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            Cannibals

         

         in july of 1989, the sixty-third year of the Showa era, on the day he turned seventeen, Shinogaki Toma did not go home at the end of the day’s lessons. Instead, he headed straight to Aida Chigusa’s house. Chigusa was a year older than him and went to a different high school. They both, however, lived in the same area, the riverside, and their homes were less than a three-minute walk apart.

         Toma got off the bus on the freeway and walked down a narrow road bordered by old homes and buildings filled with rented shops and offices until he reached the river, which he then walked along, following its current. The river was about ten meters across. It was low tide and the yellow earth of the riverbed was visible through the shallow water. Stones of all shapes and sizes; a broken bicycle that looked as though even if someone tried to ride it, it could do nothing but turn right for eternity; a black umbrella whose broken frame thrust out of the water like the mast of a ship; a tinplated bucket which, 6except for the bright crimson handle, was rusted into a shapeless heap; wooden fencing; plastic bags swollen with sand—these and other pieces of trash filled the river. Schools of young mullet swam through the water. The mud of the riverbank was covered in birds’ footprints that looked like swarms of giant spiders and pocked with piles of black slime in the spots where the birds had been digging for food with their beaks. Green algae clung to both the garbage in the river and the riverbank itself. The algae were evidence of the tide, proof that this was not fresh water. All of these things mingled with the rising sea, and what was left by the receding tide gave the river shape as they waited for the sea to come again.

         Then came the smell. The riverside’s sewage system had not yet been completed. Houses did have indoor plumbing and flush toilets; however, the sewage was carried directly to the river. It had been decided that homeowners would shoulder some part of the cost of connecting each house’s sewage system to the main line, and construction was slated for next spring, so the intense stench of summer would also end this year.

         The smell was awful, and, what was worse, it meant home and his father. Whenever Toma smelled this odor, he felt as though he had arrived back home. This was not a joyous feeling, but nor was it an entirely unbearable one. Just as Toma 7simply accepted the river as the river and the bridge as the bridge, he accepted the feeling of arriving home as what it always was. Yet Toma also suspected that today might actually be the first time he noticed this feeling of what it was to come home.

         Toma cut a path through the stagnant stink as he walked. When the tide was coming in, the smell of the ocean mingled with the smell of the river; the air vibrated and clung. A skinny red dog tied to the gutter of a warehouse facing the road ran to the end of its chain and started barking. Toma passed by a swarm of mosquitos.

         He stopped in front of the fish shop. There were no customers. His eyes met those of Jinko-san, his mother. She was wearing her black apron and gutting a fish.

         “Heading home?”

         “Yeah.”

         “Today’s your birthday.”

         “Yeah.”

         “Want a Coke?”

         “I’m good.”

         “All right then. Come stop by soon.”

         Jinko-san’s right hand was out of sight, hidden behind the glass case full of fish. Diagonal from the fish shop, on the other side of the river, was an apartment building with 8heavy-looking, iron-framed windows, and there, sitting straight on the ground near a corner of that building, was a woman dressed in clothes so white and thin that one could just barely tell they were not her underwear. She was only about forty, but she looked as though she had been waiting like that for a man to return since before there was war.

         Toma crossed the bridge. From what looked like a white balloon tied to the handrail rose a head; the balloon transformed into a heron and took flight. Someone must’ve been doing laundry. Water full of bubbles flowed out of an earthen pipe.

         
             

         

         Jinko-san was Toma’s birth mother, and a woman called Kotoko-san lived with him and his father, Madoka.

         Jinko-san the fishmonger was near sixty, and her right arm from the wrist down was gone. During the war she had got pinned under her burning, collapsed house in an air raid. They went and got the whole riverside all at once, it was an ocean of fire, I traded one hand to keep my life, Toma had heard her say once. That was the only time he had heard Jinko-san talk about how she had lost her right hand. Once was more than enough. The skin from her wrist up to near the elbow was still scarred with burns shaped like the brilliant waves of flame that had incinerated the riverside.9

         About three years after the war, Jinko-san met a man whom she thought she would marry. One day that man’s mother said, She better not give birth to a kid with no hand, and Jinko-san, moving so quickly she never gave the man a chance to intervene, forced open his mother’s mouth with her left hand, which at that time could move with the same precision of her once dominant hand, and shoved in the tip of her right arm. Apparently she asked, perfectly calm, You want me to shove that tongue down to your stomach? Though the man begged her for forgiveness and pleaded for her to still marry him, she of course never saw him again. Because Jinko-san had lost both her parents in the war, she relied on other relatives to get by for a while and then wound up living and working at the fishmonger’s. Unlike the areas near the seaside or the train station, the riverside was left behind by most postwar development, and the people who had gathered there, intending only to temporarily avoid dire poverty, ended up stuck. It was that sort of backwater. One of those men who stayed was Madoka. He was ten years younger than Jinko-san, but the two met at the hilltop shrine overlooking the riverside at the annual summer festival, started dating, and then married. Jinko-san had apparently never even considered the possibility that another man who wanted to marry an old woman with no hand would ever appear. Only 10after moving to the Shinogaki home, crossing the bridge every day to go to work at the fish shop, did she discover that Toma’s father was involved with a slew of other women and that during sex he grew violent. When Jinko-san was pregnant, this tendency to violence receded, but in its place he spent even more time philandering. A year after Toma was born, Madoka started hitting her again, so she left without bothering to get a divorce and began living alone in the fish shop, which she had already taken over completely from the previous owner. Her reason for not taking her son was a simple one: You’re that man’s seed, aren’t you? When she left, Toma’s younger brother or sister was already growing inside her, but it was never born. I was past forty so I figured it’d be my last child, but one child from that man was plenty, I went and had ‘em go scrape it out of me at the hospital, she said. As he grew up and began comparing himself to his classmates, Toma did realize it was quite strange to be living apart from his mother, but he could always cross the river and visit her at the fish shop, so he never considered moving in with her.

         Kotoko-san, who worked near the seaside in one of the many bars in the area, moved into the Shinogaki home about a year ago. While she was not exactly beautiful, she was well endowed in the chest and rear, and her skin made her look young for a thirty-five-year-old. Toma’s father, who liked to 11frequent bars but could not hold his alcohol, had gone repeatedly to the bar she worked at until he managed to seduce her. Sometimes there would be bruises around Kotoko-san’s cheeks and eyes. It seemed Toma’s father did not hit her until they started living together. When Toma asked, Why don’t you break up with him? You scared of him? she laughed and responded, He tells me I got a great body, and when he hits me he says it gets even more better. To Toma she looked like an incredibly stupid woman.

         Even after Kotoko-san moved in, Toma’s father continued to walk the town. In particular, his affair with the woman from the apartment building never seemed to end. The entrance to her apartment was on the side of the building facing away from the river, so from the fish shop you could not see him arriving, but if the woman was not there sitting on the corner at the back of the building, that was proof that either Toma’s father or some other man was there.

         Since Toma was young, his father had been part of some sort of business Toma did not really understand. All sorts of calls came to the house, as did people who, no matter how you looked at them, did not look like normal businessmen. He often went out on business as well. There was a truck, the owner of which was unclear, always parked in the garage, and in the back of it Toma would sometimes find piled metal 12assemblages that were probably used as parts for some sort of machine, or tons of one-liter cans so rusted they looked as though they would disintegrate any minute, sometimes stones so dusty they looked like they had just been mined from some mountain, TVs and sewing machines that could probably never be used again, gas-powered water-heaters, and sometimes cardboard boxes stuffed with brand-new collected editions of literary works. It seemed his father was in the business of buying or selling, or temporarily holding on to, and occasionally disposing of, this wide range of products. Once, someone had pulled back the tarp covering the bed of the truck from the inside, and a woman wearing heavy makeup peeked out and then hid back under. Toma had approached the truck quietly; he heard them speaking in a language that was not Japanese or English, and while he was not sure, it was probably not Chinese or Korean either. Their voices were monotonous and sweet and had a warmth to them, like notes from an instrument of shape and material Toma could not imagine.

         
             

         

         At their earliest, Chigusa’s parents came home just before six. Birthday sex was rushed as always. At least things ended without catastrophe, unlike their first time, when upon touching Toma’s erect penis to put on a condom, he immediately came.13

         They had known each other since they were young, but spring of this year Toma realized that he was doing something, saying something, in front of Chigusa. Afterwards, he had to ask her what he had done.

         “You looked like you wanted to touch your dick, your hand was moving around all dangerous, and you said you’d give me the right to end things whenever I like, so I should go out with you.”

         They had promised to save what would be the first time for both of them for Toma’s birthday, just before summer vacation, but of course they broke that promise in less than a month. At first, they had kept count of how many times they did it, but they no longer knew how many times today would make it.

         “Is this okay?”

         “What? It wasn’t good for you?”

         “It was good. But I wonder if it’s okay to do it like this.”

         “That’s what you were thinking about while we did it?”

         “Not while, but once we’re done, I start thinking I’m just like my dad. I just like sex.”

         “Mā-kun, you don’t hit me.”

         “It’s too late if I realize I’m like him after I hit you.”

         “You’re never gonna hit me. But you probably should ask yourself if it’s okay to keep doing it this way.”14

         “What do you mean?”

         “Maybe it feels good for you, but for me it just hurts.”

         Toma did not know what to say. He thought about his father and the bruises his father gave Kotoko-san.

         They left the Aida house and went to the shrine. The shrine was on the west side of the river, the same side as the fish shop, up on the same hill as the elementary and junior high schools. They had just had their fill of sex and did not feel like going all the way to the arcade on the other side of the highway just to waste money, so they did as they always did since they were children when they had spare time and went to the shrine without any intention to pray. At the torii at the top of the stone stairs, Toma asked, just to check, “Not today, right?”

         “No, not today.”

         The old folks always said that when women were having their period, they had to walk around the torii. Jinko-san, who prayed at the shrine every day, had mentioned to him about half a year ago, I’m done with that, I’m free.

         The children had been mindlessly running around the shrine grounds and playing a game where they throw stones against other stones to protect their territory, just as Toma and his friends did when he was in elementary school, but when they saw Toma and Chigusa they started making a scene.

         “Mā-kun and Chigusa-san are dating!”15

         Though there was still ample evening light, the herd of little bodies seemed to be wrapped in darkness. Toma suddenly felt afraid; he stared at their game, knowing he would never play it again.

         Though she had not planned to, Chigusa rang the bell and clapped her hands together in front of the shrine, and afterwards, turning around to look down at the river, said, “And there’s the slit today, too.”

         It was Toma’s father who had told them that the river was a woman’s slit. Unlike the bit about going around the torii during a period, this pearl was his father’s alone. The upper part of the river ran underground, beneath the street of a residential area, and the lower part was covered by the highway, so only for the approximately two-hundred meters that it flowed through the riverside was the river visible as it made its way to the ocean, and from the shrine on the hill, with the river’s path bordered by willow trees and their drooping leaves and branches, depending on how you looked at it, it was not impossible to see what Toma’s father was talking about. Compared to the ones on the other side of the river around the highway, the houses in the riverside, even the two-story ones, were short like they had been squashed, and though each and every one was constructed differently, they were all alike in their age. Unlike the river, time 16flowed in every direction and looked as though it could be gone around or crossed over, or in some cases even stopped or killed, if someone did not like the way it was moving. Yet having surrendered itself without any plan or preparation to time’s gradual advance, the riverside had, without realizing it, wound up moving backwards, the residents confusing the flow of time with the flow of the river.

         “I wonder if River Slit-san ever feels pain.”

         “Does it hurt that much?”

         “Don’t worry about it. Sometime soon.”

         What would happen sometime soon, Toma could not imagine. The green of the willows watched over the river slit.

         “You better stop calling the river a slit.”

         “I know. But your dad’s got such a way with words.”

         “Calling the river a slit. That’s so stupid. Screw the river. As long as we live in a place like this, it doesn’t matter, whatever we do. No matter how hard we try, in the end it all just gets swallowed up by the river.”

         “Hey, don’t make like that. Mā-kun, you’re not the river, but you still find your way inside me.”

         “Yeah, and that’s why I’m just like my dad, right? I can’t do anything but fuck. Here, by this river, there’s nothing worth doing except that.”

         “When you were little you used to go fishing.”17

         Now, Toma only fished for unagi.

         “Those kids back there, they don’t even really go in the river anymore. But back when we were little, the river was even more dirtier, but the fish were big.”

         “You sure you weren’t just smaller, Mā-kun?”

         A heron, its neck pulled back in a somehow lascivious pose, flew past them, almost grazing the hill as it went, and landed amidst the willows.

         “Wanna come over? Eat dinner?”

         Toma had not invited Chigusa over since they started going out.

         “I’m gonna go home. I’m tired. And …” Chigusa placed her hand beneath her bellybutton. “It’s still a little …”

         “It hurts?”

         “Not as much as when we were doing it.”

         “I guess I’m just no good at all, ay.”

         “No, I don’t think that’s true. It’s just gonna take a little experience and some hard work. You know?”

         Experience sounded to Toma like it meant hitting Chigusa, and he went silent.

         
             

         

         “You’re late. Where were you?”

         Toma entered his house, ignored his father who was laying in the tatami room sticking his head out through the door, 18walked carefully around the head of thinning, white hair looking up at him, and made for upstairs.

         “Come on, you can’t answer your father?”

         He was not drunk, and no matter how rough his tone when scolding Toma, he would never raise a hand to him. Toma had never been struck by his father.

         Kotoko-san peeked out of the kitchen and said, “Welcome home. Mā-kun, were you on a date?”

         Toma paused on the stairs to glare at Kotoko-san before climbing the rest of the way up.

         His father’s voice chased after him. “Toma, you got a girl?”

         Toma could hear Kotoko-san answer. “He does. My customer said he saw them together. Him and Chigusa-chan, the Aidas’ girl.”

         While Toma was changing from his school uniform into a T-shirt and shorts, he heard his father from downstairs say, “Aw, shit. I wanna do it with one young girl again,” and then, “I’m gonna be late tonight,” before walking off in his geta.

         The thick piece of meat Kotoko-san had brought out for dinner was grilled a deep brown and jiggled just from her placing the plate on the table. On the side she had prepared grilled potatoes and boiled string beans.

         “Since it’s your birthday, he went all out with meat and a cake. Your dad did.”19

         Kotoko’s hair was pulled back, but a loose strand was stuck to her bruised cheek. Toma remembered Chigusa saying, You’re never gonna hit me, but that recollection was soon erased by Kotoko-san’s arms and her ample chest filling out her short-sleeved shirt. Toma pounded on his plate with his knife and fork as he ate his meat.

         After dinner, Kotoko-san went to work. Toma washed the greasy plates. Bugs chirped under the sink.

         
             

         

         Toma was not sure if he woke up because he wanted to go to the bathroom or because he sensed the commotion downstairs. He did not know when his father, who had said he would be late, had actually come home. It was five in the morning. From the top of the stairs, moving just his eyes, Toma peeked into the living room lit only by a single, small bulb. It was not the first time he had seen this. His small father was buried in Kotoko-san’s voluptuous body, and the mass of their flesh moved frustrated but unceasing, as though savoring the lack of freedom. His father released a short, sharp wail, and Kotoko-san panted loudly. Eventually, a division formed between the two merged bodies. His father leaned his torso back as he continued to thrust his hips, grabbed Kotoko-san by the hair, and slapped her cheek with his other hand. Kotoko-san’s gasp followed the fleshy noise, and as if in 20response, his father’s movements grew faster. He placed both hands on Kotoko-san’s neck and began to strangle her. His hips pumped up and down mechanically; he looked up to the ceiling and thrust, made a noise like water being sucked through a small hole, froze, and collapsed, breathing heavily. He stood up and said, “Oh my,” softly as though he had just woken from a nap.

         When is the next time I’ll see this, Toma wondered. From between the downstairs ceiling and the handrail of the stairs he could see Kotoko-san, her body stretched out as though all her joints had been pulled out of place, and the lower half of his father, probably staring down at her. His reddish-brown penis, still erect and standing perfectly horizontal, trembled with the rhythm of his breathing.

         
             

         

         “We start in the evening. You go ahead. Don’t wait up. You can start without me. Use the nail hooks.”

         It would be their first time unagi fishing since Toma’s summer break began. His father handed out orders but was laying on the tatami, pulling out his nose hairs.

         Jinko-san threw the bones and skin of the fish she cleaned straight into the river, so unagi would gather in front of the fish shop. Only recently did Toma come to realize how unhygienic and dangerous it was for his father to eat the unagi they 21would catch in that river pumped full of sewage. There was no one else in the riverside who would touch the stuff, and Toma himself had never eaten the unagi they caught.

         Before going fishing, Toma went to Chigusa’s house and they had sex. Both of her parents worked, so it was far safer than Toma’s house, where no one could ever predict when his father would be home or not. Just before entering Chigusa, Toma stood up and looked at his organ. It pointed slightly upward. Chigusa’s whole body was tense. She let out a deep sigh and asked, “What’s wrong? What you thinking?”

         Still looking at his penis, Toma responded, “Tonight, I’m gonna go fishing. Unagi. That’s all.”

         Toma inserted himself slowly, and did his best to be soft, to move not like a machine but the gentle back and forth of waves on the shore. It did not feel as good as when he rushed like always. Chigusa was clearly still in pain.
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