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Foreword


Every Saturday afternoon, I walk to a house about ten minutes away from my own. It is an old house, with a big paperplant in a pot outside the entrance. Rattling open the sliding door, I am greeted by glistening water droplets on the entrance hall floor and the smooth scent of charcoal. From the garden, I hear a faint babble of running water.


I enter a quiet room overlooking that garden to kneel on the tatami-covered floor, boil water, whisk tea, and drink it. And I simply repeat that process—again and again.


I have been coming to this weekly Tea lesson for twenty-five years, since I was a university student.


Even now, I often get the procedures wrong. Many elements remain opaque to me, making me wonder why we do them at all. My feet go numb. The etiquette frustrates me. I have no idea how long it will take me to understand everything completely. “What’s so great about Tea, anyway?” friends sometimes ask me. “Why have you carried on with it for so long?”


When I was ten years old, my parents took me to see a film called La Strada, directed by Federico Fellini. One can only describe this tale of poor itinerant entertainers as bleak. Its meaning escaped me entirely, and I could not understand why a movie like this was considered a masterpiece. To my mind, it had nothing on Disney.


But when I watched it again ten years later, as a university student, I was shocked. Gelsomina’s theme song sounded familiar to me, but apart from that it was like seeing the film for the first time.


So that was what La Strada was all about, I thought. I sat in the pitch-black movie theater crying my eyes out, my heartstrings torn to shreds.


In the years that followed, I fell in love and experienced the trauma of heartbreak myself. Suffering setback after setback in my search for a job, I continued to seek my own place in the world. After a decade and more of these admittedly pedestrian struggles, I watched La Strada again in my mid-thirties.


Once more, there were so many scenes that I did not remember seeing before, lines that I did not recall having heard. Giulietta Masina’s flawless performance as the naive heroine Gelsomina was painfully poignant. Zampanò, too, was no longer simply a cruel brute; lying prostrate on the beach under the stars, his body wracked with sobs, he now seemed a pitiful old man as he mourned the death of the girl he had abandoned. Humans are such miserable creatures, I thought. Tears rolled down my face in an endless stream.


Each time I watched La Strada, it was an entirely different film. And it deepened with every viewing.


In this world, there are things that we understand immediately and things that take time to comprehend. Once is enough for the former type of experience. But things in the latter category, like Fellini’s La Strada, reveal themselves to us only gradually, undergoing a slow metamorphosis over multiple encounters. And each time we understand a little more, we realize that we had only been seeing a tiny fragment of the whole.


Tea is exactly like that.


When I was twenty, I thought of Tea as nothing but etiquette and rules. There was nothing pleasant about that feeling of being forced into a mold. What made the situation worse was that I had no idea what I was doing, no matter how many times I did it. And even though I could not remember a single thing, the procedures and combinations of utensils would change according to the weather or climatic conditions that very day. When the seasons changed, the layout of the whole room would be drastically altered. I experienced the endless cycles of the tea room for years and years with only the vaguest awareness of what it all meant.


Then one day, quite out of the blue, I noticed the tepid smell of rain in the air. Oh, there’s a shower on the way, I thought. The droplets that pelted the trees and plants in the garden sounded different from before. Afterward, the air was musty with the smell of earth.


Until that moment, I had only ever thought of rain as water—and odorless water, at that—that fell from the sky. Soil had not had a smell, either. It was as though I had been looking out at the world from within an upturned glass jar, and then someone had lifted the glass and let the seasons reach my senses of smell and hearing. It reminded me that I too was a seasonal creature, no different from a frog that could identify the smell of the pond where it was born. * The cherry blossom always reached full bloom in early April each year. In mid-June, the rain would start to pour down, as if by appointment. I was astounded by this entirely unremarkable fact, which had taken me almost until the age of thirty to notice.


Before that point, I had thought of the seasons in binary terms: hot seasons and cold ones. Little by little, finer categories began to emerge. In spring, flowering quince bloomed first, followed by plum, peach, and then cherry trees. Once the last of these had turned from pink to freshest green, the heady scent of blossom-laden wisteria tendrils would waft through the neighborhood. After the azaleas had passed their peak, the air would become muggy, heralding the first showers of the rainy season. Plums would swell on the trees, irises would line the streams and ponds, hydrangeas would burst into flower, and the sweet fragrance of gardenias would drift by. When the hydrangeas faded and the rainy season had come to an end, succulent cherries and peaches would fill the greengrocer’s shelves. Each season overlapped with the next, so there was always something to enjoy.


The traditional Japanese calendar was divided into not four, but twenty-four seasons. To me, though, it actually seemed like a different season every time I went to my weekly Tea lesson.


One day, when it was pouring down, I became so absorbed in the sound of the rain that the room seemed to disappear, leaving me right in the middle of the deluge. As I listened, I eventually became the rain falling on the plants in Sensei’s garden.




So this is what it means to be alive!


My skin was prickly with goosebumps.





Moments like this have come to me from time to time over my years studying Tea, like fixed-term deposits reaching maturity. I did not do anything special to spark them. I lived the life of a perfectly ordinary twentysomething and continued through my thirties and forties in a similarly unremarkable vein.


Without my noticing it, though, something had been building all that time, like water filling a cup drop by drop. Nothing would change until the cup was full. The water eventually reached the top and bulged above the rim, held in place only by surface tension until, one day, another drop fell and broke the equilibrium. In that instant, the water spilled over the edge and flowed out.


We do not have to study Tea to experience a gradual awakening, of course. Men who have become fathers often say things like, “My old man used to tell me that I’d understand one day, but it was only when I held my own child in my arms that I realized what he meant.” Some people find that, when they get sick, entirely commonplace things in their surroundings become incredibly dear to them.


The passage of time alone can open our eyes on occasion to how much we have grown. But there is nothing like Tea for paring away the excess and providing a tangible sense of the personal growth that you cannot see. You haven’t the faintest clue what you are doing at first. Then, one day, out of the blue, your horizons broaden. Just like in life.


In exchange for the time it takes to understand, Tea lets you savor the thrill of that moment when your world expands, as first a small cup, then a bigger one, and eventually an enormous pot of water overflows, again and again.


Just after I turned forty, when I had been studying Tea for more than twenty years, I began to talk to my friends about it. They would react with amazement, saying things like, “Wow! Is that really what it’s like?” This reaction surprised me in turn. Many people imagine Tea to be an expensive pastime for highbrow sophisticates, but they have no idea what feelings the practice of Tea inspires. I had completely forgotten this, even though I had been among those people until not long before.


That was when I decided to write about Tea one day. About what I had felt during my lessons at Sensei’s house, about the multitude of seasons, about those moments over the last twenty-five years when my cup had overflowed.


Beyond my comprehension as a child, Fellini’s La Strada makes the person I am today weep buckets. It breaks my heart effortlessly; I don’t need to strain to understand it. There are some things that cannot be understood until the time is right, no matter how you try. But when the day of understanding comes, there is no disguising it.


When I began to learn Tea, I could not hold on to the tiniest inkling of what I was doing, no matter how hard I tried. But, step by step, things have started to come into focus. After twenty-five years, I now have at least a hazy grasp of why we do what we do.


When you are living through difficult times, when you have lost all confidence and the world seems plunged into darkness, Tea teaches you one thing above all else: live in the moment with an eye to the future.
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Aunt Takeda


“She’s quite something, you know,” my mother said. I was fourteen, and she had just returned from a parents’ association meeting at my younger brother’s school. “We all bowed to each other, but her bow was different from the rest.”


“What do you mean, her bow was different?” I asked.


“It was just an ordinary bow, but different somehow,” Mom replied. “When she said, ‘My name is Takeda,’ and lowered her head, it took my breath away. I’ve never seen such a beautiful bow.”


“And her name is Mrs. Takeda?”


“Yes. She’s really quite something.”


What kind of person is “quite something,” I wonder?


For some reason I imagined someone severe and intimidating.


One day, I found my mother standing on our doorstep chatting with a middle-aged woman in a round collar blouse whom I had never seen before. With her fair complexion and soft, gentle demeanor, she somehow reminded me of a habutae-mochi rice cake.


“Oh, is this your daughter?” she asked. “Pleased to meet you. My name is Takeda.” And then, with a warm smile that lit up her eyes, she bowed.


So this was the woman my mother had mentioned. She certainly had a nice, smooth bow, but I did not think it was as special as my mother had made out. She was a world away from the kind of person I had imagined when I heard the words “quite something.”


She’s just a nice, friendly middle-aged lady.


And that was how I met Tomoko Takeda.


Mrs. Takeda became close enough friends with my mother for me to address her as Aunt Takeda. She was a native of one of Yokohama’s working-class districts. Born in 1932, she had—unusually for a woman of her generation—pursued a career into her thirties. Then she had married, had children, and settled into the life of a full-time housewife.


Aunt Takeda had a kind of well-groomed air about her. It was not that she was a great beauty, and I never saw her wear even a single piece of jewelry, but she always looked lovely, nonetheless.


She never smiled in that ambiguous way middle-aged women often do, as though concealing something, nor did she ever speak in the shrill, strident voice so common among such ladies when they flock together. Her brisk manner of speaking, which marked her out as a true-born Yokohama-ite, was quite at odds with her soft, gentle demeanor.


While she was always perfectly proper in her dealings with others, she appeared to dislike crowds, so once the task at hand was completed she would swiftly excuse herself from the group and leave on her own. Unlike the many grown-ups—men and women alike—I knew who spoke or acted differently in the presence of authority or power, Aunt Takeda did not change for anyone.


When I failed to get into my first-choice university and was wondering whether to spend another year studying to retake the entrance examination, my parents and the other adults I knew all said exactly the same thing: “You’re a girl, so there’s no need for you to take a year off. You’ll get married and stop working someday, after all. Just go to another university.”


Only Aunt Takeda thought differently. “Go where you want to go, Noriko,” she told me. “I think women should have a career and live life to the fullest.”


It was the first time I had heard a middle-aged woman clearly voice her own opinion. And when I eventually decided not to try the exam again, she said, “I see. As long as you’ve made up your own mind, that’s fine. Now you must live your life in a way that makes you glad you reached the conclusion that you did.”


Aunt Takeda always conjured up an aura of composure and richness, but not in the same way as the wives of the wealthy. In a time when the vast majority of housewives spent their lives focused only on their husband’s career advancement and their children’s academic success, she seemed familiar with a broader adult world.


“It’s because she’s a chajin,” Mom explained.


“What’s a chajin?” I asked.


“A ‘person of Tea’—someone who does tea ceremony. She’s been studying it since she was a girl, I hear. Apparently she’s even got a license to teach. There’s definitely something different about her. I spotted it immediately, the very first time I saw her. She’s quite something.”


I made a noncommittal noise in reply.


Tea was like something from another planet to me. All I knew was that you went swish-swish to froth up the foam and then turned the tea bowl before drinking for some reason. I had no idea what studying Tea had to do with Aunt Takeda’s indescribably well-groomed air or her unflappable nature. But the dignified sound of the word chajin when I heard it that first time stuck with me.


My student years passed in the blink of an eye.


I had wanted to use my time at university to find something I could devote my life to, but I did not know what I really wanted to do. I kept searching for the unusual, attracted to things that few others were interested in, but failed to stick with any of them for long. In my third year of university, people around me were beginning to bring up the subject of finding a job.


One day, Mom suddenly turned to me and said, “Noriko, why don’t you learn Tea?”


“Huh? Why should I?” I asked, frowning reflexively. I had not given even a nanosecond’s thought to the idea before.


For one thing, hobbies like flower arranging and Tea were outdated and desperately uncool. In my mind, they were all lumped together as pursuits that conservative parents who regarded marriage as a form of job-hunting forced on their daughters to ensure that they married money. If I was going to take up a hobby, I would prefer flamenco or Italian.


No, Tea was a world that required oodles of money. It was a status symbol for the wealthy. Nothing but meaningless authoritarianism. Just women showing off to each other. Nothing about it appealed to me in the slightest. However …


“Tea? Oh, that sounds great. I’d love to learn it!” piped up a voice. It was my cousin Michiko, her eyes alight.


Michiko and I were the same age and had been fast friends ever since we were little. Her family were well-off and lived far away in one of Japan’s provincial regions. Whenever the summer or winter vacation rolled around, I would go and stay with them, and the two of us would spend weeks together. She had moved to the big city for university and was living in an apartment nearby.


Now she said, “I’ve been wanting to learn Tea for a while.” She was a sweet-natured young woman and much more cooperative than me.


“Well, then, by all means, go ahead,” my mother replied. “It’ll be good for you.” Then she leaned forward and said to me, “See? Michiko’s going to give it a try, like a good girl.”


I felt a pang of resentment. But when Michiko said to me, “Come on, Nori, let’s go together. Let’s study Tea!” I wavered despite my irritation.


If I went to Tea lessons with Michiko, we could stop off at a coffee shop for a chat on our way home. Whenever we got together, we would gab for hours about the latest movies that we had seen, our favorite foreign stars, interesting novels, and traveling overseas.


I only had one more year of university life left and I still had not found anything I really wanted to do. If I was honest with myself, I was sick to the back teeth of chasing the unusual wherever I could find it. Perhaps it would be better to start something—anything—in earnest, rather than staying frustrated about not finding what I wanted.


And I really did mean anything. Even one of those stuffy old Japanese traditions …


“I’ll ask Mrs. Takeda,” said Mom. “Even you’d be happy with her as your teacher, right?”


When I heard Mom say that, images of Aunt Takeda’s inexpressible composure and neatness came to me as the echoes from that word chajin began to resonate again deep in my heart.


“Well, I suppose I could give it a try …”


It was the spring of 1977, and I was twenty years old.
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Sensei’s House


Aunt Takeda taught tea to several neighborhood housewives at her home on Wednesday afternoons, but as Michiko and I were university students and had classes on weekdays, she agreed to teach the two of us on Saturdays instead.


I had passed her house many times. It stood beside the railway tracks about ten minutes’ walk from my own home, an old two-story wooden house with a tile roof and a soba noodle shop next door. A big paperplant sat outside the entrance in a pot.


We had been unsure what to wear and if we needed to bring anything.


“Oh, ordinary clothes are fine. Just come along this Saturday, anyway,” she had said.


It was just after the string of public holidays in early May. Feeling slightly nervous, we passed through the gate to Aunt Takeda’s house, me wearing a blouse and skirt, and Michiko—about to meet Aunt Takeda for the first time—wearing a suit.


We rattled open the sliding door to find an entrance hall as spotless as a traditional inn’s. The floor glistened with water droplets and not even a single pair of shoes had been left lying around, unlike at my house.


“Hello?”


My call elicited an answering “Coming!” from somewhere deep within the house, followed by the sound of bustling


footsteps. The dyed noren curtain flipped open to reveal that familiar round, fair-skinned face.


For a moment I was lost for words. I had never seen Aunt Takeda wearing kimono before. It was a soft shade of beige that suited her pale complexion perfectly and gave her a neat, smart look.


“Welcome,” she said. “Do please come in.”


This was the first time that I had been inside Aunt Takeda’s house. The wooden pillars and hallway were the rich golden-brown of hard-baked rice crackers. Stepping up from the entrance hall, we were shown to the innermost of two adjoining formal rooms, its floor covered in eight of the traditional woven rush mats called tatami.


“Just wait here a minute,” Aunt Takeda told us.


It was an astonishingly empty space. Michiko and I slowly gazed around us. This was where we would have our weekly Tea lesson from now on. Looking up at the high ceiling, we saw the elaborate latticework of the transom between this room and the next. Hanging in the large tokonoma alcove set into one wall was a long scroll. There was also a framed piece of calligraphy on a picture rail.


Across the hallway, through the glass door, we could see a garden. It was not large, but stone lanterns and small boulders were dotted around here and there, and the persimmon and plum trees were lush with verdant new leaves. Blossom-laden wisteria tendrils swayed in the breeze. The dense azalea bushes were still a riot of red and pink flowers, making them look like origami pomanders.


A white surfboard that must have belonged to Aunt Takeda’s son was propped up beyond the persimmon tree in the garden, while her daughter’s piano stood against the wall of the hallway.


But the room we had been shown into had not even a whiff of everyday household clutter. It was clean and somehow filled with an air of tension, but had, nonetheless, a warmth that must have come from years of use. It reminded me of Aunt Takeda herself: not glamorous, but well-groomed; friendly, yet somehow firm.


Michiko and I kneeled in the formal posture, to which we were unaccustomed.


“Nori?” Michiko whispered.


“What?” For some reason, I lowered my voice, too.


“What does that say?”


Michiko was looking at the flowing calligraphy on the scroll in the alcove and in the frame above the picture rail opposite.
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