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socrates in Love






1

THAT MORNING [ woke up crying, as usual. I didn’t know any-
more whether I was sad or not—my feelings had flowed away
with the tears. I lay there listlessly in bed until my mother
came in and told me to get up.

[t wasn’t snowing, but the road was frozen white. Half of
the cars we saw had their chains on. My dad drove, while
Aki1’s father sat beside him. Aki’s mother and I sat in back.
The men up front kept talking about the snow. Would we
make it to the airport in time? Would the plane take off
on schedule? Aki’s mom and I hardly said anything at all. I
stared out the window at the passing landscape. The fields
on either side of the road were covered in snow as far as
the eye could see. Rays of sunlight cut through the clouds,
coming down on a distant mountain ridge. Aki’s mother
held the small urn containing ashes in her lap.

The snow got deeper as we neared the crest of the hill. My
father stopped the car, and he and Aki’s father went out to
put chains on the tires. To pass the time, I went for a short
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walk. On the other side of the parking area was a grove of
trees. Untrampled snow covered the undergrowth, while
snow that had piled up in the treetops fell to the ground
with a dry sound. When I looked back, beyond the guard-
rail, I could see the winter ocean. It was calm and gentle,
utterly blue. No matter what I looked at, my memories
would suck me in. I closed the lid on my heart and turned
my back to the ocean.

The snow in the woods was deep. There were broken
branches and hard, stump-like growths that made 1t hard
to walk. Suddenly, somewhere in the grove, a wild bird let
out a sharp cry and flew off. I stopped and listened for other
noises, but it was as quiet as if the world had nobody left in
it. When I closed my eyes, though, I could hear the chains of
cars on the nearby road, like the sound of bells. I started not
to know where I was or who I was. Then I heard my father
calling me.

After we got over the hill, the rest of the drive went
smoothly. We arrived at the airport on time, checked in,
and headed to the gate.

“Thank you for everything,” my father said to Akt’s
parents.

“We should be thanking you,” Aki’s father answered,
smiling. “I'm sure Aki1’s very happy to have Sakutaro com-
ing with us.”

[ glanced at the small urn in Aki’s mother’s hands. That
urn, nestled in its beautiful brocade bag. . . was Aki truly in
there?

After the plane took off, I fell asleep and had a dream. It
was about Aki when she was still healthy, and in the dream
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she was smiling, with that slightly embarrassed smile of
hers. She called out to me—“Saku-chan.” Her voice lingered
in my ears. I wished the dream were real, and this reality a
dream. But that wasn’t the case. And that was why, when-
ever | woke up, I'd be crying. It wasn’t because I was sad.
When you return from a happy dream to sad reality, there’s
a chasm you have to step across, and you can’t cross 1t with-
out shedding tears. It doesn’t matter how many times you
do it.

The place we’d left was covered in snow, but the place we
landed was a city scorching under the summer sun: Cairns,
a beautiful town on the Pacific Ocean. A promenade of palm
trees and choking tropical vegetation spread their greenery
around luxury hotels facing the bay. Large and small cruise
ships waited at the wharf. The taxi taking us to our hotel
followed the shore, where strolling tourists were out enjoy-
ing the sunset.

“It’s like Hawai1,” Aki’s mother said.

To me, the place was cursed. Nothing about it had

changed from four months ago, except for the seasons.
Australia had gone from early spring to midsummer. That
was all. That was all that had happened.
We were going to spend the night at a hotel and take a
morning flight the next day. There was hardly any time dif-
ference, so the time when we’d left Japan had just continued
its flow. After dinner, I sprawled out on my hotel bed and
stared up at the ceiling. And I told myself that Aki wasn’t
here.

When I'd come to Cairns four months ago, Aki hadn’t
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been here, then, either. Our class had come for our high
school graduation trip and left her in Japan. We’'d flown
from a Japanese city close to Australia, to an Australian city
close to Japan. That was the only nonstop route, and for
this odd reason, this city had entered my life. I'd thought it
was a beautiful place. Everything was strange and new and
interesting, because everything I’d looked at, Aki was look-
ing at with me, through me. But now, no matter what I
looked at, I felt nothing. What was I supposed to look at
here?

That’s what it meant for Aki to be gone, what it meant to
lose her. I had nothing to look at anymore, whether in
Australia or Alaska, the Mediterranean or the Antarctic. No
matter where in the world I went, it would be the same: no
landscape could move me, nothing beautiful could please
me. The person who’d given me the ability to see, know,
and feel—the will to live—was gone. She wasn’t with me
anymore.

Four months. Everything had happened in the time for
one season to change to the next. In that time, one girl had
disappeared from this world. If you thought of it as one
person out of six billion, it didn’t mean a thing. But I wasn’t
there with the six billion. I was in a place where one death
had wiped out every emotion. That was where I was. I didn’t
see anything, hear anything, or feel anything. But was that
where I really was? If not, then where was I?
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Two

THE FIRST TIME AKI AND | were in the same class together was
our second year of junior high. Until then I'd never even
heard of her, but by chance we ended up in the same class,
out of nine, and by chance our teacher appointed us male
and female class representative.

As class representatives, our first job was to go to the hos-
pital to visit a classmate named Oki, who’d broken his leg
the first day of school. On the way there, we bought cookies
and flowers with the money we’d collected from our teacher
and classmates.

Oki was lying on his back in bed, with his leg in a huge
plaster cast. I hardly knew anything about him, so I kept
quiet while Aki, who’d been in the same class with him the
year before, did the talking. I stared out the fourth-floor
window at the town. A flower shop, fruit market, candy
store, and other businesses formed a small shopping area
along the bus route. Beyond that, I could see Castle Hill. Its
white tower peeped out from behind the trees, which were
bright with new leaves.

“Hey, Matsumoto.” Oki suddenly turned toward me.
“Your first name’s Sakutaro, right?”

“Yeah.” I turned from the window.

“Must drive you nuts, huh?” he said.

“What drives me nuts?”

“I mean, it’s because of Sakutaro Hagiwara, right?”

[ didn’t answer.

“Know what my first name 1s?”

“Yeah. Ryunosuke.”

11
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“Because of Ryunosuke Akutagawa.”

[ understood what Oki was getting at.

“They should make it illegal to name your kids after
famous writers,” he said, nodding. He seemed pleased with
himself.

“Actually, it was my grandfather,” I said.

“Your grandpa picked your name?”

“Yeah.”

“Thanks a lot, huh?”

“Hey, Ryunosuke isn’t so bad. Coulda been worse.”

“Like what?”

“What if they’d named you Kinnosuke?”

“Kinnosuke? Why?”

“That’s Soseki’s real first name.”

“Huh. I didn’t know that.”

“Think about it. If your parents’ favorite book’d been
Kokoro, you’d be Kinnosuke Oki now.”

“No way,” he said, laughing. “Come on, nobody would
name their kid Kinnosuke.”

“Hey, just suppose. Suppose your name was Kinnosuke
Oki. You’d be the laughingstock of the entire school.”

Ok1’s expression darkened.

[ went on, “You’d blame your parents, run away from
home, and become a pro wrestler.”

“A pro wrestler? How come?”

“What else could you do with a name like Kinnosuke
Oki?”

“Yeah, you’re right!”

Aki put the flowers we’d brought into a vase. Oki and
[ opened the box of cookies and dug in while we kept on

12
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about our oh-so-literary parents.

“Hey, come back soon,” Oki called out as we were going.
“It gets boring, lying around here all day.”

“Don’t worry. All the kids from class are gonna start tak-
ing turns coming by to fill you in on what you’re missing.”

“That I could do without.”

“Sasaki said she’d drop by to help you study,” Aki said,
referring to the cutest girl in class.

“Lucky ducky, Oki,” I said.

“Yeah, yeah. Okey-dokey,” he said, laughing at his stupid

pun.

On the way back from the hospital, I asked Aki if she
wanted to climb Castle Hill. It was too late to make it back
in time for club activities at school, but too early to go
straight home. She said all right.

Two paths wound up the hill, one on the north side
and one on the south side. The north side was the main
approach. We climbed up the trail on the south side, which
most people never used because it was so steep and narrow.
About halfway up was a park where the two paths met. We
made our way up slowly, not talking much.

“You’re into rock, aren’t you, Matsumoto?” Aki asked.

I glanced at her. “How’d you know?”

“I've seen you trading CDs with your friends.”

“What about you, Hirose?”

“That stuff just jumbles up the inside of my head.”

“What, rock music?”

“Yeah. My brain gets like those curried beans they serve
at lunch.”

13
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“Hmm.”

“And you’re in the kendo club, right?”

“Yeah:”

“Don’t you have practice today?”

“I told Coach I couldn’t make 1t.”

Aki thought this over for a while and then said, “Kinda
weird. A kendo guy who’s into rock. The two just don’t go
together.”

“Why not? In kendo, when you whack a guy on his face
guard, it feels good. That’s what listening to rock is like.”

“So you don’t feel good most of the time?”

“Do you?”

“I don’t know what you mean by ‘it feels good.”

[ didn’t really know either.

Since we were just a couple of junior high classmates,
we’d been keeping a reasonable distance from each other.
Even so, a faint, sweet scent, maybe her shampoo or condi-
tioner, wafted toward me. It sure was a big difference from
the smell of a sweaty face guard. Maybe if you lived with this
scent enveloping you year in and year out, you wouldn’t feel
like listening to rock or whacking people with a bamboo
sword.

The edges of the stone steps we were climbing were worn
smooth and had patches of green moss growing on them.
The earth around the steps was red clay that had a damp

look all year round. Aki came to a sudden halt.
“Hydrangeas.”

Between the trail and the precipice on its right was a thick

clump of hydrangeas. The bushes were covered with baby
flowers the size of ten-yen coins.

14
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“I love hydrangeas,” she said with a dreamy look. “Let’s
come back here together when they’re blooming.”

“Sure,” I said. And then added a little hastily, “We’re
almost at the top.”

Three

MY HOUSE stood on the grounds of the public library. It was
a two-story, white Victorian and looked like something
from the heyday of Westernization a hundred years ago.
The house had actually been designated a historic land-
mark, and whoever lived there couldn’t make repairs with-
out permission. “Historic landmark” might sound special,
but there was nothing special about living there. In fact,
my grandfather had declared it wasn’t comfortable for an
old man and promptly moved into his own apartment. A
house that isn’t comfortable for an old man isn’t comfort-
able for anybody. But my father was eccentric in this way,
and my mother went along with 1it. For their kid, it was just
annoying.

[ didn’t know exactly what had brought us here. Aside
from my father’s eccentricity, it probably had something to
do with the fact that my mother worked at the library. Or
maybe my grandfather, who used to be a Diet member or
something a long time ago, had pulled some strings. Either
way, I wasn’t particularly interested in our unsavory past
with regard to this house, so I'd never bothered to ask. The
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house and the library, at their closest point, were only about
three meters apart. So if someone was reading a book by the
window, I could look over their shoulder from my bedroom
on the second floor. Well, almost.

Around the time I entered junior high, I started helping
out my mother at the library when I didn’t have kendo
practice. On busy Saturday afternoons, Sundays, and holi-
days, I would scan barcodes at the lending counter or pile
returned books onto a cart and take them to the stacks. Of
course, since I was not doing this strictly out of filial devo-
tion, I got paid for my services. Most of the money went

into CDs.

After the day at the hospital, Aki and I saw a lot of each
other as the class representatives. But even though we were
often together, I didn’t really think of her as a girl. Maybe it
was because we were too close that I didn’t notice how
attractive she was. She was pretty cute, actually, with a
good personality, and really smart as well. She had a lot of
admirers among the guys in class. And before I knew 1it, I
was feeling their enmity. When we played basketball or soc-
cer for gym, somebody would always crash into me on pur-
pose or kick me in the shins. It was pretty clear some guys
had it out for me, but at first I didn’t get what was going
on. I just thought these guys hated me for some reason,
which really bothered me.

One day, however, something happened that cleared it all
up for me. In the second term, each class of second-year
students had to put on a play for the Culture Fair. The
girls’ block vote carried the day, and our class ended up
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with Romeo and Juliet. Aki was chosen for Juliet, thanks to
the unanimous support of the girls. Romeo, following the
unwritten rule that stuff nobody wants to do falls to the
class representative, went to me.

The girls took the lead and rehearsals moved forward.
The window scene, where Juliet says “O Romeo, Romeo!
wherefore art thou Romeo? Deny thy father and refuse thy
name! Or, if thou wilt not, be but sworn my love” was funny
because Aki, serious by nature, played it so earnestly. And
the part where the principal, making a special appearance
as the Nurse, had to say “Now, by my maidenhead at twelve
year old, I bade her come” exactly as it goes in the script,
always made everyone burst out laughing. In the morning
scene in Juliet’s bedroom where Romeo whispers “More
light and light—more dark and dark our woes” and leaves,
we had to kiss. Juliet, not wanting him to go, and Romeo,
wanting to stay, gaze at each other and exchange a kiss over
the balcony railing.

One day, two guys in our class suddenly blocked my
path.

“Don’t get too hoochy-koochy with Hirose, all right?”
said one.

“Just because you get good grades doesn’t make you a
hotshot,” said the other.

“What’re you talking about?” I said.

“Shut up.” One of them punched me in the stomach.

[t was more of a threat than anything, and I'd braced
myself, so it didn’t hurt much. Maybe that satisfied them,
because they threw back their shoulders and stalked off.

Instead of the humiliation I expected, I felt exhilaration.

17
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When you add the right quantity of acid to a phenolphtha-
lein solution that’'s red from reaction with a base, it
becomes neutralized and turns transparent. In the same
way, the world became perfectly clear: those guys were jeal-
ous of me.

As for Aki, the object of all this, there were rumors that
she had a boyfriend who was in senior high. I didn’t know
if it was true, and never heard it directly from Aki. I simply
overheard the girls in class talking about it sometimes, say-
ing he was tall and good-looking and played volleyball.
Give me a break, I thought, real men do kendo. Kendo!

At the time, Aki had a habit of listening to the radio
while she studied. I even knew which was her favorite pro-
gram. Basically, guys and girls—none of them exactly intel-
lectuals—would send postcards to the show and get all
excited if the fast-talking disc jockey read them out loud.
For the first time in my life I wrote a song-request postcard,
don’t ask me why. Maybe it was because of the high school
guy, or all the troubles I'd suffered because of her. But
most of all, though I wasn’t conscious of it yet, it foreshad-
owed my love for her.

For Christmas Eve, the show would be featuring the
ghastly-sounding “special Holy Night request hour for lov-
ers.” Naturally, I could assume the competition would be
tight. To make absolutely sure that my postcard would be
read on the air, I had to write something that would really
grab them.

And now for our next postcard. This is from Romeo of class four,
second year. “Today I'd like to write about my classmate, A.H.

18
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She’s a quiet girl with long hair. Her face is like a frail version of
Nausicad of the Valley of the Wind. She has a bright personality
and was class representative for a long time. For the Culture Fair in
November, our class put on Romeo and Juliet. She was supposed
to play Juliet, and I was supposed to play Romeo. But soon after
we started rebearsals, she got sick and was absent a lot. So we had
to get a substitute, and I acted in Romeo and Juliet with another
girl. Afterwards, we found out that A.H. had leukemia. She’s still in
the hospital receiving treatment. According to my classmates who
visited her there, all of her long bair has fallen out, and she’s lost so
much weight you can hardly recognize her. She’s probably spend-
ing this Christmas Eve in her hospital bed. Maybe she’s listening to
this show on the radio. So for A.H., who couldn’t play Juliet at the
Culture Fair, please play “Tonight’ from West Side Story.”

“What was that about?” Aki said the next day, waylaying
me at school. “That request yesterday, that was you, wasn’t
1te”

“What’re you talking about?”

“Oh, don’t even pretend. Romeo of class four, second
year, come on. Leukemia? All my hair had fallen out and I’'d
lost so much weight you could hardly recognize me? How
could you even come up with a lie like that?”

“Hey, I said some nice stuff.”

“A frail Nausicai, right.” She sighed. “Look, Matsumoto.
I don’t care what you write about me. But there really are
people out there with leukemia, okay? Even if it’s a joke,

using someone like that for attention isn’t right. I really
hate that.”

Though I bridled at her self-righteous tone, I liked Aki’s
anger. A cool feeling like a breeze spread through me.

19
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Besides a new appreciation for AKki, it carried with it a sense
of satisfaction, with myself. For the first time, I was seeing
her as a girl.

Four

AKI AND I were 1n different classes our third year of junior
high. But we were both still class representatives, so once
a week we saw each other at after-school meetings. Also,
around the end of the first term, she started studying at
the library now and then. Once summer vacation started,
she came every day. After the city tournament was over I
didn’t have kendo practice anymore, so I was devoting
more time to wage-earning labor. I’d also started studying
for my senior high entrance exams, spending my mornings
in the library’s air-conditioned reading room. We ran into
each other a lot, and when that happened we would study
together or eat ice cream and talk during our breaks.

“Somehow I don’t feel any pressure, you know?” I said.
“It’s summer vacation, and I can’t get into studying.”

“It’s not like you have to work that hard anyway. You’ll
pass for sure.”

“That’s not the issue, see. I read this thing in a science
magazine the other day that around the year 2000, an aster-

oid’s going to crash into the earth and totally mess up the
ecosystem.”
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“Oh really?” Aki licked her ice cream with the tip of her
tongue.

“What do you mean, ‘Oh really’?” I went on, serious. “The
ozone layer’s full of holes, tropical rainforests are shrink-
ing ... By the time you and I are grandparents, the earth
might not be able to support life anymore.”

“Wow.”

“You don’t sound very wowed, actually.”

“Sorry,” she said. “It’s just hard to feel like 1t’s really hap-
pening. Does it feel real to you?”

“Well, if you ask me like that...”

“No, right?”

“Okay, but that’s beside the point. It’s going to happen
anyway.”

“So then fine, why worry about 1t?”

I had the feeling she might be right.

“There’s no point worrying about something so far
ahead.”

“It’s only about ten years ahead, actually.”

“We’ll be twenty-five, won’t we?” Aki said. With a faraway
look she added, “But who knows what’ll happen to either
of us before then?”

[ suddenly remembered the hydrangeas on Castle Hill.
They must have bloomed twice since our walk that day, but
we hadn’t gone to see them together. With school and-every-
thing else that was going on, I’d forgotten all about them. I
figured Aki had, too. And in spite of all my talk of crashing
asteroids and ozone layer destruction, I had the feeling that
in the early summer of the year 2000, the hydrangeas would
bloom on Castle Hill. And there would be no reason for us

21
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to hurry to see them, because we could do it whenever we
liked.

That’s how summer vacation went by. I would get
depressed about the future of the earth’s environment while
memorizing stuff like “375 A.D., Great Barbarian Invasion”
and “1642, Cromwell and the English Civil War.” I solved
simultaneous equations and quadratic function problems.
[ went fishing with my father once in a while, I bought some

new CDs, and I talked to Aki while eating ice cream.
“Saku-chan.”

When Aki called me that out of the blue, I gulped the ice
cream I’d been holding in my mouth.

“What'’s that, all of a sudden?”

“That’s what your mother calls you, Matsumoto.” Aki
smiled. |

“You’re not my mother.”

“Yeah, but I decided. I'm going to call you ‘Saku-chan’
from now on.”

“Do me a favor? Don’t do stuff like that without asking

))

me.

“I've already made up my mind.”

This was how Aki decided everything for me, until finally
[ didn’t really know who I was anymore.

Sometime into the second term, she appeared in front of
me at lunchtime.

“Here,” she said, thrusting a notebook onto my desk.
“What is 1t?”

“A joint diary.”

“Uh-huh.”

22
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“You don’t know what that is, do you, Saku-chan?”

I glanced around and said, “Don’t call me that when
we’re at school, all right?”

“Didn’t your parents have one, Saku-chan?”

Was she listening to me?

“See, a joint diary is where a boy and girl write down things
that happened during the day, or things they thought or
felt, and they trade it back and forth.”

“That sounds like a pain in the butt. Get someone in your
class to do 1t with.”

“You don’t do this with just anyone.”

Aki seemed slightly mifted.

“But you have to sit down and write that stuff, right?
With a pen or something.”

“Yes, or colored pencils.”

“You can’t just use the phone?”

Apparently not. Aki clasped her hands behind her back
and appraised me and the notebook in turn. When I started
to open it, she stopped me hastily.

“Read it after you get home. That’s the rule with joint
diaries.”

The first page was a self-introduction. Aki had written
down her date of birth, her astrological sign, her blood type,
her hobbies, favorite foods, favorite colors, and an analysis
of her personality. On the next page, there was a picture
of a girl, ostensibly herself, drawn in colored pencil with
the word “secret” in the three places indicating her breast,
waist, and hip sizes. Wow. Too much, I whispered to myself,
the notebook still open on my lap.

23



Ak1’s homeroom teacher died at Christmas in our third
year of junior high. She’d seemed fine on our school excur-
sion at the end of the first term, but she’d stopped coming
to school starting with the second term. Aki told me she
was ill. Cancer, apparently. She was only fifty.

Her funeral was the first day of the winter holiday, and
everyone from Aki’s class as well as all the third-year class
representatives attended. The students couldn’t all fit into
the main hall of the temple, so we stood outside. It was a
bitterly cold day, and the chanting of the monks seemed to
go on forever. We huddled outside, jostling each other in an
effort not to freeze to death.

Finally the funeral rites were over, and it was time for
everyone to pay their last respects. The principal and a few
others gave eulogies. One of these was Aki. We stopped
jostling and stood still, listening. She spoke calmly, never
choking up. What we heard of course was not her natural
voice, but what was coming through the speakers. Though
the sound was distorted, I could tell right away the voice
was Ak1’s. Only, because it was tinged with grief, it sounded
more mature than usual, as if she’d left the rest of us behind,
childish forever, and was going ahead alone. It made me feel
a lictle lonely.

Prompted by something like desperation, I looked over
the rows of heads in front of me, darting this way and that,
searching for Aki. Finally she came into view. She was look-
ing downwards as she read her eulogy in front of a stand-up
microphone at the entrance to the main hall. I was seized by
a sense of awakening. Dressed in the school uniform I knew
so well, she looked like a different person. It was definitely
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Aki, but something about her was changed. I heard almost
nothing of her speech. I simply couldn’t take my eyes off of
her.

“You can always count on Hirose,” said a person standing
near me.

“Yeah, she doesn’t look it, but she’s got guts,” someone
replied.

Just then a ray of light broke through the thick clouds
overhead. It lit up Aki, still reading, and made her standing
figure emerge clearly from the shadow of the dark temple.
This was the Aki I knew: the Aki who exchanged that silly
diary with me, the Aki who called me “Saku-chan” like we
were childhood pals. She, whose constant nearness had
made her almost transparent to me, stood there, a girl who
was becoming a woman. It was as if a rock crystal I'd left on
my desk had, just by looking at it from a different angle,
begun radiating a beautiful brilliance.

I was seized by an impulse to run. Joy flooded my body,
and I was conscious, for the first time, of myself as one of
the many boys who carried a torch for Aki. I understood the
jealousy my classmates had shown me. Not just that, but
now I was even jealous of myself, for so easily being close
to Aki and for spending so much time with her without a
second thought. I was filled with a jealousy that made my
heart clench.
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Five

JUNIOR HIGH ENDED, high school began, and the two of us were
once again in the same class. By then, I couldn’t deny my
feelings for Aki. Being in love with her was as self-evident as
me being myself. If someone had said, “You have a crush on
Hirose, don’t you?” I'm sure I would have answered, “Well,
obviously.” Aside from homeroom, there were no seat
assignments in class, so we pushed our desks together and
sat side by side. Now that we were in senior high, though,
no one teased us or seemed jealous of our closeness. The
two of us as a couple became a part of the classroom envi-
ronment, like the blackboard and flower vase. If anything,
it was the teachers who would butt in with the occasional,
“My, aren’t we cozy?” I would smile and answer, “Yes we
are,” while wishing they would mind their own business.

We had begun the classic folktale Taketor: Monogatari 1n
April at the start of the school year and were now at the
climax of the story. To prevent the messengers from the
Moon from taking the Shining Princess back with them,
the emperor surrounds the old man’s mansion with sol-
diers. But the princess is taken, and all that remains for the
emperor is a letter and the elixir of life. The emperor, how-
ever, does not want eternal life in a world where the prin-
cess 1s gone. So he orders that the elixir be burned on the
highest mountaintop in the land, closest to the Moon. This
1s the passage that tells of how Mount Fuji, which means
“immortal,” got its name. After that the story ends.

While the teacher explained the background of the work,
Aki kept her eyes on the text and seemed to be pondering
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the story. Her bangs fell forward, brushing the bridge of her
nose. Her ear was half-hidden by her hair, and her lips were
gently pursed. Every part of her was formed by subtle lines
that could never be drawn by a human hand, and as I gazed
at her, I was filled with wonder at how all of these parts con-
verged to make up this girl I knew as Aki. And this beautiful
person was in love with me!

Suddenly, I felt a terrible certainty that no matter how
long I lived, I could never hope for greater happiness than
I had now. And that all I could do was try to preserve this
happiness forever. If each person in the world is given a fixed
amount of happiness, then perhaps I was trying to squan-
der my whole life’s worth in that one moment. Someday,
the messengers from the Moon would take her away, and
all that would be left for me would be time as endless as
immortality.

I broke out of my thoughts and saw Aki looking at me. I

must have looked serious, because the smile forming on her
face vanished.

“What 1s 1t?”

I shook my head. “Nothing.”

Every day after school we went home together. We walked
as slowly as possible, sometimes taking detours. Even so,
we always reached the place we parted in no time. It was
strange. If I walked the same route by myself, it was boring
and took forever. Yet ambling along, talking to Aki, I wished
it would never end, and the weight of my bag, stuffed with
books, didn’t bother me ar all.

Maybe our lives are like that too, I thought many years
later. A life lived alone simply feels long and boring. But a
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life shared with someone you love reaches the place of part-
Ing 1n no time at all.

Stx

MY GRANDFATHER LIVED at our house a short while after my
grandmother died before moving into his own apartment.
He came from a farming family, which until my great-
grandfather’s time had owned a lot of land. But the old
families were ruined with the agricultural reforms, and my
grandfather, with nothing left to inherit, went to Tokyo to
try his luck in business. He took advantage of the chaos in
the postwar years and made money, which he used to start a
food processing plant back home. He was in his thirties. He
married my grandmother, and my father was born. As my
mother told it, the company grew steadily throughout the
1950s and ’60s, and the family enjoyed an affluent lifestyle.
After my father graduated from high school, my grandfa-
ther entered politics, handing over the company he’d built
from scratch to one of his underlings. He was elected to
the Diet, where he remained for ten years, and most of his
fortune disappeared into campaign funds. By the time my
grandmother died, he had virtually nothing besides his
house. He left politics soon after and now was living alone
in comfortable retirement.

In junior high, I started visiting him once in a while,
thinking I was performing a charitable service. I'd talk
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about what was happening at school or join him in front of
the TV with a beer to watch sumo. Sometimes, my grand-
father would tell me stories from his youth. That’s how I
learned that he’d been in love with someone when he was
seventeen or eighteen, someone he’d wanted to marry, but
couldn’t.

“Her lungs were diseased,” he said, sipping his red
Bordeaux as usual. “These days, tuberculosis can be cured
with drugs, but back then the best you could do was eat
good food and stay in bed somewhere with good, clean
air. Women in those days had to be really sturdy, or they
weren’t considered fit for marriage. No electrical appliances,
remember. Cooking and laundry were extremely hard work,
harder than you could imagine. Plus, the young men of my
generation expected to fight for our country in the war. To
give our lives. I was no exception. So even though we were
in love, we couldn’t be married. Both of us knew that. It was
a difficult time.”

“So what happened?”

“I was drafted into the army and spent several years in ser-
vice,” my grandfather continued. “I didn’t think we’d ever
see each other again. I thought she’d die while I was gone,
and [ didn’t think I’d come back alive either. So right before
we parted, we promised each other that in the next world,
at least, we would be together.” My grandfather stopped
speaking for a moment and let his gaze wander. “But fate is
an ironic thing, and when the war was over, both of us had
survived. When you think you have no future, it’s strange
how pure you can become; but when you find yourself alive,
you start to have desires again. I wanted to marry her, no
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matter what. And that’s why I tried to make money. If only I
had money, then it didn’t matter if she had tuberculosis or
anything else; I could take her and look after her.”

“And that’s why you went to Tokyo?”

My grandfather nodded. “Tokyo was burnt-out, a waste-
land. There was terrible inflation and almost no food. It
was close to anarchy. People went around with murder
in their eyes. I was no different. I was desperate to make
some money. I did all kinds of shameless things. I never
killed anybody, but other than that I did practically every-
thing. But wouldn’t you know it, while I was slaving away
like that, they developed a wonder drug for tuberculosis.
Streptomycin, it’s called.”

“I've heard of 1t.”

“So she was cured.”

“She was cured?”

“It was good that she was cured. But once she was healthy,
she could get married. And of course, her parents wanted to
marry her off before she was over the hill.”

“But what about you?”

“I didn’t meet their requirements.”

“Why not?”

“I was involved in shady business dealings. I'd even gone
to jail. Her parents seemed to know about that.”

“But 1t was all so you could be with her.”

“From my perspective, yes. But that’s not how they saw
it. They wanted a respectable husband for their daughter. I

think the man they found was an elementary school
teacher.”

“That’s crazy.”
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“That’s the way it was.” He laughed lightly. “It may sound
stupid today, but in those days children couldn’t go against
their parents’ wishes. She was from an old family, and she’d
been sick a long time. She was a burden to her parents. To
reject the man they had chosen for her and say she wanted
to marry someone else was something she simply couldn’t
do.”

“So what happened?”

“She got married. And I married your grandmother, and
we had your father. I have to say, he’s a hard nut to crack,
that one.”

“Yeah, but did you get over her?”

“I thought I did. And I think she felt that way, too. We
just weren’t meant to be together. In this lifetime.”

“But you didn’t really, did you? Get over her?”

My grandfather narrowed his eyes and looked straight
into my face. After a long moment, he said, “I’ll tell you the
rest of this story another time. When you’re a little older,
Saku.”

By the time my grandfather felt like telling me the rest of
the story, I was already in senior high. The summer vaca-
tion of my first year had just ended, and the second term
begun. I stopped by my grandfather’s apartment after
school one day. We sat in front of the television with a beer,
watching sumo.

“How about staying for supper?” my grandfather said,
when the sumo was over.

“No thanks. Mom’s expecting me at home.”

Dinner at my grandfather’s house consisted mostly of
canned food—corned beef or sardines or beef stew. Even the
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vegetable would be canned asparagus, and the meal would
be rounded out with instant miso soup. This i1s what my
grandfather ate every day. Once in a while my mother would
come over to cook for him, or he would go to our house to
eat, but basically my grandfather lived on canned food. He
claimed that old people shouldn’t worry about nutrition so
much as eat the same thing at the same hour every day.

“I was thinking we could order some eel today,” he said as
[ got up to leave.

“Why?”

“What do you mean, why? I don’t know of any law saying
you can’t eat eel.”

My grandfather phoned in two orders of grilled eel on rice.
While we waited, we drank another beer in front of the TV.
As usual, he opened a bottle of wine. He would leave it for
thirty minutes to an hour and then start drinking it after
dinner. His habit of having half a bottle of Bordeaux every
day was one he’d already had when he lived at our house.

“I have a favor to ask you today, Saku,” my grandfather
said in a serious tone.

“A favor?” Lured by the eel into staying, I now wondered
what the price might be.

“Yeah. Well, it’s a long story.”

My grandfather brought some sardines in oil from the
kitchen—canned, of course. We ate the sardines with our
beer, and then the grilled eel arrived. We ate it and drank the
eel’s liver consommé that came with it, and still my grand-
father hadn’t finished with his story. We started drinking
the wine. At this rate, by the time I was legal at twenty, I'd be
a full-fledged alcoholic. I must have had a high tolerance,
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because I didn’t feel drunk. Hard to believe I was the son
of a man who felt sick after eating one slice of a narazuke
pickle.

By the time my grandfather finished telling his story, the
bottle of wine was almost empty.

“You’re getting to be a real drinker, Saku,” my grandfa-
ther said with an air of satisfaction.

“I'm your grandson, after all.”

“But your father’s my son, and he can’t drink a drop.”

“It must be what they call an atavism.”

“I see,” my grandfather said, nodding. “So what do you
say? Will you do me this favor?”

Seven

THE NEXT DAY my head ached, and I wasn’t in any shape for
trigonometry or indirect speech. I spent the morning hid-
ing behind textbooks, trying not to throw up. After getting
through gym class in fourth period I finally started to feel
better. I ate my lunch in the courtyard with Aki. The spray
of the fountain made me feel like I would be sick again, so
we moved the bench and sat with our backs to the pond. I
told her my grandfather’s story.

“So your grandfather was in love with that woman all the
time,” Aki said. I thought I saw tears in her eyes.

“Yeah, I guess so.” I nodded. I had mixed feelings. “He
tried to get over her, but he just couldn’t forget her.”
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“And she couldn’t forget your grandfather, either.”

“Wacky, right?”

“Why?”

“Come on, we’re talking about half a century. A species
can evolve in that time.”

“It’s wonderful. That they could stay in love with one per-
son for such a long time,” Aki said with a faraway look.

“All organisms get old, okay? Every cell, except the repro-
ductive ones, 1s subject to aging. Your face, Aki, is going to
get more and more wrinkled.”

“What are you trying to say?”

“Even if you’re twenty when you meet, after fifty years
you're seventy.”

Sof”

“So staying madly in love with a seventy-year-old grandma
1s kinda gross, isn’t 1t?”

“I think 1t’s beautiful.” Aki seemed angry.

“So what, once in a while they’d go to a hotel or
something?”

“Stop it.” She glared at me.

“Grandpa’s totally capable of doing something like
that.”

“You’re the one, Saku-chan, who’d do something like
that.”

“No way.”

“Yeah, you would.”

We took our argument into science class after lunch. The
biology teacher was talking about how the DNA of human
beings was 98.4 percent identical to that of chimpanzees.
He said the genetic difference between us was smaller than
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the genetic difference between chimpanzees and gorillas,
so the chimpanzees’ closest relatives were not gorillas, but
ourselves. At this, the whole class burst out laughing. What
was so funny, I thought. Stupid idiots.

Aki and I sat at the back of the classroom.

“Would it count as adultery, you think?” I said.

“Of course not. It’s platonic.”

“Yeah, but both Grandpa and the woman were married.”

Aki seemed lost in thought for a while. “From their
spouse’s point of view it might be adultery, but for the two
of them it was pure love.”

“So what, it can be adulterous or platonic depending on
the perspective?”

“Something like that.”

“What do you mean?”

“Adultery 1s a concept defined by society, right? It changes
with the times. Like in a polygamous society, the meaning
would be totally different. But to stay in love with one per-
son for fifty whole years—that transcends culture and his-
tory and stuff.”

“Does it transcend species?”

“Huh?”

“You think a chimpanzee might stay in love with another
chimp for fifty years?”

“I don’t know about chimpanzees.”

“So pure love is greater than adultery.”

“I don’t think ‘great’ is the right word.”

Just then, the teacher told us we’d been chattering long
enough.

As punishment, we were made to stand at the back of
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the classroom. This is what power was all about, I thought.
It was okay to talk about the possibility of interbreeding
between human beings and chimpanzees, but it wasn’t
okay to talk about love between a man and woman that
transcends time. We picked up our discussion in whispers.

“Do you believe in another world after this?”

“Why?”

“Because Grandpa and that woman promised each other
they’d be together in the next world.”

Aki thought for a while. “No, I don’t.”

“But you pray every night before you go to bed, don’t
you?”

“I do believe in God,” she said firmly.

“How are the two any different?”

“Doesn’t ‘the afterworld’ seem like something people
made up to feel better about death?”

I thought about this.

“So they can’t be together in the next world, then,
either.”

“That’s just what I believe,” Aki said. “Your grandfather
and that woman must’ve seen it differently.”

“God could’ve been made up to make people feel better,
too. I mean, when do people turn to God for help, after
all?”

“That’s different from my God.”

“What, are there lots of Gods? Or different kinds?”
“Even if you don’t believe in Heaven, you can still be in

awe of God. That’s why I pray every night.”
“Please spare me from your divine wrath—that kinda
thing?”
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We were finally sent out into the hall where we kept up
our discussion until class was over. Then we were called to
the faculty office and chewed out by the biology teacher and
our homeroom teacher. It was all very well to be so close,
they said, but in class we should devote ourselves more to
listening to the teacher.

[t was close to dusk by the time we left school. We walked
in silence toward Daimyo Park. We passed a playing field
and a history museum as well as a coffee shop called “Castle
Town.” We had gone in there once on the way home from
school, but the coffee was so lousy we’d never been back. We
walked past an old sake brewery and came to the small river
that flowed through town. Aki waited until we’d crossed
the bridge to start talking.

“But they never got to be together, after all,” she said.
“After waiting fifty years.”

“They were supposed to get together after her husband
died.” I'd been thinking about it, too. “Grandpa’s been
alone, ever since Grandma died.”

“How long?”

“About ten years. But she died before her husband did. It
just didn’t work out.”

“It’s a sad story.”

“It’s a pretty ridiculous story too, if you ask me.”

The conversation broke off. We kept walking, looking
down. Once we passed the grocery store and the tatami
maker’s, and turned the corner at the barber’s, we’d almost
be at Aki’s house. “Help him, Saku-chan,” she said, as if
aware that we were running out of time.
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“Easy for you to say. We’re talking about robbing some-
one’s grave.”

“Are you scared?”

“Hell, yeah. What d’you think?”

“You’re no good with that kind of stuff, are you, Saku-
chan?” She was laughing.

“What’s so hilarious?”

“Oh, nothing.”

Finally her house came into view. I would turn right on
the street just before it and cross the road to get home.
There were about fifty meters left. Without either of us tak-
ing the lead, our pace grew slower until we were standing in
place, talking.

“It’s a crime, right?” I said.

“Is 1t?” She looked up, perplexed.

“Of course 1t 1s.”

“What would they charge you with?”

“Probably a sexual offense.”

“Oh, please.”

As she laughed, the hair brushing her shoulders swayed
and made the whiteness of her blouse stand out. Our shad-
ows stretched long, the top halves bent and thrown onto a
concrete wall ahead.

“Either way, if they catch me I'm suspended from
school.”

“Then I’ll come visit you.”

Was that supposed to be encouragement?

“You’re so darn easygoing,” I muttered with a sigh.
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Eight

I TOLD MY PARENTS | was sleeping over at my grandfather’s. It
was a Saturday night. For supper we ordered sushi; my
grandfather splurged and got us the deluxe combination.
Even so, I couldn’t tell the difference between the tuna and
the sea urchin, and the abalone might as well have been
rubber. No beer or Bordeaux this time. We drank tea with

the sushi while watching baseball on TV, and after that we
had coffee. The broadcast ended in the middle of the

game.

“About time we got going,” my grandfather said.

The woman’s grave was east of town, at a temple dedi-
cated to the wife of a feudal lord. We got out of the taxi near
the temple. This area was in a hilly district, where the water
supply was turned off first during summer shortages. It was
still September, but the night air was cold.

A small two-story gate stood next to the stone steps lead-
ing to the main building. We passed through it, and a path
of red earth stretched straight to the cemetery. On our left
was a white plaster wall, the other side of which seemed to
be the priest’s quarters, but there was no sign of life. Only
one dim light shone in the window of what may have been
the bathroom. On our right side were old graves, probably
dating back to the feudal era. Tilted dagobas and chipped
headstones appeared to float in the moonlight. The ancient
cypresses and cedars growing on the mountain slope hung
over the path, all but obscuring the sky. Straight ahead at
a turn in the path was the mausoleum of the feudal lord’s
wife. I could see through the darkness a line of oddly shaped
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gravestones, combinations of cubes and spheres and cones.
We skirted the stones and turned left, going deeper into the
cemetery. We didn’t use the flashlight we’d brought, for fear
of drawing attention. We walked on with the moonlight as
our guide.

“Where is 1t?” I asked my grandfather, who was trudging
in front of me.

“Further ahead.”

“Have you been there before?”

“Yeah.” He wasn’t in a talkative mood.

[ wondered how many graves there were in this place. The
gentle slopes of the ravine were practically covered with
headstones. Each grave didn’t necessarily contain just one
person. If the average tomb held the ashes of two or three
bodies, I couldn’t even begin to figure how many dead were
buried in the entire cemetery. I'd been to graveyards dur-
ing the day, lots of times, but this was the first time I’d ever
come to one so late. At night, the presence of the dead—a
kind of breathing, almost—was intensely palpable. Looking
up, [ saw a few bats flying around the tops of the huge trees
covering the sky.

Then the trees parted and the sky leapt into view. Stars
seemed to rain down on us. Gazing up in spite of myself, I
walked into my grandfather’s back.

“Is it here?”

“Yes, 1t’s here.”

[ saw a perfectly ordinary tomb, somewhat aged.
“What now?”

“First, let’s pay our respects.”
[ thought it was rather strange to pay vour respects when
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you’'ve come to rob the grave, but my grandfather lit the
incense sticks he’d brought and made an offering. Kneeling,
he placed his palms together and became very still. I stood
behind him and placed my palms together too. I decided to
think of it as an apology to the other dead in the tomb.

“Now,” my grandfather said. “Let’s move this aside.”

Together we lifted the stone incense burner and moved it
to the side.

“Shine the flashlight inside, will you?”

A stone slab was fitted into the tomb. My grandfather
wedged the screwdriver he’d brought between the slab and
the surrounding stone, and tried to lever the slab out, slid-
ing the screwdriver back and forth around the edges. The
slab inched forward, until finally, using his fingertips, my
grandfather managed to pull it out. Inside was a spacious
chamber, long and deep. Crouching, an adult could easily
fit inside it.

“Give me that.”

My grandfather took the flashlight. Lying flat on his stom-
ach, he stuck the upper half of his body into the chamber.
I pressed down on the backs of his legs to keep him from
tumbling into the tomb. After searching a while, he handed
me the flashlight and carefully, using both hands, brought
out a ceramic urn. [ watched him work in silence. He shone
the flashlight onto the bottom of the urn to check the name
written there. Then he removed the cord placed over it and
slowly lifted the lid. Her ashes were in there. A long time
passed. When I finally called to him, I noticed his shoulders
shaking slightly in the moonlight.

My grandfather took a small pinch of ashes from the urn
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and put them in a little wooden box he’d brought. I wanted
to say, don’t be so modest after all this trouble, take a whole
handful! He stared into the urn for a moment, then replaced
the lid and pulled the cord back over it. Once again, I held
down his legs while he returned the urn to the tomb. I was
the one who put the stone slab back in place. All around the
edges, it was marked with scratches from my grandfather’s
screwdriver.

[t was almost midnight by the time we got back to the
apartment. We toasted each other with cold beer. I felt a
~ sense of accomplishment, but also, a sort of loneliness.

“I kept you up late today, Saku, with all this bother,” my
grandfather said.

“That’s okay,” I said, pouring beer into his half-empty
glass. “I'm sure you could’ve managed fine without me,
though.”

He put the glass to his lips, a distant look on his face.
Finally he stood up and took a book down from the shelf.

“You’ve learned how to read classical Chinese poetry,
haven’t you, Sakutaro?” he said, opening the yellowed book.
“Try reading this poem.”

The title was “Ge Sheng,” or “Kudzu Grows.” I glanced
through the Japanese translation below the Chinese text.

“Do you understand what 1t’s about?”

“Basically it’s saying when we die let’s be buried together,
right?”

My grandfather nodded silently, and recited the last part
of the poem from memory. “Summer days, winter nights,
after a hundred years, to that abode shall I return.”

“More or less what it means is, long summer days and
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long winter nights, you are resting here. After a hundred
years, I too will rest here with you. So wait in peace for that
day.”

“The person he loves has died?”

“In spite of all the progress we seem to have made, human
emotions stay the same. Deep inside our hearts, we don’t
change very much. This poem was written two thousand
years ago or more. It’s from a time long before the qua-
trains and other formal styles you’ve learned in school were
established. And yet, even today, we can understand the
feelings of people from that time. You don’t need education
or scholarship for that. These feelings can be understood by
anybody, I think.”

The little wooden box sat on the table. Someone who
didn’t know would see it and think 1t contained an umbili-
cal cord or a medal. It was a weird feeling.

“You hold on to this for me,” my grandfather said
suddenly.

“When I die, I want you to scatter my ashes together with
hers.”

“Wait a minute,” I said.

“Take about the same amount of ashes from me and mix
them together. Then scatter them wherever you like, Saku.”
My grandfather repeated the request as if it were his last.
Belatedly, I became aware of my grandfather’s scheme. If
all he’d wanted was to steal her ashes, he could have done it
alone. Taking his grandson into his confidence and making

him—me!—his accomplice in the crime had all been done
for a purpose.

“You promise me, right?” he said.

43



| . ""‘1‘. ) -I-r’ - r 4 r
Kyoichl Katayama

“I can’t make that kind of promise.”

“Please. Grant a wretched old man his wish.” He sounded
as if he’d start crying any minute.

“But, come on, Grandpa. I just don’t know.”

“Why? It’s such a simple thing.”

Only now I remembered hearing my father complain
to my mother about my grandfather’s self-centeredness.
That’s right, my grandfather was selfish. He was the type
who, if he wanted something, did not take into account the
trouble he was causing others.

“Are you sure you can leave something that important to
me?” I tried to change his mind.

“Who else could I ask?” Old people were so stubborn.

“My dad, for one,” I said. “He 75 your son. Plus he’d be in
charge of your funeral, you know, as head of the family.”

“That straight arrow? He doesn’t understand people like

))

us.

“Like us?”

I sat there dumbfounded. He said, “Of course. You and I
have always hit it off,” and moved right along with his bar-
gaining. “I knew you would understand, Saku, and that’s
why I was waiting for you to grow up.”

I got the feeling this had all started long before the night
[ fell for the grilled eel. From the time I was a little kid,
my grandfather had been pursuing his project behind the
scenes, rearing me for this day. I felt like the child Murasaki,
falling into Prince Genji’s hands in The Tale of Geny:.

“When are you going to die, though, Grandpa?” My voice,
in spite of myself, was neutral.

“That would be when my time comes, I suppose.” He
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didn’t seem the slightest bit concerned by my change of
tone.

“So when’s that?”

“I said ‘when my time comes’ because I don’t know. If we
knew, life would just be a plan.”

“Then how do I know if I'll be around when you die,
Grandpa? If ’'m not there when you’re cremated, I can’t
sneak a pinch of your ashes.”

“If that’s how it is, all you have to do is rob my grave, like
we did tonight.”

“You want me to do this again?”

“Please.” His voice was urgent. “You’re the only one I can

ask.”
“Maybe so, but still.”

“Listen, Sakutaro. It’s very sad when the person you love
dies. This grief . . . it doesn’t have shape. No matter what
you do. That’s why, perhaps, we want to give it shape. Like
the poem we just read, it’s hard to be parted, but we can be
together again. Please, make our wish come true.”

I’d always had respect for the elderly, but on top of that, I
think it was that “our” that got me.

“Okay,” I said. “Scatter the ashes, right?”

“So you’ll grant an old man’s wish?” My grandfather’s
face shone.

“What choice do I have?”

“I appreciate it,” he said, looking down.

“But ‘wherever I like’ doesn’t wash, okay? You need to tell
me exactly where.”
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