I'm Sixty-Four,” then “Nowhere Man,”
then “And I Love Her,” then “Hey Jude.”

“How many songs is that?”
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“Fourteen,” I said.

“Phew,” she puffed. “Can’t you play one song?”

“Badly.”

“Badly is fine.”

I brought out my own guitar and stumbled my
way through “Up on the Roof.” Meanwhile Reiko
had a smoke and more wine. She even gave me a
round of applause when I finished.

Then Reiko played her own careful, lovely ar-
rangements of Ravel's “Pavanne for a Dead
Princess” and Debussy’s “Claire de Lune.” “I
learned these two pieces after Naoko died,” she
said. “I’'m afraid to the very last Naoko’s musical
tastes never rose above the sentimental level.”

Then she performed a few tunes by Bacharach.
“Close to You” and “The Raindrops Keep Falling
on My Head” and “Walk On By” and “Wedding
Bell Blues.”

“Twenty songs,” I said.

“Your regular human jukebox,” exclaimed
Reiko. “My teachers at music college would flip if
they saw me.”

She drank more wine and smoked while she con-
tinued with her repertoire, one song after the next.
Close to ten bossa novas, followed by Rogers and
Hart and Gershwin, everything from Bob Dylan
and Ray Charles to Carole King to the Beach Boys
and Stevie Wonder, the “Sukiyaki Song” to “Blue
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Velvet” to “Green Fields,” every song you could
think of, sometimes closing her eyes and humming
along to the melodies.

When the wine gave out, we moved on to
whiskey. I dumped the wine in the glass out in the
yard over the lantern and refilled it with whiskey.

“How many songs does this make now?”

“Forty-eight,” I said.

Reiko made her forty-ninth tune “Eleanor
Rigby,” the fiftieth “Norwegian Wood” again.
After the fiftieth, she rested her hand and took a
drink of whiskey. “Enough? Shall I keep it to this?”

“Enough,” I said. “Quite something, I'd say.”

“So, Watanabe, forget all about that miserable
other funeral,” Reiko said, looking me square in the
eye. “Just remember this wake. Great, wasn’t it?”

I nodded.

“And one for good measure,” said Reiko. A fifty-
first piece, her trademark Bach fugue.

“Say, Watanabe, shall we?” Reiko whispered
after finishing playing.

“Funny you should say that,” I said. “I was just
thinking that myself.”

We drew the curtains, and Reiko and I embraced
as if it were the most natural thing in the world. I
took off her shirt and slacks and underwear.

“I tell you, I've done some strange things in my
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time, but I never thought I'd have a guy nineteen
years younger than me take off my panties,” said
Reiko.

“Then do you want to take them off yourself?”’ |
asked.

“It’s okay, take them off,” she said. “But don’t
get upset at my wrinkles.”

“Me, I like your wrinkles.”

“I could just cry,” said Reiko in a near-whisper.

I put my lips to her all over, licking the folds.
Then I put my hands over her shallow breasts, soft-
ly nibbling the nipples, slowly moving my finger in
her warm, moist vagina.

“No, Watanabe,” she whispered in my ear, “Not
there. That’s just a wrinkle.”

“Is that all you can say at a time like this? Jokes?”
I was taken aback.

“Sorry,” said Reiko. “I’'m scared. I haven’t done
this in so long. I feel like a seventeen-year-old girl
come visiting a boy in his room and being taken ad-
vantage of.”

“I actually feel like I'm taking advantage of a
seventeen-year-old girl.”

I ran my finger along her folds of flesh and kissed
her from her neck over to her ear, pinching her nip-
ple. Then as her breathing picked up and a trem-
bling came to her throat, I slowly spread her
slender legs and went into her.
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“Tell me it’s all right, you won’t get me pregnant
or anything, will you?” pleaded Reiko in a low
voice, “I'd be ashamed to get pregnant at my age.”

“Don’t worry. Rest assured,” I said.

I pushed my penis all the way in. She trembled
and sighed. I gently caressed her back while work-
ing my penis around, then without any warning I
suddenly ejaculated. It was unstoppable, that
ejaculation. Still clinging to her, I came in her again
and again.

“Sorry. I couldn’t help myself,” I said.

“Stupid boy, don’t think about it,” said Reiko,
slapping my behind. “Do you always think so much
when you're in the middle of doing it with a girl?”

“Well, I guess.”

“When you’re doing it with me, don’t think
about it. Forget it. Let it come out whenever it
wants to come out. How was it? Good?”

“Great. That’s why I couldn’t hold back.”

“Why hold back? It’s okay. For me, too, it was
great.”

“Say, Reiko,” I said.

“What?”

“You should find yourself a lover. You're wasting
yourself.”

“Oh, I'll think about it,” said Reiko. “You sup-
pose people fall in love in Asahikawa?”

After a while my penis got hard again and I put it
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into her again. I could feel Reiko swallow her
breath underneath me. [ slowly moved my penis
around as | held her and talked about all sorts of
things. It was marvelous talking to her while being
inside her. When [ said something funny and she
giggled, the feeling came down to my penis. We
stayed in that embrace for a good long time.

“It feels so nice like this,” said Reiko.

“Moving around’s not bad either,” I prompted.

“Shall we?”

[ lifted up her tail and drove further in, rotating
her body, drinking in the sensations and finally

coming.

We ended up fucking four times that night. After
four coituses, Reiko shut her eyes in my arms,
quivering and sighing.

“l won'’t need any more of this as long as I live,”
said Reiko. “Say that once for me, please. Say that
you’ve done your whole life’s worth here tonight,
so | can rest easy.” .

“Who can tell about such things?” I said.

*

I told Reiko she’d get there a lot faster and easier
by plane, but she insisted on traveling by train.

“l want to take the Aomori-Hakodate Ferry.
Who wants to fly?” said Reiko. So I accompanied
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her to Ueno Station. She carried her guitar and I
her suitcase, both of us waiting on a bench on the
platform for the train to come. She wore the same
tweed jacket and white slacks she’d been wearing
when she arrived in Tokyo.

“You really think Asahikawa’s not going to be so
bad?” asked Reiko.

“It’s a nice town,” I said. “I’ll visit you there some-
day'))

“Honest?”

I nodded. “T’ll write.”

“I like your letters. ‘And to think Naoko burned
them all. They were such good letters, too.”

“Letters are only paper,” | said. “Burn ’em and
the feelings still remain that are going to remain.
Keep them and what’s lost is still lost.”

“To be perfectly truthful, I'm scared shitless. Go-
ing all the way to Asahikawa by myself. So letters,
please. 1 always feel like you're there beside me
when I read your letters.”

“If it’s my letters you want, I'll oblige as often as
you like. But don’t be so uptight. You'll make it

wherever you are.”
~ “I get the feeling that there’s something stuck in-
side me, or is that only an illusion?”

“A residue,” I said with a laugh. And Reiko
laughed, too.

“Don’t forget me,” she said.
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“I won't, ever,” I said.

“I might never see you again, but wherever | am,
I'll always remember you and Naoko.”

I looked Reiko in the eyes. She was crying. 1
kissed her in spite of myself. Passers-by all stared at
us, but I didn’t care. The two of us were living, and
I had to believe we’d go on living.

“Be happy,” were her parting words to me. “I
warned you of all | know to warn you about. I have
nothing more to tell you. Just be happy. Enough for
me and Naoko, too.”

We shook hands and parted.

*

I called Midori and told her I simply had to talk
to her. I had loads to tell her. Things I had to get off
my chest. There was nothing else I wanted in this.
world but her. Let’s meet and talk, I said,
everything depends on that.

Midori stayed silent on the other end of the line
the whole while. Silent as all the-rain in the world
falling over all the grass of the world, on and on. 1
pressed my forehead against the windowpane and
shut my eyes. And finally Midori spoke to me.
“Where are you now?” she calmly asked.

Where was I now?

I looked up, receiver in hand, and spun around
in the phone booth, taking in my surroundings.
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Where the hell was1? I couldn’t tell. Not a clue. All
I could see about me were people, scores of people,
all tired of walking about aimlessly. I held onto the
line to Midori from there in the middle of nowhere.
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11 row house 2  15a bank of cross-country skis and
poles andboots 22 A . A/ Y —RADORF—¢ X}, 2 LED
) 18 chemicals 85 26 her whole face lit up as she



p-13

p. 14

p. 15

took a puff FL LESIKEE YR

7 scaling the cliff % D¢x% 9 manage to keep a straight
face through it all ¥ U8B ? 19 size myself up g%
¥RE2DHDD 20 came to realize b2 d X H i oh 22
I'lsay £5 8¢ 25 the striking side of a matchbox = .,

FHOZTH X6 L1-WH 28 first-rate — D

lcame home to meX- & £5B5x5k-% 6
gifted at teaching $2.5 T8 55 10 a musician per se &
FEoHPIE 12 ‘university track’ girls’ schools where decent
grades automatically push you into college AF ¥ T2 L —
g-RpebsTeidsuF#E 16 push the girl very hard 3%
LB HLDHT, FOROFEPLDIISZ 18resent being
told what to do#L.2iFH3 2D H-TH% 28 on the
good parts R\ & =%

4 fairly good musical intuition 2272 b OF LB 8
amounted to something X\ & ZAFTCwoke  9put up
with serious training I8 &} 2 5 12 maketheeffort to put
it inotder %L THBNY T2 14 in dribs and drabs 2%

Sievsz &t 16sightreading® 8¢ 17 Bowls you
over just to watch. R5E¥ X815, 20 don’t put in the
effort % Ly 21 the trainingdrilled into them to put
in the effort BN E¥ 2K 22 too much praise heaped on
them ¥®»b+ T8 T35 26 fer the birds Fhigt:

1 face up to being disciplined Bl x5 1 miss out on
one of the essentials to building character APSEBIC B BR
%252 &+ 7 a high-perforinance spores car #ig EEn A
- - 11 to go easy on the praise ®a-F&iev- Xk Hict
& 12 from so early on /pE V@26 16 press mat-
ters HEEIP LI D 18 stand by silently and let them
ponder things B> THSK T2 I ¥ 18 takes care of
itself WEK 5 v ¢ 28 Reel you in just like that. D>
Vw3l ha,

1 she simply made up &1t E¥fEH HiFfc 7 optimum ef-
fect T2 AP HBIC 10 manipulate emotions with
great exactness ADZKMWYBINTIP®|TS 12 testing
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=19,

. 20

21

.22

.23

. 24

her own limits A5 OES%ZH T 14 what she'd been up to
BanLA TRz E 22 how you lock at it ¥5RTd
23 pathetic creature 2»bus% 51 F 25 fallen prey to her
myself A3 EE OB/ D

1 strike me as odd I LA &£ B> 5 home in with & LT
(R¥-3 12 was kind of taken with the kid £DF 2 HF& #5572
14 made a point of never talking FEX/LC ER LT
23 a boring life 2¥ A e\ A& 24 thought the world of
me H &Iz T

7 showed her tomy bed ~» FABATL o 12 17 undoing
her bra 75+ =%z ¥+ 20big boobs XZ7ck 43\
24 like a real idiot ¢Xtr 2tz T

6 Can’t be nothing. Telt the truth A b2 < VTl 2,
Bl ®>TIZHA 8 with no one to lean on 3|3 Apiw
gL 19 takeitoutonher fKIc B3 26 utterly lostif
it wasn't for me £, (%4&) BB 85 LTV -bd b
igvy 27 forsake RT3

Jinnotime atall ¢ 5 waslitby a flame (&%) 13T
5 8 My husband couldn’t even come close. E ¥ %A T £ %
b Ridic\, 10 my body was coming undone &% 7 #
P h T 14 a through-and-through lesbian #5&A b
Ovxe7yv  18nolie® Leftt- 22 the sensation that
shot through me WpiZ wA & T35 26 shake things off fne
BROFTDENTED

2 nibbled 7c 7= 4 stripped bare Rt 2h.T 6 fondled
and ignited WX T2 :x7: 8 under aspell B et »
fo 17 thoroughly embarrassed ‘¥ < Bp3's L\-

3 was worlds apart 2R >t Rz 7c 5 afuse was going to
blow in my head ok » — X3¢ & 7 do this once —F >
AT LD E 15 summoned up all my strength £ &»
Ji%sh Lotz 24No holds barred. Bu-2b, 24
lay off ®%3

2 icould almost cey LB 2L E 57252 20 never show her
face at my door again —E L FIELL T h

3 herpartingwords 8T ¥ Y 7 4 no matter how much you



p-25

p. 30

try to kid yourself FA LK EGE ZE0nESELTH 9did
come better with this girl coFEDHoiL H&ELL 20
come on to me Az RLTD

2 playat being lesbians v X Z> &% ¥2 8 Zilch. ¥ A4,
14ac a loss what to do &% L'T .tusiiopsbfgl 23
couldn’t get rd of the slimy feeling ¥ b % BBid e 1

31 really came #4-* 5 # Vs te st 12 her depart-
ing line that kept echoing in my head & o {H o2 H 525K
DPETIREETBEHIILVEDHADALEYDODT T 17
if on some outside chance shedid come B —&&aiFiz & LI
[ 18 get myself to concentrate #4235 24 haunced by
her presence X DRKRK -2 ¥ ¢I>h5d 24 unsettling &
Foiny

2 distant, estranged E/gd A L ¢, L £ XEZ LV Tearly
symptom of sickness #)}ig#k 8 on good terms #pod k-
18 brought yourself this far 75222 % ¥ cF -4 22
rumor had it that 1>2 & 3Dz 24 labeled a bona fide
homosexual #-22DF#¥EE 24 had my way with the girl
BErBunE izl 28 turned rather skillfully tospy-tur-
vyBE S PO mii:

6 spreading the word B 453 7 took advantage of their
daughter $DEx\ 2235 L. 9 a psychiatric record $§
HROFE 12 teary-eyed A¥ R 2k H LT 19 tousled
her hair 8% < Le{ Lo l.-Tvfz 201 could just picture
it. BOBHHEHTINEL L, 22 take everyone to task &
Al Rand 24 adollofadevil ABD L 5748  27to
make matters worse }$ ¥ Iz EBDOB VT L

6lured into L.os37: 9 This is no game T L e?tls,
15 drag us in deeper B8 7c 20 come what may & %
KA TYH 22 so much raw material §¥#3% 27 standing
4 ]

2 the tension’s just going to mount BB LTL S  8the
gravity of the situation ¥DEAE 8 at the point of really
geting interesing @A it T L AT 10 prefabi@
O &€ 14 right off the bat &K 17 siccing ducks

Wl



p- 31

P332

p. 34

p. 38

p- 39

p- 40

62

just asking to be crippled —E &7 b&rihicv-{ BL BT
21 insomnta & 26 Don’t send me out on my own, U &
iz ifeve,

3 square away ¥®+ % 4seeto FET S 6 just hangin
there fF>T<H ~ 10 didn't last a month 1 » B & 2780
7= 12 the next thing I knew &»i2< &

1 pressured him into divorce B M2z 9 tried and
true K7 11 with all his might B4 HeXL 16 did me
in &% Fi>2% 17 crumbled in an instant —Btz L. THIh
7

16 drips and drops #2#¥2& 24 natch $ B2 A

1 nothing I'd talk about with ladies present X #&DF[ LS 2 7c
Wiz & 8 were cuddling 82 %~ Tuvix 9 a long-
handled fan &\-#BD2ov o B

7 hitthe sack % 12 get under the covers % & A% <%
18 drew Naoko to me BF*# V& .L1¢5

1 her torso Hw Dk 2 registered the lines of her body in
my mind $ORLEDOPLCME A 12 14 droplets @i h
15 clue me in#>73 19 tend to 3 %-+%» 23 damp
and chilly > COARH &

7 defrost @ T3 10 flapped its wings FEIEM D B
17 parted ways 3] h 7c 22slickers & H 26 special
breed of ghost #2754 26 venture out on rainy days D
S[R3 P ) :

5 Great place for pork. FREAi3st A& E 2, 17 cilted
his head #4272 18 Crown Prince SAFKTF 27
cut him short %4 b BT %

7 A depressing thought. i LW-EFH, 9 satchel #4
13 passers-by s 7 A 15 perky £ & 7t 16 nondescript
type H3 D16 V- BRO A 21 crawl off somewhere &
oaciBx b 23drowsy BBX 57¢ 25 thriving %%+ %
27 was puking BtV TV Re

1 a bee-line across the way #E\-@> 9 snapped her fingers
to the rhythm %% 6 LTV Rak s 3 15 swept through
hearing range & = 32 T &7 17 plastered B} #.- 7= 19



p. 41

pay phone A%®3% 24 made it with the girl in that bou-
tique 77 4 » 7 DX L —FL o7

2 spelled out the details at great length = & #5123 Lic 6
carrytng confusion in my mind BELL.Z-BA R E 22
by all rights should have been sleepy 88 < T L.A>7cAiigw

p. 42 2 enveloped in the darkness M@ % 7o
CHAPTER 7
p- 43 2 gym class & HD ¥ 4 worked up an appetite R§kH T3

p. 4

p. 45

p. 46

p. 47

p-51

7 the Lit Department library X 8o B8

5 something pressing #/2:8% 10 just an interjection &\
-3% 15 gulped down more water ¥ %€ I K ERFKAR
4 Once in a while won't kill you. 7c ¥ Rtz TL 16

fazed i¥#%- & LT 6 need a pick-up myself T&izrehrov-
12 two vodka tonics apiece ¥ # » 2% 253> 18 when
the world gess.to be too much for me #DHAFEL B L
25 missed periods 4B

7 Ditto for me. £ [ U1, 13 reorder the events of my
life A FE YRI5 27 planted an elbow on the
counter ¥ v A — i Fit2unic

7 dump your love life BAX# Tic2\s 13 whisk me off
somewhere far away & Z 2@ A BHhC»C

4 shellZR ¥ U< 8 everybody’s always so pushy %A 7\
LIFLOT D 17 live by demanding things of one another
WMz BRLH->-TEERD 22 so at ease around you H7s#:
L—Rr B LBEEL 26 whenitcan't be helped f£ 572\ &
ik

13 frowning 8% L1:%T 20 robust smell &tF L 26
hanging out with me #&-& %3

7 for starters ¥3° 11 Ever so gently. T < 2% LK,
14 at least partway #7c{ & $®PEix 15 come to my
senses Wic H - C 17 going with somebody else ik > 23
5TV BADND  25getin a glance or two BB &A% 5
1 sorry look L% %788 4 Righto. 3 &, 5 wowie-

263



p. 56

p. 57

zowie ®h R 12 hard-core HFEA #» 12 don't wanc
to be treated to drinks B/LA A T HR A L 19 missed
astep B4+ 26 the Shinjuku Gyoen Garden FHE#FA
6 in tune with the world =i BIZA % 13 walked her to
Shinjuku Station ¥ % #FBRE TE-2 21 pervert ZHA
7% 25 stow us away in the hold ek 2 £33

12 leggy figure ¥ h £nTi7:B 13 a gorgeous pair E L v
B 22 cutsie undies WL - F&H 24 somuch the worse &
BN

2 jerk-jerk 2> a 8 verb conjugations ¥FHDIEM 15
why does it fall my lot to have to expla’n & 5 1.-C#&»3%68 L7 ¢
CCHRTE VDD 26 can't speak for others fJADC &it
HdrbTE

3in all honesty IEM7six7z . 8 in as much as | think of you
as a friend RA L LTBYATL305 15 cast me in the
role Bc & 2 ¥ T 22 heaved a sigh =B x> 7
27 controlled conditions 3

4 lewd BE 9 More as your fieldwork case study. v\ 35
—X - RAEF A= LT 13 upset €2 14 nympho &
# 27 club activities 7 7 77E®

1 Joint concerts, stuff like that. &Rla v¥-— b EXEI L5 D
De 13 outings KAV 5 = & 13a swarm of young
boys BOFD—# 17 tug at her skirt hem 2 » — F D®A O
-1E% 18 ogled 1A . 2R3

3 just string along *o4~T { AtE\ts 5 convergingon # ¥ »
e 7] 6 pre-exam 7 A + 6 prep school class F#E#:
DFR 8 waded through the sea of students ZE 0 A 2.0
¥kt 11 present conditional REERE 12 past
conditional g8 % 18 in any concrete applican'on Bk
i flnho®ie> 19 systematic thinking F#&eNcE 2 3
EXE 22 you’re one clever fellow H7crzi2 L

3 skipped over & s L7z 18 Who knows? & 5 2.7z ?
21 metaphysical thought M LAEE 21 just to aame a
few 7z & e

7pat 2HA L 9 made fun of meEtiFmR L7 15



p. 63

Das Kapital "®E & 21 have a fairly good picture /¢ 9
BMRLTVD 28 such a line-up of sneaks 1 v # ¥7c€-26
ok 1

1shudder ¥ » ¢T3 5a touchstone to society and
radicalism #4& ¢ RETRORAEE 13 social consciousness
HSPIETHR 13 cnitical awareness #tEHE® 19 putting
on such pompous expressions and using big words H>#->7-.% 5
TRLTUIFHLWEEB¥E>TL-35 21 imperialist exploita-
tion FRAFKHHWR

4 'm common. BHER X, 14 sneaky lous 1 v 5 *5 ¢
el 15 bigempty words 5 7c5%¥ 17 feeling herup
under her skirtt x»— FOFrF¥ 2T  25look oh-so-
smart about it all Hd 22 X57B 27 go yes-yes -~ -~ A
E5TTERS

3 rice balls ¥ b 4 lace-night snack && 5 Utterly
sexist. £ < D& ES 5 make wavesER¥7’=T? 9
side dish &%  10cod roef:6z 11 rolled omelette
mwe 13 fussing over £ 2 &£ DT 3 18 was so
disgusted \®tz/t » 7z 27 You've got me. ¥ 5 Mg,

12 tax man BB EAR 16 all high and mghty MEH < X 5
T 20 the top-of-the line #. o 24 pick him apart over
little nothings ] T4V 2 & T, L EXDEDT 5

10 hospitalized AB L T\ 3 I11¢s my turn #0 &,
15 straight-faced 35 - & LT 21 hasn’t got long Bfs10PY
Heds 24 brain tumor BEH (Lw X 5)

1 visitors R# % 1 out-patients 4 ¥.8% 1 permeated
B| o T2z 7double room —AZE 12 arm pocked
with needie marks (EH® AWD) stoHsH55H 18
There was hardly any life left in his body, A&ic&R Hoiz e A
ERSIehnthats, 26 stout man B-32 D X\ -B

13 I¢’s bound to hurt. Miirtz X ¥ T 3, 18 partway ¥5
27 several changes of underwear T EDEZ .

2sustenanee B A 0 - D&~ 13an invalid % A
18 be around to visit R#FEr{ 2 F% 28 in-patients ABLE
%

%5



p- 72

p. 77

p. 78

266

4 been shooting glances at my legs B oM X &6 56 Tv5
8bored BB LTL% 11 recovery @M% 16 at least down
deep he’s a straight-shooter RiZEEEXLA 23 never take
anything back once I've come out and said it B\ 2 &b e ic
EIER/ 4N
5 keeping me company here —#tzz 2T\ B & 18in-
volved with ETL T3 23 simply starved for sex « » 7
Az TVvd 27 interesting line of thought @BE\ -# %>
WTn B
6 anything goes XA ->'T®#%5  9she has to come three
times 3 Eli3f - He H 10 positions 66z 20 name the
time SO IV BEXZTHTC L 22 fick BE
6 injected ‘ahs’' and ‘ums’ <bdH> &b (HA) LHWIbLuH
3 11 intravenous feed bottle &&@o £ 21 a doctor
made the rounds B OEB A H->7
6 we'll cross that bridge when wecome to it ¥ 22 ¥ DS A CH 2
X5 12 give everybody a good, clear shot i¥-% H B2t ¢
57 22 boned and soft-stmmered fish Rtk 2 DE S B
- 1
5 Do you need to take a pee? 3 L. .52 L\ ? 14 ailmenss
% 18 two portions of food ZAZDOEX 20 shredded
cabbage # + <y D¥A¥)n 23 polished off everything £%5
P
6 registec hunger ¥ %¥3:5+ 10 nusing EHE T+ &
23 well-wishing & 27 O&» 28 a pack mule or some-
thing WEIZ DA
1 been around enough Vi E#% LT 11 savings are being
siphoned away BFaAsiZL<7cs 18 full nursing X2 EH
20 don’t have the numbers ##:R H7%cL+ 26 Tight schedul-
ing. BEAYY 2 —sb,
2 toyed with~ ~% U< b ¥i>L 7 131V &A® 15
bedpan L#¥A 20 his mind’s starting to go #dikshH L it
hiheTv% 22 don’t get concerned Rz Lig\» T
3 might have passed for dead FEA TV 2L Bo TLBH ¥+ 575
stz 9stupor BELA-ES 15 wouldn’t die on me D




=79

. 82

.83

. 84

. 87

.88

.89

ATV5 S bRl Lo 17 cake his last breath under
my watchful gaze &3 BB L. CL 2B X323 25
struck up a conversadon ZF¥ L7

4 Be good to her! B ¥ AWIT Lin IV X, 4 let go of her
BhkuBm+  9squeeze Lixh D 10 allowance & “3»
[ 12 took her leave Ty ¢

7 in a trance FERM 27 a low, dry rasp ELVRL-2F

20 mistaken me for somecne else ;## LBt T3 26
loll about DAV H 33 27 over-exertion R ¥ 3+ 5 &
28 wear you down Eh S€5

6 'm not bad at it 4> 9tz _ EFvATF 18 Greek tragedies
Y 4 AEW  25grinds to a standstill — & FArsen .
27 have their say B\ 523853

7 conduct traffic XHEB >+ 3 16 get into a jam FEE AL
Ldigys 25 was famished D& < s Ty 2o

4 mind if~7 ~LThinEu g in? 10 crunched away
HYAEY LD 10 cuke # 2 % ¥ 15 took a breather —
Bowi 16 a burner #A - 2 v =

5 dispenser A% L 14 grimace Bix L»» 3

5putthe pieces together ¥ &% 6 in a daze #@HRBL
G 19 this dying vestige of a man COEKIFT5H
24 oblivious to T -5 H TR T

6 stressed-out AT V72 9 vending machine &8 8 5 8
16 with admiration B0 LT

5 thrashing around £h5= &  6drop dead FEA U ¥ &
11 blacked me out E DHEiA KM D 15 Maligned. 7
INnTe 16 doing your darnedest —4#@+->T 20
nonsense 1D G &

1 was lost in thought £xz A% 2 bringstomind 2vH ¥
€% 3 ran away from home M L7 6 was fed up with
W ¥g-5'T 12in bits and pieces i¥-2i¥D & 17 Get
this. 2.3, 22 with a pullcart attached ¥ ¥ # =%}
T 25 huddle around the houseposts &t 1.2i%,2 <

9 capped it off like this Lev¢ ¢ 3

3 made a pledge #$% L7 6 bluted out $3>TTE- 12

267




9 you're cornered @G XT3 18 read my palm F#%
b 22 past four 4 853 ¥z 28 watched a live soccer
match 4+ » # —P#Ex B

p- 92 2 goto my part-time job 7 /<A bz £7¢ 20 porno #su #
22 dirty talk W5 158

p- 93 11 canseeit coming » & «x#®A>2 L 3 come by for me
Mxiz2 T 8 asit turned out #&/H 13 trudged down
to the lobby VR & h Ta ' —~Eh i

p. 94 3 TI'libein touch from my side #» #5843 % 18 nibbl-
ed on & U1 22 the crisp crunch, cninch i i b 25103
H

p- 95 9 wound up my spring * :>% % < 16 talk to myself 2+ &
TEXTES 17 muttering 525285 22 gave me the
push to~ & ~L X5 &3 Bvicse (< hre

p- 96 2 crammed 2%z ATRHE TS 9 my regards to Reiko LA
22AEALL 15 exhaust trails RITEE

p- 97 4 undist'nguished ¥ & .7V 22 deadly 3 370

CHAPTER 8

p- 98 7 improvise Blic &80 9a real jertk AL CH 5
10 on the ball #&k7c 14 made way for B# HF T i
18 tourniquet M4 19 disinfected HEE 17

p-99 11 inajiffy 3<% 11 hang on for asecond % x > &&= 'C
PN 18 dopey k2 23 in the way J5 %

p. 100 2 Foreign Ministry Civil Service Employment Primary Ex-
amination A ABARB—BR R 10 have it under your
belt 85 Db T35 13 local training EHR&E 23 Gi-
ve me a break! BEZ > b e\ 3Lk, 25 scrimping 9
DOBBHT E

p- 101 7 figure out#72:%5 9 introspective &7 9 jibed &
A% E.>7: 19 twosome — AT

p. 102 9 free to~ ~350xBETH5 17 pull anything over on
Hatsumi ~ 7 ¢ % 22 ¥+  22incredulous ¥} ¥ 4 % 5 K&
25 That goes without saying. XA/ &7 Vil a-Tavds,
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28ifl hit a snag » F L b iEd ot h

. 103 6 doing my share of struggling {287 s b ic v ZABHIL T
5 12 simpletons i¥2:& 7 16 grinding away &% iz
5T 22 landed a job 82382557

. 104 18 nicely made-up & T XH A &LBEF 1. T 27 snooty &,
E(‘)fc

. 105 16 quagmire ¥ 16 deserving ¥ &£ 47 21 immutable
constant —EARZE 25 eternal go-around F$DHEE

. 106 3 hititoff Xiz\v+5 9 Not stuck up at all. 3 RiFIroicL,
19 die-hard snobs -+ <#1& (5 ¥A) e A 26 get dirty
looks W XB 2R THLILD

. 107 7 Fat chance. RoA%#&C¢3 k. 11 lah-dee-dah + + 5+ +
FL T3 11 debs :s@#k7=t 19 Talk about tight
lips! 7ci. LA oAi@E € Tha, 19 shrouded in mystery 3N~ /&
FETWD 25 an illicit love affair ¥7c 5072

. 108 5 gotten on R X { 7% 26 Things were sure taking a turn
for the worse. FF V& &zt > TR, 28 snide bastard

. 110 5 burst onto the scene t#rzBhr: 7 deferred #- 7
9 getiton with~ ~¢& (w2, 72%) 33 18 lure himout
WrF® Y-

. 111 3 garnish 2 &+ 26 holing up (FBK) & LI bo>T
Wi

. 112 1 for her sake &k o7~k 10 one-night stand —&*ZF D
(£ » 2 A) 8F 14 cocksureness ff & = 14in a
measured tone R & 24 craving 82

. 113 4 in common #&® 13 wavers % %

. 114 13 threw out the line €D E*TF-> T 14 there were
no takers x 2 At 7ed o7 23 pattician elegance RE
CLESrex 3 24 accouterments HI.-2F T 5 b0

. 115 1longed to~ ~Licw &3 LLRBursbhr: 6 hard-
set HL L LTW5B 16 Nagasawa’s mold #RnE 5, B
VEE oeH 23 pray tell E3XF 5T 29deluding 5
EEXS

. 116 17 said to no avail & > LEILERRr->% 21 flag
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down F¥HFTEDD 26 as you wish #F &7k dic

. 117 4 carbon copies ¥ -7 <AL 24 shadowy recesses ji DM

25 twicched 082 b & B2

. 118 5 summon a resonance LD FEX L .50 8 came no closer to

discovering R#EE T L 5 & Shh bl 11 evoked X
Cisct 13 adiner &% 18 crimson fruic O 7 4 —
v 22 adolescent infatuation 4 F £ O # & 23 un-
blemished, and unremitting 5h®7sv&€7%c 261 almost
broke down and cried 8232 L A EMELILTCLEV-TIRRL
ER SR

. 119 6 put an end #&% 3 21 on the rocks fE##IC VA LTV 5
.120 11 hold my own at ~/TZ% 14 a pool hall T2&H

16 out of place B& - 18 faze® =T % 27 You're
some player! tF\CT4a,

. 121 4 a man of the world WA 1l inarow&? < 28in.

stalled a serious look in her eyes B#l7r 3 72 & L L1

. 122 2 a precise amount of power Ef7tDANF 4 pushed-

back hairdo 3 LA ¥H L2 Ssquarely 2H4 & 5
braced upon #§ % T 6 dingy 93 %7\ 7 transformed
into & a 13 throb ¥ 32 %3

. 123 3 antiseptic W&, 3 it’s just around the corner T <% < ic

o  8to be around meE DLV BT 11 not on
your life ¥ 2, 12 stand on ceremony ZE®+% 21
hauling out 3] -t¥H I LT 21 first-aid kit =% 24
disinfectant % 25 with singular skill Fg 1 ¢

. 124 3 fetched two beers & ~A %= &K LT2A 13 go-be-

tween ¥ RALD{RA 16 aface made for smiling % &E»i¢ T
ALEE 27 ifl were You B DB -7

. 125 3 go haywire #1252 L< 73 14 in futility &8k
. 126 2 siblings %% 3 in want of &R L\. 4 resigned myself »

Zow»5  7pookshark €9 ¥ — FOZA  1S5cling to ¥
A Z i3 22 no smart cookie BAD L1

. 127 3 rationalized {72 5 brave the elements fafgr-sr %

615 15 slurp down slugs + 5 7 % D&t 16 show
anyone hisback % L.A%%%#% 23 Ohboy! ®hoh,



25 absolute faith &

p. 128 7 caught a glimpse &% - & B 15 overnight pass #-5%
aJ 21 in another two Sundays & — [@RRREA X =6

p. 129 4 overcast and drizzling EHch = HTHEIBE-TB 7
mothballs B 217 7 adhered to < ->*2uw = 9 drooped U
fedlodntet ¥@hlndoi 15 was beyond me %
W hddbith ok 26 a possible tie-in PAESF 5 LD

p. 130 4 sheer fluke 2 < D 7 with serene precision & 2= T7x
wizt o, TLTHER 20 betted drink money (<7
D) R&E¥BFT»— 2% Lfc 23 abandoned B TTL %
Py

p. 131 5 reclaim ®E+ 6 rail H T3 12 throw me off 4 L&
Hxez 18!'moffto~~~%7<

CHAPTER 9

p. 132 5 madeicclear t35 2 0 & Eo i 15 made up with #P& n¢
% 18 gave you a piece of my mind FFz HitF - 5 2o
Z¢®xEo 19 repentance K&

p.- 133 3 What d'you expec?’ H7c Hh BiTL 2. 10 plunging
toward ~DFFicFEL T 12 waterlogged & U Pz L7t T
23 oddball &t/

p. 134 7 crumpled L3¢ 0@ 14 I've been away ke fF>Trh
o 27 child’s play #75% ®

p. 135 2 a somber look on your face ## /& S divwyup 51 & >

6 keepsakes # &  10out of spite it T % 21 bad-
mouthed Eox 2o 23 mangy A hmotc 23
crooks %2754

. 136 16 gusher o & v+

p- 137 4 scay out of my way #X 27\ T 6 appended $43CE
o7: 10 pits B 10 had one bang-up fight + =\ e
LI 15 looped over ¢% - ¢ Btz 25 blanking out
AL LT 26in disbelief "ERKX > T

p- 138 1 falling for fF 212725 14 tear ducts are primed ¥ 2 3
16 heedless Riz¥+ 24 on shaky grounds \~3 X 2 E/s
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LG

p. 139 2 popped right out &'+ 3 chortled » 52 5K 5 2:
6 straight-laced BB A ¥ 70\ 15 what've you been up
to? Brehofify LT 28cue F5|lauTn

p. 140 6 no questions asked ¥ HRL 7 < 8 put a crimp on 5%
T3 11 keep atit @ik~ Th 16 question of stance 748
DB 2Striple feature B E © = X3 26 pix R E
27 smelled screwy 257 Do HIgL L b L1

p. 141 10 perversion 2% 10 tedious ;& I8 #¢ 15 tits o+ » -2 A
16 pronounced B+ A T 1 18 was so into it £ IZ D
DEY > Tuhe 19 get the most out of the cost of her ticket A
BROLERED 28 took a gander 5 - & R7:

p- 142 8 strike you as odd REFHicK AT D 12 by the same
measure [[] L5 9 T2 % & 15 lapping and sucking noises
beXbedh, {belbetm 58F 26 repertoire v
4=tV —  28had her fill &2 % b1

p. 143 12 unfathomable #5i¥ D352:67% > 16 smashed BRA K< h
T 17 categorical statements 5-%1< & v & & 25 pay-
toilet B b 1 L 26 change /88

p. 144 9 I'll see you home F ¥ T&E» X 16 straight through untl
morning B F ¢+ - & 28 get saddled with #&E% A 5
28 Unauthorized Leave & 4+¥

p. 145 3 hold myself back & L7: 12 motor-mouth B F+ =
5 14 had my way B BB T3 19 frazzled g
hie 22 pushy &8F7c

p 146 1 paged to the phone BEFRIPFUHILTEH 5% 4 abet
my delinquency gD H-Ex -2 & 81 owe you one BicEF2
16 perk up TKHLicB 20 I'm having a great time -3+ %
Liud 22 relea§e Bicsh T2

p. 147 41 wasn’t all that hungry £3uz KB IV F-Tledr o7 6
shoveled down ¥45W7: 9 my pleading paid off >3 % % £}
Miv-Ctd i 15 °fraidy-cac i hB 17 take a rain
check mo &z +5 27 musty £H:05 i

p. 148 S beached shell of a shipwreck #/2Kk.5 LIETHhTEHS 8
dropped the line flat -2 h &5 5 9 split the money #&%
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435 25 foam H. <

p. 149 6 ticking of the clock B3toz v 2> &v5&F  12go for
looks B\~ 16 put you down BLE®5 17 expressing
my feelings A OB EETHR T 18 don't get me wrong
BFELISWT 26 light some incense :%%&-T3 28a
Buddhst altar {458

p. 150 6 What’s this now? 5 A T %% ? 13 had a fit BanaLi
14 funerary image #% 15 a full.crotch view x4 C
ReTnbz i 22 stormed off in a shit * LTV K
26 meeting people for the first time X E

p. 151 7 in his death throes D& L&\ 25 10 altar bell {43®D
& 14 put in a word with God #i## ¢35 % Lir &y 4 18
keep at it FRR S

p. 152 8 burrowed her nose into my chest & D iz ML 20
e 13 tickling my nostrils &#* <4 ¢>T iz 28 mele
OHIRZY

p- 153 6 what’s that supposed to mean & 5w 5 &ek7%d 12 the
clover-covered hill 7 » — X — D% i 17 you’re tops $
> TRB .

p. 154 2 extricated @i} Th- 11 scanned the shelves % # L T2
7= 15 Beneath the Wheel "TEHE#® © F 4 20 plowed
through & {@#2@L~A 28 corny H#E W

p. 155 2 hushed LA & L7: -~ S warmed my insides $%E»T<
e 20 deserted A K D %t 22 crouched % F<{H 2 &
5 LT 22 vigl @F0E

p- 156 1memo pad ~ €A% 17 rapped 7:7-\+f2 21 repaired
VEHF7: 24 before long LT 24 a lead-heavy lid of
dreamless sleep slid over me B\ 30D .5:7-D X 5 i ERDILWE h
rabhie

p. 157 4 coincided with the approach of autumn A8 » f-0 & RIbF
JAEZS 10 if it wasn’t for her & L@ &AL fhsn b

p. 158 1 get depressed &2k Ztr 16 day after day k2 H 3%k
5% 16 can't get enough of it ThCifaxrw A 24
is destined to~ ~iz’t h ¥ 5 T

p. 159 4 get so frustrated with myself-2 -3 Boai#ic7cs  10a

273



clumsy girl ABBAEOF 13 Scriking, eh? E&g&clLzr 5 ?

CHAPTER 10
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. 160 2 hopeless swamp &5 LX 3 & 78\ -ap5% 6 mire &35
. 161 21 1 simply couldn’t be bochered. #8¢31-72HEL A > 701,
. 162 7winter break %fk# 12 rolled around ®->T2% 22

insparemoments B /eBEfIIX 23 weird ZFx 25 mid-
dle digic 3%

. 163 1 scored a few songs Mghd & 3ERmic L7: 2 reserved n¥aAl

Astgls 6 took up the slack RIDEFDOLAL Lo~
7 1t’s just a phase. §-Z 5\ 5B li7L D, 9 concocted T-> %
»7: 21 envelope TRz 23 abdomen

. 164 6 starting to gettome 5 A XN LT&7: 7 make ends meet

FEnen<nIB 7 averted it 22 take your time
¥ b, Bk &

. 165 2 couldn’t get over &' h 23 R T\ T RAF A5 71s

all in your head zhixsMmzdo0TH%5 7 There’s no
rush. H¥% & X% 17 donned i otF7:

. 166 2 reminiscing B\ % 5E D 2 pi B embracedR X5 5

10 striking the closing note of my teens -+ftz M IEF ¥ 5 57
13 with relative ease {t8@9¥c 18 arsenal &2 19 in-
stigated 83+ 5 20 run-in =¥ 9 H\- 20 jocks FE L
FOFEL 21 fracas & 3> ¥ 21 expelled 8 W I} X 32 7
23 fareup #@ 25 putdng everyone on edge KA fe¥ € Y
Y XD

. 167 1 scrapes $#y 2 intervention {## 3 time was ripe A&

* ot Gaffordable FHL 9find#WMo LI 12
scruffy iz 21 getting on in years BTl 26
highly appreciateditems & b #37cv# 27 was slated to~ ~
THTFER I

. 168 5 down the line ¥~ £ %1 16 take her under your wing %

T*ENVEHITE
169 6 squalid trx&\1. = 6 all those nobodies < 2:67s\H D
4 14lolling 2= %A  19resemblance < b



. 170 2 sniff out 244 5 rush you into a decision #3% 254 2

8 if all went well ¥XT5 ¥ {vHE 9 presented problems

RSz 705 15 agood stintof ¥ & ¥ - BoH4F 19 dy-

ing to~ &~ L7\ 24 round up Hh#ns, #bH3

. 171 3 took up with me 7g-2v+7c 6 So much for the homefront.
RS &, 8solid &> &% LT 18 elicited 312 H
L7:  26the supposed sister ¥ & A 5 LA

. 172 1 blipped off the screen &\ & Ex#+ 9 disembodied 2%
BT L3%RTFT 12hang upBEX VS 16 an in-
sidious trait of mine =@ LTV 58 17 get absorbed in
&Ehicyss 24 abhowent #7%c - 27 excuses 3V R

. 173 11 hang around 5 %-2>< 14 lefr off &hfghintc 21
gardening @\ Uh» 22 yard broom B> & 22 rake <
¥F 22 clippers#KRi¥x% 23 weeding and trimming
#BHK<T L 25presentable BF L < Ligw

. 174 1 post-retirement ;BE&H 9 no,siree LA Thigy, BT
X 15 puttering about £5-2<z&  19in the way of
thanks 3fLO#HT 24 at your disposal i & 727413

. 175 2 coat of varnish = R L0 4 ready to pull away itath
572 Tws l6forwarded &mE X2 h T 2722 16
alumni BZ&£&

. 176 6 grueling FEL\> 13 hearing things KB 17 symptoms
ER 1OcylesAM 2ltaxesAB X 213 5 24
specialist % fJ B8 27 fragmented elements 8 K & % &
27 psyche ##

. 177 41 tried my darnedest to tell her RFETHB LA 10 effec-
tive treatment ) RAY%ME 12 cherapeutic HCHEFEL T
13 strictly speaking Btz S2¢¥ 19 ‘on leave Mz
28 in full spring bloom ‘3" > DFB 1.< f Tl 3

. 178 1 at the peak of its blossom #B© 3 hues 2 $v. 7 be
immersedin ~K.# T 5 18 enveloping the garden in blue
twilight ¥, D Fv-MB@ER 22K 5 21 sores 7:23h
22 reeked & » 7

. 179 6 stench of decay % 7 railed ®D L7 8 hurled #
¥xir7: 15 membrane 8 15 preventing me from con-

215
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tact with the world outside #4 # ¢ &M 0¥ BiTs 27
register for class 38 88t -+%

.180 4 make upPEHT B L 12 consciousness 2% 12

flabby @54 CL-% 15 pull myself together L5933
281 was down to skin and bone ¢f> % h @21,

. 181 3 a long spin on my bike HEETDOEH 4 put my ass in

gear % 3% 7  8so rudely upset HE DIV & { oDz
A7z Yailment Mvs 10 deep-seated B A& 15
our combined strengch 1% &€ hif 16 toppled o< b
KLt 17in no time - &V 5Riic 21 debilitated 3
3 ) 24 end-all solution iiBD T ~XTCOMP*E 28 make
agoofit e A>T <

. 182 10 Pve got to pay my dues to keep on living. £ 2 it 575D

Ao Tideblon,

. 183 17 intolerant IEWE: 27 cucked meinto bed Wa: LoMF T

i

. 184 61 can't afford to lose &% 7y 23 seduce T 27

signed up for ERL -

. 185 10 it was meant to be for us #t:HDIBDOEEKD DY

12 unsertling % % 27z v 17 Hard- Time % €0 28
Life on easy street. £ L\ A%,

. 186 12 ashotinthedark T3 - > 12 nonplussed $ % 1T
. 187 10 the far side of the globe 12k MM 12 perennial %+

530 14 coting AT 15 feel a little light-headed 4> L
ITAR DL LT ® 19 prompting (8% 20 used
book stores & AR

. 188 3 none of my beeswax ] %%\ 17 inconsiderate B\ %

noicws  2Sbrickhead 4 » 745 = 26 in case it slipped
your attention &A1 OAILA oDk

. 189 11 Why don’t you just give it all a good long think? 0¥ < ¢

I<ELLOED? 13 depressed & Ai2kts - 13 trip >
3 20guzzle K DL 24 tomup B 1

190 3 job openings M Do 22 of no real concern to you B
EaTHRESTHIVNZ L

191 1 convincing RNi¥IINH > 2in two goes $7:O0TC 6



wasn’t all that great H¥ » x <7%\:  10late shift ;8%
11 raise B

. 192 6 sporting RE VG L TL-B 6 plus it made her look a lic-
tle more grown-up T, BEEPLAKA-E<REL 12
squinted B 2 #5 A 13 the ruins of a building €8 2§
doffing BB¥#TC 26 playing catch # + » # K—A¥ L1
U]

. 193 13 grit my teeth #% <\ L4¥3 17 carefree kv 2Son
speaking terms B % 3+ 5 MH  26broody s -2 h L A
28 break the ice $7H %

. 194 6 had clear likes and dislikes 2 HA & LASFREEZEZ A ¥ F-T
LT 14 chock-full 2'5 L » 17 lifted from ~D & = A5.
5, BoTH-TAR 18 smelw LU+ 3% 18 charcoal
brazier €M 27 concretely A&69

. 195 2 eroding away ¥ LitA T < 141 take it &5 7ciic#h
19 unruly junior high schoolers Lo3 & .sx4g 21
that aside £tz & $2:¢ 231 just can’t bring myselfto tell
her @& Ic MRV AN

. 196 4 unknown to me B -CHIGZLV 5 bic 10 there’s no

hope i\ 2372y 13 ins and outs of Mozart’s music € — ¥ »

ArOBFTRCHBLTV 3T L 18 buff 7« v 22 cres-

cent moon =& A 23 polished off 882 F L7

. 197 8 at this rate ZD5¢id 16 take the liberty of ~ BF e~
3 24 intensive therapy b5

. 198 2 getting out of control 3 b & — A TEH LTI 4
can’t let her out of my sight BaH-L B BT £ TS
7 irretrievably TR DB 1. 2573 & 9 bona fide EHic
14 picch black ¥ -fR8 20 atthelast minute ¥ Y ¥V i°iz
2T 20 rest assured .01 TF2 W 25 is hard on you
B HFELTL:LS 26 drop me an occasional line 72 &
FHELr B TT 20

. 199 5 tenuous @7 6 the crumbling shambles of my life~-<5
AWM TLECES e 10it was probably worse
than nothing fl% 8 > TAMB EHKV 25D 22 deemed to
~3+5X5K/atc 24 propped up her chin Bt ¥ >1-7:

2



. 200 6 1 gave her the requisite light k%> T2t 7 pursed
her lips B% F 9%

. 201 3 seemed somehow at a loss for something todo 7z A, & #c { F#
LEWRILRBEL -7 6 menusamplesin thewindow ¥ « v
F—ORNBEA 11 viccually £ 55 26 15 on rare oc-
casions ¥ #1428 what a disappointment it turned out to
bedtz{BL 3D .ch

. 202 3 poorly ventilated =55 @+ 19 snack stalls T 22
smack in the heart of Tokyo B¥D EHEG

. 203 9 that’s gotten me through @& 22 »TZHhiz 19 switch
off and on just like that FR & MERE LS 221 blew my
top AR 27: 28 Just to set things straight. V- A e B8%i3 -
FHhARBLBKE,

. 204 10 Everythingjust falls into place when we’re together. i
WAL T B, 18 nice and clean X ~»ixH &
19 hand cupped around a match flame = » F D kK& F TR ¥k
7z 24 number series %) 25 thick B\

.205 1moreof ahunk & » &~ v+#47%% 2 Pmgoneonyou &
BIDZEFECRE b e >t AKMS 8Pm not making
any demands. 7P L TBbh 3 Tidsvb L, 21
from the bottom of my heart .C:oE+> 22 I'm stuck &8
2hiEhiswn ]

.206 Sjumbled 2:% 2% % 5 Sgoing on&v- T2  cast
aside fit b B § 14 confessing &A@ T % 17 screwy
aspects Ub 2 { L e/l 19 inheritance ®Z 20Pm a
real bargain if you ask mel 3BV 8k, 24 to sort things
out ¥&® ¥+ %

.207 8 Am I getting through? 3> T<h 5 ? 8 get drenched
FTEEheies

. 208 4 catch our death of cold BRF#x 51 TL &5 20 venereal
disease %% 23 lace doilies v— 2D < —

. 209 1 roaring drunk ~_hF B #£.52 & 10 You mean
you'll take me as l am? Z D ¥ ¥ DTV D ? 13 labored
the question -FDHEM%EU-IXHH I 26 industrious &%
76 28 evolved i#t{b L7

218



. 210 5 Mr. Know-It-All fl¢440-"TWBA. 17 as you like #8F
2rro

. 211 8 turned the tables ;$i8% R&4>+¢7%. 15 make the experience
entirely new £ ¢ DA + 2 23 wouldn’t dream of it &
Zbhtsu X

. 212 1 worm out of % 4% L ¥é{* 1 wrapped them around % h,
#>%%2ibt: 7 don’t hold back ;@@L\ 20 sperm
B

. 213 5 whenitcamedown toit £ AL DEX T 8 incom-
prehensible spread B & 2o\ -HbOMT 21 yearning K
LungkE

. 214 1 Id just been avoiding the obvious conclusion. (3> 2 » L2c#
wEBMIT IR, 4 Forget about it until some other time.
LUElis 1 T WA N N 9 I still kept a large space untouch-
ed in my heart for Naoko ¥ 78 @.0DFICILE F DDA
BFHFOrLTIRBREIATLI 21 a relentless power # L%
feutd

. 215 2 cast into this maze XZEizHK h z T h > 12 lucid i3 -2 »
1.Tuw5%

.216 3 suitable decision M@ D\ {K# 7 mum’s the word #&.>
Twd 14 protractors ' #3 23 stop torturing yourself
BS%®AD503°B X\ 23 Let things take their
natural course. BFIXRI B XEFAR/RA T X,
2 8 conform B €3

. 217 2 give yourself over to lning A& &%@Lrta’n 4 have
every reason to ~73 ADILMRTHD 13slip by #&a»vt

16 What a bore! 7847352 2% HENTT &,

CHAPTER 11

p. 218 8 reduced to a handful of ash —#8bvoKKic-7z 18

withdrew my entire savings ff &% 285 L/-

p- 219 3 no order to it all, either AFSE 2 TV /v 4 hitching
rides with passing ttucks @ D572+ 5 5 2 & y F 1 2 L
Tenib 10 my walk-weary body #Z & hit6 13 mos-
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quito coils 2B 18 the money ran low €02 L »
7= 20aimlessly 5 T47%< 231 was desperate to hear
her voice. &5 LTLELDOFHME LD - 2 26 turn in
RtiT> )

p-220 5 hungupon me BEx 2 HhTLE o7 6 wandering 37
tuvof 8 appaling 2L 9 hollow.cheeked & SR 1
9 smudged beyond recognition #>/7 032 brvkzh 11
pitdwelling BXEE 14 never failed to find 23 Ro35HC
LxT25  22assimilate @3 » 22 returned  to
nothing K i3 LI

p. 221 2 Her flesh no longer existed. {8 &x DA &L T CICFEL x\s,
5 crammed inside me #OF1z>F - Tvi 6 gushing out
EHELLLWMTE 10 half-demolished % % < ¥ # 7
18 washed over me #ic 5% X ¥#7: 19 unfathomable place
bt bic AT 23 the definitive end-all to life A% L
B DRENLHD .

p- 222 15 took upon myself with resignation F#& L THrz >3 7
18 underlying this life we live 82 D& P BTV EHD
22 no truth can easethesorrow £ X 5 ABY §- T T
HLAYE- Tz Lixcaievy 28 alleviating 8 +3 28
onslaught S5

p- 223 9 lay curled up ¥ A< Lz d 12 by reflex KO
16 windswept dune Rosc 2+ = 5% 19 weak constitu-
tion i & 19 worn her body to the bone &%
+ o6 L 20 intetjecting X Lix &30 23 wring-
ing 0BT & 27 the rage evaporated & b1z izt

p- 224 9 heedless X » = & 11 was littered with ~ T# 62> Tl
7= 13 scrawny dog ®# iR 14 makeshife fire 2@
LoED2K  1Sscurried off brI b &> TUiT-1:
23 reached my limit Rz B3>

p. 225 11given a damn about & L.7ghs>7c 14 taken her
kindness for granted B OE L X2 T Y HFDS D2 LB 5T
w2z 22 hoofed it HBVTiT o2

p. 226 4on the road ¥fr 9 broach Y) b+ 22 shrouded
By Tl T



. 227 7 you dragged a part of me with you into the land of the dead
KM D~ B HOMR~Bh TV o7 9 curator 85RO
BRA 15 was worried stiff & T &.O&X 18 came on
the line W&o B

p 228 4 at a loss for words Z#H»H Tz vy 17 crinkled up in a

P

P-

warm smile L.} %< L e - &8F TR
. 229 S cardboard = 7 T\ b 11 the sprawl of housing t
EDLELBR 20 a great expression FEgIcER
230 12 the pits & LA 2S5 crash at your place 7270 & 2 5
(e AT N7 S

. 231 5 get myself reacclimatized % %63 10 too demanding
REDERYTHC & 27 No sooner had this hit me than L
fell silent. ¥ 5 25 LERFRFRIL e,

. 232 10 in the clumps of grass flowers EUsHDEDFHF 11 or-
chestrated annunciation O 2 25 Yougotit. 5T &,
26 handy %% 28 Heconvetted mein% a real cleanliness
fanatic. B0 EXWRIFZCE X1,

.233 1it’s ingranated me with the landlord XF ZA 3 BATWLB
4 give my greetings $:#7% 8 a matter of course H H AT
nT & 10 square it away 2®BAETH 11a box of
cakes EFH H 14 Comes with age. £, 15 play
along ZE¥ »H¥ D

. 234 2 caught sight of Roitte 9 oy to give it a play v T&4 %
16 A real smart number. BET5 L ¢ 7ol D, 26 phy-
sique % 26 sure enough 2: L2\

. 235 2 petite /ifi’e 3 sturdily built Ao b LB S turn
you off ir Rt ¢ 11 one dashed-off line —fTD# p#t
# 14 You'd think that’d be the last thing on your mind. #&
LEL O ERERS, 16 tons of ik &< XA

. 236 7 pack up her belongings Zi#% ¥+ 5 16 in such good
spitits T 2 T THD  20take out of you H¥ET >
28 get completely cured E2I-EE 3%

. 237 16 everyrhing all laid out in her mind T X TR L D.LOSBTIL
BHTWA 24 she’d held onto them (H%7-DFHEX) X
LTz 26get rid of MB35
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. 238 1 all the better £ AstL v+ 14 suffocating & » & L Cu 2z

20 just offhand 228 23 make a practice of ~ 32 &tz L
Tw3 24 asaformoftherapy ¥k e LT 27 fleod of
talk BERGG Lex DTl &

.239 4 lend an ear ¥ %71 11 I'd been plunged into a glacier %

Dbz h thte 12 pins and needles UA. & LR T
25 once-in-a-lifetime —4&x—K D

. 240 12 assumed a new position £EHEE =z 13 after some

hesitation 9 L& > T & 14 resumed B U0 3E L 84 8 7o
21 sopping wet "5 Lz DI T\ 5%

. 241 111 didn’ like the look of it. {‘h’&'ﬁfﬂb‘rﬁl 57z,

16 scouring the woods #oehi { T/ CHELT 23 getting
onfordusk BEhE > TsB 26 with its queer free-for-all
riot of blossoms ¥ ¥R E L7=TE

. 242 6 for form's sake RANZ 18 onepot dishes BLD 25

Just leave ittome. B E ¥ T,

. 243 10the laughing stock of the whole family #&+o%\ {0

11 pick up the tab BEX 5 14 without a penny to my
name #—XT 22 brusquely &£->2 6% 23 a myriad
variations L+ 5 \» 5 T L 2T 26 attentively 2 b A &
26 flushed with ##:-<T

. 244 13 Idon’tlook them up &% Pt 14 crumpled up #

Hic

. 245 6 sniffing the aroma @@L %0 Fiehin 12 stuffed 3 B>

ntis b

. 246 3 you couldn't let go of Midori #&MERL G Ry 9 wheniit

came right down to the wire oIzt 13
amounted to~é&é W SRR T o 20 harbor .z <
26 If you hurt herany more than you already apparently have,
there'll be no making up for it. & fk ERE o6, &b
BLODTIE e B

. 247 9 You and me included. B2 4SBT,
. 248 1 lay out a match = » ##¥#-<3 3 tendition ®E 6

the year beforelast—fE% 9 short passage /]

. 249 2 phew %5 7 gave me a round of applause #1F¥ LT h



p
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72 14 che sentimental level v # x v 2,0 Y XA Ly 53
1Stwnedt 21flip 0> »E2

. 250 15 looking me square in the eye 8DHY Lt BT 18
and one for good measure — i 3s ¥ 13 19 trademark 7
LA br—Ve_2p

.251 9 lcould justcry #i¥ %442 9 in a near-whisper X X®< X
57T 24 folds U2 (L) 27slender &2 5% H L7

.252 6 caressed #ML 7= 13 behind L9 29 swallow her
breath ol @xadts

. 253 11 drinking in the sensations BE¥%Hu 2> LT 15
coitus #¥ 25 accompanied 2\ TT 572

. 254 17 I'm scared shitless 3+ = < #v» 22 vpdght R &+ 5
25 illusion 8%

. 255 Spassers-by ¥ >V %@ Y T ¥ A% 14 Things 1hadtoget
off my chest. BE&7c{ Trxfehign &, 25 spun around
SCBakAad

. 256 2 scotesof #HD 4 in the middle of nowhere & & T4 7u-
SO F AFD

(BRE BHOACT)
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