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was known as an evacuee’s existence at my parents’ home in Tsugaru, in

the northernmost part of Honshu. During that time I almost never left the
house, and didn’t even once make what you could call a journey. One time I
went on an excursion to a port town on the Japan Sea side of T'sugaru Peninsula,
but even so it was only a short trip of at most three or four hours by train from the
town I was staying in—a jaunt would be a better word for it.

Still, I stayed overnight in an inn there in that town, and witnessed a curious
event that had all the makings of a tragic tale. It is of this that I shall write.

When I was taking refuge there in Tsugaru, I almost never paid a visit to any-
one, and practically no one ever came to visit me. However, now and then one
young kid who had been demobilized would drop in and ask me to talk about
novels and the like.

“The expression “local culture”! seems to be used often nowadays, Teach. What
does it mean?

‘Hmm. ’'m not so sure I know either, as a matter of fact. For instance, here in
this region, it seems they produce a lot of raw sake; now, as long as they are going
to produce it, they make it so it tastes good, and such a first-rate product that
even if you drink a lot it doesn’t seem to give you a hangover. This isn’t true only
of raw sake; strawberry wine, mulberry wine, wild-grape wine, apple cider—
they use a great deal of ingenuity to make first-class products that put you into
a pleasant state of inebriation. The same thing is true of foods too; in their own
inimitable fashion they really work at making sure this region’s products are as
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tasty in the eating as possible. Then they get together and have a good time eat-
ing and drinking. I wonder if this isn’t what’s meant.’

“Teach, do you drink stuff like raw sake?

T can’t say I don’t; but I don’t think it’s got a good flavor. The tipsy feeling
you get from it isn’t too good either.’

‘But there’s some good stuff too. Lately they’ve succeeded in making some
that’s as good as refined sake.’

’sthat so? That, I guess, is what you’d call development in local culture.’

‘Next time, can I bring you some, Teach? Will you drink it ?’

‘Don’t see why I can’t. Seeing it’s for the sake of studying local culture.’

Some days later the kid brought a canteen full of sake.

I took a sip, and told him, “Tastes good !’

It was as clear as refined sake, of a thicker amber color than the latter, and seem-
ed to have a high alcohol content.

“Top-notch stuff, isn’t it?’

‘Sure is . . . top-notch . . . local culture’s nothing to be sneezed at.’

‘Okay, Teach, can you guess what this is?’

He removed the lid from his bentd box and put it on top the table.

I took a look and said, ‘Snake’.

‘Right. Mamushi boiled with soy. Wouldn’t this be a sample of local culture too?
As a result of their inimitable ingenuity in making the region’s products as good
to eat as possible, this is the kind of thing you get. Please try it—for the sake of
local-culture study.’

Bracing myself, I ate some.

‘How about it? Delicious, isn’t it ?

‘Uhhuh’

‘It’s chock full of energy, this. Eat more than five inches at one time and you
get a nosebleed. You had just two inches, Teach, so you’re still safe. Try a couple
more inches. About four inches is just right for good health.’

‘Well then, I’ll have another two inches,’ I said, and reluctantly had some more.
‘How about it? Feel yourself getting warmer?

‘Uhhubh, I do seem to feel warmer.’

Suddenly the youth laughed out loud. “Teach, forgive me. That’s a harmless
garden snake. And the sake isn’t raw sake either. I mixed some whiskey in with
first-class sake.’

From that time I came to be on good terms with the kid. I figured his gulling
me so skilfully showed he had promise.
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“Teach, next time how about coming to my house?

“T'oo much trouble.’

“There’s plenty of local culture. Sake, beer, whiskey, fish, meat—you name it.’

The kid’s name was Ogawa Shintard; he lived in a harbor town facing the Japan
Sea, and was the only son of an innkeeper. That much I knew about him.

“You’re throwing that out as bait in order to hold a round-table discussion,
right? Appearing at so-called ‘cultural lecture meetings’ or round-table discus-
sions and explaining to people ‘the meaning of democracy’ and the like, was not
up my line. I would begin to feel like a fraud, a clever impostor in disguise.
That was more than I could take.

‘C’'mon now! I don’t think anyone’d come to hear a talk by you, Teach?

“That’s not true. Actually, you turn up this way time and again to listen to
my views.’

“That’s different. I come to enjoy myself. ’'m here to make a study of ways of
having fun. This’s also a part of the cultural movement, right?’

¢ “Study hard, play hard”—that kind of guy, huh? Still, that’s not such a bad
idea, is it?

‘In that case why can’t you come to my house just for the fun of it, with no
special aim in mind? The place is a mess, but at least I can guarantee you some
delicious fish brought up straight from the beach.’

I decided to go.

When I got off at the station of this port town three or four hours by train
away from the town where I was staying, Ogawa Shintard, wearing a fashionable
suit, was there to meet me.

‘Here you have such a fine suit as this! Why do you come to my place dressed
in that filthy military uniform of yours?’

‘I deliberately dress myself shabbily like that. Both Mito Kémon and Saimy®ji
Ny1ido? purposely set out in tatters when they traveled, didn’t they? Traveling
gets to be more fun that way. An expert at having fun goes around in rags.’

It was around the lunar New Year, and the snow-covered streets were bustling
with the coming and going of people in a holiday mood. The day was cloudy, but
because it was relatively warm, steam was rising from the snow on the streets.
Just to the right one could see the ocean. In winter the Sea of Japan is murky,
and flops and plops with ungainly writhing.

2 In the Tokugawa and Kamakura periods | traveled about the country disguised as com-
respectively, Mito, who was of the shogunal | moners in order to inspect the governments of
family, and Saimy®6ji, who was a retired shogun, | various localities.
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As we strolled down a snow-covered road running along the sea, I in rubber
boots and Ogawa in squeaky brown-leather shoes, he said, “You know, in the
army I got slugged a lot.’

‘Cll bet you did. Even I sometimes feel like slugging you.’

‘I wonder if T strike people as a smart aleck. Still, the army is for the birds. When
I got back home from the army, I opened a collection of Oogai’s works, and there
was this picture of Oogai dressed up in a military uniform. That was enough for
me. I sold the whole set dirt cheap. Couldn’t stand Oogai any more. I figured I
wouldn’t read him even if it were the last thing 'd do. All because of his wearing
that lousy uniform.’

‘Well, if you hate the uniform so much, wouldn’t you do better not to walk
around in one? I’s ridiculous going around shabby.’

‘It’s precisely because I hate it so much that I walk around in it. P'm afraid you
didn’t get the point. Look: traveling is something with a lot of humiliations,
right? Now a military uniform is just the right thing for such humiliations and
s0 ... that’s why . .. zhat’s why. . . I guess you don’t catch on: visiting a writer
is a sort of humiliation too, see? Let’s say it’s on the top of the humiliation list.”

‘It’s because of such smart-aleck talk that you get yourself slugged.’

“Y’think so?. . . It gets me, y’know. Slugging someone seems to me something
only amadman can do. When I was in the army I was beaten so often that I decided
to act like a madman myself, and on purpose even shaved both my eyebrows
clean off and stood in front of a superior officer.’

‘My, you really were drastic. And I bet the officer was dumbfounded.’

“You can say that again.’

‘Of course, from then on you weren’t slugged any more, right?’

‘Nope! On the contrary I was slugged something awful.’

We arrived at Ogawa’s house. It was a snug little inn up against a hill and
facing the sea. Ogawa’s den was on the second floor, to the back. ‘Bright window,
clean desk, brush and inkstone, paper and ink, all extremely good’3>—this was
my first impression, but the room was so excessively neat that I also got the op-
posite feeling, that Ogawa didn’t study a thing in this room. On the alcove post
was hung a Sharaku woodcut print set within a silver frame. It was a common-
place, grotesque portrait of an oafish zengu-like actor.*

‘A resemblance, isn’t there? It’s a spittin’ image of you, Teach. Since you said
you were coming today, I hung this one specially for you.’

3 Reference to a classic Chinese expression: 4 A tengu is usually represented as a red-faced
BEBILERKE S B R. demon with either a long nose or a beaked nose.
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I wasn’t any too pleased.

We sat on opposite sides of the foot warmer, which was located to one side of
the desk. On top of his desk a book lay open. He may have wanted to make it look
as though he had been reading until my arrival time, but then again it was so
neatly opened and placed that I couldn’t suppress the unkind suspicion that rose
spontaneously within me that he hadn’t read a single page of it.

As I glanced at the top of his desk and inadvertently screwed up my mouth,
he seemed to read my thoughts at once and, with an animation I might describe
metaphorically as a flaring up, he grabbed the book from the desk and said, ‘Good
novel, this, eh?

‘T don’t recommend bad novels, bud.’

The book was a collection of short stories I had warmly recommended in
response to a query of his concerning the kind of books he should read.

‘He’s a really great writer. I didn’t know about him before. I should have
read him long ago. When one speaks of ‘a line unbroken for ages eternal’,5 you’re
talking of a writer like him. Compared to him someone like you is a beggar.’

Whether the author of that collection of short stories is of ‘a line unbroken for
ages eternal’ or not is a matter I could pass over because Ogawa is free to have
his own opinion. But I couldn’t swallow his assertion that I was a beggar by com-
parison. When one gets too intimate with young fellows he is bound to have such
unpleasant experiences.

I even considered coming in all over again through the front door of the inn,
staying here as a perfect stranger, insisting on paying my bill to the last penny
and then splurging with a tip that would make me wince, and leaving without so
much as a word to this kid.

‘Just like my Teach to have such good discrimination, I thought. This was
really enjoyable,” he said, and he meant it.

I reconsidered; maybe I had been too unfair?

‘Master. . . From behind the sliding paper door, a woman was calling Shintar®.

‘What is it? he answered, getting up and stepping out into the hall. “Yes, yes,
that’s right. A dotera?6 Of course. Do it quickly. . .’

Then, from outside the room, he spoke to me and said: “Teach, let’s take a
bath. Please change to a dotera. Tl go and change too.’

‘Excuse me. . . Welcome to our inn.’

5 An expression used of the Imperial line; | mortal’.
hence, here used perhaps in the sense of ‘im- 6 A padded gown.
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A slender-faced, lightly-made-up maid of about forty came into the room with
a dotera and helped me change clothes.

More than to a person’s looks or dress, I seem to be sensitive to the quality of
the voice. When I’m next to someone with an unpleasant voice, I get uncom-
monly irritable, and even if I drink, I can’t get pleasantly drunk. Now regardless
of how this maid of around forty looked, she did have a rather pleasing voice. I
I had noticed this fact when she called out to the boy from behind the sliding
door.

“You a native of this place? I asked.

‘No.

I was led to the bath. It was a white-tiled, stylish bathroom.

While soaking in the clear hot water with Ogawa, I thought of proving my
sensibilities were nothing to be scorned, by remarking to him: ‘Your place is
not just an inn, is it?’ and thus getting back at him for the ‘beggar’ bit a while
before. However, I hesitated. I had no definite proof. It was just a sudden feeling.
If T were mistaken, there would be no way to apologize to him for the rude ques-
tion.

That evening I had a good taste of ‘local culture’.

After darkness settled, the middle-aged maid with the nice voice brought sake
and food to our room; she had put on heavier make-up and painted her lips bright-
ly. I don’t know whether she had received instructions from the old master or
the young one, but she placed the things at the entrance of the room, bowed, and
then withdrew without a word.

‘I suppose you think P'm interested in women, don’t you? Right?

‘Well now. . . I’d say you were.’

‘T am, as a matter of fact.’

After I said this I tried to give him a hint in a roundabout fashion to call the
maid to serve me with sake. But, whether deliberately or not I don’t know, he
looked as if he didn’t notice it at all and went on explaining at great length the
history of the town, its ups and its downs. I felt disappointed.

‘Ahh, P’'m drunk. Time for bed,’ I said.

I had to sleep alone, in the very middle of a large room of about twenty mats
that was on the second floor, facing the main street—probably the best room in
the inn. I was so drunk I felt awful. I mumbled an incoherent monologue as if in
delirium: ‘local culture. . . mustn’t scorn. . . namuamidabutsu. . . nammdam-
mmm. . .” Before I knew it I was asleep.

Iawoke with a start. When I say Iawoke, I don’t mean Iopened my eyes. Iawoke
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with my eyes still closed, and the first sound to hit my ears was the sound of
waves. ‘Ah, yes, Pm at Ogawa’s house in this port town. I gave him a lot of trouble
last night...” With this thought my regrets started. I began to get appre-
hensive about the future, and my heart began to beat fast. Abruptly, one of
my own strange conceited deeds of twenty long years before floated vividly
before my mind without any connection with the preceding thought, and I
felt an unbearable urge to scream. ‘Don’t! It’s foolish”’, I said in a low voice, and
tossed about in my bed. Whenever I fell asleep dead drunk, I invariably woke
up in the middle of the night. It’s become a regular matter to receive from the
hands of God two or three hours of such unbearable punishment.

‘If you don’t get to sleep, it’ll be bad for you.’

No mistaking it, it was the voice of the maid. Only she wasn’t speaking to me.
Her quiet whispers were coming from the next room, the one closest to the foot
of my bed.

Tknow. I just can’t get to sleep.’

It was the agreeable reply of a young man, no, of someone who sounded al-
most like a boy.

‘Let’s get a little sleep. What time is it? said the woman.

“Three. . . thirteen. No, fourteen.’

‘Really? Can you see your watch in this pitch darkness?’

‘Sure can. It’s what’s called a glowworm glow-dial. Look, see, doesn’t it shine
like the glow of fireflies?’

‘Does, doesn’t it. It must be expensive.’

My eyes still closed, I tossed about on my bed and thought, ‘So I was right
after all, wasn’t I? A writer’s intuition is not to be scorned. Or let’s say a liber-
tin€’s intuition. Ogawa called me a beggar and posed as a man of high character
himself. But haven’t you got here the maid of the house sleeping with a guest?
It would be fun to embarrass Ogawa by telling this to him first thing in the
morning.’

The whispered talk of the two drifted in again from the next room. From it
I learned that the fellow was a repatriated flyer; he had just returned and had
arrived in town last night. As his birthplace was a poor village about three miles’
walking distance from town, he had planned to take a rest here for the night and
start for his home at the crack of dawn. The two had just met last night and
didn’t seem to be old acquaintances. They both acted a bit restrained with each
other.

‘Japanese inns are nice, aren’t they?’ he said.
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“Why?

‘Because they’re quiet.’

‘But doesn’t the sound of waves bother you?’

‘Tm used to the sound of waves. The waves are even louder in the village
where I was born.’

“Your father and mother are waiting for you I suppose.’

‘Tdon’t have a father. He’s dead.’

‘Only your mother?

‘Yes.

‘How old’s your mother? she asked softly.

“Thirty-eight.’

In the darkness I opened my eyes wide. ‘Supposing the boy was about twenty,
that would make his mother’s age. . . could be. . . that’s what it should be. . . .
nothing surprising about that. . > I thought to myself, but even to me in the
next room it came as a shock.

The woman said nothing. I caught the faint hint of her stifled breath through
the darkness and sensed it in perfect rhythm with my own breathing. No
wonder. She was probably thirty-eight or nine.

At the words ‘thirty-eight’ only the maid and the libertine in the next room
held their breaths; the young repatriate soldier was entirely unconscious of
anything.

‘A while ago you said you had burned your finger. How is it ? Does it still hurt?’
he asked.

‘No.

Maybe it was my imagination, but the voice sounded very feeble.

T have some salve that’s pretty effective on burns. It’s in that knapsack.
Shall I spread some on for you?’

The woman didn’t answer.

‘All right if T turn on the light?’ It sounded as if he were getting up with the
idea of digging the burn ointment out of his bag.

‘Don’t bother, please! It’s cold. Let’s get some sleep. It’'ll be bad if you miss
your sleep.’

‘Missing a night’s sleep won’t faze me a bit.

‘T don’t want the light on? The tone of her voice was sharp.

In the next room I nodded to myself. ‘Mustn’t turn the light on. Don’t drag
Holy Mother out into the light.’
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He seemed to be crawling back under the covers. For a while both were silent.

He soon began whistling softly. It sounded like one of those ‘young aviator’
songs which had been popular during the war.

The woman spoke abruptly. “Tomorrow go straight home, understand?

That’s what I figure on doing.’

“You’re not to stop anywhere on the way, now?’

Twon’t.

I dozed off.

When I woke up, it was past nine in the morning. The young guest from the
next room had left.

As T lay idly in bed, Ogawa came to my room, five or six Corona cigarettes in
one hand.

‘Good morning, Teach! Sleep well last night?’

Yep, slept like a log.’

I had already given up my plan to have a bit of fun at his expense by telling
him about the things going on in the next room. I'said, ‘Japanese inns are nice,
aren’t they ?’

‘Why?’

‘Well, they’re quiet.”



