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One

Every month on the fourteenth and thirtieth, tenants of the row houses were treated to Shige’s drunken babblings. As you would no doubt know, the fourteenth and thirtieth are paydays, when craftsmen receive their wages and families wait eagerly at home for their return. 

Though this wasn’t the case for day labourers, for those who worked in established businesses both the craftsmen and their families looked forward to these twice monthly paydays more than anything. Come nightfall, supper would be something of a feast, and saké flowed for the provider of the family.

Children also looked forward to the possibility of being gifted presents the following day. Only modest ones, of course, but delightful nonetheless. Indeed, despite being few and far between, these evenings warmed the heart. 

It was on such nights, around ten o’clock or occasionally even later, that Shige passed through the wooden gate outside the row houses, blathering. 

“I got no mo-ney...left,” he said, dragging out each syllable, “I used it...all, drank it...all”.

He stumbled into the gutter, hit a garbage bin, and hiccupped. 

“I drank it...all,” Shige drawled, as if his tongue were too heavy to move. “I got no mo-ney... nope, just one Kan...and two hun’ed Mon...left.”

The row houses were silent. Shige slowly stumbled to the front of his house, and collapsed in the doorway. The shutter was quietly slid open, perhaps by his eldest son Ryōkichi, or wife, Onao. 

“Come in, dear,” Onao would say in a stifled whisper. "You’ll trouble the neighbours, so quiet down and come inside.” 

“Dad, come inside,” Ryōkichi would say. “You can’t stay down there. Please just get inside, Dad.” 

“I...can’t go in,” Shige would reply, leisurely. “I used’t all up, just one Kan and two hun’ed Mon left...oh, I drank it all, so I can’t...come inside.” Still, the row houses were silent. Though people were awake, they pretended to be asleep, or at least not to hear. The residents liked Shigekichi and his family. ‘Shige’ as they called him was a good man, and Onao a good wife and mother. Their sons, Ryōkichi and Kamekichi, ages fourteen and seven, and their daughters, thirteen-year-old Otsugi and three-year-old Oyoshi, were all hard working and respectful children. 

Indeed, the reason Shige drank too much and rambled on so was because his work had experienced a dry spell as of late. Onao, Ryōkichi, and Otsugi had all been working to support the family, and Shige was typically unnaturally polite and reserved. That was why the residents of the row houses kept quiet and pretended they couldn’t hear a thing. 

Most nights, Onao and Ryōkichi were enough to bring Shige inside. However, when that wouldn’t suffice, his youngest daughter Oyoshi arrived. Though she was almost three, she spoke with a lisp and struggled to pronounce some words.

“Come inside, come, Ta,” she said. “Ta”, of course, referred to Shige.

Two

ALL AROUND SHIGE, WINTER was at a standstill. Spring was clearly approaching – frosts were less frequent, and the winter wind was softening. After the plum blossoms, daphnes began to bloom. Wherever one walked, a faint floral scent lingered in the air, and you could even tell when the plum blossoms had been replaced by daphnes. Shige, however, was worlds away from these changes. Walking along the streets at sundown, even the weak breeze chilled him to the bone, and the street was so hard underfoot it may well have been frozen. He shivered uncontrollably as if he were walking through bitter cold. 

As lamps began to light up the side street, a woman emerged from one of the houses, hanging up a paper lantern from the eaves. It was a small, fashionable lantern, with ‘Ochō’ written on it in cursive hiragana script. 

“Is that you, Shige?” the woman called out. “What’s wrong, you’re not about to walk by without coming inside, are you?”

Shige slowed down and turned around uncertainly.

“You should really come in,” the woman said. “Shin is here too.”

“Ah, from Himonochō?”

“No, I mean Shinsuke – from Kinrokuchō.” As she said this, a man stuck out his head from inside and greeted Shige. 

“It’s been so long, won’t you have a drink?” the man asked.

“Yeah,” Shige mumbled. “I could, but...another time maybe.”

“What are you on about?” the woman exclaimed. “That’s a bad habit of yours, Shige. Come on, come inside! Quickly now!”

The woman pushed Shige inside before turning to put up a decorative noren curtain across the door. When she came back inside, Shinsuke was sitting alone, fiddling with an empty saké cup.  

“He went round the back to wash his hands,” he said, “but what’s wrong, Ochō?” 

The woman called Ochō was the owner of the bar. She walked behind the counter and sat down, placing an oden pot beside her. The bar was cramped, and wooden benches surrounded the counter. A divided noren curtain separated the bar area from the back of the shop, with Ochō’s living space also on the other side.  

“Is something wrong?” Shinsuke asked, jutting out his chin toward the back of the room. “What do you mean, it’s a ‘bad habit’ of his?”

“It’s nothing,” said Ochō, taking out a warmed bottle of saké from the copper pot. She carefully felt the bottom of the bottle before placing it in front of Shinsuke. 

“It’s gotten a bit too hot, sorry.”

“Not the only thing getting heated around here,” Shinsuke chuckled, before adding, “that’s just like him.”

“What is?”

“No, don’t worry about it,” he said. “But I’ll tell you this, I’ll be taking care of the bill. Don’t let him pay for anything, or I won’t be happy.”

Ocho turned around and called out for Otama. A woman’s voice replied that she wouldn’t be a minute. Meanwhile, Shige emerged from the back room. 

Shinsuke made space for Shige, and the two began to drink. Eventually, the woman called Otama arrived and took Ochō’s place behind the counter. After fixing her makeup in the back of the shop, Ochō returned and saw that two more customers had walked in. This alleyway in the Otowa district of Nihonbashi had a number of these small bars, each staffed by two or three young women. After sundown, the streets filled with the sounds of shamisen and song. Already, someone played a shamisen nearby, and the seats in Ochō’s shop quickly filled.

“Did Himonochō – Shinjirō – come see you?” Shinsuke said abruptly. 

“Nope,” Shige shook his head. 

“I heard he was going to visit your shop, but he didn’t stop by your house either?”

Shige shook his head once more. “Doesn’t seem so...why do you ask?”

“Well,” Shinsuke paused, and held out the saké bottle toward Shige. “Here’s the thing – what, you’re not drinking?”

“What’s Himonochō got to do with me?”

“Don’t play dumb,” said Shinsuke, pouring more saké. “I’ve been speaking to him for a while. Come on, Nagazawachō – that’s you – and me, and Himonochō, we all grew up eating out of the same pot.” 

And so Shinsuke began to talk about their old shop, Gotō, where Shige still worked. In the Ryōgaechō district of Nihonbashi, Gotō was famous for its traditional hibachi braziers called Gotō Hibachi. About a foot around, the sides of the braziers were decorated with gold and silver paulownia leaves and flowers; the name Gotō – literally, ‘five paulownia’ – came from each brazier being decorated with exactly five paulownia leaves. Because of their artisanal quality, they used to be known and treasured as being one-of-a-kind. The shop had been well regarded when its original owners were in charge, but with the second and third generations, the shop’s fortunes declined. 

The three of them – Shige, Shinsuke and Shinjirō – had apprenticed at Gotō. Shige was a year older than Shinsuke and Shinjirō, but around five years ago the two younger men left Gotō to start their own businesses with Shinsuke moving to Kinrokuchō in Kyōbashi, and Shinjirō to Himonochō.

The two had washed their hands of the Gotō Hibachi. Though once valued highly, the braziers hadn’t kept up with the times, and orders had fallen off drastically over recent years. Cheaper counterfeits of the Gotō Hibachi had emerged, yes, but popular taste had likely just changed with time. Even after their price was halved, fewer and fewer braziers sold. 

As the business began to struggle, the two younger apprentices moved on to different braziers, leaving crafting of the original Gotō Hibachi in Shige’s care. This is what Shinsuke wanted to discuss – Shige was already thirty-five years old and had four children. Though he was a craftsman without peer, he was forced to rely on a pitiful wage and live in a row house. Wasn’t it time to put himself first? 

Drinking steadily, Shige listened to Shinsuke. Though he hadn’t said a single word, he drank faster and faster as Shinsuke continued his lecture. If Shinsuke was too slow to refill his cup, Shige did it himself.

“I’m grateful you’re worried about me," he said eventually, "but I don’t think I can do anything but keep working here.”

“Which is why I talked to Shinjirō-”

“Hang on a second-”

“No, just shut up and listen,” Shinsuke said, cutting off Shige. "It’s real admirable and all you’re protecting the Gotō Hibachi, but nowadays, nobody gives a damn about our craft. The way we put on the lacquer, the ninety days it takes from the first coat ‘till the last...it’s plain stupid. Choosing the wood texture, drying it, every part of the brazier is just that – it’s behind the times. Nobody’s interested in that sort of thing anymore.”

“Shige,” Shinsuke continued, “I’ll say it straight, you’ve got to reconsider. Times have changed, now it’s all about the latest fashion. If something’s cheap, it sells, and if people get sick of it or it breaks, they’ll just buy another. A brazier’s just a brazier, and that’s okay. That’s the kind of world we live in now.” 

OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
Two Tales of Edo

Translated by:
Chiyo Brown, Catherine Hinton, Suzumi Hagimoto,
Emily Rose Hughes, Xi Dai, Muhan Liu, Jay Vance, Kaito Mori,
and Mark Gibeau






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





