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7
            Introduction

         

         Chiyo Uno, born in 1897, eventually became a respected writer and a treasured daughter in Japan. But she was not always so. By the time she was seventeen she had been ostracized in her home town of Iwakuni, a small castle town on the Inland Sea not far from Hiroshima. She eventually fled to the anonymity and freedom of Tokyo, where she was shortly to make her name as a writer and a femme fatale. Although in the former role she has won lasting recognition, it was in the latter that she earned immediate notoriety. Beautiful, passionate and ever-eager to shock, Chiyo Uno easily achieved the admiration and ire of pre-war Japan. She married three times, perhaps a modest number by today’s count; but Uno was living in an age when divorce was rare and adultery, at least for women, was a criminal offence. The potential consequences were hardly a deterrent for Chiyo Uno. She went her way with rarely a backward glance. If she permitted self-reflection at all it was in the pages of her fiction, for Uno mined her life for the subjects of her stories. Each significant union generated a story, often more than one – for the complicated emotional tangles were never quite unravelled in a single telling. So rich a source did Uno find in her life that she was later to quip: ‘No one is as lucky as a woman writer! As soon as she breaks up with a man, she can write about it all without the slightest sense of shame.’*

         8Most of Chiyo Uno’s works, therefore, fall under the category of watakushi-shōsetsu or ‘I-novel’, a distinctly Japanese form that is not fiction but not strictly autobiography either. The Story of a Single Woman (Aru hitori no onna no hanashi, 1971) is just such a work. It is the Chiyo Uno story, the story she has told countless times before in earlier works. What distinguishes this work from all her earlier accounts is the narrative voice. In this novel the narrator looks back on the life of her subject, the around seventy-year-old Kazue, and questions its validity. Why did she do the things she did? How did she come to be the person she became? Was it her father who made her what she was? Instinct? Or mere chance? The narrator takes up one incident after another and fits them into a composite portrait of Kazue – of herself, that is; for the informed reader knows that the narrator speaks for Uno and that the life she describes is the author’s own. The detachment that Uno is thus able to create between herself, her narrator and her subject is wonderful. Her readers are freed from the cloying closeness often found in autobiography and are allowed to see Kazue much as the author seems to see herself, as some curious creature full of passion and longing who lived as her heart led her.

         Uno’s narration takes her heroine from birth to approximately 1930. Tanabe Tōkō, the last man mentioned in association with Kazue, is the fictional representation of Tōgō Seiji (1897–1978), a Western-style painter who scandalized Japan in 1929 when he attempted a love suicide with a young woman of distinguished birth. Both he and his partner survived, but he became Uno’s lover in 1930 and his failed suicide became the subject of her first major literary success, Irozange (1935; Confessions of Love, 1990). Uno’s relationship with Tōgō was not as fortunate. They separated some four years later. Tōgō went on to marry his partner in failure, and Chiyo Uno went on to her third and final marriage. Her husband 9this time was the novelist Kitahara Takeo (1907–73). Theirs was a long, though not necessarily happy marriage. When they divorced in 1964 Uno was in her late sixties. She did not throw herself into a new romance, as she had done when she was younger, but gave herself over to her writing instead. As Uno notes, once she reached an age in which she could no longer indulge in love with the same passion she had shown earlier, she began to alter her view of both life and art:

         
            Strangely my attitude changed after I turned sixty, as if I had been freed from some demonic curse. I could see the world clearly. I felt I had put on an entirely new pair of glasses. Why was this? To put it succinctly it was because I could no longer involve myself in romantic affairs, no matter how I clamoured and fumed. As soon as I realized this, the world, which earlier I could barely see through the swirling fogs of romance, became perfectly clear, as if the fog had melted away to blue sky.

            This phenomenon is sad but also rather interesting. Now I see all that I have done up to this point as clearly and indifferently as if I were beholding the life of a stranger. When I was there in the whirlpool I could not think at all, but now I have developed a sort of spectator’s stance.†

         

         This ‘spectator’s stance’ led to the narrative brilliance of The Story of a Single Woman. It also led to a confidence and self-acceptance Uno had hitherto lacked. Her works from this period display a polish and maturity that transformed Uno from femme fatale to accomplished writer. Not only was she the recipient of such literary 10accolades as the Noma Prize for Literature and the Kikuchi Kan Prize, but she was also recognized by the government as a ‘Person of Cultural Merit’. And, outside her family home in Iwakuni, is a signpost designating it ‘the Chiyo Uno birthplace’. The prodigal daughter returned. 

         
             

         

         rebecca copeland

         
            * Uno Chiyo, ‘Watashi no bungakuteki kaisōki’, Uno Chiyo zenshū, 12 (Tokyo: Chūō Koronsha, 1978), 173.

            † Uno Chiyo, ‘Onna no inochi’, Uno Chiyo zenshū, 10 (Tokyo: Chūō Kōronsha, 1978), 173.
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            One

         

         The house where kazue was born was not very large. There was the altar-room, the sitting-room, the shop-room, the back store-room and the clock-room; and then across the entryway and the ‘garden’ were the kitchen and the outer sitting-room. Not large perhaps, but for a country town the house was unusually grand. A nine-foot-high black wooden fence surrounded the house, and inside a lacquer rail of burnished red encircled the shop-room. Kazue was not certain why this room was known as a ‘shop’, since nothing was ever bought or sold there. It was just local practice to have a ‘shop’ in the house, or so Kazue imagined. The term ‘garden’ was also a peculiarity of the region, for the area designated as such was certainly not a garden but the passage that extended from the entryway to the back of the house. It was a footpath really, a gloomy one at that, and it ran from the side-door of the earthen-floored entryway past the kitchen, along the outer sitting-room and opened on to a garden where there was a small pond. From here you could proceed further to an outbuilding, which housed the bath and well. If you needed to draw water on a rainy day, you could reach the outbuilding by ducking along under the eaves. From the well you could see the roof of the stable, or the ‘horse keep’ as it was called in that region. Behind the ‘keep’ stretched the tangerine orchard and a bamboo grove.

         Kazue was born in this house some seventy years ago. She never knew her mother’s face – the mother who had given 12birth to her. But when she was a young girl the local folk would gather round her whenever she walked through town and say: ‘Why, Miss Kazue, you’re the living image of your okaka!’ Kazue imagined her mother must have looked rather like herself. For some unknown reason, she did not have a single photograph of her mother. But she never felt lonely without her. And she never thought she was unfortunate to have had a mother who died so young. Perhaps she felt this way because she was only a baby when her mother died. She had no memories of her, and there was nothing left in the house to remind her of her mother – nothing she had used, no clothes she had worn. The only thing left behind was the mortuary tablet in the family altar inscribed with her mother’s lay name along with her posthumous Buddhist name.

         Once, when Kazue was older, someone told her that her mother died around the time Kazue was learning to walk. She had watched Kazue from her sick-bed as the child tottered about the room clutching a red paper lantern, the candle lit inside. ‘How I worry about this child!’ she had said and then began to cry.

         The story always reminded Kazue of a scene from a young girl’s romance. And even though she knew it was an account of her own infancy, it did not leave her feeling sad. Of course she believed her mother had truly worried over her, yet the thought did not burden her. The mother Kazue kept inside her heart was just too abstract to be regarded as a living being.

         It wasn’t until recently, when Kazue had crossed the ridge of seventy years, that her feelings changed. One day she set to thinking and found herself pondering the wonders of her own birth, how this flesh-and-blood body of hers came into the world. Suddenly she felt a deep gratitude to her mother, to this young woman whose face she could not even recall. ‘Thank you for giving me life,’ she 13whispered, and she felt a warmth spread through her heart like a wave of water.

         What were Kazue’s earliest memories, then? Perhaps they were of her first steps. The floor of the shop-room was nearly three inches lower than that of the sitting-room. Kazue would cling to a pillar in the sitting-room and stare fixedly at the shop-room floor. Then she would gingerly slide one foot down on to the lower surface. Once she had shifted her weight to that foot, she would bring the other down behind her. There! She had done it! She was down. Kazue has never forgotten the feeling of accomplishment, tinged with terror, she felt at that moment.

         Seven or eight years ago Kazue broke her hip and had to have surgery. She was in a cast afterwards, unable to move for seven months. When her hip finally mended, she set about trying to walk across the floor, crutches under her arms for support. But she found that being bedridden for seven months had left her unable to walk. She just could not recapture the motion you made as you swung your legs forward in alternating rhythms. ‘Now, how is it that one walks?’ No, it wasn’t exactly that she had forgotten. She had lost her ability to understand the process. ‘Right foot,’ the person assisting her would say. ‘Now follow with the left.’ Kazue slowly thrust a foot forward with each command.

         ‘I feel the same hesitation I felt when I was a toddler trying to negotiate that step to the shop-room. Yes, that’s exactly how I feel!’ The memory linked Kazue to her infant self.

         After her mother died, Kazue was placed for a time with her father’s family in Takamori. The Takamori house was off towards the centre, about twelve miles from Kazue’s home. By ‘centre’ here I do not mean the centre of town but the centre of the mountains. Kazue remembers the Takamori house because her visits continued after she was old enough to be aware of her surroundings. 14Sometimes she would travel the twelve-mile mountain road by car, sometimes on horseback, and there were even times she went on foot. She would rest in the tea-hut at the pass before climbing deeper into the mountains.

         As soon as you entered Takamori, the mountain path gave way to a broad avenue. A small stream flowed down the centre of the avenue, and willow trees lined the stream on either side. The avenue, thus divided into two lanes by the stream, was flanked on one side by the willows and on the other by handsome houses. The house belonging to Kazue’s relatives was very nearly in the middle.

         Whenever Kazue chances to recall Takamori, she is always struck by how odd it was to have such a pretty row of houses tucked away so deep in the mountains. There was little more than a street of houses, but Kazue frequently told herself that the only reason they existed was because her father’s house was there amongst them. Was this a delusion brought on by her belief that her father’s kinsmen were special?

         Her father’s family had been sake brewers for generations upon generations. A white wall, criss-crossed by thick black beams, surrounded their compound and seemed to go on for ever. A heavy sign-board, with the name Yoshino Brewery carved in deep, thick letters, hung on the eaves over the shop entrance. Beneath this was an ornamental wasps’ nest as large as a lantern. Sake barrels piled mountain high surrounded the counter, and in front of these was a heavy cypress plank covered with square wooden measuring-cups of all sizes.

         When customers came in to buy sake, they would bow slightly before the clerk as he measured out the liquor. He moved with an arrogant flourish, almost sneering: ‘Yes, I suppose I might sell to you.’ Did this reversal of roles speak then of the family’s prestige? 15

         In the back of the shop was a raised tatami-matted dais where sat Kazue’s uncle – her father’s elder brother. Her uncle was crippled from birth. Summer, winter, all year long he had the heater under his quilt-covered table and he sat there directing the shop business, never scolding but with a strong, authoritarian voice.

         Kazue spent her infancy here. At least this is what she has been told. She has absolutely no recollection of her early life in Takamori, no way of knowing if she stayed half a year, three years or more. But wasn’t it while she was here that she came to understand the special nature of her father’s family, a specialness that included herself as well? For she came to see herself not just as any little girl but as a Yoshino niece.
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            Two

         

         The firmness of kazue’s conviction was in itself unusual. Her father’s family was known in the neighbouring towns and villages to be of substantial means. But what effect would that have had on a mere niece?

         Back in those days – some seventy-five years ago now – people readily accepted that a courtesy bestowed upon one family was shared by all its members, no matter how extended. This meant that even Kazue’s father was entitled to respect. And Kazue was brought up in the midst of such expectations.

         Kazue can remember being told of an incident that occurred while she was in Takamori. She was a sickly child. Sometimes she would go for days without any bowel movement. Her aunt would laughingly tell her how she always had to coax the stools forth with the tip of a toothpick.

         Kazue’s aunt was purportedly very beautiful. But even so, no one thought it unseemly for her to be married to a cripple. Kazue has not forgotten her aunt’s smile, for a lovelier one is rarely found. No matter how many times she was taken to Takamori as a baby, Kazue has no memories of any other face but her aunt’s.

         When she was sent home from Takamori, Kazue found a new mother in her house. Did she really think she had a new mother? In Kazue’s mind there was no distinction between her first mother and her new one. She did not know that her birth mother had 17died, and so she could believe only that her new mother had always been there in the house. She called her ‘Okaka’.

         Later, when Kazue counted up the years, she realized that her mother was only seventeen when she was chosen to be Kazue’s father’s second wife. Kazue was four when her brother Satoru was born. She was seven when Nao was born and nine when her little sister Tomoko was born. Then Yoshio made his entrance when she was eleven and Hideo when she was fourteen. Her mother’s treatment of these children differed markedly from her treatment of Kazue. ‘Wait until your elder sister has eaten,’ she would admonish her brood. ‘Wait till your elder sister’s in the bath.’ ‘Wait till she’s out of the bath.’ Kazue, of course, was ‘the elder sister’ in question. Her mother made sure Kazue was first in everything. But when was it that Kazue became aware of this preferential treatment? And how did Kazue feel when she learned that this woman was not her real mother at all? What was a real mother anyway? Kazue was not sure. And did the fact that she had no ‘real mother’ make her pitiable? Even slightly so?

         Kazue had come to recognize her position in the family almost instinctively, and she behaved accordingly. Well no, it is not quite that she made a conscious effort to behave one way or another. It is just that she accepted without question the position that had been allotted her, and she loved her mother just as she was.

         There was a story Kazue’s mother often told her. She had been a mere girl of seventeen when she married Kazue’s father: he was already forty and had spent most of his life in raucous dissipation. The two were as disparate as black and white. Kazue’s mother often cried. Late one night, deciding she could not stay in the house a minute longer, she fled to her parents’ home in the village of Kawashimo, less than three miles away. 18

         Surely her parents had known the kind of man Kazue’s father was, considering they lived so close by? But then perhaps all that mattered to them was the fact that he was a Yoshino, the second son of that wealthy Takamori family. Seventy years ago, in country towns like this, marriages for such reasons were not at all uncommon.

         ‘Okaka! Okaka!’ Kazue began to wail and clamour for her lost mother. When it became too much for the maid to bear, she hoisted the child on her back and set out for Kawashimo. Kazue can just imagine the sight she made chasing after her mother in tears. The Kawashimo house was at the foot of a bamboo-covered embankment. Kazue can still hear the wind as it rustled softly through the bamboo – zawaaa, zawaaa. Kazue was told that she stood at the foot of the embankment and wailed.

         ‘If you hadn’t come flying after me like that, I don’t know if I would ever have come back!’ This is the way her mother always ended the story. Her little brother Satoru was born soon after that.

         Her mother did not resent Kazue for what she had done. No, she seemed to like telling the story because it was her way of putting into words the crazy mix of fate and fortune she had known. She had given birth to all those children, and, though you couldn’t say her life had been happy, she had managed to endure. ‘Submit’ might be a better word. And this was because she and Kazue, though not truly mother and child, loved one another.

         What were Kazue’s memories of her father? Her first distinct memories were of horses’ hoof-beats, day in and day out. But the thatched roof of the ‘horse keep’ had always looked as if it might cave in, and Kazue has no recollection of a horse ever being in it. Still, others have told her that her father kept a number of horses. And once, when Kazue was fumbling around in the cupboard of the darkened store-room, she came across sheet after sheet of gift announcements, the sort presented to racehorse owners. Each and 19every one of them was addressed to her father. Had her father entered a horse in a race? And if he had, why had he stopped? It was strange perhaps, but no one in her family ever asked questions about her father. It was just not done, and Kazue has no memory of ever asking her mother anything about him. Was there nothing she wanted to know? Or was hers the attitude of a farmer who never asks others whether the morrow will bring rain or snow?

         In Kazue’s memories her father is always sitting in the clock-room, where he could look out over the garden pond. He kept large carp. In the orchard across the way he had planted not only tangerines but a variety of citrus trees, and a grapevine trellis. From the clock-room he could see the whole lay of the land and keep an eye on the other rooms in the house as well. Her father sat here with his lips pressed firmly together, an expression uniquely his own. Much, much later he began to breed canaries, bush warblers, hill mynas and other small birds. Since her father always sat here without saying so much as a word to anyone, the thought of his raising horses, fish, birds and communing with living creatures seemed incongruous yet somehow perfectly natural.

         ‘Kazue!’ he would summon her gruffly, and without a moment’s delay she would rush to the door of the clock-room. Later, when she saw historical dramas, she realized her behaviour had been just like that of a loyal samurai. She would not rush into her father’s room straight away but would kneel in the corridor awaiting his call. Her father spoke to her only in commands. ‘Go and gather bell-clover! Bring in a whole basketful!’ (Bell-clover was what he fed his birds.) And Kazue would be off to the bamboo grove behind the house.

      

   


   
      
         
20
            Three

         

         No matter what her father’s commands, they never gave Kazue cause for pain. Of course, since she had to obey them at all costs, it did not make much difference whether or not she found them unpleasant. His orders were beyond such distinctions and that is why they were painless.

         Kazue’s father liked to drink sake. When he came home late, he would send her out to buy some for him. Kazue is not certain why they never had any sake in the house. Since he enjoyed it so, they ought to have kept a plentiful supply. But they never did. Kazue would take Satoru by the hand and set off. Yes, she wouldn’t go alone but would take her little brother with her. The sake shop was in Okinomachi. It was a big shop and some distance away. But not far down the road towards town was a row of open-air stalls, the sort where packhorse drivers and farmers would stop to rest and drink a cup before travelling on to the mountain pass. In front of each stall was a shelf displaying whatever boiled fish had been prepared that day. These weren’t liquor shops exactly, but since they sold the beverage, Kazue bought her sake here. She would have the proprietress fill her tiny bottle and then she would ask what sort of fish they were serving that day.

         ‘We have rockfish boiled up with bamboo shoots, whale-meat in vinegared miso and boiled squid. Now take care to hold this bottle tight as you go home,’ the proprietress would tell her. By bottle of course she meant the small earthenware sake flask. She 21spoke as though she pitied Kazue, which Kazue did not like at all. Kazue was not to be pitied. She took the bottle in one hand and grabbed Satoru with the other. As she walked home she repeated over and over again: ‘Rockfish boiled with bamboo, whale-meat in vinegared miso, boiled squid.…’ She memorized the list because her father would inevitably ask about the day’s dishes. And then he would send her out again to buy the rockfish.

         There was a dye shop, a sake-ware shop and a pharmacy on the road to the stalls. A faint light seeped out from under the eaves of each shop. Otherwise the road was pitch-black. The other houses along the way were quick to pull their wooden rain-doors shut and were already in darkness. There was a small creek on the way, known as the Omizo. A stone bridge ran across it. The road turned off here in the direction of the Oki rice fields and whenever you crossed the bridge you’d be met by a gust of wind. Kazue hurried. She was afraid. Still, she never thought of herself as being afraid of the dark path that cut along the Omizo by the bridge, even though, judging from the stories other children told, foxes were known to appear here. ‘I’m not afraid,’ Kazue told herself. She gripped Satoru’s hand tightly and hurried across the bridge.

         Those who hear Kazue’s story may wonder why her mother did nothing to stop her father. Couldn’t she have offered to go in the child’s place? No, that would not have been possible in this family. Kazue’s father sent Kazue on those errands. He did not send her mother. It is strange but, child though she was, Kazue understood this implicitly. Did she think her mother could have stopped her father? Did she think her mother could have gone instead? She went out on errands over the dark roads, her little brother in tow, because she was Kazue and this was Kazue’s job. Her father told her to go and so she went. On cloudy nights, on nights of rain, she went just the same. 22

         This was simply the way things were in her family. It may seem cruel to outsiders but it wasn’t so for her. Take, for example, what happened when Kazue went to school. She always set out for home in grass-woven sandals. But if it began to rain along the way, Kazue would hitch up the hem of her kimono and continue barefoot.
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