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加納祐介   Yusuke Kano
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1947—CONFIDENTIAL DOCUMENT


MEETING MINUTES (ADDENDUM) 




• Regarding the item of this past June 10th, in which an employee from general affairs, who opened and read a letter addressed to our company at the Kanagawa factory determined that the letter, being incomprehensible in its argument and unclear in its purpose, contains baseless accounts that affect the honor of our company, and as such at the meeting of the board of directors it was considered how said letter should be handled, and a conclusion was reached that it required no special response.


• Regarding the “Communist Party member” referenced in the letter, Director of General Affairs Kuwata reported that, after consulting with the Shinagawa Police Department as a precautionary measure, he received a response that no such individual had been found.


• Kuwata will approve the disposal of the letter.
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August 1, 1947


Recorded in meeting room of Shinagawa temporary office, Tokyo main office


(Recorded by Hamada)


1947—CONFIDENTIAL DOCUMENT
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Hinode Beer Company, Kanagawa Factory,
 To Whom It May Concern: 


I, Seiji Okamura, am one of the forty employees who resigned from the Kanagawa factory of Hinode at the end of this past February. Today, as I am currently confined to my sickbed and can hardly sit up or stand, and with ever so many things on my mind, I have decided to write this letter.


First, what must be made clear is the true intention and the trajectory of how a person who has already left the company has come to address you in this manner.


Recently, I heard from a certain individual to the effect that the Kanagawa branch of the Hinode labor union encouraged my resignation on the grounds of my medical ailment and need for rest only as a pretense when in fact they had been instructed to do so by the police. The branch was apparently advised that, “Since on last December 15th Okamura was seen with a former colleague somewhere in the Shiba district of Tokyo, such a subversive element should be made to resign quickly.” The person who conveyed this information to me was a man who was hospitalized in the surgical ward for appendicitis, a self-proclaimed Communist Party member by the name of Eiji Kono, but I do not know whether this is true or not.


Seeing that I am indeed ill at the present moment, I realize that even if such an event did not take place, the day of my resignation would have come sooner or later. Thus, whereas the “issue of last December 15th” can no longer have any effect whatsoever on my life, on the other hand when I think about the identity of my aforementioned “former colleague,” I am overcome with deep confusion and trepidation. My “former colleague,” that is to say Katsuichi Noguchi, himself resigned from the Kanagawa factory in 1942, but in the case of Noguchi, I know that his resignation took place with an unspeakable amount of disappointment and indignation, and that various circumstances transpired before and after.


The reason I string together such abstract words is that, although I do not claim to wholly understand what is in Noguchi’s heart, today it occurred to me that in certain ways he and I share a great deal in common. First, we are both human beings; second, we are not political animals; and third, we are absolutely destitute. I write this because it is my earnest wish to tell you. It is not because Noguchi told me to do so. I write simply so that this poor soul, who still cannot fathom why he was born into this world, may end his life in peace in the coming days.


Here, I will briefly describe where a person such as I was born, how I was raised, and how I find myself where I am. Memories of my home have recently been welling up inside me as if to stir my entire being, but in contrast to my feelings, the lackluster words that surface make me sound rather detached. Perhaps my sense of reason bottles them up to keep me from losing my mind.


I was born in 1915 in the village of Herai in Aomori prefecture. My family home was in the Tamodai district of that same village. In addition to working as tenant farmers on about an acre of land, my family kept a broodmare offered on loan by the landowner. Since it was difficult to feed a family of eight by these means alone, my parents also assisted charcoal burners, though they were not part of the district’s Kita-Kawame union of charcoal burners. The reason for this was that in my family there was no money to purchase lumber for burning coal nor the luxury to hire men to help with logging.


As is well known, the Tohoku region suffers from poor harvests once every three years or so, but the years 1931, 1934, and 1935 were especially hard hit with severe, continuous famine. Out of the four children in my family my elder brother did not attend school and, being the second eldest son, before I reached school age I was adopted by the family who operated Okamura Merchants Wholesale Seafood in Hachinohe, while my younger sister, at fourteen and not even halfway through her studies at Kawadai Secondary School, was employed at the Fuji Spinning Mill in Kawasaki. And my younger brother, who had a minor disability in his left eye, became an apprentice at the Kanemoto Foundry in Hachinohe when he was twelve. The truth was, since my birth family never owned any paddy fields in the first place, I doubt our situation would have been very different whether there was a famine or not.


Furthermore, my older brother was drafted in 1937. He was assigned to the 108th Division and was killed in the Shanxi province of China in May of 1939. When his draft papers had arrived, my birth family was impoverished because of the stillbirth of a colt for the second year in a row, but I heard that before leaving for war, my brother asked them not to part with the mare until his return. I can only narrate these things through hearsay, of course, since by that time I belonged to a different family.


Although I have always been scrawny in stature and was never a very active child, in the Okamura family I was cherished as their heir. However, life does not work out so easily. After the sudden passing of my adoptive mother, Ikuko Okamura, in 1929, my adoptive father, Yaichiro, remarried and immediately had a son, and there was no longer a place for me. Nevertheless, thanks to this turn of events I was given permission to focus on my education, which I liked very much. After graduating from Hachinohe Middle School and Daini High School, I enrolled in the department of science at Tohoku Imperial University, and during the time I was living in Sendai, the destitution of my birth home was already a distant memory.


As I write this, I realize it may seem as if my life to this point had been rather blessed, but in two ways, this was not the case. First, my body always remembered poverty—the life of a prosperous merchant family never sunk in physically. Second, no matter whether I was in the village of Herai or the town of Hachinohe, to my eyes it all appeared as a frigid scene where the cold wind from the Pacific blew ceaselessly. When I returned to Hachinohe in 1942 after being called to war, activity was bustling all around. The people going to work on the construction of the Takadate airfield marched in line like ants along the bridge over Mabechi River, while on the embankment the factories of Nitto Chemical and Nihon Mineral belched out black smoke day and night, and the sounds of hammering echoed from the dockyards of Samé harbor and the Minato River as ships were hastily built. But neither this Hachinohe nor the briny, idyllic version from the past belonged to me in the first place. Memories of the village may have been stripped away from me once before, but now it is nothing but the gut-wrenching smells and sounds of my family home that return to me. Even just now, as I write this, the smell of the mare’s ass has risen in my throat. It is the smell of dung and urine mixed into straw on the earthen floor.


I should add that where I come from, humans and horses slept under the same roof. There were no tatami mats—we usually spread straw or woven mats over the dirt floor. A home like this was called a rag house.


By the way, Herai is a village where countless streams ebb and flow, originating in the mountains of Towada and carving the shape of the river, so it is not as if there are no paddy fields there. The gently sloping mountain terrain where the outline of Mount Hakkoda is visible on clear days is rich with green pastures, and since the late nineteenth century, the vast meadows of an army horse ranch have stretched over the entire forest region of Okuromori. It seems that even my birth family, in my grandfather’s time, managed to put up several horses that were procured for the military in the auction held in Gonohe. Not only was the area known as a breeding ground for horses but there was a union of dairy farmers as well and, if my memory serves me right, in the late 1920s the union operated its own milk processing plant. Moreover, as the foremost producer of charcoal in all of Aomori prefecture, there was a designated cargo platform at Hon-Hachinohe Station, and beside it stood a continuous line of charcoal storage facilities. Even now, sometimes in my dreams I hear the sound of freight cars transporting sacks of charcoal, and it awakens me with a chill.


I am sensitive to sounds and smells. My doctor says I am suffering a nervous breakdown, but how can I ever escape from the sounds and smells of my birthplace? When I inhale, the various odors sequestered in that dirt floor cling to the hairs in my nostrils the way the cold wind from the Pacific coils around the gritty straw mats, and when I hold my breath, they seep in through every pore of my body. Every smell whirls inside my body—each of them whistling, cracking, and roaring—before settling into my empty stomach and finally growing quiet.


I’ve spent a thousand nights like that, the hail or sleet just outside the wooden walls battered by the wind, humans and horses alike listening with shallow breath, father and mother weaving the charcoal sacks in silence, children pretending to be soldiers on the paths between rice paddies where day after day the raw grassy smell of the rice that failed to ripen was stifling, the aging mare’s head bent low in a corner of the earthen-floored room, grandfather and grandmother bowing their sooty faces as they stared at the glowing embers tapering off in the hearth. This is the life of horses and cattle with no notion of the future.


I am simply trying to accurately describe the sounds and smells that make my body tremble, but no matter how many times I repeat these words, I am always defeated in the face of that futile and unchanging past. I battle with absolute silence and barren time, as immovable as the mountains to the south.


Let us jump to the present. The main point of this letter is that my “former colleague” Katsuichi Noguchi and I are both human beings. How Noguchi and I are alike does not need to be demonstrated here, but given the fact that both of us were employees of Hinode, perhaps first it would be best to write about what the Kanagawa factory meant to me. Doing so will naturally relate how the “issue of last December 15th” fits into this story.


These days I suppose I am, from head to toe, what people call a ‘laborer.’ Although I will be the first to admit this, all my life I have been ignorant of worldly affairs, narrow-minded, and dedicated exclusively to my studies and research. During the war I was called an anti-patriot who lacked loyalty and devotion to the country, and when I was conscripted they told me, “Second-class soldiers should act as bullet shields.” Like many of my countrymen in the South Seas I tasted unimaginable trials and tribulations, and even though I managed to survive and return to my country, I was not all that interested in the establishment of basic civil liberties within a democracy. When suffering great need in my daily life, I was the type to think, Oh, as long as I can earn enough to eat, everything will be fine.


It was for this reason that I only looked on from the sidelines at the various labor disputes that have occurred since last year, and even during the past general strike of February 1st, I ultimately failed to take my place as one of the six million laborers in the country. What I want to emphasize here first is that I was an ordinary citizen with no political beliefs or societal opinions whatsoever, and because of this, perhaps I was only ignorant of the state of oppression that I should have been fighting against while all along I could have been carrying water for the reactionaries. However, the remorse of anyone who falls into this latter group is irrelevant to someone like Katsuichi Noguchi.


Of course, I know very well that unlike other companies, Hinode Beer has generally valued its employees since even before the war, and that not only the laboratory but also the manufacturing floor and employee cafeteria have always had a bright and liberated atmosphere. When my former professor Kenjiro Yonezawa at Tohoku Imperial University referred me to job opportunities at the navy fuel plant, the board of health at the home ministry, the army medical academy, Nippon Chisso nitrogen fertilizer company, Godo Spirits, and Hinode Beer, among others, the reason why I decided on Hinode without much hesitation is because I had a good first impression of the personnel department at the main office as well as the manufacturing department, I found the equipment in the fermentation laboratory impressive, and with flexible work hours, I thought it was a suitable place to spend my entire career. Of course, when I joined the company in 1937, beer brewing had already been designated as one of the country’s most valued industries, so I had some awareness of the responsibility that I would be taking on.


I hardly need to explain that during the five years from the time I joined the company to when I was drafted and went off to the front, all industries in Japan were forced to carry on and work especially hard in the wartime effort. At the brewery, production hit its peak about two years after I joined the company, and then we shifted to cutting back production as per regulation. Yet even as the number of employees dwindled due to compulsory recruitment and conscription, the fact that, in addition to maintaining the working order on the home front, the company upheld its standard of producing the most delicious beer possible, was a source of great happiness to those of us who remained. Since raw materials were controlled, in reality we could not hope to produce the quality we wanted, but every time I saw people enjoying rationed Hinode beer in beer halls and restaurants around town, I felt glad that I had decided to work for Hinode Beer. Hinode was the kind of company that inspired employees to feel this way.


I went to the front in 1942 so I have no knowledge of further hardships in Japan after that. I did not know that the Hinode trademark disappeared from our products once they became controlled goods, or about the air raid at the Kanagawa factory. Perhaps I was among the lucky ones, in that while stationed on an island in the South Seas, from time to time I was able to distract myself with daydreams of the boiling iron pot or the fermented beer storage tank at the Kanagawa factory, hoping only to return home even a day sooner.


When I was discharged at Yokohama port in November of 1945, I could hardly believe my own eyes at the sight of the burnt-out city. The first thing I did was head straight for the factory. The fact was I had no other place to go, being a bachelor with no relatives in the Kantō region. I cannot aptly describe how I felt as the familiar factory upon the hilltop of Hodogaya came into view. I don’t know if in that moment my body finally accepted that the last three years at the front had been hell or if my mind could hardly keep up with the sensation of being alive, but more than relief, I think what I felt was a type of despondency, as if my body were breaking into pieces and I was on the verge of collapsing.


Reading this, no doubt you would feel compelled to point out that I had only been an employee of Hinode for a mere five years, but it is no wonder that a young man returning from that war felt as though Hinode were his only refuge in this country. A family or hometown might provide that kind of sanctuary, but an adopted son like me had nothing. No, I can declare that—not only for myself but for every employee who left Hinode to go to war—our former factory was our only refuge in those days. That is the nature of a company. It would have been the same for Katsuichi Noguchi had he not quit working there. That would have been true even as a former employee who had only been at the factory for two years.


Looking up at the hilltop of Hodogaya, I had tears in my eyes. As I got closer, I saw that the factory I had imagined remained standing was, in fact, not; the roof of the main building had burned and fallen down, most of the facilities had been destroyed, the warehouse and the laboratory building had been reduced to a mountain of rubble, there was no trace of the employee apartments at all, and only part of the cafeteria had been spared. Nevertheless, instead of despairing I could not help but put my hands together in a show of gratitude toward the factory. Please know that this is how happy I was. A notebook had been placed on a desk at the entrance of what remained of the cafeteria, along with a sign instructing demobilized soldiers to write down the date, their name, and contact information, and to wait for word. There were about a hundred names listed already, and among them I found a few colleagues I knew. I believe there was also information about temporary allowances for demobilized soldiers, distribution of socks, cotton cloth, light bulbs, and such for employees, free medical treatment and welfare counseling, and missing persons notices. In that moment, standing before that desk, I know I could not have been the only one whose legs trembled with the realization that I had been welcomed back by my family, and that I had finally returned home.


For a while after that, a third of the factory site was transformed into farmland, and employees whose houses had burned down lived in barracks that they had built there. Even under such circumstances, the company swiftly announced plans to rebuild the factory and, while nothing was yet in production, they distributed a base salary despite repeated delays, so one hardly needs to make comparisons with other companies to say that the employees of Hinode were unmistakably blessed. Of course, considering the absurd inflation of recent years I would be lying if I said I never wondered how one could live on a mere two or three hundred yen, but if I take a moment to calmly consider how the beer industry was also responsible for the livelihood of distributors and general retail shops all over the country, I know I am being ungrateful for this extravagance.


In order to respond to the company’s endeavors, the employees spared no efforts themselves. Hoping to resume operations as soon as possible, the maintenance engineers conducted emergency repairs on broken equipment while the sales staff visited distributors every day, and I did my small part by borrowing some preserved yeast from the Sendai factory and working to cultivate it. Looking back, I think it was an extraordinary feat how we managed to restore part of the production line at the temporary factory as early as the spring of 1946. Doesn’t the fact that, even though it was only a year ago, I cannot remember the details of what I ate, wore, or thought about during those entire six months of rebuilding suggest that I worked so hard as if I had been bewitched? Naturally, had I not labored so hard, there would have been nothing to fill this gaping emptiness that I appeared to suffer from and, seized by a sense of lethargy and helplessness that made even walking appear tiresome, I would have probably gone insane or died.


As fate would have it, soon after the resumption of production in May, all four factories of Kanagawa, Kyoto, Sendai, and Okayama joined together to form the Hinode Labor Union. The inaugural gathering of labor and management, with even the executives from company headquarters in attendance along with the managers of each factory, took place in a conciliatory mood from start to finish. Seen from the perspective of employees of other companies who could only declare a strike as a societal weapon of laborers against managers who executed one-sided layoffs—and though employee cutbacks at places like Japanese National Railways were excessive—one could argue that the brewery business, long considered an industry for national policy used to collect liquor taxes and operating more or less as an oligopoly or monopoly, had little to worry about. But I am not interested in having such a debate here.


When it comes down to it, the question is: Even though unions were formed in other companies within the same industry at around the same time, why did none of them, Hinode included, incite an actual conflict until that fateful day of February 1st? As far as I can tell, it wasn’t so much that there was no need for conflict but that those unions were organized as a token effort by the company itself, in order to present the appearance of democratic management style as instructed by the Supreme Commander of the Allied Powers at General Headquarters. And as for the employees, the mentality of “No Hinode, No Employees” had been fully ingrained into them as well. Perhaps this deserves to be called a new type of industrial patriotic association.


Now, we are getting a little closer to the heart of the matter. While casting a sidelong glance at the deluge of labor disputes arising in the streets, the Kanawaga factory had been bustling with activity since the partial resumption of operations last spring. However, it only appeared this way to those working at the site, myself included. In reality, as long as beer remained under the Price Control Ordinance and with no prospect of a quick recovery of a demand in sales, even a child could figure out the quantity we could actually produce. Looking at the numbers for output that were released every month, it was clear that there would soon be a surplus of equipment and manpower. However, at the same time, all of us working on site had thought that everything would be fine as long as we could make it through the low-demand season of October through March of the following year, and we had heard that last September this sentiment had been echoed by the company and the union. However, as you very well know, once November arrived, the provisional solicitation for voluntary resignation began suddenly. It is laughable that rather than a firing or restructuring they chose to call it a “Recommendation for Resignation.”


There is no use debating whether the only two valid choices for the company were either to allow excess labor costs to bankrupt the company, leaving all 270 members of the Kanagawa factory out in the cold, or to use cutbacks to save the remaining employees. As an employee, I can only trust that, given current management, the company and the union came to an agreement after undergoing serious discussions. That is to say further, this has always been the tradition of Hinode, a company that has been in business for fifty years. At Hinode, a labor dispute is unthinkable.


Implementation of the “Recommendations for Resignation” was led by the union, and private interviews with each employee took place as needed. As is well-known, by the end of this past February, a total of forty members silently left the factory with money in hand, each of them citing a family issue, an illness, or a vague reason for not being able to stay. Some voiced anger or resentment but since there were rumors of a second and third round of cutbacks soon, I believe the majority of employees, if they were to meet a dead-end anyway, thought that it would be better to give up while conditions were still favorable. As for me, in addition to not having much strength after contracting malaria overseas, there was also the diagnosis of a nervous breakdown from my doctor, so I decided not to cause any nuisance. However, until this day I had no idea that while such reasonable discharges were taking place, there were a number of men who were released without receiving equal treatment, despite being Hinode employees.


According to the self-proclaimed Communist member I mentioned above, last October three employees at the Kyoto factory, in the face of Hinode’s policy against labor unions, instigated a rally where they demanded participation with the unified dispute that was being led by the All Japan Congress of Industrial Unions, and called for the abolishment of the Price Control Ordinance on perishable food items. Citing a breach of their employee agreement, the company promptly fired the three men at the end of the year. I suspect the reason I do not remember hearing about any sort of dispute in Kyoto back then is because those three men’s actions were either too subtle to be noticed or because they ended in failure. Nevertheless, why did such firings take place, why did none of the other employees know about it, and why didn’t the labor union cause even a stir?


Whenever I reflect on this, I look at my hands and wonder anew what exactly the pride and solidarity of the Hinode employees had meant. “No Hinode, No Employees”—when it comes down to it, did that mentality mean that we must enjoy spinning around as cogs in the company wheel, ignore minor differences of opinion to dream of prosperity under the aegis of the company, and forget about our individual poverty? This must be so because, indisputably, each and every Japanese is as poor as ever. Considering this, I cannot help but remember that man—Katsuichi Noguchi.


If you’ll allow me to explain a little, it is not as if Noguchi and I were very close while we worked at the factory. What I do remember is that Noguchi, on the day he started working as a mechanic in the Kanagawa factory’s vehicle division in the spring of 1940, had a slightly mischievous sparkle in his eyes, as if he had a dagger concealed in his pocket. But when I remarked to an acquaintance in his division, “That’s quite a guy there,” he replied in a hushed voice, “Better watch what you say. You’ll be accused of discrimination.” Being born and raised in northeast Japan, this was the first time I had ever met someone from a buraku village, one of the segregated areas where members of feudal outcast communities still lived.


Since the garage of the vehicle division was located in the rear of the laboratory building where I worked, I saw Noguchi quite often. Noguchi would always cook potatoes in the ashes of the incinerator that was in the back there, and when I told him it was dangerous because there were chemicals mixed in, he just laughed softly and said, “It’ll disinfect my stomach and do me some good.” He wouldn’t listen to anything I said—he was quite stubborn and hard to deal with—but he was a kind man.


Although Noguchi did not talk much about himself, I heard from other people that he was born on the outskirts of Saitama prefecture and he was the only one in his village to graduate from secondary school. He then moved to Tokyo where, while working as an apprentice at an ironworks in the Arakawa district, he met the former factory manager Yukio Sasahara, who asked him if he would join Hinode. But I also heard that behind this arrangement was Hinode’s plan to acquire a site for construction of their new factory near the village where Noguchi was born, and his employment was a ploy to smooth over their relationship with local tenant farmers who would soon lose their farmland. Hinode had also promised that once the factory was completed on the new site they would hire a few men from the same village, and Noguchi and three other men were sent off to each Hinode factory in advance of this negotiation.


Incidentally, I know that the plan to purchase said site was postponed around 1941, but according to the same self-proclaimed Communist member I mentioned, Hinode withdrew the plan altogether in 1943, and have now already decided on the purchase of a different parcel of land. Moreover, the three men who started working at the company in 1940 with Noguchi were the same three men who were fired from the Kyoto factory for instigating a conflict.


Then, in the spring of 1942, the former factory manager Sasahara suddenly left the factory for personal reasons, but in the afternoon of the day his departure was announced, the usually reticent Noguchi had a word or two to say about it. “My employment has become a problem for the company,” he implied. Five days later, he wandered into my laboratory building and told me that he had submitted a letter of resignation because he was returning home, and that he had already sent his belongings by train. His expression was as obstinate as ever, but just when I thought I saw a hint of torment in his eyes, he said, “What I wouldn’t give for a glass of Hinode beer. Who knows when I’ll have a chance to drink it again,” and laughed softly again.


I took him to the factory, poured some from the storage tank and gave it to him. He drank it down happily and thanked me, and then he left. It was quite a few days later that I learned that he had received his draft papers the day before.


Why did Noguchi submit his resignation before going off to war? I’m sure there are circumstances that I don’t know about, but I can only imagine Noguchi had reached the decision for his own reasons and after much agonizing, and that despite everything, his strong attachment to Hinode made him crave one last glass of Hinode beer. For the briefest of moments, Noguchi—like me and many others—had dreamt of prosperity in a company called Hinode. Ah, the taste of Hinode beer that we were treated to at our farewell party is coming back to me now.


Now, let me address the issue of “last December 15th.” That day, I was visiting a hospital in Tokyo. When I got off the train at Hamamatsucho Station, I had just thought to myself, I’ve seen that man’s face somewhere before, and the man called out my name. It was Katsuichi Noguchi. I asked him what he was doing here, and he responded that he had hurried to Tokyo because there were important meetings taking place in the city, starting that day.


It had been four and a half years since I had last seen Noguchi, and though he was in perfectly good health, he looked quite pale. When the times change as drastically as they have, even the demeanor and expression of the people also change, and it seems as if our voice as the Japanese people has grown louder, but Noguchi was much the same as before. He sat on the bench, quiet and still like a rock. No, perhaps it would be more accurate to say that he appeared a little lost or behind the times—like a soldier who had just returned from war—with his cheeks faintly flushed, he was half excited and half stunned.


He told me he had indeed returned to Japan in February and was now working in the mining industry in Hokkaido for Mitsubishi Bibai after answering a call for workers in his prefecture.


“Tokyo’s pretty cold too, isn’t it? These days in the coal mines they give you plenty to eat, if nothing else, so I ought to have energy, but I’m afraid my mind’s not all there. There is a national convention so my friends put up the money and took care of the travel expenses and whatnot so I was able to make it here as a branch representative.”


He laughed a little. It goes without saying that the national convention he spoke of was the second convention of the National Committee for Buraku Liberation, but what I wish to tell you here is not the story of the convention but that of Noguchi. It is not about basic human rights or democracy or anything like that—this is the story of what it means to be alive.


On that bench on the platform, with the collar of his overcoat turned up and his shoulders hunched up like a child, Noguchi began to speak slowly in a soft voice, a faint smile on his lips.


“I live in a vile time in history. I was struck by this thought when I received my draft papers and I realized I would rather run away. My parents and siblings, they said if I didn’t go to war like everyone else, they would lose face in the village. But when I told them I couldn’t do it, that I would do anything else for them but I could never become a soldier of the Imperial Army, in the end my mother said she would call the military police, my father said he would sacrifice his own life to beg forgiveness from the people of his village, and my extended family had the audacity to show up at our house yelling and threatening me with bamboo spears. When I saw all that, I asked myself how much more vile we could possibly be. The only reason people say you are less than human for not being willing to shoulder a gun for the emperor is because they are scared of being ostracized by the entire village, of being treated even more horribly than before. So everyone’s howling like scared dogs and preying on one another. It’s vile that the memory of starvation is so ingrained into our daily lives, which consist only of working, eating, and sleeping. It’s vile that we can’t be rational. In that sense I think the entire country of Japan is vile. Having said that, if I had run away my parents and siblings would have been the ones to be ostracized and left to starve to death, so I eventually went to war, but there’s nothing more pathetic than the poor going off to invade a poorer country. I should have known this better than anyone else, but they told me I’d be killed if I didn’t kill first, so I became a killing machine—I can hardly stand being human any more. You might object to me saying this, Okamura, but I think those of us who survived to see the end of the war have been chosen by heaven to live on carrying the burden of these vile sins.


Although I live in a vile time in history, I also feel as if I am seeing the faint light of the dawn of a new generation. To tell you the truth, I cannot contain this hope welling up inside of me. It is a hazy glow, but I’ve never felt like this before. If you believe that a new era is something you create yourself rather than something you wait for, then we can make short work of that damn prime minister of ours, Shigeru Yoshida. The top officials of the liberation committee talk about all kinds of things, but more than a democratic revolution or anything like that, just being alive here and now makes me itch with happiness … or is it fear? I am happy that I can talk like this with you, Okamura. Even if it is only my imagination, I feel so refreshed—as if the dirt that is embedded in my body will be washed away. The way I see it, if a rice plant that has been curled and twisted by the cold for hundreds of years can start growing again, then I think that time is now. Personally, I would rather be a stalk of wheat that stands upright when it ripens rather than rice that bows its head.”


Noguchi had faltered now and then as he spoke. Having finished, he eventually joined an acquaintance he had been waiting for and left. But he left me with these parting words: “Oh, speaking of which, that Hinode beer sure was delicious. That amber color itself is enchanting, and that popping sound of the carbonation is like music. I believe that beautiful, delicious, and pleasing things save us from vileness. That’s what I learned from the beer. Too bad I didn’t learn it from the company, Hinode.”


Whatever Noguchi said, I don’t doubt he was one of the employees who shared that brief dream at Hinode.


So, has the “the faint light of the dawn of a new generation” of which Noguchi spoke really arrived? Is it that I am blind to it, or have I alone been left behind, standing still? Noguchi spoke of a new generation—his cheeks red, his body aquiver—but how on earth had he attained such vitality? While I remain stunned with this vague emptiness within me, where had he gained the strength to shoulder this vile history and to set out on his own, brimming with such joy for life?


Or, perhaps the “the faint light of the dawn of a new generation” is nothing but a momentary delusion of his, and he has already awoken from it by now. Or did he simply speak of his hope for his own sake? I do not know which is the case.


But I do know that Katsuichi Noguchi is Japanese, just like the middle-aged lady cleaning my hospital room right now, the children causing a racket out in the hallway, and the woman who looks like a hostess walking by below my window just now—and myself in this hospital. We are all Japanese just the same, ants silently carrying on our daily lives, our individual progress making up the vision of this country. In such a country there is a man who sees “a ray of light coming through,” a man who is still complaining long after he has left his company, the ghost of a former politician of the Imperial Rule turned democrat, another democrat who touts revolution while busying himself with internal conflicts, and if you look down below there are black-marketeers and thieves possessed by demons; the sharp-eyed unemployed men and street urchins, strident laborers, entrepreneurs hoarding vast amounts of raw materials, or perhaps in the country there are farmers stockpiling rice and potatoes, land owners listening for the sound of their financial ruin approaching, and impoverished peasants who never had anything to lose—the disparate lives of all these ants came together to form this vision of Japan, a vision that is bustling on one hand and yet somehow despairing and more chaotic than before.


Not long from now, there will come a day when Japanese people will enjoy a glass of beer like before, but when that day comes where will I be and what will I see, what will have happened to those black and broken fingernails of Katsuichi Noguchi, what will the village of Herai look like? In my state, I am incapable of envisioning a single one of these things. When that time comes, what will I be thinking as I gaze at the logo of Hinode Lager Beer, and what would those forty former employees who left the company this past February think, and what would Katsuichi Noguchi and those three men from the buraku village fired from the Kyoto factory think? Only G-d knows.


June 1947


Seiji Okamura
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SEIZO MONOI


物井清三


It was raining for the first time in almost three weeks at Tokyo Racecourse in Fuchu. The rain fell harder in the afternoon, and by the time the ninth race began, the cluster of umbrellas gathered near the finish line began to scatter one by one. On a day like this, the hundred thousand or so people huddled together in the grandstand got so thoroughly drenched that water could practically be wrung out from the crowd.


Rising above the low hum that filled the second level of the grandstands, a heavy groaning sounded from time to time, like air seeping out of a broken exhaust pipe. A girl sitting on a bench, contorting her upper body and twisting her neck about while shaking from side to side, was gasping out her breath, forming an indistinct word composed only of vowels: “Aaaa, ooo.” It was the girl’s way of saying “Start.”


Sitting on the girl’s right side, the man accompanying her looked up. He blinked his heavy eyelids and muttered, “Be quiet,” but the girl, contorting her mouth and shaking her head up and down vigorously to express the joy of having had her feelings understood, let out a hoarse scream.


A single strand of rope was wrapped around the girl’s waist, and it was tied to the bench. The girl was well over twelve years old, but because her neck and upper body were unstable, she had to be tied to the bench to prevent her from falling over. That day the girl also gave off a sour smell of blood, and every time she moved the stench permeated the air around her. The man accompanying the girl sat next to her, seemingly unaware of this, as she continued to wobble her neck and groan, until he lowered his head to doze off again.


Say, where did I leave my umbrella? Seizo Monoi suddenly wondered and, taking his eyes off his newspaper, looked at his feet beneath the bench. Without adjusting his reading glasses, he scanned the blurry concrete floor before picking up his black umbrella, which was being trampled by the canvas shoes of the girl sitting next to him. A wet and withered piece of newspaper was stuck to the cloth of the umbrella. His eyes caught the words “Superior Quality, 100 Years in the Making. Hinode Lager” in an ad printed on the page before he shook it off.


Beside him, the girl had begun stamping her feet again and wringing from her throat her version of the word, “Start, start!” It was the beginning of the ninth race, a six-furlong race for three-year-old colts and fillies. As Monoi raised his head to witness the start of the race he had not bet on, he wondered if the smell of blood wafting from the girl was only in his imagination. He unconsciously turned his neck so that the right half of his face was positioned toward the racecourse. He had suffered an accident as a child that had cost him most of the vision in his left eye when he came of age and now, in his late sixties, that side had gone completely dark.


The overcast weather darkened the racecourse, and the horses that took off from across the infield looked as if they were swimming into a stormy sea with jockeys in tow. In November the turf track still bore shades of green, but perhaps from the color of the rain or the sky, the entire course was dulled to an inky darkness, and the dirt track to the inside of the one on which the horses now ran looked like a black sash, frothy with mud. A live feed of the ground’s surface was displayed on the jumbotron located directly across from the grandstand.


Monoi was looking at the dirt track because the next race—the tenth, and the one he planned to bet on—would be run on this course. As was always the case, imagining the weight of the horses’ hooves, he was consumed by an inexplicable restlessness that made his insides leap. After all this time, the sight of the horses—kicking off dirt as their rumps were whipped and veins stood out on their throats—still filled Monoi with wonder. The horses, he thought to himself, couldn’t contain the latent excitement that rose within them as they felt the menace and the relentlessness of the earth and the weight of every step of their four legs. They must have been born to feel this way—no animal on earth would run just for being struck by the crop.


The 1,400-meter race on the turf track went on while Monoi was pondering this, and just as the pacemaker and the stalker neared the finish line side by side like conjoined dumplings, the favorite, Inter Mirage, came storming from the rear, causing the crowd in the stands to roar for a moment. However, as the frontrunner shot to the finish line, the clamor dissipated into a sigh that was soon engulfed by the sound of the rain thundering down on the roof.


Monoi folded the newspaper with the tenth race’s details in his lap and, looking up at the electronic scoreboard, which was visible from the second-floor seats, checked the ninth race’s placings out of amusement. Ever Smile, a horse he had seen win in his debut on the 14th last month, had placed fourth today, two and a half lengths back. Thinking that was probably as good as he could do, Monoi murmured to himself that Ever Smile was still a three-year-old colt after all. The horse wasn’t a particular favorite of his, but the day after the race last month was when his grandchild—his daughter’s son, who was about to turn twenty-two—had been killed in an accident on the Shuto Expressway, so it surfaced in his mind briefly. That same moment, large drops of rain started to pelt down on the racecourse again, distracting Monoi. An ever-widening pool of water had formed on the surface of the dirt track, visible beyond. The next race would be like running through a muddy rice paddy.


It would be impossible to decide on a horse for the tenth race without seeing the ones entered, up close in the paddock. The horses gathering now were used to a dirt track, but not a single one of them had a record of performing well in sloppy conditions like today. None of the horses had a marked difference in weight either. If it were to be a race among horses of similar standing and appearance, all the more reason why it would not do to pick one without seeing the nature of the horse just before the start. He reached this conclusion easily, but the truth of the matter was that he couldn’t be sure. Only the horses knew the answer.


As soon as Monoi decided to head over to the paddock, however, the stats of the horses competing in the eleventh race flashed across the projection screen in front of the finish line. He had yet to decide if he would bet on the eleventh race, but just in case, he took a minute or so to jot down the weights of the horses in the margin of his newspaper. Then, as he swiveled to his right on the bench, the wobbling head of the girl he had forgotten about there for the moment suddenly swung around and leaned toward him. The girl, slightly squinting up at Monoi, grunted, “Eennhh, eennhh.”


Perhaps the girl had said, “Wind.” When Monoi turned back to the racecourse, the rain draping over the grass was blowing at a diagonal. It looked as if someone had pulled an ink-black curtain across the ground.


“Oh, you’re right. The wind.”


Monoi gave a half-hearted response to the girl’s words and patted the small head he had grown accustomed to over the last six years. The smell of blood rose again. Monoi thought subconsciously, the scent of a mare’s urine.


Propelled by a slight, rootless irritation, Monoi called over the girl’s head to the man accompanying her. “Nunokawa-san. Are you going to bet next?”


The man he had called out to raised his head and turned his eyes toward the newspaper he had hardly glanced at even though he had been there since morning. He shook his head and responded, “Sixteen hundred in bad conditions? I don’t need that.”


“Inter Erimo will race. His first since he’s been upped in class.”


“Erimo’s too stiff. You like him, don’t you, Monoi? He’s not for me though.”


Nunokawa gave Monoi his trademark faint smile and held firm. He was a man who only bet on the main race and safely chose the first or second favorite, so he never won big but never lost a lot of money either. He demonstrated no partiality toward a particular horse, and anyway, he barely even looked at the newspaper racing columns. He came with his daughter to the same second-floor seats in front of the finish line every Sunday not so much for his own enjoyment but because his daughter liked horses. Once he had installed his charge in her seat, he usually nodded off or stared blankly at nothing.


Nunokawa was still a young man. He could not have been much past thirty, a fact that was obvious from the incomparable luster of his skin. When Monoi first met him six years ago, the sight of this tall figure—easily over six feet—slouching on the bench had instantly reminded Monoi, despite his rather paltry knowledge of art, of a Rodin sculpture. When Nunokawa told him he had served as a member of the First Airborne Brigade of the Self-Defense Force stationed at Narashino, Monoi thought it was no wonder, with such an impressive stature. Nunokawa had a melancholy look in his eyes, but Monoi made the clichéd assumption that being the parent of a disabled child must be quite difficult at such a young age. Nevertheless, Nunokawa’s crude and awkward manner of speaking and the honesty in his expression, which clouded over with frustration now and then, made Monoi feel a sense of affinity with and fondness for him. As far as affinity went, however, aside from the fact that Monoi himself had a disability in one eye and was also taciturn and awkward, they had nothing specific in common. Because having a disabled daughter required a good deal of money, for several years now Nunokawa had worked as a truck driver for a large transportation company. He spent six days a week going back and forth relentlessly between Tokyo and Kansai in a ten-ton truck.


“Erimo will run on the dirt track.” Monoi said this almost to himself as he got up from the bench to walk to the paddock. Once he walked down the stairs and reached the lines in front of the parimutuel betting windows on the first floor, he realized that he had once again forgotten the umbrella he had just retrieved, but it wasn’t enough to detain him. His forgetfulness progressed every day like a painless gum disease; until the day his teeth fell out, there was time enough to rot.


Just in front of the paddock, there was a man seated by a pillar in an alleyway where drifting trash had collected. The sight of him caused Monoi to pause in his tracks. The man, in his mid-twenties, sat cross-legged with his young body bent awkwardly forward, his face buried in the newspaper that he held open with both hands. Monoi always encountered him in this same exact spot, and every time the man was intently studying his newspaper in a similar posture.


“Yo-chan.”


Monoi called to the young man, who acknowledged him by briefly raising his eyes from the newspaper before dropping his gaze again.


The man’s name was Yokichi Matsudo, but everyone called him Yo-chan. He worked at the local factory in the neighborhood where Monoi lived. On the day of the funeral for Monoi’s grandson—who knows how he’d heard about it—Yo-chan brought over a condolence offering of three thousand yen tucked into a business envelope. When it came to horseracing, he was a Sunday regular like Nunokawa, but Yo-chan always bought up three or four of the Saturday horseracing papers as well as the evening newspaper, and would spend the whole night grappling with the racing columns in his cramped apartment. Right up to the start of the races, he would still be staring intently at the newspaper, which he held ten centimeters before his face, trying to predict their outcomes, until he could no longer tell what was what and a blue vein stood out on his temple. It was always the same routine with Yo-chan.


Monoi spoke gingerly to the lowered head. “You betting next?”


“Only on the eleventh race today. Got no money.”


“Which one?”


“Diana—maybe. I’m not sure.” Yo-chan nervously folded his newspapers with his dirty black fingernails and, tucking a worn-down red pencil into the pages, said to himself, “It’s gotta be Diana,” and further mumbled, “Will three come first, or will it be four …”


Suddenly, a man who had been sitting shoulder to shoulder with Yo-chan got up and began to walk away. He was around thirty or so, with an unremarkable appearance from the neck up, but then Monoi couldn’t help noticing the flashy vertical striped jacket he wore over a purple shirt, and his white loafers with the heels crushed down. Yo-chan’s gaze was also drawn to the man and he responded, “An acquaintance.”


“Who is he?” Monoi asked.


“A guy from the credit union who comes to the factory.”


“Huh.”


“He’s a Zainichi Korean. Always pissed off on Sundays.”


As Yo-chan said this he flashed his teeth a little, his shoulders shaking as he laughed without a sound.


In that moment Monoi failed to make out Yo-chan’s spurt of words, but he assumed it was because of his bad hearing and didn’t bother asking him to repeat what he had said. After all, Yo-chan was as young as Monoi’s grandson, and everything about him—from his outlook on things to the way he used his chopsticks—only caused Monoi to feel ill at ease. It had been the same with his grandson who died on the 15th. In any case, the way Monoi saw it, the man walking away seemed to belong to that particular vein of shady underworld connections, though he had no clue as to why he had gotten such an impression.


“Diana might be a win,” Monoi said, bringing the conversation back around.


“Middle odds at best. Not a dark horse,” Yo-chan corrected him soberly, though his face was already buried again in his newspaper.


Monoi spoke to his profile. “Come by my house tomorrow. We’ll go out for sushi.” With that, he walked away.


Monoi had lingered long enough talking with Yo-chan that there was already a battery of umbrellas around the paddock. He stepped into the rain and peered at the paddock through a gap in the crowd, but after realizing that he couldn’t see, he gave up and decided to watch the horses on the various monitors that were around the betting windows. In just a short time he was drenched, so he returned to the shelter of the building and stood beneath a monitor in the crowded passageway. The screen only showed one horse at a time; here was horse number four, a jockey astride him. He was a six-year-old stretch runner who had always run in the nine-million-yen class but, as if himself aware that he had been losing his edge lately in the homestretch, he walked with a heavy, drooping gait. Then came horse number five. He had a lucid expression, seeming fully matured at four years old, and he pulled against his reins and bared his teeth as if he wanted to say something. Next came horse number six.


The rain had not let up. One could practically make out every single raindrop that fell on the horses. Since their bodies were covered entirely by hair, getting wet meant their own body weight would be more of a burden. Infected by the languid mood of the horses, Monoi’s focus started to drift away from the race.


I could use a pick-me-up, he thought to himself. At times like this, it was best to simply let go and sink five thousand yen or so in a single race on the horse he had initially chosen, and if he happened to win it would be all good. If not, all he could do was apply himself better in the next race. Monoi never had much attachment to the bets he made, and perhaps that was why both his interest and his money had lasted for more than thirty years. “Erimo is next,” he said to himself, and though he had not intended to, he moved through the crowded passageway to see the horses warm up on the main track. A throng of men, unable to go out onto the field by the main track due to the rain, had already gathered by the exit from the grandstand, and Monoi could barely get a clear view by craning his neck. There, he waited for the horses moving in from the paddocks to line up, and from a distance he stared at the almost otherworldly movements of the horses’ legs for more than ten minutes. He turned to the clock as he thought to himself that it all came down to potential.


Only fifteen minutes left until the start of the race. He had a few bets he had been tasked with by an acquaintance, so he hurried to the ticket windows. There was no sign of Yo-chan at the foot of the pillar where Monoi had seen him before—where had he gone off to? Gathered in front of the betting windows all he could see was a long line of heads jostling each other. As he stood there being pushed and shoving back over the course of ten minutes, habit induced his excitement and made him think, “Yes, Erimo it is.” When he reached the window, he slammed down five thousand-yen bills and heard himself shout, “Number two to win!” He grabbed the ticket that appeared and quickly pushed forward three more thousand-yen bills and barked, “One-two. One-five. Two-five!” These were for his friend. As he came back out to the passageway with the tickets in hand, the bell signaling the two-minute cutoff before the start rang above his head, followed by the reverberating sound as the chain of ticket windows closed.


On his way to the second floor of the grandstand and with the fanfare as the horses entered the starting gate ringing in his ears, Monoi ran into Nunokawa, who was clutching his daughter under the arm with one hand while carrying a folding wheelchair in the other as he ran down the steps.


“She messed her pants,” Nunokawa mumbled and gestured with his chin at the girl.


When Monoi’s eyes fell upon the girl, he saw that a stain had spread over the crotch of her blue pants. Aha, he thought to himself, troubled by the sudden image of a mare’s ass that came to mind again.


“First time?” he asked.


“I think so … No, I don’t know.”


“What is your wife doing today?”


“Shopping. I think she’s probably home by now.”


The two men awkwardly lowered their voices beside the girl, who groaned, “Ah, ah, ahh,” as if to say something, throwing her arms and legs around, her neck wobbling. She was in a foul mood. Nunokawa looked down at her blankly as if his mind had gone off far away, then in the next moment, a blue vein at his temple quivered as his expression registered extreme irritation. However, each expression was gone almost as soon as it appeared.


“She’s a lady now,” he let out roughly.


If she had gotten her period, the girl had indeed become a lady, starting today. Thinking that was one way to look at it, Monoi muttered in agreement but could not find the right words.


“I could place you a bet for the eleventh race,” Monoi finally said.


Without a moment’s hesitation, Nunokawa replied, “Ten thousand yen for Lady-something-or-other to win.”


Monoi again puzzled over how he should respond. “There are two horses with the name Lady.”


“Then five thousand yen each.”


“Better make it a place bet.”


“That’s none of your concern.”


With the hand that was holding his daughter, Nunokawa struggled to fish out a ten-thousand-yen bill from his wallet and hand it over. Then, for the first time in the six years that Monoi had known him, he left without a parting word. Flanked by his daughter in one arm and the wheelchair under the other, he disappeared into the crowd of people in the passageway.


Monoi, on the other hand, ran up the stairs and wedged himself into the crowd of people that was now packed as far back as the passageway. He craned his neck, turning the right half of his face toward the track. The tenth race had taken off from the south side, the eight horses dancing into the sea of rain.


The black sash of the dirt track stretched out before them. The horizontal line of horses edged back and forth as if cutting into a sand dune and, in the blink of an eye, they approached the third turn, the competition still neck and neck. Far beyond the mist, the colorful helmets of the jockeys blurred into one another and wavered. In the second block, Erimo’s black cap appeared to have started a little behind. The horses were now breaking into three groups as they ran past the screen in front of the finish line. The rumble of hooves on the ground grew closer. Erimo was still in last place.


With two horses taking the lead, the remaining six rounded into the fourth turn, only a nose or a neck between them, and entered into the five-hundred-meter homestretch. The cheers that erupted from within the grandstand swelled into giant waves. The eight horses were now edging back and forth in a frenzy as Inter Erimo came surging up on the far outside. Erimo was quickly gaining. Will he pull it out? Will he? Monoi wondered as his own neck stretched forward. He watched as Kita Sunline at the top broke away, followed by Saint Squeeze half a length back, and then Erimo, another half-length behind. The cheers and roars of a hundred thousand or so people spilled over, the losing tickets scattered at once into the air, and the tenth race was over.


The quinella bet was set at 1-5. One of the tickets Monoi had purchased for a friend had won, but looking at the odds, the winnings would be just enough for a cup of coffee. Erimo had not been able to take the lead but, judging from this demonstration of the power of his hind legs, Monoi figured it would be more than worthwhile to continue betting on him. He also wondered why this time, as Erimo charged forward, the exclamation that ordinarily sprang from his lips had not risen up; he assumed his grandson’s death still cast a pall over his mood. Engulfed by the crowd of people for the first time in three weeks, neither his body nor his mind felt back to normal yet.


Monoi gave up on running out to the paddocks as they prepared for the eleventh race and instead lit up a cigarette in the grandstand, where people were already quickly dwindling. The front-row bench where Nunokawa and his daughter had been sitting was completely empty now. On top of it was the solitary umbrella he had forgotten, and the pages of a discarded newspaper were littered everywhere as the rain beat down upon them. Picking up the umbrella, he saw that a losing ticket was stuck to its fabric. As he swatted it away with his hand, suddenly the phrase “Superior Quality, 100 Years in the Making. Hinode Lager” flitted through his mind.


Now, where have I seen those words? he wondered, but could not remember. Superior Quality, 100 Years in the Making. Hinode Lager. A television commercial, a Viennese waltz playing over the backdrop of a photograph of an old beer hall from the Meiji or Taisho era, the tagline appearing in gold letters. The version that aired during the height of summer displayed fireworks over the Sumida River with the words Summer in Japan. Hinode Lager.


Ever since his grandson’s funeral, he felt as if a small object had lodged itself in the blood vessels of his already forgetful brain, and one thing or another would cause it to rumble around in there—he knew now this must be why. Right before the accident, his grandson Takayuki had finished a second round of interviews with Hinode, and had only to wait to receive his employment offer for the following spring. Monoi had heard about it from his daughter and son-in-law at the funeral.


He had married away his only daughter, or rather, she had run off on her own to be with a young dentist in Setagaya, and aside from coming to show him their infant son just after he was born, the couple never stepped foot in her parental home. The few times Monoi saw his grandchild were when he had taken him to Ueno Zoo or Toshima Amusement Park when the boy was young, and after that he sent off a congratulatory gift whenever his daughter called to report that he had gotten into Keio Preschool, then Azabu Middle School, then Tokyo University, and so on. He had figured it was about time for his grandson to graduate from university, but what would happen after that was beyond the scope of Monoi’s concern. Even when he had heard about Hinode Beer, the only vague image he had was of a “large company” that had been around for a while, and Monoi himself rarely drank beer.


Right, it was Hinode. He reminded himself that if Takayuki were still alive, he would start working for Hinode next spring. But when he tried to recall the face of a grandson whose voice he had barely heard in years, his mind came up blank. Monoi had another relative who’d also worked for Hinode before the war, but he had been adopted by another family before Monoi was born.


Nevertheless, the death of someone younger than oneself was a sad thing. When he thought about it, ever since his grandson died, his nerves had bothered him and he couldn’t relax; he constantly found himself dwelling on his past or pondering the remaining years of his life—which at this point barely merited much worry—and often before he even realized it, he found himself lost in abstraction. Five years ago when his wife had passed away, it wasn’t like this at all. Maybe because he himself was five years younger then …


After finishing his cigarette, Monoi went off to place his friend’s bet for the eleventh race, and again lost himself for a moment as he was swallowed in the crowd around the betting windows. Resigned to being out of sorts that day, he decided not to make his own bet, but once he had the other person’s ticket in hand, he rushed back to the stands to watch the fourteen fillies as they warmed up for the eleventh race. In these thirty or so years, he had never gone home without sitting through the main race. That habit was the only thing creating the rhythm in his gut. Glaring at the racing column, his eyes drifted to the four-legged creatures as they went back and forth at their respective paces on the main course. How about Ayano Roman, fresh off a break? Sweet Diana, the one Yo-chan had bet on, looked good as she sprinted for about two hundred meters and then shook herself off. She might run a good one. As for the two “Ladies”—the first time Nunokawa had ever placed a reckless bet—Monoi saw one ran with her chin up but he lost track of the other one.


Figuring it must be about time for the horses to enter the starting gate, Monoi was surveying the south side of the track when another acquaintance appeared and uttered a brisk “Hello.” The man had a can of oolong tea in one hand as he crouched down in the aisle beside the already fully occupied benches. It was none other than Handa, the person who had asked Monoi to place a bet for him.


Handa was a detective at the precinct in Shinagawa or somewhere like that. Since his work schedule was irregular, these days he rarely showed up at the racecourse. Instead, he would come to Monoi’s drugstore late at night to purchase an energy drink, and while there he would also ask Monoi to place his bets. Monoi had no idea where the man lived, although he had known the guy for a good six or seven years now, just like Nunokawa.


“Thought you were on duty,” Monoi said.


Handa craned his neck to see the last of the horses warming up as he replied, still brusque, “I was in the neighborhood.” In business shoes and a duster coat, he looked clearly out of place in the stands on a Sunday, but Handa seemed to pay this no mind. Perhaps he had a made a big arrest or something at his job; his broad shoulders seem to be dancing a little. Like Nunokawa, Handa was also still a young man.


Monoi handed the tall man the single winning 1-5 ticket from the tenth race, and the three quinella bets for the eleventh race that was about to start. Handa said, “Thanks,” as he stuck out his hand to receive them, his eyes continuously scanning the racecourse now hazy with rain. It just now occurred to Monoi that Handa was also betting on Sweet Diana.


“How are they? That guy and his kid …”


As if he had suddenly remembered them, Handa gestured with his chin to the front-row bench where Nunokawa and his daughter had been sitting until about half an hour ago.


“The ex-army guy and his daughter? She became a lady today. They went home a while ago.”


“What do you mean by lady?”


“She got her first period.”


“Huh.”


The matter did not quite seem to register in the detective’s mind, as Handa nodded vacantly and took a sip from the oolong tea in his hand. The can bore Hinode’s trademark seal of a golden Chinese phoenix. Then, after tossing aside the can, Handa stared straight at the racecourse and nothing else.


The horses began to assemble at the starting gate on the south side across from the stands. Monoi craned his neck, gathering the collar of his jacket closer. The rain was relentless, blowing every which way in the wind that strengthened then slackened in turn, creating a leaden maelstrom over the large expanse of the racecourse.


While they waited the few seconds for the gate to open, the wind and rain blew the tickets littering the stands into the air until the white specks obscured the sky. Monoi stretched his neck even farther and looked out into the distance. For an instant, the pale green of the turf track morphed into grassland hazy with large flakes of snow, the tracks of the Hachinohe railway of his birthplace laid across it, a freight train carrying charcoal and lumber running over the tracks and leaving a rumbling sound in its wake. On either side of the railway tracks the grassland stretched out as far as the eye could see, and beyond it to the east was a black shoreline the color of iron sand—once the train disappeared from sight nothing was left but puffy flakes of snow. In the hazy port beyond the tracks, there was dust and soot rising from the tin roof of the foundry. The shipyard and the ironworks. The main roof of the fish market. The squid fishing boats. And farther offshore the freight vessels en route to Dalian. As he squinted, the snowscape from a half century earlier transformed once again to the turf track, and the fourteen horses were dashing into the spray of water.


“Here they come, here they come!”


Slapping Monoi’s knee, Handa leaped to his feet. A horse was driving in from the very back of the pack as they rounded into the fourth turn. Was that Ayano Roman? Monoi also rose from his seat. Sweet Diana was pulling away. Ayano Roman gave chase.


“Go—!”


Handa began to shout. A sound also escaped from Monoi’s lips. In that moment, both Monoi and Handa were one with the horde of a hundred thousand filling the stands.
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HIROYUKI HATANO


秦野浩之


Hiroyuki Hatano strained his ears. The phone was ringing. Sounds that he wouldn’t have noticed before while he was working now registered in his hearing often. The pitter-patter of a child’s feet in the waiting room. Then the sound of a man coughing.


Hatano was preparing a lower molar for a root canal procedure, trying to gain access into each curved canal of the molar’s roots. The sensation of the reamer blade striking the canal walls made his fingers jittery. Is that where it’s getting caught? He swapped the instrument for a K-type file—one with a differently shaped blade—inserted it into the canal and, using the superfine tip, began to file the canal into the proper shape. As he shaved away the dental pulp, the file began to glide smoothly up and down, all the way to the apex.


The phone rang again. The receptionist answered immediately, but the ringing was replaced by the sound of her low murmuring. Last month, he had taken a weeklong break after the sudden death of his son, who had been about to turn twenty-two. Although it had already been two weeks since Hatano reopened his office, there had been a backlog of over five hundred patients, and the phone still rang all day long with people calling to reschedule their appointments.


Holding the small file between his thumb and index finger, he pushed the blade further as he moved it up and down. Just as his fingertip sensed that he was only one or two tenths of a millimeter away from the apex, a dry snap sounded at the end of the file he held in his hand. The patient, her mouth held open, yelped.


Had he broken the file, or inadvertently pushed the sealer beyond the apex? Hatano knew the answer. In the next moment, he automatically picked up the X-ray photo and held it up to the halogen lamp above his head, but this was all a pose, just a diversion from his momentary confusion. Before the procedure, he had meticulously examined where and at what millimeter he would drill a hole, measured the rubber stoppers on the cutting instruments, and confirmed the position of the canals.


“Owww …” The grimacing female patient let out a cloying complaint.


“Hang on a little longer.” Hatano responded in a brisk tone that was neither harsh nor kind, and prompted the patient to open her mouth again. Hatano would be forty-seven, but just as his body, sculpted into shape by more than twenty years of tennis, had not changed over the years, his manner toward patients remained exactly the same as the day he opened his dental practice. The impression he gave could be described as a gentle coldness and, peering from above the mask that covered half his face, his eyes hardly even paused on the patient’s face as his gaze darted back and forth between the patient’s chart and oral cavity. And the face that looked out from his mask showed no trace of a man who had recently lost his only son.


Hatano looked closely into the patient’s mouth. In the chamber of the molar from which he needed to remove the pulp, he had prepared a proper access with his dental drill. With twenty years of experience in dentistry, he had confidence in his drilling skills, and in fact, the problem was not with the size or shape of the opening. Perhaps the opening had offset the angle necessary for his reamer to find the proper glide path through the root canal, or he had made a simple mistake when calculating the working length. As he thought about this, his eyes fell on the instrument tray by his hand, and the No. 30 file he had just been using. The rubber stopper, which he thought he had placed firmly at a right angle when he first adjusted the working length, was now slanted diagonally.


In that instant—before he could even register his own shock at the sight—Hatano averted his eyes. He thought someone else might have seen him, but the female assistant working across from him was looking away, still holding the suction in the patient’s mouth. His other assistant, taking a break from sterilizing instruments, was busy grooming her nails. Hatano threw the file with the crooked rubber stopper into the sharps container and picked up a new one.


All he had to do was pass through the opening in the canal again. If he overfilled the canal, or pushed sealer beyond the apex, she might be in pain for a while, but as long as it did not cause any inflammation, there was nothing to do but leave it alone. If he had perforated the canal wall, he would have to repair this before he restored the tooth. Pondering what had happened with the self-reproach that always bubbled up inside him at a time like this, Hatano resumed filing and refocused his attention on the sensation at his fingertips.


An infant was crying in the waiting room. The man coughed again. The phone rang.


Once he had finally passed the No. 30 file through the opening, he stepped up to the next sized file, No. 40, and had just begun enlarging the root canal when the receptionist popped her head in from the other side of the partition. She looked as she often did when she was unhappy about something. “Telephone.”


“Who is it?”


“Someone named Nishimura.”


“Ask for the number, please.”


“He said he’ll wait.”


“Never mind. Just ask for his number.”


The receptionist retreated. Hatano exchanged the file for the reamer and began removing the pulp. Each time he pulled out the reamer, he wiped the dark red tissue that clung to the blade onto a piece of gauze.


Even now, despite the precise, mechanical movement of his fingers, Hatano noticed that he was a bit distracted by the immovable fog that had filled the space just behind his brow since the death of his son. The fog had formed into an indeterminate mass, so that he could no longer distinguish his despair from his doubts, and he felt as though only a tiny tremor could make it explode. And who is this Nishimura, anyway?


He finished cleaning and sterilizing the root canals, irrigating them with sodium hypochlorite. He called to his assistant to prepare the sealer, and inserted the gutta-percha into the canal before the temporary filling. Then he asked his assistant for the sealer but it did not arrive immediately. I told you to prepare it, he thought. Hatano put out his hand and waited three seconds. He took the ZOE cement that appeared on a glass slab, filled the pulp chamber with it, pushed it down, and, with the same hand, turned off the halogen lamp.


“We’ll see how it goes for a while. It’s just a temporary filling, so be careful when you chew. If you feel pain, give us a call.” As he spoke these words to the patient, Hatano was already washing his hands at the sink. The only thing on his mind was the two minutes he had lost because he had to redo the root canal preparation. He wiped his hands, and even while he was filling out the patient’s chart, he locked eyes with the receptionist who had popped in her head again through the partition.


“Doctor, telephone.”


“Switch it over.”


In the mere twenty seconds it took him to finish what he was writing on the patient’s chart and stand up, his next patient was already seated in the examination chair. With a quick glance at the fully occupied waiting room on the other side of the partition, Hatano retreated to his small break room and closed the door.


 “Dr. Hatano?” A man’s voice addressed him through the receiver. “My name is Nishimura.”


“Nishimura who?”


“I’m with the BLL.”


What caught Hatano’s attention was not the abbreviation for the Buraku Liberation League but the slight weariness with which the man said, “I’m with …” His voice carried the tone of a relatively seasoned yakuza. But then Hatano immediately second-guessed himself. In downtown Kobe, where he’d lived until he was four years old, the officers at the police box near the house where he was born used to speak with the same languid inflection.


“What is this about?”


“The other day, a letter arrived at the human resources department of Hinode Beer. It listed the Tokyo chapter of the BLL as the sender, but apparently no one at that chapter has any knowledge or record of it.”


As Hatano listened, he pondered idly: Who is this, where did he get this information from, and what is he trying to threaten me with? While he understood what the caller was implying, since the sudden death of his son, everything around him had lost the sense of reality, so that it felt as if he was listening to a distant voice on the radio. Indeed, only a few days ago, he himself had sent a letter to Hinode Beer claiming to be from the Buraku Liberation League, but he could no longer even recall the experience of writing such a letter.


“What do you want?”


“Doctor. You know there are such things as defamation and obstruction of business?”


“Please tell me what this is about.”


“We at the Tokyo chapter have also previously made demands on Hinode to improve their business practices, so we are fully aware what kind of company they are. But you, doctor, are a stranger to us. We don’t owe you anything that would account for you using our name without permission. How about we talk this over in person?”


“If that’s the case, I will state my apology in writing.”


 “Don’t get me wrong, doctor. We just want to be useful to you. Consider it solidarity among comrades burdened with the same suffering.”


“You won’t raise your voice. You won’t put up libelous ads or distribute leaflets. If you can promise me these two things we can meet. I have patients to see so please come to my home at nine tonight.”


“Then we’ll see you later.”


After setting down the receiver, Hatano muttered to himself, “To hell with the BLL,” without even realizing that the words had spilled out of him. At the same time, he shivered with a dull pain that spread through his whole body. Hatano then promptly banished from his consciousness this physical reaction to the phone call. Out of habit, he checked his reflection in the mirror to make sure there were no traces of medicine or bloodstains on his white coat before adjusting his collar.


I guess that’s what you call forgery, he thought. He had sent a query to Hinode Beer using the name of an organization with which he had absolutely no connection, so he had gotten what he deserved. Paying some amount in damages would be inevitable. Standing before the mirror, making these matter-of-fact decisions, Hatano’s consciousness drifted in a world that had lost all color, as it had these last three weeks, and soon the only thing he could be sure of was the unfamiliar, fuzzy sensation of the fog settled behind his brow.


The actual time Hatano had spent taking the call amounted to no more than two minutes or so. Returning to the examination room, he automatically washed his hands, and without so much as a glance at the patient’s face, he apologized for the wait and quickly scanned the patient’s chart. The letters “fist” were scrawled across the page. Cleansing a fistula from an infected root canal. The second time today, he thought.


“How’s the pain?” he asked the patient as he peered into the oral cavity and began to remove the temporary filling. The phone call was no longer on his mind. Instead, the image of his son’s head as he was laid out in the hospital’s morgue was stuck behind his eyes and refused to move. Except that it was not so much a head as a mass of crumpled flesh.


THE LAST PATIENT LEFT A little after eight in the evening, and Hatano locked up the office himself and returned to his fifth-floor apartment in the same building. The day after the funeral, his wife had fled to their vacation home in Oiso. Although she returned every now and then for a change of clothes, she left things in disarray like a bandit, taking only what she needed at the time. The apartment, now occupied by a single man, was hopelessly messy. In the pitch dark, Hatano first stepped on a mountain of newspaper, then on what felt like a cushion, until his hands fumbled around in the darkness and he finally managed to turn on a lamp. Next he washed his hands out of habit, without even glancing at his face in the bathroom mirror. He then returned to the living room and, once he had settled down on the sofa with a bottle of whisky and a glass in hand, there was nothing but the long night ahead.


Just as it had been for the last three weeks, the only thing fixed behind his brow was the image of his son’s face, expanding and shrinking in turns, like an abscess building up the pressure in his blood vessels. The expression on his son’s face grew stranger to him with each passing day—rather than on the verge of saying something, the face merely stared at him. Hatano gazed back, occasionally wondering just whose face this was, and though he tried to jog back his memory to when the face was still familiar to him, he always failed. This pattern had repeated itself ever since the day of the accident.


Three weeks ago, on October 15th, the phone call had come from the police after eleven o’clock at night. Through a clamor of voices on the other end of the line, a voice informed him that his son had been involved in a car accident, and before Hatano could even take a breath, the words that he had suffered a cardiac arrest followed. Hatano and his wife rushed to the Saiseikai Central Hospital in Mita, where a member of the ambulance crew told them that their son had died instantly, along with a whispered warning: “It’s best that your wife does not see the body.” His son had crashed into a wall near the Hamazakibashi junction of the Shuto Expressway’s Haneda Route at a speed of 100 kilometers per hour. The car was totaled; his son’s head had smashed through the front windshield and was mangled to the point where it looked like nothing more than a mound of dark red meat—were it not for the black hair he would not have recognized it as a human head. Under such circumstances, it was impossible for Hatano, as a parent, to comprehend that this was his son, Takayuki.


And as a parent, his first question was what his son was doing speeding along the Haneda Route at 100 kilometers per hour so late at night. Hatano had bought a Volkswagen Golf for him three years ago on the condition that he would take it back if his son was ever caught speeding. Takayuki enjoyed driving it, but he wasn’t enough of a car lover to go for long drives every weekend. At the time of his death, his son had been spending his nights at the laboratory at the pharmaceutical department of his university, preparing his graduate thesis, so the Volkswagen had remained in the parking lot of their apartment building since before the summer, and even during the few times Takayuki had returned home for his recruitment exams with Hinode Beer, he had only turned on its engine to let it run.


The last time Hatano saw his son was Thursday, October 4th, more than a week before the accident, the day his son came home for his first interview with Hinode. His son had been his usual self, and that night as they sat around the dinner table as a family, when Hatano asked how the interview had gone, his son sounded fairly confident as he said something to the effect of, “Companies have a lot more vitality than universities.” He spoke enthusiastically of how, once he was hired, he would continue his research on immunization at the lab in Hinode’s pharmaceutical business department, which had seen significant growth recently. Through the eyes of a parent, from his studies to his sound health to his good looks, Takayuki was above average in all respects, but since he had not known much hardship in life, Hatano felt it would be better for him to stay in graduate school than go to work for a major corporation, but that wasn’t enough reason to dare to refute the wishes of his grown son. He also figured that his son must have his own reasons for wanting to apply exclusively to Hinode Beer, so he had let the question pass without pressing it further.


Then, Hatano himself left for a business trip from the eighth to the tenth, a dental surgery conference in Kyoto. According to his wife, his son had his second interview with Hinode Beer on the tenth, and after returning home briefly, he told his mother he had to go back to the lab to work on an experiment and left.


His wife would later say that there wasn’t anything different about their son at the time, but on the sixteenth—the day of the wake—Hatano heard a story he would never have imagined from another student in his son’s pharmaceutical chemistry seminar. It was revealed to him that on the evening of the tenth, his son, who was supposed to have returned to the lab, called there to say he was sick, and that he had been absent from the seminar since the eleventh. Hatano felt utterly bewildered, as if, in addition to the accident on the Shuto Expressway, he had glimpsed another side of his son. And after the funeral on the seventeenth, he found, among the mail that had not been opened since the day of the accident, a letter from Hinode Beer.


The envelope, postmarked on Saturday the thirteenth and delivered on Monday the fifteenth, was strangely thin. Inside, there was a single sheet of stationery that read, “We regret to inform you that we have rejected your application,” and so on. For a University of Tokyo student with a glowing letter of recommendation from his seminar professor, impeccable grades, no trace of ideological bias—on the science track no less—normally a rejection would have been unthinkable. The next day Hatano went to see the professor who had written the recommendation; he too seemed mystified, and told Hatano that on Friday the twelfth he received a courtesy call from Hinode informing him about the rejection. According to them, his son had scored nearly perfectly on his written exam, and although his first interview had gone smoothly, in the middle of his second interview he had apparently told them he did not feel well and had left, never to return.


Well then, had his son truly fallen ill? Was it true that he left the interview? Assuming his son had lied, there must have been a reason why he needed to make up an excuse to get out of the interview, but what the hell could that have been? Was his son at fault, or did the blame fall on Hinode? As a parent Hatano considered many different possibilities, but common sense forced him to conclude that the fault lay with his son. In between Takayuki’s first interview on October 4th and his second interview October 10th, therefore, something drastic must have happened to his son.


Hatano called every student in his son’s seminar, checked the phone records at home, looked at the passbook for the bank account where he deposited and his son withdrew his allowance, and searched everywhere in his son’s desk and closet, poring over his letters, notebooks, and belongings. As for his son’s expenditures, in June he purchased a fishing reel for his sea fishing trip, in July he spent five thousand yen for a party given by his lab, and in August and September there was a receipt for eight thousand yen for photocopying, and another receipt for twenty-six thousand yen for some books he had purchased. Until October 10th, there was no record of him missing his lab or seminar. His letters consisted only of a few greeting cards from a former high school classmate who was a particularly good correspondent. His notebooks were filled with lecture notes, with nary a doodle. Just in case, he also checked the communication record on his son’s PC, but aside from accessing his lab’s computer, there were no other addresses.


So then, what else is left? Hatano considered the possibility of a girlfriend. Although he had never mentioned it to his parents, his son’s seminar friend informed him that his son seemed to have dated a few female students during his first two years, while he was at the College of Arts and Sciences on the Komaba Campus, and had continued seeing one of them until the summer of this year. But for a science student who spent his nights at the lab, there were limits to having a relationship, and considering his son’s personality, it was hard to imagine that his involvement with someone would have affected such an important business interview. In any case, could this female student he was only seeing until this summer really have been considered his girlfriend? Hatano scrutinized the register of funeral attendees, but none of the female names seemed to be likely prospects.


And so he ruled out each and every possibility in the twenty-two-year-old university student’s small circle—including family, university, friends, fishing buddies, and so on—Hatano’s suspicion deepening all the while that there was something else going on in his son’s life. The only thing left was Hinode Beer. For whatever reason, his son had actively sought to join this company, and yet decided to leave in the middle of his second interview. Perhaps then he felt like he couldn’t even show his face at the lab, considering that his professor had written a recommendation for him.


The name of the company at the source of all this was branded on Hatano’s brain, he couldn’t get it out of his mind. Even so, what sort of problem could there be? Hinode was a trillion-yen business that ranked among the twenty most profitable firms in Japan. During their corporate recruiting process, was it really possible that the company had made the kind of blunder that would force an applicant to abandon the process mid-interview?


And then suddenly, a voice had arisen from deep within his gut that told him: yes. If he was trying to imagine the company’s point of view, there was just one issue to consider.


Until the age of four, Hatano’s permanent address had been in a district within the city of Kobe that included a number of segregated buraku communities, and that was where his father had been born. He knew that such matters no longer caused a stir in Japan, and he knew full well how unlikely it would be for a company to look up the lineage of an applicant’s parents during the screening process for new employees, but once he had latched onto this thought, Hatano’s mind began to circle around it. This world to which he had had no connection for more than forty years now had not come looking for him, but rather, he had called it forth on his own. With no sense of reality, he started to follow the scent of his memory, and without feeling any actual pain, he begin to think: discrimination. Though it was nothing more than a linguistic concept without substance, he continued to cradle it in his arms until it gradually grew warm and began to give off an odor, and the odor further expanded the concept, until an even stronger smell of something rotten began to rise.


It was at this time that Hatano wrote his first letter to Hinode Beer. Suddenly, almost as soon as he had picked up his fountain pen, he began to write as if on auto pilot: I have an issue with the way that my son, Takayuki Hatano, was evaluated during your screening process for new employees, and as a bereaved parent, I am deeply anguished.


Ten days later, a businesslike reply arrived from Hinode’s human resources department, stating that the screening process had been impartially conducted, and even then the thinness of the single-page typewritten letter had provoked a strong reaction in Hatano. The stink of discrimination became even more pungent, and as it continued to intensify, he immediately sent out a second letter. This time, instead of his own name he assumed the name of the Tokyo chapter of the Buraku Liberation League, typing out the words on different stationery. He did not think much about his language. And then, on November 2nd he dropped off the letter at the Shinagawa post office …


No, hold on. He had sent the letter on the second. It would have arrived at Hinode on the third. But the third was a holiday so the offices were closed. The fourth was a Sunday. So then, the day the person in charge of mail in the human resources department opened the letter would have been Monday the fifth—which was today. This afternoon’s call from that Nishimura would mean that Hinode had opened the letter this morning, then immediately judged its content and contacted the BLL. That was a startlingly swift response from the company. The rotting stench emanating from Hinode Beer was stronger than ever. It was like a tooth secretly decaying beneath the white resin with which it had been beautifully restored. Like the anaerobic bacteria decomposing the pulp, melting it into putrid, dark red mash—what else could this be other than the rot hiding deep within the trillion-yen corporation?


Hatano allowed the involuntary twitching of his facial muscle to work his mouth into a sneer. He continued to drink for a while longer, until nine o’clock came around. The doorbell rang and, getting up from the sofa and slowly making his way to the front hall, he opened the door. He saw the faces of two men.


“I’m Nishimura. I called earlier.”


The dark-skinned man who introduced himself in the doorway looked to be about fifty years old. On the right side of his jaw, punctuating a smooth, expressionless face with otherwise unmemorable features, was a mole about ten millimeters in diameter. That mole was what Hatano saw first, and more than anything else about the man’s appearance, it left a lasting impression. The second man was about forty with an unimpressive countenance and somber eyes. They both wore plain off-the-rack suits, gave off a strong smell of hair product, and beneath the too-short hem of their slacks, casually showed off their expensive Armani and Gucci shoes. Hatano, however, was of no mind to judge what this hodge-podge signified.


“We won’t take too much of your time.”


As the man who called himself Nishimura spoke, Hatano stared at his face with its peculiar lack of emotion, his eyes scarcely moving as he spoke, and wondered what type of man he was—he really had no idea. The two men sat down on the sofa without so much as a glance at the disorderly apartment, each of them placing their respective business cards on the table and sliding them toward Hatano with a single finger. Both bore the title, “Buraku Liberation League, Tokyo Chapter, Executive Committee.”


“What line of work are you in?” Hatano asked.


Relaxing only his mouth, Nishimura responded, “Shrewd eye. I should have known you’d ask, doctor,” and presented another card. It read, “Look, Inc., Managing Director.”


“What kind of company is this?”


“Manufacture and wholesale of women’s shoes. Since you were born in Kobe, doctor, you probably know it. We are based there.”


Hatano looked at the delicate fingertips of Nishimura’s hand, which he had placed on his knee. Recalling from his youth seeing the hands of the people working in Kobe’s small factories, and then thinking of the Armani shoes Nishimura had just taken off on the concrete floor of his entryway, he thought, No way. Nishimura may or may not have been a shoemaker, but Hatano nevertheless recognized the feeling that was slowly being restored within his own skin. At the same time he was aware of the sort of tediousness exhibited by self-proclaimed activists whose motivation had been reduced over time to a fixation on being descendants of a segregated buraku community. Even as he tried to decipher all this, Hatano’s interest in Nishimura’s identity had already waned.


“What do you want?”


“First, regarding the recent loss of your son, no doubt you are quite disheartened. I want you to know that we fully understand that.”


“I’d like you to get to the point quickly. If I’ve caused you trouble, I’ll pay what I need to pay.”


Nishimura paused briefly before continuing. “Even wearing a lion’s pelt, a fox is still a fox,” he said. “By the way, doctor, your mother seems to be doing well.”


“If you have something to say, make it quick.”


“I hear these days hospitals with fewer than a hundred beds are all having trouble managing, but privately run clinics, on the other hand, are going strong as long as they have the trust of the local community. Business also seems to be flourishing at your mother’s practice in Kamakura.”


“This doesn’t involve my mother. Please tell me what you want.”


“Why don’t we start by you taking off that lion’s pelt? Doctor, you shouldn’t forget the circumstances under which you and your mother left Kobe in 1947. Not that I’m suggesting you engage in class warfare.”


The man’s implication was clear. During the war, Hatano’s mother, a doctor and the second daughter of a wealthy physician’s family in Kamakura, had taken a post as at the central municipal hospital in the faraway city of Kobe, where she fell in love with a patient. The awkwardness of this talk of the distant past tumbling unexpectedly from the mouth of a stranger had the converse effect of numbing Hatano’s surprise.


The man with whom his mother had become infatuated—Hatano’s father—had been temporarily conscripted to work in the Kobe steel mill, and though he was handsome enough to call to mind a Japanese Rudolph Valentino, because it was wartime and because he came from a district where there were many segregated buraku communities, Hatano was born out of wedlock. After the war, Hatano’s parents were finally legally married, but his father had become caught up in the swell of the rising democratic movement and transformed into a passionate buraku liberation activist. Meanwhile his mother, a young lady brought up in comfort, was held up as a poster child for the adage that there was no sin greater than ignorance. Dragged day after day to liberation committee gatherings and drowning in leaflets, it wasn’t long before she called it quits. Ultimately, the marriage did not last five years, and with a suitcase in one hand and her small son in the other, his mother fled back home to Kamakura on a jam-packed Tokaido Line night train. Hatano could still faintly recall the crowded cars of that slow-moving train.


“I don’t remember anything about Kobe,” Hatano responded simply.


“Even if you have forgotten, doctor, people like to poke around for all sorts of old wounds. I’m sure this business with Hinode comes down to just that as well. It’s too bad for you, doctor, but that’s the way of the world.”


From his breast pocket, Nishimura took out a sheaf of paper and gently waved it at Hatano. The bundle was slightly smaller than letter-paper size and looked to be about twenty or thirty pages thick, but for the time being it remained in the man’s hand and was not presented to Hatano.


“Your wife’s maiden name was Okamura, wasn’t it? Do you have a relationship with her family?”


“Barely.”


“Does the name Seiji Okamura sound familiar?”


“No.”


“He would have been your wife’s uncle.”


“My wife’s maiden name is Monoi.”


“Seiji Monoi was adopted and became Okamura. I’m sure you’ve heard the name Okamura at least.”


“No. I hardly see anyone from the Monoi side of the family.”


“I guess this is what they call an amazing coincidence, because it turns out that Seiji Okamura also used to work for Hinode’s research lab. He was a graduate of Tohoku Imperial University and seems to have been quite accomplished. He started working for Hinode in 1937 and left in 1947, but the letter he wrote to Hinode just after he resigned from the company still exists. This is it, right here.”


“Why would you have a letter addressed to Hinode?”


“As for its source, well, let’s just say Hinode lost track of it forty-three years ago. Now, what’s crucial about the contents …” Nishimura said and slowly waved the sheaf of paper in his hand. “How can I put this? Okamura himself may not have had an ulterior motive, but from the company’s perspective, the nature of this letter is not something they can simply ignore. Depending on how you read it, it can be interpreted as libel or blackmail.”


Who was this relative of his wife he had never heard of? This stranger who worked for Hinode half a century ago and sent them a threatening letter? Deep within Hatano’s mind, now loosened and relaxed from the whisky, new and unaccustomed thoughts began to percolate.


“In the letter Okamura-san refers to four of his colleagues at the company. All four of them were from a segregated buraku community. One of them left the company of his own accord while the other three were wrongfully terminated, but the liberation committee at the time had researched the case and there’s a record of them submitting a claim to Hinode—so what Okamura-san writes is true. Anyhow, Hinode, learning from the experience of being justly suspected of wrongdoing, henceforth became especially sensitive to problems of this nature.”


Hatano stared absent-mindedly at the man’s lips as they continued to move. With each passing moment, his words seemed to lose their meaning and disintegrate, as Hatano felt his memories of the buraku village—memories that had been brewing in his own head for the past five days—gradually becoming meaningless as well. At the end of the long and dark tunnel of prejudice in which the history of this country was created, people still used the barriers that remained in some places as an excuse—but what did they really want? If the barriers were taken away, these same people were likely to denounce the widespread ignorance and indifference outside the tunnel, then proceed to erect a new barrier so that they could stubbornly cling to defending their reason for existence. Equality and prejudice—wasn’t the role of each of them, complementing the other, simply to guarantee this small sector of humanity their raison d’être? On the other hand, his twenty-two-year-old son had no connection to any such conversation about equality or discrimination, nor did he play any part in the world that they were discussing …


Hatano poured more whisky into his glass and continued to gulp it down. It seemed to him that Nishimura’s languid drawl shouldn’t be considered critical or threatening. It sounded more and more like static noise that had nothing to do with himself or his son, and it was only the alcohol that gave him the strength—barely—to keep listening.


Meanwhile, Nishimura continued to run his mouth. “By the way, Hinode has another delicate external matter pending. Have you read today’s Nikkei?”


Nishimura’s companion took out two photocopied pages from the breast pocket of his suit and placed them on the table. Both of them were non-boldface newspaper articles from below the fold in the business and financial columns. One read, “Chunichi Mutual Savings Seeks Bank for Settlement Approval,” while the other was titled, “Ogura Transport Announces Management Changes.”


“I’m sure you’ve at least heard the name Ogura Transport. They are a major player in land transportation. Chunichi Mutual Savings is the Ogura Group’s leading bank. These two articles are related. You know the old proverb, ‘When the wind blows, the coopers prosper’? One event can have an unexpected effect on another. What’s more, Hinode is also connected …”


Hatano glanced over the articles to stave off his lassitude. During an inspection by the Bank of Japan, several obscure points were discovered in the management of Chunichi Mutual Savings Bank. Of their ¥850-billion loan balance, ¥280 billion had insufficient security. They were suspected of dispersing loans to avoid hitting the maximum allowable real estate loans and broker loans, and the investigation by the Ministry of Finance was ongoing, the article said. Meanwhile, Ogura Transport suffered a ¥50-billion stock loss and, seeing as they would likely be in the red this quarter, current management would take responsibility and step down. Having reading as much, Hatano tossed back the copies.


“First, Chunichi Mutual Savings Bank. They’ve got a hefty trillion yen in total deposits. According to our sources, we know that half of their total loans, meaning five hundred billion, is irrecoverable, but their biggest problem is that the few city banks that are their biggest shareholders are standing ready to take over their hundred branches. First thing next year, they will announce their absorption and merger. After all, the major city banks and the finance ministry have been plotting together to make sure this will happen.”


“What does this have to do with me?”


“Now, just listen. As for Ogura Transport, the stock blunder that’s mentioned in the article is just a front. In reality, a certain group of corporate raiders has bought up the majority of Ogura stock on the market, and now they are demanding that Ogura and its main bank, Chunichi Mutual Savings Bank, buy back the stocks they’ve snapped up. In short, the corporate raiders have something on both Ogura and Chunichi that makes them unable to refuse the demand. For example, there’s a twelve-billion-yen loan that Chunichi has made to Ogura Development, a subsidiary of Ogura, in the guise of a land purchase. From what we’ve heard, three billion of that has disappeared into politico pockets. In any case, the story is that the nonbank that has funded the group of corporate raiders that’s driving Ogura into a corner is said to be affiliated with a certain major player in those city banks that have tried to take over Chunichi.”


“I’d like you to get to the point.”


“This is the point. Early next year that certain city bank that will have absorbed Chunichi will set out to save Ogura. At that time, Hinode Distribution, currently a designated shareholder in Ogura, will also send their members to Ogura’s board of directors. This is the scenario that’s been planned out. Hinode Distribution is of course Hinode’s subsidiary. And that same city bank is Hinode’s main bank. What do you think? That’s corporate society for you.”


“I’m just a dentist.”


“To speak plainly, if anyone were to make a peep about the situation with Ogura, it would immediately trigger a secret investigation by law enforcement. That’s what this is all about. There is already a talk that a journalist based in Osaka is sniffing around. Bringing charges of financial crime is tough as it is, and with politicians involved, who knows what will happen next. Oh, and by the way, that journalist also makes an appearance in this letter too. I mentioned before—he’s one of the three who had been wrongfully terminated by Hinode long ago. Though the letter doesn’t mention him by name.”


“I don’t see how this nonsense relates to myself or my son.”


“You call this nonsense? Of course, Hinode’s current management has abandoned their preferential treatment of particular universities, and they’ve been actively hiring foreigners and people with disabilities, so I’m sure outwardly they seem like an enlightened, liberal company. However, that’s different from the problem with your son. Just when they are getting nervous about the whole Ogura issue, to receive a letter like this is …”


Nishimura waved the thick bundle of paper even more energetically before Hatano’s eyes. But it was still a letter written by a complete stranger whose name he had never heard of, and the talk of some transportation company and this bank seemed even more remote.


“I told you, I don’t know any man named Okamura.”


“Tell that to Seiji Okamura. Believe me, there’s no human resources manager who wouldn’t be troubled by a letter like this.”


“Did Hinode’s representative say something about this letter to my son?”


“The answer to that question is this: however Hinode dealt with your son, so long as this letter is addressed to Hinode—never mind that it’s from forty-three years ago—Hinode can’t just say they don’t know anything about it. You get what I’m saying?”


“I don’t.”


Hatano shook his head, and for the first time Nishimura contorted his mouth a little into a faint smirk, but his eyes still did not move. “A well-bred man like you, doctor, doesn’t stand a chance against a corporation, no matter how you try. Before sending two half-hearted letters to Hinode, I might have suggested you hire a lawyer.”


“Where did you see the first letter?”


“I can’t tell you that.”


“Did someone from Hinode call you about the second letter?”


“Well, you’re free to presume whatever you like. In any case, a business has the right to defend itself. At a time like this they would never think of hiring the relative of a man like Seiji Okamura—no matter how distantly related. Even if it’s a one-in-a-million chance, your son could be Seiji Okamura’s heir. The company would never take on such a risk. As you will understand when you read this letter, Okamura-san clearly criticizes a company called Hinode. Even if it is by coincidence, he also refers to the journalist who is poking around Ogura Transport, a company at the center of this whole mess. That’s it right there—you’re out.”


“Are you a Hinode spy?”


“Why would you say that? I’m only taking the time to tell you all this so that you don’t misdirect your anger. Besides, there’ll be trouble if you go on using the BLL’s name.”


“If there is a right direction, I’d like you to tell me.”


“As I said before, whatever the reason your son decided to leave in the middle of his second interview with Hinode, Hinode has a lot of stories they would rather not have dug up. That’s where this letter comes in.”


Nishimura placed the sheaf of paper on the table for the first time and pushed it toward Hatano.


“It’s a copy, but it’s yours to keep. At this time Hinode would no doubt react sensitively to a letter of this nature. I suggest you do as you please. But, I ask you to keep the source of this letter confidential.” The words were barely out of his mouth before Nishimura and his silent companion stood up from the sofa.


“How much?”


At Hatano’s question, Nishimura’s eyes flickered like a dark blade, as if he had been waiting for just this moment.


“I could have you write us a check for ten or twenty million yen right here, you know? But I’m afraid we’re not in the business of taking money from amateurs. More importantly, you’re a rich man, doctor, so I’m sure you play around a bit with stocks. If you own any Hinode stock, I suggest you sell it in the near future. I promise you this: Hinode stock will plummet very soon.”


As Nishimura said these last words, the look of a seasoned yakuza flashed across his face, and then he left with his associate.


FOR A LONG TIME, HATANO stared at the thick bundle of paper on the table. The photocopy itself was new, but it looked as if the original document had been repeatedly duplicated using a blueprint process, and perhaps because the original letter was written in pencil, the letters were blurry and rubbed away so that he had to hold it up close in order to decipher them. At the top, the letter read: Hinode Beer Company, Kanagawa Factory. To Whom It May Concern.


With grim determination, Hatano began flipping through the pages. One, two, ten, twenty, thirty-one pages of stationery covered with thin, meticulous characters. On the thirty-first and last page was the date, June 1947, and the signature of Seiji Okamura.


Seiji Okamura. After ruminating on the name he had never even heard before, Hatano put down the letter for the time being and grabbed the telephone receiver. He dialed the number of their vacation house in Oiso, and after about a dozen rings, he heard his wife’s curt “Yes?” as if she already knew the only person it could be on the other end of the line.


“Do you know a man named Seiji Okamura?”


“Who?”


“Seiji Okamura. He’s one of your father’s brothers.”


“My father’s last name is Monoi. Don’t be stupid.”


He was unaffected by the abrupt phone conversation. After setting the receiver down, Hatano brought out a dictionary from his study and began to handle each page of the letter again as he would a stack of patient charts. He looked up the reading of each arcane character he was unsure about in the dictionary and meticulously noted the proper reading in the margin.


The author of the letter began with the words, “I, Seiji Okamura …” and first explained how someone who had left the company came to write a letter to that very company. There was mention of a man named Noguchi who had also left Hinode for some reason before the war, and of how Okamura’s relationship with this Noguchi caused him to fall under the scrutiny of the police and the company—allusions that made Hatano, the son of a liberation committee activist, perk up with recognition.


Okamura proceeded to talk about his birthplace, revealing the geographical features of a village that was apparently near Hachinohe in Aomori prefecture, the lifestyle during the early Showa era in the 1920s, his family structure, and the whereabouts of his brothers and sisters. According to the letter, Okamura was the second oldest of four siblings, and he had one older brother and a younger sister and brother. The eldest son died in the war, so his younger brother—the one with the disability in his left eye who became an apprentice at the foundry in Hachinohe at the age of twelve—must be Hatano’s wife’s father, Seizo Monoi. As he continued to read, Hatano tried to picture the man’s face. Hatano had seen him three weeks ago at his son’s funeral, but his mind had been far away at the time, so between that and the fact that he had had very little contact with him previously, Monoi’s face was blurred in his mind, his features indistinct.


According to the letter, Okamura was adopted into a wealthy merchant family, and after graduating from Tohoku Imperial University without any difficulty, he joined the research lab of Hinode’s Kanagawa factory, was conscripted to the front just like everyone else, and later demobilized and sent home. In his life immediately after the war, Okamura diffidently and somewhat feebly called himself a “laborer.” Hatano did not know what it felt like to identify as such, but he could at least understand that at the time the letter was written, the position of a “laborer” was in direct confrontation with that of a capitalist. Then again, Okamura seemed more like a forerunner of the era of union-management cooperation that began in the early 1960s, more than a dozen years after the letter was written, one who should have been welcomed by those company men, and so he was quite different from the “laborers” that Hatano remembered. Hatano could faintly recall the general strike of February 1, 1947, but in his memory his father appeared with a white headband around his head, going off to liberation committee meetings and canvassing door-to-door day after day, shouting and yelling in a way that made him seem like a stranger.


Meanwhile, Okamura had written with startling naïveté about his interaction with this man Noguchi from a segregated buraku community whom he had met at the Kanagawa factory before the war. Okamura seemed at that point to have finally learned about the existence of discrimination for the first time, yet he still languished in the realm of confusion—even the part where he questioned how Hinode’s Kyoto factory wrongfully terminated those other three employees from the segregated buraku community was far from what could be called criticism against the company. If anything, until the very end, Okamura seemed to consider Noguchi and the others “Hinode employees” just like himself, even going on about how moved he was by the brilliant life force of Noguchi, whom he encountered again in Tokyo in late 1946. His perspective, which seemed to empathize deeply with the human condition, could not be more different than that of an activist.


No, it was utterly different … Hatano murmured to himself. The same day in late 1946, when Okamura said he had run into Noguchi at Hamamatsucho train station in Tokyo, Hatano’s father would have also gone there to attend the liberation committee’s national convention, which was held nearby in Shiba. For the first time in his life Hatano tried earnestly to picture that distant day. By then, his father bore no trace of the handsome young man his mother had fallen for so passionately. In the eyes of the triumphant man who walked along the platform of Hamamatsucho Station—nostrils flaring, his flushed face now almost indistinguishable from the other activists who had also absorbed the lessons of socialist textbooks—the sight of a man like Okamura, his head hanging down and deep in self-reflection, would not have even registered. The same would have gone for that guy Noguchi—Okamura would not even recognize him once they had parted ways and Noguchi went to join the convention, donning the look of an activist. No, Seiji Okamura was unlike any of his contemporaries.


When it came down to it, this Okamura was but one of the many former employees who, though one day they were encouraged to resign and indeed left Hinode, still couldn’t cut their ties to the company. What’s more, the poverty of his family, the company, the war, his illness—all of it was simply reduced to his personal experience, not once did he try to place himself in the context of society or history. For this reason, the writer himself could only barely make out the miserable workings of his life that were apparent to the reader of the letter. And, in contrast to the hundred million Japanese people of his generation who frantically struggled to survive each day, he was nothing but a pallid, highbrow man who had been left behind by the changing times. When Hatano sketched this vague portrait of the author of the letter in his mind, he was shocked to realize that his own perspective fell on the side of the activists like his father and Noguchi. This was something he never would have imagined. It stood to reason that the blood of those born in the segregated buraku communities and socialists coursed through his veins, while the blood of this aimless Okamura flowed through his wife’s. What a joke!


But wait. Didn’t this also mean that this Okamura’s blood ran through his dead son’s veins too? Faced with a glimpse of discrimination for the first time in his life, had Takayuki been simply confounded, lacking any opinion about society whatsoever? And then, swept up by external forces, did he lose his way, his solitary thoughts languishing in confusion, until he sped off in his car and crashed to his death?


No, hold on. Perhaps Hatano himself was the one who resembled this pathetic invalid Seiji Okamura. Despite the location of his birth in Kobe, he himself held no such historical or societal opinions, and even after losing his son, when he first recognized all this to be “discrimination,” he had kept his distance, and then the ineptitude with which he had sent those libelous letters, not even knowing his own intentions—were his actions not exactly like Okamura’s …?


Hatano set down the sheaf of pages and turned it over. Starting afresh, he emptied his mind and, one by one, reexamined each new piece of information that had come his way during these past few hours.


First, there was the fact that a letter addressed to Hinode from forty-three years ago, which had been copied repeatedly, still remained in the hands of a stranger. The existence of this version of the letter, which the company never would have released, could only indicate either sinister intent or criminal behavior.


Next was the question of whether or not this issue with Noguchi and the three wrongfully terminated employees in the letter still held any significance. If Nishimura, who claimed to be associated with the BLL, was right and Hinode still considered one of those three men to be persona non grata, that would mean that the contents of the letter were still very relevant.


Furthermore, had Hinode truly hesitated to hire Hatano’s son because of this letter? Nishimura had implicitly advised him to use this letter from the past to blackmail Hinode, but what Hinode had actually done to his son had yet to be established.


And finally, where and from whom did Nishimura hear about the two letters Hatano had sent to Hinode, or the fact that his son left in the middle of his second interview? Nishimura’s business card said he was an executive of the Tokyo chapter of the BLL, but he had not made a single claim for the BLL itself. He wasn’t that kind of associate. There was no shortage of people out there who claimed to be a part of an organization for social integration or working to end discrimination against burakumin—the caste of descendants of segregated communities—but that wasn’t it, either. Just who was he? Where did he come from, and what had he come here for?


Hatano mulled this over for about five minutes, but ultimately failed to reach any conclusion. After all, for Hatano, whose world consisted only of universities, academic conferences, dental societies, and tennis, five minutes was enough to ponder one thing or another, and once he was at an impasse there was nothing else to do. His apathy resurgent, Hatano glanced once again at the bundle of paper and now wondered what could have happened to Seiji Okamura, a man whose blood may have coursed through Takayuki’s veins.


Hatano suddenly sprang up from his seat and went to look for the phone book. He searched for a telephone number he himself had never once called in the past twenty-some years. It wasn’t until he had already picked up the phone and dialed that he glanced at the clock. It was three minutes before midnight. As he wondered if it was too late to be calling, the phone had already started ringing, and someone answered right away.


“Yes, this is Monoi.” A raspy voice. In the background, there was the sound of the television.


“I’m sorry to call you so late. This is Hatano.” Once he identified himself, the voice on the other end of the line responded with a note of surprise.


There was a momentary pause, as if they each needed to picture the face of the other. Even though they were in-laws, prior to the funeral they were barely acquainted with one another. Then Seizo Monoi asked, “Have things settled down for you?”


“Ah, yes, thank you. I’m surprised you are awake at this hour.”


“Yes. Well, when you get older, you drift off while watching TV …”


“I’m sorry for the rude question so late at night, but is Seiji Okamura your older brother?”


“If you mean Seiji Okamura of Okamura Merchants in Hachinohe, then yes.”


It was Hatano’s turn to be at a loss for words. “The dental association had a social gathering, and a couple of older doctors there were talking about being in the military during the war. One of them mentioned an army buddy by the name of Seiji Okamura, and I thought he may have been a member of the family on your side …”


“I see. And what about Okamura?”


“When I asked my wife, she said she didn’t know him.”


“Oh, yes. I have never spoken about him to my daughter. Another family adopted him before I was born, and I myself barely know anything about him. I met him a few times in Hachinohe, but that was over fifty years ago.”


“Is that right? This older doctor was wondering how Okamura might be doing these days.”


“My older sister and her husband who take care of the family home in Herai told me he passed away. I think it must be have been in 1952 or ’53.”


“Oh … Well, I guess when you lose your son, you start to wonder about family, even distant relatives. By the way, do you still go to the racetrack?”


“Uh, yes. I’m ashamed to admit it, but when I’m watching the horses, I can forget about the bad stuff.”


“If there’s ever a time, I would like it if you could teach me how to place a bet. Well, I’m sorry to have bothered you so late. Please take care of yourself.”


“Yes. Same to you.”


After the perfunctory conversation ended and he’d hung up the phone, Hatano was struck with a strange and fleeting sensation. Born from the same womb as Seiji Okamura, and with his voice appropriately hushed for the late hour, Seizo Monoi sounded the way Hatano imagined Okamura himself would sound.


Holding the thirty-one-page letter bundle in his hand, Hatano left the living room and went into the room his son had occupied until the beginning of summer. The eight-mat space was organized to the point of starkness. There were only drably colored textbooks and a few fishing magazines on the bookshelf. There were no pictures of celebrities on the walls, and when Hatano had gone through the closet a few days ago, he had not found even a single provocative magazine. It was a room of a twenty-two-year-old honor student—too serious, too carefree, too inexperienced—and yet he had hidden away something he could not even tell his parents.


Hatano sat down at his son’s desk in front of his PC, opened the drawer, and pulled out a Walkman and a brand-new cassette tape still sealed in plastic. He checked the device, which he had used at dental meetings but not anytime recently, to make sure that the power still worked and that the tape was feeding properly. Then he laid the letter bundle on the desk, folded the corner of each page so that they would be easy to turn, and fanned them out in a row. Listening for noise outside the curtained window, he realized that it was past the hour of the last train on the Odakyu line that ran 300 meters south of his home, and that the clamor of the streets around the train station had long dissipated. From time to time he heard sounds of the exhaust from cars on Seijo Street, but he figured that they were not loud enough for the Walkman’s small microphone to pick up.


Hatano then looked at the first page of the letter.


Hinode Beer Company, Kanagawa Factory. To Whom It May Concern.


Should he say something before the opening line? He hesitated a moment but, thinking that he owed them no explanation whatsoever, he made up his mind. Hatano hit the record button on the Walkman and, pausing for two seconds, began to read the letter aloud: “Hinode Beer Company, Kanagawa Factory. To whom it may concern.” No, he didn’t just read it; he narrated it on behalf of Seiji Okamura.
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"A novel that portrays with devastating immensity how those on the dark
fringes of society can be consumed by the darkness of their own hearts."
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