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ow I ask you, sir. How can people expect to be served white rice

in dmes like these? There's none to be had no matter where you

look. Besides, I wouldnt serve it even if I did have it on hand. It
wouldn't feel tight if I did. Yes, I know. The Chinaman across the screet has
got white rice. He’s got it, and he doesn’t think twice about offering it to his
customers. You name it, he'll serve it. Vegerables over rice, Meat with rice. A
bowl of steamed rice to go with the main dish. But not at this shop. No, sir,
['m sorry, but we can’t do that for you.

“So just what is it that we can do? T knew youd wanrt to ask. Well, ir’s
not much, As you can see, this is about the best we have to offer. How
aboue, "

With that, what came sailing over the top of the counter but a plare
with slices of white bread on it. Out came a cup of coffee with cream and
sugar. There was a picce of custard cake with bits of ham baked into it. And
a plate piled with doughnuts made with real cgg yolks. Take any one of
them — the bread, the coffee, the cake, the doughnuts — there was not a single
item that youd find served just anywhere these days. In the world in which
we live, they are all as rare and hard to come by as a bowl of freshly steamed
white rice. You'd think people would be graceful. . . .

But for sa long have the inhabitants of this island worshiped the god of rice
and offered the firstfruits of every harvest at his altar that cven now, when times
have changed and his intermedijary here on earth has been separated like chaff
from the grain and driven out as an impostor, sall nothing, but nothing, has
been able to dislodge white rice from its time-honored position in the popular
mind. It has retained its uncanny sticking power in the psychology of everyday
life, silently holding sway over the heart and mind of each and every citizen.
Indeed so dark and mysterious is its hold that to want something else —be it

bread, or cake, or doughnuts —is 1o violate an unspoken taboo. Yes, there is a
stlent matediction that puns a curse on anything seeking to take its place.

Small wonder, then, that the heart and mind of this sensible business-
woman should be troubled at the thought of having stricken rice from the
list of dishes she has to offer her customers. She knew she could brag all she
wanted about white bread and black coffee, but in the end, if she did not
serve rice, her words sounded like just so much hot air. Such was her logic.
It explained her windy disclaimer as well as the touch of false modesty that

prefaced each plate as she passed it across the counter to her customers.

UCH IS THE STORY at this spot here in Yokohama. It is late in Decem-

ber of nineteen hundred and forty-five, and the restaurant stands, like its
numerous counterparts, in the middle of the ruins of a bombed and burnt-
out city. The shop is a shack made our of sheets of corrugated metal that have
been hastily slapped together. The customers shuffle in, pale shadows of their
former selves, their figures moving along the wall Lke the silhouettes of peo-
ple living in caves who hover over the flickering light of a small fire. We are
packed together, all seated in a row and pressed so close that it is virtually
impossible to tell one customer from the next. Everyone is silent, our hands
and mouths moving noiselessly as we eat. I too number among the cast of
shadow figures performing in this silent motion piciure. I sit at the far end
of the counter, perched precariously on an unstable and makeshift stool.

Lighting a cigarerte, I seck to enjoy a brief moment of rest.

OR A MOMENT'S REST is a rare commodity in life amidst the ruins. |

know, because some months age [ was burned out of my apartment in
Tokyo, and I have been on my feet ever since. I have had to keep moving,
and in the process I have spent much of my time standing. Quite literally, I
had been standing on trains for seemingly months on end, caught as I was
between the hordes of people relocating from ene part of the country tw the
next and the mountains of luggage that they brought on board and piled in
the aisles. Like everyone else, I have been hard-pressed to find a square inch
in which to breathe, let alone stand. Indeed [ have been jettisoned about the

country without so much as a chance to sit down and carch my breath.



Such was e case g diede Past noen st Auguse 15, when, far from
Tokyo, I stood in the aisle of an overcrowded train headed for Toyama, Just
as the train cur through the Kurikara Pass litself the sight of 4 bloody rout
long, long agol, a rumor began to circulate among the passengers, and [
learned for the first time that an important broadcast had been made only
moments earlier. Suddenly an cidedy gent who was standing in the aisle
ahead of me lost his balance and let the large gunny sack slung over his back
shift and come flying my way. Indeed he had been swaying precariously
under the not inconsiderablc weight of the sack for some rime now, and it
was only a matter of when the {oad would shift and he would lose contro] of
it. The sack hit me Square in the chest, It made 4 thudlike sound, and with
that, the warch that I carried in my breast pocker stopped, the time jr kepr
having now ground to 2 crashing halt,

Of course, if the truth be told, my watch had never been quite right

i Tokyo. T had pretended to myself thar it worked, and | had kept it running
by carcfully windi ng it threc times a day withour fail, Yet with this latest blow,
the watch grew increasingly temperamental, Even an additional winding each
day did not suffice to keep it from hesitating, Yes, I admit, therc were cven
times when, in order o exerace its compliance and to get its hands moving
again, [ went so far as to ake jc out of my pocker and give it 2 good shaking,
But what of ie I appears thar everyone’s wacch i broken nowadays,
there being nowhere to turn to tind the standard by which to tell the correct
time. Consequently, I have taken to setting my watch via a process of, first,
scrutinizing the weather ourside and, then, comparing it with the physical
state I happen to be in at the moment. Depending on what | find, T have
advanced the hands on the watch or set them back, according to whatever
seems appropriate. [ have not felt it was wrong for me casually to set them at
randorm, relling myself, “Why, this feels abouc right.” In shorr, given the
conditions under which we five ac the moment, a broad and generous approx-
imation has been My answer to the question of how to determine the hour
of each passing day. That’s right —my solution has been 2 kind of forntula in

which I ler the course of my own inner chemistry define the parameters of
physical time,

[n the days and wecks that have come and gnfw in the v?!akr:: of ff\ugust
15, this cecentric watch has been my sole companion. Unrchab‘le 35: 1[‘ r}:ly
be, it has kept me company; and I have reciprocated by kev:pmgf it sa Z
ticked inside my breast pocket as I have dashed about the (.:ou.ntry, rom on
part to the next. T traveled to all of Hokuriku, and to Kinki, and even w
bhllmlij\:;rything was in ruins, no matter where I‘ wenvt‘ It was a tc;riblc ilihz
yet the more | saw of the destruction, the less it pained me to nowf ha'
joined the ranks of those who, by virtue of having becn burfled out of their
houses, had become the homeless and disenfranchised of society. As a rr.m[t:r'
of fact, I had ceased to think ar all about what people meant when they ‘:,Ip(;]' ¢
of someone like myself as a displaced person. Indeed so roral \T!as‘my ]{):\5 r‘ at
1 no longer knew who I was or whar I had once been, when. it came l'l‘]’IlL lt:
recall events of the not so distanc past, or how { had felt.or rea‘cted“ath't 1
time. [ found that I had ne memory of ther.m They mlgh‘t z: we 4:e
belonged to another — perhaps previous —‘lifctlmc, .for that is how remote
in terms of my present circumstances. |
e };flli:) T: (E;::Zuse in the scas?:)n and landscape that are lfotal dC.SthzOﬂc;
time and place stretch forth like an endlessly flar and ulwiar}rmg. plam}; Inb eer5
ir is as though the very meaning of change was lost, and lll‘(ﬁ a river 11: at .?a
no water, one ceased to know of the variety that comes in life fro.m abtcin;;tmg
waves of joy and sadness. Everything had become a ﬂat., dry rl:fie.r. c .I u(; g
was the state of my life, and in thar static and unchanging con 1t1(.m, biw
like a flake of ash that had fallen from a burning ember. When the wind cw[,
I scurried. Whipped by its force and driven from ?nc place to the n:.(t,
drifted. From Toyama I headed to Fukui. From Flfkul | m'oved to Tol;uf.;l d1ma
At no stop along the way was there a train station left intact. Thc. ui ;1}?5
had been blown away in the bombing raids; only the tracks rc::mnj.d.. . e
station platforms had been leveled to the same ﬂ.ﬂt surface of cha JDlIll..I:E
streets. And each time I saw a locomotive lumbc’r m—t?le carS? t(;p— e;vy wi
their load of passengers, the wain swaying from side fo side %15 it slowed to sfoi
and rake on still more people —I would gasp at the sight of it and wa;r to (5112
inter the ground beneath me. So exhausted was I that the thought of standing

) . i the
p on yet another train was more than I could bear. But in that instant —in th
u



erucial second when i was time o tush forward and climb aboard, or otherwise
be left behind — what kept me among the living and made my feet move across
the face of the earth was something no more profound than the sound of my
watch, which, functioning however badly our of syne, still counted the time of
this world, its insistent tick-tick-tick sounding ever so much like an admonition

to stick to life and not give up. . . .

Now, TF I AM TO TELL YOU why I was so rootless and given to
running about the country, moving hither and yon, then I shall have
to confess to being a man possessed of three secret desires, none of which I
have revealed to anyone before,

The first concerns the watch of which I have already spoken,

By birth I am 2 person whose physical health has nor always been the
most reliable, and it has had its moments of being erraric and unpredictable.
Accordingly, it has not always been wisc, or even convenient, for me to rely
upon the state of my health as the sole, or best, indicator of whatever infor-
mation one mighe require in order to determine the correcr time of day.
Consequently, 1 thoughe I might be better off w0 locate a dependable repair-
man in some remote corner of the land and have him fix my watch. That
way | would be free to rely on my watch, and thar would save me at least the
trouble of taking ic out of my packet every now and then to give it a good
shaking. This was the first of the three wishes [ hoped to fulfill,

As for the second, it concerns the marter of a hat. Because I had been
foolish enough to lec my favorite black felt go up in flames the night that my
apartment in ‘Tokyo burned, 1 ended up wearing what I had worn the night
of the air raid, namely, the army cap thar 1 happened to have on my head at
the time, The cap was all that was left to me in the way of a hat, and as to
the spectacle I made of myself as I went about in such strange-looking gear,
1 cannot begin to guess. But I could hardly bear the thought of having to go
about dressed in something so totally odd and inappropriate. I thought how
nice it would be were 1 to locate a shop where a sporty touring cap or, better
yet, a real hat with an indented crown and a brim was for sale. In short, what
I wanted was the kind of hat worn by a real human being. That was my

second wish.

As tor the third, 1 wn almost too embarrassed to mention it [ say
embarrassed because it concerns my feelings for a certain woman who had
been the object of a not incensiderable infatuation on my part. I had meant
1o tell her of my feelings, but alas, 1 had allowed far too much time to slip
by, and I had never summoned the courage to tell her straight out how
strongly | felt. Mareover, by not having spoken up, [ never learned how she
felt about me. [ have continued to live in total ignorance as to the status of
our relationship. As a matter of fact, it would be safe to say thar my
longstanding desire for her has been no more fixed or any more predictable
than the continually precarious state of my physical health.

Nanetheless, word reached me that, although her house had burned in
the air raids and her husband had died in the wat, she herself managed to
come through unscathed. Moreover, I learned she had left Tokyo to seek
refuge with relatives who lived somewhere in the western part of Japan. That
was all I knew, and thar was why I set forth to scour the countryside — from
Hokuriku to Kinki to Shikeku —searching in vain to find her. Without se
much as a real clue as to her whereabouts, I traveled from one prefecture ro
the next, calling at places where she was reputed to have family. Come whac
may, [ simply had to know whar became of her. That was my third wish.

Still, [ have yet to see the realization of even one of my three dreams,
however modest they may be. To the contrary, all of my best intentions
appear to have gone astray. Take the case of the warch. I would have sent it
out and had ir fixed, but if one is not careful these days, he may very well
find his watch has been returned as repaired, but only after all of the works
inside have been replaced with inferior parts. That is because the task of
finding a reliable repairman in roday’s world is not unlike that of finding a
truly honest man. Indeed it may well be as difficult, if not impossible.

Or take the case of the hat. Go to a haberdasher’s shop in any parr of
the country these days, and it will be only too happy to supply you with a
milirary cap. For that’s all they have. In today’s world, obraining a hat worthy
of a real human being is not unlike trying to find a man with a real head on
his shoulders. Like the watch, the martrer of finding an appropriate hat for
my head was a problem that would not be amenable to an easy solution.

And as for the all-important issue of the woman who was missing from



my life, what did [ have w0 say for myselt? She seemed o have disappeared
without a trace. Was it that she had gone into hiding somewhere, and she
was secretly avoiding me? No matter how carnestly [ tried or how franically
I raced about the country, I had no success in locating her. As 2 matter of
fact, I uncavered nothing—not even a clue or a fleeting glimpse caught,
perhaps, as we passed in a crowd. I was like a man grasping for straws, the
scintilla of my hopes gone, so that after chree, going on four months of being
on the road, I remained empty-handed. With nothing to show for my trou-
bles and convinced ! would never find her, I gave up and returned to Tokyo.
[ was crestfallen and in despair.

Since then, I have been lodging at the house of a friend who lives on
the outskirts of the city. Until some betrer arrangement presents itself, it is
the best 1 can do. Perhaps the most thar [ can say of my current situation is
that it resembles, however superficially, the circumstances once described by
the grear haiku poet Basha. Returning to his humble abode in the city of Edo
after one of the many pilgrimages he made decp into the countryside, he
wrote, "My hermitage! No sooner have 1 settded in than I am ready to head
for the open road.”

I'was back in Tokyo at last, and the first order of business lay in gerting
myself cleaned up. 1 gave my underwear a thorough laundering, T raked up
a pile of pine needles, heated the bath, and doused myself from head to toe
with copious buckets of scalding hot water. For whar [ brought back from
my travels amounted to norhing more than the soor on my face and the lice
that covered my body.

Yer, as I scrubbed myself clean, what called forth the fatigue that comes
to a body weary from travel and thac lef me feeling limp and utcerly spent was
not the pained recognition of having been unable to fulfill even onc of the three
wishes on my list. Nor did the weariness arise from the disgust thar I experi-
enced at the sight of my filthy, lice-ridden body. Nor was it even the sheer
physical exhaustion that had come from the overcrowding on the trains, the
lack of a decent inn anywhere, or the chronic shortage of food. No, it was none
of these. To the contrary, the cause lay in something altogether different.

It was a thought thar came 1o me one day in the course of my travels. [t

was an insight that struck me all of a sudden, and having opened my cyes, it

lits weighed on my mind ever since, Indeed it is an issue so ponderous char it
concerns the destiny of each and every one of us living through this moment
in history. Namely, I speak of the fast one that has been pulled on us, the
owtrageous sleight-of-hand that has been used in the application and promo-
ton of the so-called Concept of Guilt {and the definition thercof as the “Re-
pentance En Masse of the Hundred Million™] that is curreptly being foisted
on the public with regard to the events of the recent war. For surely as we live,
it sits in judgment upon us all, its authority unquestioned. Indeed so rigorous
and pervasive is the imposition of this concept that, irrespective of any serious
discussion of guilt or innacence, the presumption is that everyone has some-
thing to hide —that, for having been party to the fray, onc carries a secret scar
beneath one's breeches, whether a heinous blot on one’s record or 2 mere knick
on the shins. No, no exceptions will be tolerated, and no enc permitted to
speak to the contrary. However blameless and free of marks upon one’s person,
no one shall be allowed to emerge as clean and unscathed. It is the “doings of
fate” by which we are all to be scarred in the same broad stroke. Because that
is whar the “Concept of Guilt” has come to mean.

Buc ar least by dousing myself in water hot enough to scald the flesh off
my back and by washing away the lice and the soot, I managed to feel re-
freshed for che first time in months. The stiffness in my neck and shoulders,
which were weary with the weight of my heavyheartedness, began to abate a
bit, and a sense of well-being—even lightness —started to rerurn, And now
that I had given a bit of thought to the marrer, i might very well be that I am
wrong, and [ err in my weighty interpretation of the so-called Concept of
Guile. For surely what most people define as guilt or sin is nothing so abstract
or complex. To the contrary, for them it is something that is very concrete and
casily identified. Why, come to think of it, might they not say guilt is like soor,
which rains from the sky? Or like lice, which spreads from too close concact
with one’s neighbors? To be sure, ir is something rangible, even material, so
that like sacrifice in an ancient Vedic ritual, it can be bought, burnt, and

offered up as a quick and easy absolution of one’s sins. . . .

NE DAY as the year was drawing to a close —yes, the day of this very
morning —1 set out for a walk down what remained of the streets and



neighborhoods of Tokyo. Lately 1 have been in exceptionally good health,
although 1 am ac a loss o explain why this should be the case. My complex-
ion has taken on more color, and I have even gained a pound or two. As a
martter of fact, my health is the best it has been since | was a child and I began
to remember such matters, Everything was funcrioning well.

My warch t0o has ceased to act in a temperamental fashion, and it is no
longer necessary to take it out and give it a good shaking. And, as if thar were
not curious enough, it now suffices to wind it only theee times a day.

Of course, were one to delve into the source of the new and unusually
fine state of my health —or, conversely, to look back at the reasons for its poor
condition in the past —wouldn’t we find the difference lies in the new and
powerful supply of energy that has been released inside me? Until now this
cnergy has been a latent force that lurked within my weak and sickly consti-
tution, but ac long last it has come to the fore, and now it is asserting itself
for the firsc time, Need 1 point our, moreover, that this time around its
belated emergence as a source of vitality and power has nothing to do with
the watch 1 carry in my breast pocket or any positive influence it exerts on
me now thar by some means or other it has managed to keep time more
accurately? Clearly the cause of the change lies in something far more extraor-
dinary. | know what I am about to say may sound very pompous and smug,
but that it does is a reflection of the newly found confidence that I have
gained by being able to look at matters from the vantage of hindsighe. . . .

Namely, my conclusion is this: can we not say that heretofore modernity
has been an understudy in the drama of history, and it has been anxiously
awaiting its chance to appear on the stage? Until now it has been made to
stand in the wings, unheard and unseen, its potential cloaked in the heavy
curtains of pessibility. As of this moment, however, suddenly there has been
an opening, and it has stepped into the limelight to take its place on center
stage. It is announcing to the world that “believe it or not, ladies and gentle-
men, thanks to the marvelous invention known as the ‘Intreduction of Time,’
it is possible at last to bring you all that you've been waiting for” That was the
sort of madcap scenario | had in mind. It was my answer to the question of
why there had been a sudden increase in the quality of my health and well-

being. Surely, it had to be the reason, or at least something very close o ir.

Suddenly, everything about a city that had been familiar to me and
cverything about the state of my health and my life struck me as radically
new and differenc. [ strutted about the streets of Tokyo in a lighthearted
maood, and when the urge came upon me to get a bite to eat, I stopped in
my tracks, and taking the warch out of my breast pocket, I spun the hands
on the dial and reser them at exactly cwelve noon. It was as though I had
become the pendulum of a clock that swung over the land and that measured
its hours and minutes. Indeed were one to compare my time with the preci-
sion clocks at the observatory in Greenwich, surely he would find —would he
not? — there was no significant deviation. In short, given the way things had
worked out according to my new definition of time, what need had [ 1o
spend a minute more searching for a reliable watch repairman or an honest
human being?

The section of Tokyo that [ happened to be walking chrough is famous
for its bookstores that specialize in old and rare books. Ever since the night
when my apartment bumed and I had consigned a veritable mounrain of
baoks to the flames, 1 had gorten away from reading and collecting the printed
word. There had been any number of other things to worry about. But as time
went by and my love for books began to return, I found myself gravitating
once more in the direction of this section in downtown Tokyo where the used
baoksellers are located. Still, once I got there, 1 discovered there was virtually
nothing [ really wanted to read or buy no marter what store I entered. 1 was
repelled in particular by the rather foul and smutty smell of some of the more
inane titles currently on the marker. I decided to turn down a side strect and
take off in the direction of a different part of cown.

As T sauntered along, I came upon a corner shop selling men’s haber-
dashery. Out in front of the store were some brand-new touring caps. My
first thought was the hats were there for purposes of display, but when I
inquired inside and learned they were for sale, 1 did not hesitate. I purchased
one immediately. Quite some time had passed since I discarded the cap that
I had worn in the air raids, but lacking a decent substitute, I had decided that
my notion of a proper hat was satisfied, at least for the time being, by purting
nothing on my head at all. Now, suddenly, a suitable replacement presented

itself quite by surprise. Not only was it brand-new, but the hat fit just right,



wnd it looked good on mie oo, And though, like most everything else man-
ufactured in this country of late, it did not represent the bese in quality, still
ic felt righc when I picked it up and popped it on my head.

Thus it happened that twa of my three wishes were granted. As for the
third . . . alas, my memory has grown so dim, 1 fear I can hardly remember
what it was. . . .

They say love cannor survive prolonged separation. However passionaic
my feclings may have been, the length of time that 1 spent divorced from the
object of my affections had grown so long and the prospect of my learning
of her whereabours so scant, it was becoming increasingly apparenc I simply
might not be able o sustain my sense of devetion for very much longer. My
patience had worn thin, and my watch could no longer calculate the extent
of the separation — the period of time was simply too great. So that, whereas
I had long thoughr of love as an affair dependent upon only oneself and a
matter solely internal to the heart and mind of the person involved, it began
1o dawn on me thac I had been operating under an illusion. In the end, love
is but one of many external events that happens in one’s life. It is an event
that takes place in the world outside one’s self, and it is acted upon by forces
that all (oo often lic beyond one’s control,

S0 what was I 1o do?

To hell with love, I told myself. I choughr it hest to content myself with
the renewed state of my health, a watch that ticked merrily away, and the
look and fecl of a brand-new har. .Perhaps it was the aura of pride and
respectability they lent me; at least they made me feel better. Besides, at the
very moment that | am standing here in the middle of the street, the one and
only thoughr that occupies my mind —and does so to the exclusion of all
else —is, to puc it as simply and forthrightly as possible, the desire to sit down

and have a decent cup of coffec.

hopped on a train and headed for Yokohama. It was only yesterday thar I
Ilcamed the name of this new place to eat. . . |

I'am seated at the counter at the far corner of the room, barely visible
and floating, as it were, on a cloud of cigarette and coffce fumes. There is a

vacant stool next to mine, and the customer who has just now entered the

shop and whao is defily threading her way among the 1ables, is about to plant
herselt on the chair next to mine. The legs of the cheaply made stool emit a
sharp screech as the woman, getting situated and making herself comfortable,
leans in my direction. She is dressed entirely in red from head to toc, and her
powdered bosom fills the air with its oily perfume. Like a ripe flower ready
to drop its petals, it comes perilously close to spilling into my lap. . . .

Yet when [ looked up ar her face, what did I see but the person who has
heen the object of my relentless search across che length and breadth of the
land. Yes, it was the face chat I have sought in vain for these past months in
spite of many a hardship on the open road. Yes, hets was the face that I had
nearly forgorren yet somehow managed to remember,

“Of all the . .. ” It was the woman who took the initiacive in starting .
conversation. “I always wondered what had become of you.” At the same
time she straightened in her chair and then leaned back to get a better look
at me, she inched closer. With her knee practically touching mine, she called
to the woman who owned the restaurant.

She spoke as though she knew her well and did not hesitate to impose.
She proceeded to order one of everything on the menu. Then, opening her
handbag and producing a pack of Lucky Strikes, she took out a cigarette and
puc it to her lips. The large purse was still halfway open, and I could easily
see its contents. It was stuffed with packs of cigaretres, bars of chocolate, as
well as other items not produced on the domestic market. I tried not to be
obvious, bur when she caught my eye wandering, she announced I was wel-
come to “anything at all.” She would be only too happy to share.

Before [ had time to wonder if I knew whart to say or whether I could
get my mouth to move and come forth with an appropriare reply, T realized
1 had been undone by this unexpected rendezvous. I found myself shot
through with a sudden and renewed burst of passion for the lost object of my
love. It was like a sccond bout of fever that returns with even greater viru-
lence, and it left me unabie to collect my wits or get my nerves under control.
No external event was this. To the contrary, as the fevered delirium of my
past infatuation returned with renewed intensity, I felt my entire frame burn
as though it had become a veritable pillar of fire.

Never before had this woman spoken to me, or trcated me, in a manner



so-intimate and uninhibited s she did now, 1 was tken completely by sur-
prise, and [ had no idea whae to do next. Finally, [ succeeded in stammering
out a word or two, and phrasing my speech in the courtly tones of the past
and of a time that reflected the narure of our previous acquaintance, [ asked
her where she now “resided.”

“Here in the "Hama,” she replied, tossing the phrase out in a dry, mat-
ter-of-fact way. Her voice sounded casual enough; still, I thoughr I detecred
a certain pained expression in its rone, “Couldn’t you guess?” she seemed co
say in an ofthanded and unspoken chastisement of my having asked whar was
blatantly obvious.

Judging from the way she spoke and the manner in which she dressed
and handled herself, there was nothing to make one think that the woman
came from a “good famnily.” Neither was there any sign of her having been a
sad vicrim of the war —namely, a widow left without a husband or a place 1o
live. Perhaps it was sheer imagination on my part, but what resonated in my
car when she enunciated the word “’Hama” was not Yokohama, but a place
that sounded a lot more like “Hommoku,” or the part of town that had Been
taken over by the Occupation Army and set up as a red-light districe. The
thought shocked me; and though [ heard whar she said, and 1 saw how she
looked as she sac there beside me, still my mind sreadfastly refused 1o believe
it. I was prepared to doubt the validity of my own eyes and ears before
questioning anything else.

Thar is because, when it comes ro the matter of my memory of this
woman — of the mental image that I had constructed of her in my mind — there
is but one face that 1 see and only one voice that echoes in my ears, It is a cameo
portrait of her that I formed long, long ago. Yes, I speak of a time so far in the
past that it stands separated from us in time by the distance of exactly one year.

S [ REMEMBER IT NOW, it was a night late in December of 1944 and
A at a time when the air raid sirens had yet to sound with either the
frequency or the urgency thar later we came ro €xpect as a marter of course.
[ was sharing a bottle of saké with a friend — an old friend who also happened
to be the husband of the woman. We were at their house a house built high
on a hill —and we sat up most of the night drinking and talking. By daybreak

my friend had collapsed in a drunken stapor, and I decided to ke my leave
and go home.

As T got up t go, the woman — namely, the wife of my friend — insisted
on seceing me off. We climbed o the top of the hill, and in order to make
certain that I did not miss the cutoff on the path leading to the streets below,
she stood outside in the cold morning air for the longest time and watched
me as 1 made my descent down the long slope. It was only by grabbing hold
of the trunk of a pine tree and leaning out over the edge of the path that she
could follow me as I made my way down the hill.

“Watch your step as you go.

“Now turn to the left.

“Yes, now to your right.”

Thac was all she said. Bur her directions were so patient and full of care,
and she tendered them in the politest and most elegant of voices. It was
almost as though [ had been her lover that night, and having plighted our
troth in a grand and sccret affair, we were sharing the sweetness and sorrow
known only to those who love but are destined to part. It was 2 classic
rale—~just as in days of yore. My heart was strangely stirred; and my feet,
unsteady as they were, hurried blindly on their way as I headed down the hill.

Let there be no confusion, however. My encounter with the woman
today is nor a case of mistaken identity, The face that [ saw before me —and
the voice that [ heard in this restaurant that had been hastily constructed ac
a burnt-ou site here in Yokohama —was none other than the face and voice
that I had seen and heard that rare and wondrous morning a year ago. The
sight of her now and the sound of her voice rekindled all of the sweet mem-
ories of the fateful day when last we parted. I was filled with great longing
for the way life had once been.

RESENTLY, WE WERE READY to leave the restaurant. As if by unspo-
Pken agreement, we left together and headed in the direction of the train
station at Sakuragi-ché. She took hold of my arm as though it were the most
natural thing in the world for her to do, and stealing an inquiring look ar the
profile of my face, she laughed and said 1 looked “as pale as cver.” Perhaps

she meant to be funny. Or to make fun of me.



Without her having said it, | already knew the blood in my veins had
begun to run cold. I felc the flesh shrink from my bones, [ was shaken by a
violent chill — my hands and feet going lim p: my breathing becoming labored.
The state of my health had taken a sudden and decided turn for the worsc.

Andl if that were not bad enough, my new hat got twisted askew, and my
watch fell silent. The latter ceased 1o tick ar all, its hands no longer moving,

As we neared the station, the woman, who until now had let her body
press against mine, suddenly bolted from my side. She did it with no more
than a gentde shove, but it was clear thar I was being brushed aside, and she
went running on ahead. I totrered, and it took 2 moment for me to cacch
myself and get my feer planted squarcly on the ground once more.,

That was when I happened to look up. I looked across the way to sce
the powerful figure of a soldier moving toward her. His face shone from out
of the crowd as he stood head and shoulders above everyone, his height
manumentally tall, his color strangely dark.

‘The black soldier wore a lightweighe pink silk muffler tied jauntily
abourt his neck, and the firm and neat row of his teeth sparkled and gleamed
gemlike when he opened his mouth and shouted something in words that |
could not decipher.

And there, clinging to the thick chest of the powerful man, were the
arms of the woman dressed in red. She was like a burterfly resting on the
trunk of & tree, and she clung to it as sccurely as she could.

Her back was turned to me. Bur her faccless silence spoke, and [ knew
she had nothing more to say to me. There would be no final “adiew.” There
would be no lingering reservations — no moment of hesitation — in which, for
even a second, she might curn and look back. She was gone from me forever,

And what —pray tell —was I to say in calling after her?

“Warch your step as you go”?

“First to your left, and now to your right”?

In truth, there are no words that one might say at a time like this. I was
so ashamed, T thought I would dic on the spot.

Comprehending nothing, I ran straight for the center of the square in
front of the train station, where a great whorl of people churned through the

cntrance to the station.

The faster | ran, the more the blood in my veins began to circulare. The
muscles in my arms and legs started o swell and regain cheir strengeh. The
wrrible chill subsided, and as my seep and grip grew stronger and my breath-
g less irregular, [ fele myself return to normal.

Before 1 knew it, my hat had snapped into place, and my pocket warch

had begun to tck merrily away.



