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ach time they had sex, she told

Habara astange and gripping story
afterward. Like Queen Scheherazade in
“A Thousand and One Nights.” Though,
of course, Habara, unlike the king, had
no plan to chop off her head the next
morning. (She never stayed with him till
morning, anyway.) She told Habara the
stories because she wanted to, because, he
guessed, she enjoyed curlingup in bed and
talking to a man during those languid,
intmate moments after makinglove. And
also, prebably, because she wished tocom-
fort Habara, who had to spend every day
cooped up indeers.

Because of this, Habara had dubbed
the weman Scheherazade. He never used
the name te her face,but it was how he re-
ferred to her in the small diary he kept.
“Scheherazade came teday,” held note in
ballpoint pen. Then hed record the gist of
that day’s story in simple, cryptic terms
thatwere sure t baffleanyone who might
read the diary later.

Habara didn't know whether her sto-
ries were true, invented, or partly true and
partly invented. He had no way of telling.
Reality and suppesition, observation and
pure fancy seemed jumbled together in
her narratives. Habara therefore enjeyed
them as a child might, without question-
ing too much. What possible difference
could it make to him, after all, if they were
lies or truth, or a complicated patchwerk
of the twe?

Whatever the case, Scheherazade had
a gift for telling stories that touched the
heart. No matter what sortof storyitwas,
she made it special. Hervoice, her timing,
her pacing were all flawless. She captured
her listener’s attention, tantalized him,
dreve bim to ponder and speculate, and
then, in the end, gave him precisely what
hed been seeking. Enthralled,Habarawas
able to forget the reality that surrounded
him, if only for a moment. Like a black-
board wiped with a damp cloth, he was
erased of worries,of unpleasant memories.
Who could ask for more? At this point in
his life, that kind of forgetting was what
Habara desired more than anything else.

Scheherazade was thirty-five, four
years older than Habara, and a full-time
housewife with two children in elemen-
tary school (though she was also a regis-
tered nurse and was apparently called in
for the eccasional job). Her husband was
a typical company man. Their home was
a twenty-minute drive away from Haba-

rds. This was all (or almost all) the per-
sonal information she had volunteered.
Habara had no way of veritying any of it,
but he could think of no particular reason
to doubt her. She had never revealed her
name. “There’s no need for you to know,
is there?” Scheherazade had asked. Nor
had she ever called Habara by his name,
though of course she knew what it was.
She judiciously steered clear of the name,
as if it weuld somehow be unlucky or in-
apprepriate to have it pass her lips.

On the surface, at least, this Scheher-
azade had nothing in common with the
beautiful queen of “A Thousand and One
Nights.” She was on the road to middle
age and already running to flab, with jewls
and lines webbing the corners of her eyes.
Herhair style, her makeup, and her man-
ner of dress weren't exactly slapdash, but
neither were they likely to receive any
compliments. Her features were notunat-
tractive, but her face lacked focus, so that
the impression she left was somehow
blurry. As a consequence, those who
walked by her onthe street, or shared the
same elevater, prebably took little notice
of her. Ten years earlier, she might well
have been a lively and attractive young
weman, perhaps even turned a few heads.
At some point, hewever, the curtain had
fallen on that part of her life and it seemed
unlikely to rise again.

Scheherazade came to see Habara
twice aweek. Her days were not fixed, but
she never came on weekends. No doubt
she spent that time with her family. She
always phoned an hour before arriving.
She bought groceries at the local super-
market and breught them to him in her
car, a small blue Mazda hatchback. An
older model, it had a dent in its rear
bumper and its wheels were black with
grime. Parkingitin the reserved space as-
signed to the house, she would carry the
bags to the front door and ring the bell.
After checking the peephole, Habara
weuld release the lock,unheek the chain,
andletherin.In the kitchen,she'd sort the
groceries and arrange them in the refrig-
erator. Then shed make a list of things to
buy for her next visit. She performed these
tasks skallfully, with a minimum of wasted
motion, and saving little threughout.

Once shed finished, the two of them
weuld move wordlessly to the bedreem,
as if borne there by an invisible current.
Scheherazade quickly removed her
clothes and, still silent, joined Habara in

bed. She barely speke during their leve-
making, either, performing each act as if
completing anassignment. When she was
menstruating, she used her hand © ac-
complish the same end. Her deft, rather
businesslike manner reminded Habara
that she was a licensed nurse.

After sex, they lay in bed and talked.
More accurately, she talked and he lis-
tened, adding an appropriate word here,
asking the occasional question there.
When the clock said four-thirty, she
would break off her story (for some rea-
son, it always seemed to have just reached
a climax), jump out of bed, gather up her
clothes,and get ready to leave. She had to
go home, she said, to prepare dinner.

Habara would see her to the deer, re-
place the chain, and watch through the
curtains as the grimy little blue car drove
away. At six o’ clock, he made a simple
dinnerand ate it by himself. He had once
worked as a cook, so putting a meal to-
gether was no great hardship. He drank
Perrier with his dinner (he never touched
alcehol) and followed it with a cup of
coffee, which he sipped while watching a
DV or reading. He liked long books, es-
pecially these he had toread several dmes
to understand. There wasn't much else to
do. He had no one to talk to. No one to
phone. With no computer, he had no way
of accessing the Internet. No newspaper
was delivered, and he never watched tele-
vision. (There was a geed reasen for that.)
It went without saying that he couldn't go
outside. Should Scheherazade’s visits
come t 2 halt for some reasen, he would
be left all alone.

Habara was not overly concerned
about this prespect. If that happens, he
thought, it will be hard, but I'll scrape by
one way or another. I'm notstranded on a
desertisland. No, he thought, I a7 a des-
ert island. He had always been comfort-
able being by himself. What did bother
him, though, was the thought of not being
able to talk in bed with Scheherazade. Or,
more precisely, missing the next install-
mentof her story.

was a lamprey eel in a former life,”

Scheherazade said once, as they lay
inbed together. It was a simple, straight-
forward comment, as ofthand as if she
had announced that the North Pole was
in the far north. Habara hadn'’t a clue
what sort of creature a lamprey was,
much less what one looked like. So he
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“Does anybodyread script?”

had no particular opinion on the subject.

“Do ysu know how a lamprey eats a
trout?” she asked.

He didn'’t. In fact, it was the firsttime
he'd heard that lampreys ate trout.

“Lampreys have no jaws. That's what
sets them apart from other eels.”

“Huh? Eels have jaws?”

“Haven't you ever taken a good look
atone?”she said, surprised.

“I do eat eel now and then, but ['ve
never had an opportunity to see if they
have jaws.”

“Well, you should check it outsome-
time. Go to an aquarium or someplace
like that. Regular eels have jaws with
teeth. But lampreys have only suckers,
which they use to attach themselves to
rocks at the bottom of a river or lake.
Then they just kind of float there, wav-
ing back and forth, like weeds.”

Habara imagined a bunch of lam-
preys swaying like weeds at the bottom
of a lake. The scene seemed somehow
divorced from reality, although reality,he
knew,could at times be terribly unreal.

“Lampreys live like that, hidden
among the weeds. Lyingin wait. Then,
when a trout passes overhead, they
dart up and fasten on to it with their
suckers. Inside their suckers are these
tonguelike things with teeth, which
rub back and forth against the trout’s
belly until a hole opens up and they
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can start eating the flesh, bit by bit.”

“Iwouldn’t like to be a trout,” Habara
said.

“Back in Roman times, they raised
lampreys in ponds. Uppity slaves got
chucked in and the lampreys ate them
alive ”

Habara thought thathe wouldn't have
enjoyed being a Roman slave, either.

“The first time I saw a lamprey was
back in elementary school, on a class trip
to the aquarium,” Scheherazade said.
“The moment I read the description of
how they lived, I knew that I'd been one
inaformerlife.I mean, I could actually re-
member—being fastened to a rock, sway-
ing invisibly among the weeds, eying the
fat trout swimming by above me.”

“Can you remember eating them?”

“No, I can’t.”

“That’s a relief,” Habara said. “But s
that allyou recall from your life as a lam-
prey—swaying to and fre at the bottom
of ariver?”

“A former life can't be called up just
like that,” she said. “If ysu're lucky, you
get a flash of what it was like. It’s like
catching a glimpse through a tiny hole
inawall. Can yeu recall any of your for-
mer lives?”

“No, not one,” Habara said. Truthbe
told, he had never felt the urge to revisit
aformer life. He had his hands full with

the present one.

“Sdll, it felt pretty neat at the bottom
of the lake. Upside down with my mouth
fastened to a rock, watching the fish pass
everhead. ] saw a really big snapping tur-
tle once, 0, a humongous black shape
drifting past, like the evil spaceship in ‘Star
Wiars.” And big white birds with long,
sharp beaks; from below, they looked like
white clouds floating across the sky.”

“Andyou cansee all these things now?”

“As clear as day,” Scheherazade said.
“The light, the pull of the current, ev-
erything. Sometimes I can even go back
there in my mind.”

“To what you were thinking then?”

“Yeah.”

“What do lampreys think about?”

“Lampreys think very lamprey-like
thoughts. About lamprey-like topics in
a context that’s very lamprey-like. There
are no words for those thoughts. They
belong to the world of water. It’s like
when we were in the womb. We were
thinking things in there, but we can't ex-
press those thoughts in the language we
use out here. Right?”

“Hold on a second! You can remem-
ber what it was like in the womb?”

“Sure,”Scheherazade said, lifting her
head to see over his chest. “Can’t you?”

No, he said. He couldnt.

“Then Tl tell you sometime, About
life in the womb.”

“Scheherazade, Lamprey, Former
Lives”was what Habararecorded in his
diary that day. He doubted that anyone
who came across it would guess what
the words meant.

Habara had met Scheherazade for
the first time four months earlier.
He had been transported to this house,
in a provincial city north of Tokyo, and
she had been assigned to him as his
“suppert liaison.” Since he couldn’t go
outside, her role was to buy food and
other items he required and bring them
to the house. She also tracked down
whatever books and magazines he
wished toread,and any CDs he wanted
to listen to. In addition, she chose an as-
sortment of DVDs—though he had a
hard time accepting her criteria for se-
lection on this front.

A week after he arrived, as if it were a
self-evidentnext step, Scheherazade had
taken him to bed. There had been con-
doms on the bedside table when he ar-
rived. Habara guessed that sexwas one of
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her assigned duties—er perhaps “support
activities”was the term theyused. What-
ever the term, and whatever her metiva-
tien, he'd gone with the flew and ac-
cepted her preposal withouthesitation.

Their sexwas not exactly ebligatery,
but neither ceuld it be said that their
hearts were entirely in it. She seemed to
be en guard, lest they grow toe enthusi-
astic--just as a driving instructer might
net want his students to get toe excited
about their driving, Yet, while the leve-
making was net what youd call passien-
ate, it wasn't entirelybusinesslike, either.
It may have begun as one of her duties
(or, at least, as something that was
strengly encouraged), but at a certain
peint she seemed—if only in a small
way—-to have feund a kind ef pleasure
in it. Habara could tell this from certain
subtle ways in which her body re-
sponded, a response that delighted him
as well. After all, he was not a wild ani-
mal penned up in a cage but a human
being equipped with his own range of
emotions, and sex for the sole purpose
of physical release was hardly fulfilling,
Yet to whatextent did Scheherazade see
their sexual relationship as one of her
duties, and how much did it belong to
the sphere of her personal life? He
couldn't tell.

This was true of other things, too.
Habara often found Scheherazade’s

feelings and intentions hard to read. For
example, she wore plain cotton panties
most of the time. The kind of panties he
imagined housewives in their thirties
usually wore—though this was pure
conjecture, since he had no experience
with housewives of that age. Some days,
however, she turned up in colorful, frilly
silk panties instead. Why she switched
between the two he hadn a clue.

The other thing that puzzled him
was the fact that their lovemaking and
her storytelling were so closely linked,
making it hard to tell where one ended
and the other began. He had never ex-
perienced anything like this before: al-
though he didn’t love her, and the sex
was s0-s0, he was tightly bound to her
physically. It was all rather confusing,

“T was a teen-ager when [ started
breaking into empty heuses,” she
said ene day as they lay in bed.

Habara---as was eften the case when
she teld steries—found himselfat aloss
for werds.

“Have you ever breken into some-
bedy’s heuse?”she asked.

“I den't think so,” he answered in a
dry voice.

“Bo it ence and ysu get addicted”

“Butit’s illegal”

“Yeu betcha. It's dangereus, but you

stll get hoeked.”
Wb A

i

“Will you buy us booze?”

Habara waited quietly for her to
continue.

“The coolest thing about being in
someone else’s house when there’s no
one there,” Scheherazade said, “is how
silent it is. Not a sound. It’s like the qui-
etest place in the world. That's how it
felt to me, anyway. When 1 sat on the
floor and kept absolutely suill, my life as
a lamprey came back to me. I told yeu
about my being a lamprey in a former
life, right?”

“Yes, you did.”

“Tt-was just like that. My suckers stuck
te arockunderwater and my bedy waving
back and forth overhead, like the weeds
areund me. Everything se quiet. Though
that may have been because I had no ears.
On sunny days, light shet down frem the
surface like an arrow. Fish ef all celers
and shapes drifted by abeve. And my
mind was empty of theughts. Other than
lamprey theughts, that is. These were
cloudy but very pure. It was a wenderful
place tobe.”

’I‘ie first time Scheherazade broke
inte semeene’s house, she explained,
she was a high-scheol junior and had a
serious crush en a bey in her class.
Theugh he wasn't what you would call
handseme, he was tall and clean-cut,a
geod student who played en the soccer
team, and she was pswerfully attracted to
him. But he apparently liked anether girl
in their class and toek no netice of Sche-
herazade. In fact, it was possible that he
was unaware she existed. Nevertheless,
she ceuldn’t get him out ef her mind.
Just seeing him made her breathless;
sometimes she felt as if she were going to
throw up. If she didn't do something
about it, she thought, she mightgo crazy.
But confessing her love was out of the
question.

One day, Scheherazade skipped school
and went to the boy’s house. It was about
a fifteen-minute walk from where she
lived. She had researched his family situ-
ation beforehand. His mother taught
Japanese language at a schoolin a neigh-
boring town. His father, who had worked
at a cement company, had been killed in
a car accident some years earlier. His sis-
ter was a junior-high-school student.
This meant that the house should be
empty during the day.

Not surprisingly, the front door was
locked. Scheherazade checked under the



mat for a key. Sure enough, there was
one there. Quiet residential cemmunities
in provincial cities like theirs had litte
crime, and a spare key was eften left
under amatora potted plant.

Te be safe, Scheherazade rang the bell,
waited te make sure there was ne answet,
scanned the street in case she was being
observed, opened the deer, and entered.
She lecked the door again frem theinside.
Taking eff her shees, she put them in a
plastic bag and stuckitin the knapsackon
her back. Then she tiptoed up the stairs to
the secend floer.

His bedreem was there, as she had
imagined. His bed was neatly made. On
the boekshelf was a small steres, with a
few CDs. On the wall, there wasa calen-
dar with a phete ef the Barcelona soccer
team and, next te it, what looked like a
team banner, but nothing else. Ne pest-
ers, no pictures. Justa cream-colored wall.
A white curtain hung ever the window.
The reem was tidy, everything in its place.
Ne beoks strewn abeut, no clethes en the
fleor. The reom testified te the meticu-
lous personality ef its inhabitant. Or else
te a mether who kepta perfect heuse. Or
both. It made Scheherazade nervous.
Had the room been sleppier, ne ene
would have noticed whatever little messes
she might make. Yet, at the same time, the
very cleanliness and simplicity of the
reom, its perfect erder, made her happy It
was so likehim.

Scheherazade lowered herself into the
desk chair and sat there for awhile. This
is where he studies every night, she
thought, her heart psunding. One by
one, she picked up the implements en
the desk, rolled them between herfingers,
smelled them, held them te her lips. His
pencils, his scissers, his ruler, his sta-
pler—the most mundane objects became
semehew radiant because they were his.

She epened his desk drawers and
caretully checked their centents. The up-
permost drawer was divided inte cem-
partments, each of which centained a
small tray with a scattering of objects and
seuvenirs. The second drawer was largely
occupied by notebooks for the classes he
was taking at the moment, while the ene
on the bottom (the deepest drawer) was
filled with an assertment of eld papers,
netebeeks, and exams. Almost every-
thing was connected either te scheol or
to soccer. She'd heped te ceme acress
semething personal—a diary, perhaps, or

letters—but the desk held nething ef
that sert. Net even a phetegraph. That
struck Scheherazade as a bit unnatural.
Bid he have no life outside of scheol and
soccer? Or had he carefully hidden ev-
erything ef a private nature, where no
ene weuld ceme across it?

Sdll, just sitting at his desk and run-
ning her eyes over his handwriting moved
Scheherazade beyond werds. Te calm
herself, she getout of the chair and sat on
the floer. She leeked up atthe
ceiling. The quiet areund her
was abselute. In this way, she
returned te the lampreys’
werld.

“So all yeu did,” Habara
asked, “was enter his
room, ge through his stuff,
and sit en the floor?”

“No,” Scheherazade said.
“There was mere.] wanted semething ef
his te take heme. Something that he han-
dled every day er that had been clese te
his bedy. But it ceuldnt be anything im-
portant thathe would miss. Se I stele ene
of his pencils.”

“A single pencil?”

“Yes. One that he'd been using. But
stealing wasn't enough. That weuld make
it a straightforward case of butglacy. The
fact that Thad done it would be lest. I was
the Love Thief, after all.”

The Leve Thief?It seunded te Habara
like the title of a silent film.

“Se1 decided te leave semething be-
hind in its place, a token of seme sert.
As preef that I had been there. A dec-
laratien that this was an exchange, net
a simple theft. But what sheuld it be?
Nething pepped inte my head. I
searched my knapsack and my pockets,
but I couldn't find anything appropri-
ate. I kicked myself fer net having
theught te bring semething suitable.
Finally,I decided te leave a tampen be-
hind. An unused ene, of ceurse, still in
its plastic wrapper. Mly peried was get-
ting clese, se I was canying it areund
just te be safe. I hid it at the very back
of the bettem drawer, where it weuld be
difficult te find. That really turned me
on. The fact that a tampen ef mine was
stashed away in his desk drawer. Maybe
it was because I was se turned en that
my period started almest immediately
after that.”

A tampon for a pencil, Habara thought.

Perhaps that was what he should write in
his diary that day: “Love Thief, Pencil,
Tampen.” He'd like te see what theyd
make of that!

“I was there in his heme for only
fifteen minutes orse. I couldnt stay any
longer than that: it was myy firstexperience
of sneakinginte a heuse,and I was scared
that someone would turn up while I was
there. I checked the street te make sure
that the ceast was clear, slipped eut the

n deer, locked it, and replaced

the key under the mat. ThenI
went te schoel. Carrying his
precieus pencil.”

Scheherazade fell silent.
From the look of it, she had
gone back in time and was
picturing the various things
that had happened next, one
by one.

“That week was the happi-
est of my life,” she said after a long pause.
“I scribbled randem things in my nete-
book with his pencil. I sniffed it, kissed i,
rubbed my cheekwith it, rolled it between
my fingers. Sometimes I even stuck it in
my mouth and sucked on it. Of ceurse, it
pained me that the more I wrote the
shorter it got,but I couldn't help myself. If
it get too short, I thought, I could always
ge back and get another. There was a
whele bunch of used pencils in the pencil
holder on his desk. He weuldnt have a
clue that one was missing. And he preba-
bly still hadn't feund the tampon tucked
away in his drawer. That idea excited me
no end—it gave me a strange ticklish sen-
satien down below: It didn't bether me
anymore that in the real world he never
looked at me er showed that he was even
aware of my existence. Because I secretly
possessed semething ef his—a part of
him, as it were.”

Ten days later, Scheherazade skipped
scheel again and paid a second visit
te the boy’s house. It was eleven eclock
in the merning. As befere, she fished the
key frem under the mat and epened the
deer. Again, his reem was in flawless
order. First, she selected a pencil with a
lot ef use left in it and carefully placed it
in her pencil case. Then she gingerly lay
down on his bed, her hands clasped on
her chest, and leoked up at the ceiling.
This was the bed where he slept every
night. The theught made her heartbeat
faster,and she found it difficult to breathe
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normally. Her lungs weren't filling with
air and her throat was as dry as a bone,
making each breath painful.

Scheherazade got off the bed, straight-
ened the covers, and sat down on the floor,
as she had on her first visit. She looked
back up at the ceiling. I'm not quite ready
for his bed, she told herself. That's still too
much to handle.

This time, Scheherazade spent half an
hour in the house. She pulled his note-
books from the drawer and glanced
through them. She found a book report
and read it. It was on “Kekoro,”a nevel by
Soseki Natsume, that summer’s reading
assignment. His handwriting was beauti-
ful, as one would expect frama straight-A
student, not an error or an omission any-
where. The grade on it was Excellent.
Whatelse could it be? Any teacher con-
fronted with penmanship that perfect
would automatically give it an Excellent,
whether he bothered to read a single line
or not.

Scheherazade moved on to the chest
of drawers, examining its contents in
order. His undeiwear and socks. Shirts
and panw. His soccer uniform. They were
all neatly folded. Nothing stained or
frayed. Had he done the folding? Or, mere
likely, had his mother doneit for him? She
felt a pang of jealousy teward the mother,
who could do these things for him each
and everyday.

Scheherazade leaned over and sniffed
the clothes in the drawers. They all
smelled freshly laundered and redolent
of the sun. She took out a plain gray
T-shirt,unfolded it,and pressed it to her
tace. Might not a whiff of his sweat re-
main under the arms? But there was
nothing. Nevertheless, she held it there
for some time, inhaling through her
nose. She wanted to keep the shirt for
herself. But that weuld be too risky. His
clothes were so meticulously arranged
and maintained. He (or his mother)
probably knew the exact number of
T-shirts in the drawer [fone went miss-
ing, all hell might break loose. Scheher-
azade carefully refolded the T-shirt and
retumedit toits proper place. Initsstead,
she tooka smallbadge, shaped like a soc-
cer ball,that she found in one of the desk
drawers. [t seemed to date back to a team
fromhis grade-school years. She doubted
thathe would missit. At the very least,it
would be some time before he noticed
thatit was gone. While she was at it,she
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checked the bottom drawer of the desk
for the tampon. It was still there.

Scheherazade tried to imagine what
would happen if his mother discovered
the tampon. What would she think?
Would she demand that he explain what
on earth a tampon was doing in his
desk? Or would she keep her discovery
a secret, turning her dark suspicions over
and over in her mind? Scheherazade
hadno idea. But she decided to leave the
tampon where itwas. After all, itwasher
very fust token.

To commemorate her second visit,
Scheherazade leftbehind three strandsof
her hair. The night before, she had
plucked them out,wrapped them in plas-
tic, and sealed them in a tiny envelope.
Now she took this envelope from her
knapsack and slipped it into one of the
old math notebooks in his drawer. The
three hairs were straight and black, nei-
ther too long nor too short. No one
would know whose they were without
a DNA test, though they were clearly
a girls.

She left his house and went straight
to school, arriving in time for her first
afternoon class. Once again, she was
content for about ten days. She felt that
he had become that much more hers.
But, as you might expect, this chain of
events would not end without incident.
For, as Scheherazade had said, sneak-
ing into other people’s homes is highly
addictive.

-Ac this point in the story Schehera-
zade glanced at the bedside clock

and saw that it was 4:32 M. “Got to get
going,” she said, as if to herself. She
hopped out of bed and put on her plain
white panties, hooked her bra, slipped
into her jeans, and pulled her dark-blue
Nike sweatshirt ever her head. Then she
scrubbed her hands in the bathroom, ran
a brush threugh her hair, and dreve away
in her blue Mazda.

Left alone with nothing in particular
to do, Habara lay in bed and ruminated
on the story she had just told him, savor-
ing it bit by bit, like a cow chewing its
cud. Where was itheaded? he wondered.
As with all her stories, he hadn't a clue.
He found it difficult to picture Scheher-
azade as a high-school student. Was she
slender then, free of the flab she carried
today? School uniform, white socks, her
hair in braids?

He wasn't hungry yet, so he put off
preparing his dinner and went back to
the book he had been reading, only to
find that he couldn’t concentrate. The
image of Scheherazade sneaking into her
classmate’s room and burying her face
in his shirt was too fresh in his mind.
He was impatient to hear what had
happened next.

Scheherazaic’s next visit to the house
was three days later, after the week-
end had passed. As always, she came
bearing large paper bags stuffed with
previsions. She wentthreugh the food in
the fridge, replacing everything that was
past its expiration date, examined the
canned and bottled goods in the cup-
board, checked the supply of condiments
and spices to see what was running low,
and wrote up a shopping list. She put
some bottles of Perrier in the fridge to
chill. Finally, she stacked the new books
and DVDs she had breughtwith her on
the table.

“Is there something more you need or
want?”

“Can’t think of anything,” Habara
replied.

Then, as always, the two went to bed
and had sex.After an appropriate amount
offoreplay, he slipped on his condom, en-
tered her, and, after an appropriate amount
of time, ejaculated. After casting a profes-
sional eye on the contents othis condom,
Scheherazade began the latest installment
of her story.

s before, she felt happy and ful-
filled for ten days after her second
break-in. She tucked the soccer badge
away in her pencil case and flom time to
time fingered it during class. She nibbled
on the pencil she had taken and licked the
lead. All the time she was thinking of his
room. She thought of his desk, the bed
where he slept, the chestof drawers packed
with his clothes, his pristine white boxer
shorts, and the tampon and three strands
of hair she had hidden in his drawer.
She had lost all interestin schoolwork.
In class, she either fiddled with the badge
and the pencil or gave in to daydreams.
When she went home, she wasin no state
of mind to tackle her homewaerk. Scheher-
azade’s grades had never been a preblem.
She wasn't a top student, but she was a se-
rieus girlwhoalways didher assignments.
So when her teacher called on her in class



and she was unable te give a proper an-
swer, he was more puzzled than angry.
Eventually, he summened her to the staff
reemduring the lunch break. “What's the
problem?” he asked her. “Is anything
bethering ysu?” She ceuld only mumble
semething vague about not feeling well.
Her secret was teo weighty and dark te
ceveal te anyene-—she had tobear italene.

“Y had to keep breaking inte his heuse,”

Scheherazade said. “T was cempelled
te. As you can imagine, it was a very risky
business. Even I ceuld see that. Sooner er
later, semeone would find me there, and
the pelice would be called. The idea scared
me to death. But,ence the ball was relling,
there was ne way I ceuld stopit. Ten days
after my second ‘visit, I went there again.
I had ne choice. I felt that if I didnt I
would go off the deep end. Leoking back,
I think I really was a little crazy.”

“Bido’t it cause problems fer ysu at
school, skipping class se often?” Habara
asked.

“My parents had their own business,
se they were teo busy te pay much atten-
tien to me.I'd never caused any preblems
up te then, never challenged their au-
thority. So they figured a hands-eff ap-
preach wasbest. Ferging netes for schoel
was a piece of cake. I explained te my
hemeroem teacher that I had a medical
preblem thatrequired me te spend halfa
day at the hespital frem time te time.
Since the teachers were racking their
brains over what to de about the kids
who hadn't come to schosl in ages, they
weren't toe concerned abeut me taking
half a day eff every new and then.”

Scheherazade shot a quick glance at
the clock next to the bed before continuing.

“1 got the key from under the mat and
entered the house for a third time. It was
as quiet as before—-no, even quieter for
some reason.] t rattled me when the refrig-
erator turned en—it seunded like a huge
beast sighing. The phone rang while I was
there. The ringing was se loud and harsh
that I thought my heart would stop.I was
covered with sweat. No one picked up, of
osurse, and it stopped after absut ten rings.
The house felt even quieter then.”

Scheherazade spent a leng time
stretched out en his bed that day. This
time her heart did net peund se wildly,
and she was able te breathe nermally. She
ceuld imagine him sleeping peacefully be-
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“Because you're not naked, and you're not a cowboy, that's why!”

side her, even feel as if she were watching
ever him as he slept. She felt that, if she
reached eut, she ceuld teuch his muscular
arm. He wasn't there next te her, of course.
She was just lest in a haze of daydreams.

She felt an everpowering urge te smell
him. Rising frem the bed,she walked ever
to his chest of drawers, opened ene, and
exanmined the shirts inside. All had been
washed and neatly folded. They were pris-
tine, and free of oder, just like before.

Then an idea struck her. She raced
dewn the stairs te the first floer. There,
in the reem beside the bath, she found
the laundry hamper and remeved the
lid. Mixed tegether were the seiled
clethes of the three family members—
mether, daughter, and sen. A day’s
werth, from the lesks of it. Scheher-
azade extracted a piece of male cloth-
ing. A white crew-neck T-shirt. She
teeka whiff. The unmistakable scent
of a yeung man. A mustiness she had
smelled befere, when her male class-
mates were clese by. Net a scintillating
eder, te be sure. But the fact that this
smell was Ais breught Scheherazade un-
bounded jeoy. When she put her nose
next to the armpits and inhaled,she felt
as theugh she were in his embrace, his
arms wrapped firmly abeut her.

T-shirtin hand, Scheherazade climbed
the stairs te the secend fleer and lay on
his bed once more. She buried her face
in hisshirtand greedily breathedin. New
she could feel a languid sensatien in the
lower part of her bedy. Her nipples were
stiffening as well. Ceuld her period be on
the way? Ne, it was much too early. Was
this sexual desire? If se, then what ceuld
she do abeut it? She had ne idea. One
thing was fer sure, though—there was
nothing to be done under these circum-
stances. Not here in his room,en his bed.

In the end, Scheherazade decided to
take the shirt home with her. It was risky,
for sure. His mether was likely to figure
out that a shirt was missing. Even if she
didn'’t realize that it had beenstolen, she
weuld still wonder where it had gone.
Anywoman whokept her house se spet-
less was bound to be a neat freak of the
first order. When something went miss-
ing, she would search the heuse from tep
to bottom, like a police dog, until she
found it. Undeubtedly, she would un-
cever the traces of Scheherazade in her
precisus son’s room. But, even as Sche-
herazade understood this, she didn't
want te part with the shirt. Her brain
was powerless te persuade her heart.

Instead, she began thinking abeut
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whatteleave behind. Her panties seemed
like the best choice. They were of an
ordinary sort, simple, relatively new,
and fresh thatmorning. She couldhide
them at the very back of his closet.
Could there be anything more appro-
priate to leave in exchange? But, when
she took them off, the crotch was
damp.I guess this comes from desire,
too, she thought. It weuld hardly do to
leave something tainted by her lust in
his room. She would onlybe degrading
herself. She slipped them back on and
began to think about what else to leave.

Schehemzade broke ofther story. For
a long time, she didn’t say a word.
She lay there breathing quietly with her
eyes closed. Beside her,Habara followed
suit, waiting for her to resume.

Atlast,sheopenedher eyes and speke.
“Hey, Mir. Habara,” she said. It was the
first time she had addressed him byname.

Habara looked at her.

“Wo you think we could do it one
more time?”

“I think I could manage that,”he said.

So they made love again. This time,
though, was very different frem the dme
befere. Violent, passionate, and drawn out.
Her climax at the end was unmistakable.
A series of pswerful spasms that left her
trembling. Even her face was transfermed.
For Habara, it was like catching a brief
glimpse of Scheherazade in her youth: the
woman in his arms was now a woubled
seventeen-year-old girl who had some-
how become trapped in the body of a
thirty-five-year-old housewife. Habara
could feel her in there, her eyesclosed, her
body quivering, innocently inhaling the
aroma of aboy’ssweaty T-shirt.

This time, Scheherazade did not tell
him a story after sex. Nor did she check
the contents of his condom. They lay
there quietly next to each other. Her eves
were wide open, and she was staring at
the celling. Like a lamprey gazing up at
the bright surface of the water. How
wonderful it would be, Habara thought,
if he, too, could inhabit another time or
space—leave this single, clearly defined
human being named Nobutaka Habara
behind and become a namelesslamprey.

<~

I hate check writing, but, bey, it pays the bills.”

He pictured himself and Scheherazade
side by side, their suckers fastened to a
rock, their bodies waving in the current,
eying the surface as they waited for a fat
trout to swim smugly by.

“So what did yeu leave in exchange for
the shirt?” Habara broke the silence.

She did not reply immediately.

“Nething,” she said at last. “Nothing I
had brought along could come close to
that shirt with his odor. So I just took it
and sneaked out. That was when Ibecame
a burglar, pure and simple.”

hen, twelve days later, Scheher-

azade went back to the boy’s
house for the fourth time, there was a new
lock on the front door. Its gold color
gleamed in the midday sun, as if te boast
of its great sturdiness. And there was no
key hidden under the mat. Clearly, his
mother’s suspicions had been areused by
the missing shirt. She must have searched
bigh and low, coming across other signs
that told of something strange going on
in her house. Her instincts had been un-
ewring, her reactien switt.

Scheherazade was, of course, disap-
pointed by this development, but at the
same time she felt relieved. It was as if
someene had stepped behind her and re-
meved a great weight from her shoulders.
This means I dor’t have to ge on breaking
into his house, she thought. There was no
doubt that,had the lock not been changed,
her invasions would have gene on indefi-
nitely. Nor was there any doubt that her
actiens would have escalated with each
visit. Eventually, a member of the family
wauld have shown up while she was on
the secend floor. There would have been
no avenue of escape. No way to talk her-
self out of her predicament. This was the
future that had been waiting for her,
sooner or later, and the outcome would
have been devastating. Now she had
dodged it. Perhaps she should thank his
mother—theugh she had never met the
woman—for having eyeslike a hawk.

Scheherazade /nhaled the arema eofhis
T-shirt each nightbefore she went to bed.
She slept with it next to her. She would
wrapit in paper and hide it before she left
for school in the morning. Then, after
dinner, she weuld pull it out to caress and
sniff. She worried that the odor might
fade as the days went by, but that didnt
happen. The smell of his sweat had per-
meated the shirtfor good.



Now that fucther break-ins were out of
the question, Scheherazade’s state of mind
slewly began te retarn tonormal. She day-
dreamed less in class, and her teacher’s
words began to register. Nevertheless, her
chief focus was net on her teacher’s veice
but on her classmate’s behavier. She kept
her eye discreetly trained on him, wrying to
detect a change, any indication at all that
he might be aerveus about semething. But
he acted exactly the same as always. He
threw his head back and laughed as un-
affectedly as ever, and mswered promptly
when called upor. He sheuted asloudlyin
soccer practice and got just as sweaty. She
could see no trace of anything out ef the
ordinary—just an upright young man,
leading a seemingly unclouded existence.

Still, Scheherazade knew of one
shadew that was hanging over him. Or
something clese te that. Ne oneelse knew,
in all likeliheod. Just her (and, come to
think ef it, pessibly his mother). On her
third break-in, she had ceme acress a
number of pernegraphic magazines clev-
erly cencealed in the farthest recesses of
his closet. They were full of pictures of
naked women, spreading their legs and
offering generous views ef their genitals.
Some pictures pertrayed the act of sex:
men inserted rodlike penises into female
bedies in the most unnatural ef pesitions.
Scheherazade had never laid eyes on pho-
tegraphs like these before. She sat at his
deskand flipped slewly through the mag-
azines,studying each phete with great in-
terest. She guessed that he masturbated
while viewing them. Butthe idea did not
strike her as especially repulsive. She ac-
cepted masturbationas a perfectlynormal
activity. All these sperm had to ge some-
where, just asgirls had tohave perieds. In
other werds, he was a typical teen-ager.
Neither here ner saint. She found that

knowledge something of a relief.

¢ hen my break-ins stepped, my

passion fer him began te cool. It
was gradual, like the tide ebbing frem a
long, sloping beach. Somehow or other, I
feund myself smelling his shirt less of ten
and spending less time caressing his pen-
cil and badge. The fever was passing.
What I had contracted was not seme-
thing /e sickness but the real thing. As
long as it lasted, T couldn'’t think straight.
Maybe everybedy goes through a crazy
period like thatat one time er anether. Or
maybe it was something that happened

enly te me. Hew aboutyou? Bid yeu ever
have an experience like that?”

Habara tried te remember, but drew a
blank. “Ne, nothing that extreme, I den't
think,” he said.

Scheherazade leeked somewhat dis-
appointed by his answer.

“Anyway, I forget all abeut him once 1
graduated. Se quickly and easily, it was
weird. What was it abeut him that had
made the seventeen-year-old me fall se
hard?Tryas I might, I couldn't remember.

Lite is strange, isn't it? You can be totally
entranced by semething ene mnute, be
willing to sacrifice everything to make it
yours,but thena fittle time passes, or yeur
perspective changes a bit,and all of a sud-
den you're shecked at how its glew has
faded. What was 1 leeking at? yeu wen-
der. So that’s the stery of my ‘break-
ing-and-entering’ period.”

She made it seund like Picasso’s Blue
Peried, Habara theught. But he under-
stood what she was trying te cenvey.

She glanced at the cleck next te the
bed.It was almest time for her te leave.

“To tell the truth,” she said Gnally, “the
story deesn't end there. A few years later,
when I was in my second year of nursing
school, a swrange stroke of fate breught us
together again. His mother played a big
rele in it; in fact, there was semething
spooky abeut the whele thing—it was like
enc of these eld ghost steries. Events teek
a rather unbelievable course. Would you
like to hear about it?”

“Td love te,” Habara said.

“It had better wait till my next visit,”
Scheherazade said. “It’s getting late. I've
got to head home and fix dinner.”

She got out of bed and put on her
clothes—panties, stockings, camisole,
and, finally, her shirt and blouse. Habara
casually watched her movements from
the bed. It struck him that the way
women put on their clothes could be
even more interesting than the way they
took them off.

“Any books in particular youd like

me te pick up?” she asked, on her way
out the doer.

“Ne, nothing I can think ef,” he an-
swered. What he really wanted, he
theught,was for her to tell him the rest
of her story, but he didn't put that inte
words. Deing se might jeopardize his
chances of ever hearing it.

Habara went te bed early that night
and theught abeut Scheherazade.
Perhaps he would never see her again.
That werried him. The pessibility was just
tee real. Nothing of a personal nature—
no vow, noimplicit understanding—held
thern tegether. Theirs was a chance rela-
tionship created by someone else, and
might be terminated on that person’s
whim. In other werds, they were attached
by a slender thread. Itwas likely—no, cer-
tain—that that thread would eventually
be breken and all the strange and unfa-
miliar tales she might have teld would be
lost te him.The enlyquestien was when.

It was also possible that he would, at
seme peint, be deprived of his freedom
entirely, in which case net only Scheher-
azade but all women would disappear
frem his life. Never again would he be able
te enter the warm meistness of their bed-
ies. Never again would he feel them quiver
in respense. Perhaps an even more dis-
tressing prespect for Habara than the ces-
satien of sexual activity, hewever, was the
loss of the mements ef shared intimacy:
What his ime spent with wemen effered
was the opportunity te be embraced by re-
ality, on the one hand, while negating it
entirely on the other. That was something
Scheherazade had provided in abun-
dance---indeed, her gift wasinexhaustible.
The prospect of losing that made him
saddest of all.

Habara closed his eyes and stepped
thinking of Scheherazade. Instead, he
theught of lampreys. Of jawless lampreys
fastened te rocks, hiding ameng the wa-
terweeds, swaying back and forth in the
current. He umgrned that he was one of
thern, waiting far a treut to appear. But no
treut passed by, no matter hew leng he
waited. Nota fat ene, net a skinny ene, no
troutatall. Eventually the sun wentdown,
and his world was enfeldedin darkness. +

(Translated, from the Japarese, by Ted Goessen.)
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