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Praise for Toddler-Hunting and Other Stories


‘The most carnally direct and the most lucidly intelligent woman writing in Japan’


Kenzaburo Oe


‘A completely individual writer, who described the intricacies of sexual relationships boldly, committedly, utterly fearlessly. And yet her writing is writing that doesn’t actually “bare all”, but rather hints at what lies underneath – at things deep, quiet and mysterious’


Yoko Tawada


‘Kono’s unsparing gaze penetrates the depths of human nature, and she sets forth what she finds there with absolute precision’


Shusaku Endo


‘The fiery, beguiling stories in Toddler Hunting and Other Stories are vertiginous tightrope walks between two planes of reality. Kono’s writing is shocking, ominous and subversive; it lays bare the destruction and the renewal that freedom and desire can cause’


Paris Review


‘There are resonances here with Tanizaki, but Kono’s subversions feel somehow scarier, in part because of her deadpan prose and in part because she strikes at sacred paradigms of motherhood and femininity’


Wall Street Journal


‘Reminiscent of Flannery O’Connor’s works, Kono’s stories explore the dark, terrifying side of human nature that manifests itself in antisocial behavior’


World Literature Today


‘I was not prepared for this unsettling and unforgettable collection. These stories left me shaken and in awe; they are incendiary, beautiful and frightening confrontations of the lives we keep hidden from others. Taeko Kono fearlessly writes into the abyss, and there is no one like her’


Gabe Habash, author of Stephen Florida
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Introduction


Everyone, without exception, has an inner kingdom.


Ever since I was little, I had a secret world within me that I’d vowed never to reveal to anyone. But it was only when I inadvertently let slip about it to a certain author – an older man – that I realised this was true of everyone. I was so nervous about having let it slip that I felt a shock run through me, but he didn’t laugh or show any surprise. He simply murmured, ‘Come to think of it, a musician friend of mine once told me that he had a kingdom inside him.’


Ever since then, I’ve kind of felt that however ordinary someone looks from the outside, we never know what kind of kingdom they have inside.


Toddler-Hunting provides an extraordinarily vivid description of a woman’s inner world. Reading this story, I am made to feel like I am watching a dangerous mental world on the dissecting table. It is not merely disquieting; I feel like I’m being confronted with the mystery of a universal inner world. The kingdom of her mental world is quietly and unflinchingly constructed, and is then played out just like some dangerous music. It’s a very short story, but the timbre of its music is deeply engraved in the minds of whoever reads it, and they are left violently shaken.


The woman protagonist, Akiko, is about thirty years old, and there is nothing she loathes more than little girls between the ages of three and ten. On the other hand, she is particularly fond of little boys of about the same age, to the extent that she buys boys’ clothing without even knowing who she will give it to. She has always secretly cherished little boys. In her dream world, a man gives a little boy a thrashing until his intestines spill out of his body.


Just hearing the details of her terrifying dream world, you shudder with horror, avert your eyes, clasp your hands to your breast and want to curl up into a ball. But then at the same time, within that clutched breast you are also confronted with the fact that there is a similarly unique kingdom within you, too. The reader is unable to escape the disquiet and unease this story arouses in them even after closing the book.


‘Little boys inhabited such an infinitely wholesome world – Akiko always had the impression that it restored and purified her.’


Akiko has created this wholesome world within herself. No matter how horrifying it is, you can’t see it from outside. Only she knows about it. And beyond her private kingdom exists the real world. Both worlds are perilous and fragile, and she teeters on the borderline between them.


What is impressive about this disturbing, sensuous world is that it has been conjured up by the power of the words employed in the descriptions of the scenes as seen through Akiko’s gaze.


If you listed the same sequence of events in this story in any other manner than Taeko Kono’s powerful words, you would never disturb the reader to this extent. By meticulously depicting things through Akiko’s gaze, scenes that would otherwise be banal are transformed into a shocking perversion.


In the blink of an eye, we are drawn by the power of pure description into the universal world of perverse obsession that exists inside all of us. The story continues to scratch away at the mind of the reader even after they have put the book down.


Words overlap, worlds overlap, and even the reader’s real world is shaken up and disturbed. This story first appeared in a magazine in 1961, but far from having faded it is as strikingly fresh even now. The power of the artfully spun words is undiminished, and still makes the reader shudder with horror. But the reader finds it impossible to avert their eyes from that power. It is seared into their soul.


I believe this agitation is universally inherent in all human beings. It can be painful to be discomfited, shaken and disturbed by stories, but that is also the joy of reading. This is the kind of fearsome reading experience that Taeko Kono’s work will give you.


—SAYAKA MURATA


2021


translated by Ginny Tapley Takemori




Night Journey


Yoru o yuku, 1963


When the night game ended, her husband reached over to switch off the TV. The cheering crowds shrank down to a spot on the screen, and vanished.


“Hey, what’s taking them so long?” Murao asked, recrossing his legs and looking up at the clock. They’d told the Saekis to come after dinner, but it was nine-thirty and their guests were now long overdue.


“Well they can’t have forgotten,” Fukuko replied. “But maybe they won’t come now that it’s this late.”


Murao grunted, looking grouchy for a moment, but then his expression changed: “Shall we go barge in on them?” he suggested. “They’re bound to be home.”


“Shall we?” Fukuko didn’t hesitate. “Let’s go for a walk, and just drop by. If they’re out, they’re out.”


It was a Saturday night, so they could stay up as late as they wanted. Murao declared he would go as he was, in his yukata. Fukuko didn’t change out of hers either, and only put on a different sash.


Turning her key in the front door, Fukuko paused: “Did I lock the kitchen door?”


Murao walked around, and tugged the glass door.


“It’s locked.”


Fukuko drew the key out, and tucked it under her sash.


The night was unusually clear for the muggy season, moist and cool, and the stars were out. The evening train heading to the city was almost totally deserted. As Fukuko and Murao sat down comfortably on two of the empty seats, a fresh breeze poured in through the open windows—and everything, even the compartment’s milky lights, seemed shiny with a strange sort of excitement.


Fukuko had had no idea that a summer evening train ride could be such a pleasant experience. They and the Saekis were always visiting— it only took half an hour. The Saeki couple lived four tram stops away from the end of the railway line. But this was the first time she and Murao had set out in the evening just to drop by. The Saekis mostly came to them, since they had a car. They would visit the Saekis on their way back from a trip into the city, or else arranged to meet up at the couple’s apartment at the end of a workday. But sitting there, enjoying that pleasant night train, Fukuko was surprised that they’d never thought to take it before. It was strange, she realized, considering what good terms they were all on.


Fukuko had known Mrs. Saeki, or Utako, since they’d been little girls. Their families were neighbors, so once they had become friends, they spent all their time together. Utako was older than Fukuko, but only by two years.


When Fukuko started kindergarten, Utako was already in elementary school. Fukuko’s kindergarten, however, was the same one where Utako had been just before. Fukuko had gone to the same elementary school, too, and though she didn’t try to follow in her friend’s footsteps on purpose, she ended up going to Utako’s secondary school and women’s college as well. The war was in its final stages by the time Fukuko entered college, and students were being mobilized by class to work in factories, so she hardly ever saw anyone from different grades. When the students did return to college at the end of the war, the seniors were forced to graduate six months early, in September. Utako, however, joined the graduate studies program and continued to commute to college with Fukuko the following fall.


Fukuko didn’t copy her friend to the point of becoming a research student. She didn’t have any particular ambition, and when she graduated, she took a job as an ordinary clerk in a company. Utako, however, remained in college for years, becoming a research associate, then a lecturer, and now an assistant professor.


As a girl Utako had been an exceptionally good swimmer. She had spent so much time in her secondary school pool that she was never home until after six o’clock, even when she was studying for exams— her scores were outstanding, anyway. Fukuko had been taken aback by Utako’s preparations for the women’s college she herself was planning to enter a couple of years down the line. Utako came from an academic family. Her mother was unremarkable, an ordinary housewife, but her father was a university physics professor, and her two older sisters also studied science, and later became doctors of physics and medicine. Fukuko had assumed Utako would at least try to get into a prestigious teacher-training college or medical school. Utako, however, said she would be “bored to death” in those places.


Perhaps her older sisters’ bluestocking manner had put Utako off: even now as a college professor, she hadn’t the slightest trace of the stuffy scholar. Utako was the youngest of an academically inclined family, that was all—it was only natural for her to accumulate degrees. To Utako, hers was just another job.


Back in school, Fukuko could remember Utako helping her in all sorts of ways. She had learned to swim, for example, because of her friend. One day during Fukuko’s first year at secondary school, Utako had come over and made her practice swimming strokes, standing on the tatami. “You’ll soon get the knack of the sidestroke,” she’d said, and followed up with two lessons in the school pool. Fukuko, who had been incapable of anything more than floating facedown in the water and a few struggling strokes, suddenly found herself able to swim the length of the pool and back— and the next year, she qualified for the school long-distance race. Utako had invited her to go camping (otherwise Fukuko, then a new student, would have been too shy to go). She had helped Fukuko with her algebra homework when she had all but given up on getting it done by fall, coolly drawing up equations in the wink of an eye and practically providing the solutions. She’d even brought Fukuko the application form for college. When Fukuko was preparing for exams, Utako gave her advice on possible essay subjects: for the past few years, she said, the topic always had to do with the war.


“The dean marks the papers,” she told Fukuko. “He really likes it if you say things like, ‘Women are the lubricating oil of wartime society.’ Make sure you work that in somewhere.”


On the day of the exam, when Fukuko read the essay title, “The Role of Women in War,” she had quickly settled down to write.


Even so, despite all these favors, Fukuko had never felt weighed down by a debt—Utako never put on any airs. Fukuko was an eldest child; Utako was the youngest in her family; Fukuko never thought a gifted older girl was looking after her. She thought of Utako as a friend her own age—an extremely close friend.


In secondary school, the days they could spend at each other’s houses had necessarily become fewer, but in the afternoon, they would wait for each other at the station and walk home together. If that was their only time together for more than a month, Fukuko would start to feel that she simply had to have a proper talk with Utako, who seemed to feel the same way. Fukuko remembered them meeting during exercise drills on Saturday mornings. “Can I come over this afternoon?” one or other would say. “Can you come visit tomorrow?”


During the last part of the war they’d been assigned to different factories, which had put an end to their meetings. But afterwards, they’d made a point of getting together every other month, even when they’d grown up and left home.


Soon after Utako became a research associate, she met a young professor, one of her father’s former students. They became engaged. Six months later, eleven days before the wedding, Utako called off the marriage. She never said why she decided to do this, even though they’d always confided everything, and up until then she’d told Fukuko all about that relationship. Utako had then remained unattached for a long time.


Meanwhile, Fukuko resigned from her job and married Murao, a colleague two years her senior. They had taken their time deciding to get engaged, and Murao had delayed the wedding to wait for his younger sister to find a spouse, and again when his father died. By the time they were finally married, Fukuko was almost thirty. She had told Murao about Utako, of course, and Utako about Murao, but she hadn’t managed to introduce them. Murao was not a sociable man, and the opportunity never arose.


When Utako finally paid them a visit, though, Murao could not stop staring at her.


“She looks so young!” he exclaimed, as soon as she left. “You’d never guess she’s my age. She looks twenty-three or twenty-four!”


Utako was pleasantly slim and petite, not even of medium build. Her oval face, without an ounce of spare flesh on it, still looked as young and lovely as a girl’s, and the expression in her eyes was so innocent it was hard to believe she had been observing the world for thirty years. She looked the picture of supple fitness, though she apparently no longer swam very much. Her manner, too, was modest and unassuming. She never spoke of her sisters (one was married, and both had gained high academic positions) in a denigrating or critical way, but with simple and genuine admiration. That evening, she had left early, saying she still had to buy a book for one of her sisters: “If it gets too late, the store’ll be closed and it’ll be my fault that her work’s not done.”


“Your friend may be bright,” Murao remarked afterwards, “but she’s odd, isn’t she? Even for somebody who seems so young.”


Of course, this did not mean Murao disliked her. Utako was fond of drinking, that was all, and whenever she got slightly inebriated, she would get up from the table and dance for them. She would twirl around the room, humming a tune, raising her arms in sharp, graceful movements. And she had done this on their very first evening together.


“I’d like to go to one of your lectures sometime,” Murao had said, as he watched her admiringly. “To see the look on your face when you teach.”


“Out of the question.…” Utako dismissed the idea with a wave of her hand.


“I can’t understand why such an attractive woman isn’t married,” Murao came to wonder out loud, often, to Fukuko.


After Utako canceled her wedding, Fukuko had learned nothing more from her about it, nor about any other men she might have gotten to know. Fukuko once tried to broach the subject of the broken engagement, but all Utako said was: “He hasn’t married yet, either.” Of course, through other channels Fukuko had heard that two or three men had since made Utako offers of marriage. Apparently, however, they’d all been turned down. Since Utako never referred to these matters, even with her, and had canceled her engagement eleven days before her wedding, Fukuko supposed the reason for her reluctance to get married had to be personal and awkward—something that had left quite a scar.


When they were little, they’d affectionately called each other “Utako-chan” and “Fukuko-chan.” As adults, however, they’d become slightly more formal, with “Utako-san” and “Fukuko-san.” Murao, however, called her “Uta-chan” whenever talking about her in private, and Fukuko naturally began to do the same thing. When Murao started using this form of address directly to Utako, Fukuko again followed suit. Utako, however, continued to use the somewhat more distant appellation.


Every so often, Utako stayed the night at their house. If she were due to give a lecture the next morning, Murao would urge her to hurry along with him, and the two of them would leave together— looking for all the world like a pair of lovers, Fukuko would remark to herself as she happily watched them from the doorway. She informed them that this was what she thought, and made sure Murao knew that she took pleasure in the notion: “When you want an affair, have it with Uta-chan, please, then we’ll all live together.”


“Hm, not a bad idea,” he had replied.


But then, one afternoon, about three years later, Utako came to tell Fukuko that she was engaged.


“Actually,” she added, embarrassed, “it’s somebody you know.”


Not Murao, surely? Fukuko wondered for an instant.


“Somebody you know very well,” Utako continued. Smiling broadly, she announced that her fiancé was Saeki: “Don’t you think that’s funny?”


Fukuko had once, some years before, employed Saeki as an English tutor for her sister, when she was preparing for her high-school entrance exams. At that time he was a freshman at the university, her sister was fifteen, and she herself must have been about twenty-five.


Fukuko had at first attempted to tutor her sister herself, but Toshiko had done nothing but complain, accusing her first of incompetence and then of teaching her nonsense. All they’d done was quarrel. Fukuko had suspected that she probably wasn’t teaching her sister correctly. She had gotten her teaching certificate on graduation, but that had been at the end of the war when there were hardly any classes to take, so she’d found tutoring a strain.


“All right!” she’d told her sister: “Your next teacher won’t make mistakes, but he won’t stand your whining either!” And she went straight to the university, asked for names of any students needing part-time work, and arranged the tutor: that’s how she ended up hiring Saeki.


In the late autumn of that same year, Fukuko was on her way back from work and nearly home when she saw Saeki walking along a little way ahead of her.


“I really appreciate your helping my sister,” she said, catching up with him.


“Not at all,” Saeki replied, and after a few more steps, he added: “There is a matter I would like to discuss with you.”


“Oh?”


“If you don’t mind, I’d like to talk to you after her lesson. In the living room, perhaps.”


“I see.” They had reached the house. He probably wanted to broach some uncomfortable topic, Fukuko thought, her sister’s exams, or perhaps her lazy study habits. Fukuko had employed him, and he no doubt thought she’d be easier to talk to than her parents.


“Well, see you in a little while, then,” she said, opening the gate.


They sat, facing each other in the living room, three hours later.


“Well, actually,” Saeki began, “it’s about some letters I’ve been receiving.” Undoing a gold button halfway down the front of his jacket, he drew out three, already opened, small blank envelopes: “Please read these.” He pushed them across the table to her, and buttoning up his jacket, sat with bowed head.


“Well, all right.”


Fukuko picked up one envelope and took out and unfolded a letter. At the top of the unlined page, she saw the words, “To my beloved,” written clumsily. Its next line began: “Oh, Teacher, I think you’re being so mean.…”


“What?” Fukuko said, frowning. “So Toshiko—”


Saeki looked up, and snatching the letter back, turned it over to show her the name of the sender—a name Fukuko did not recognize.


“Who is this?”


“She’s my other student,” Saeki replied, “in her second year at high school. What should I do? Please read the other two.”


Fukuko had never seen a love letter in her life so she had nothing to compare these with, but all three began with the same words, “To my beloved,” and seemed appallingly overwritten. Petulant and complaining, they accused Teacher of being too mean to even acknowledge his student’s feelings, though he knew she was writing him letters.


“She’s really fallen for me, hasn’t she?” Saeki asked.


“It looks like that way.”


“What should I do?”


As far as he was concerned, he said, he had two options: either inform the girl’s parents and have them talk to her, or else give up the job as her tutor. But he was worried that the girl might do something drastic. That was why he wanted Fukuko’s advice. She had a sister. She had been a girl this age herself. She was equipped to predict the emotional reactions of adolescent girls.


What a genuinely sincere person, Fukuko couldn’t help thinking. If they’d been sent to her, she would have treated these letters like a joke, hooting with her friends over them. But here was this man, taking them seriously, bowing his head, and having her read them so she could tell him what to do. Well, her sister was quite safe with somebody like this.


In a state of relief that the letters had nothing to do with her sister, she found herself wanting to play to the hilt her role as Saeki’s counselor. Delivering as tough-minded an opinion as possible, she declared that whatever his course of action, nobody could prevent the girl from having such feelings—and, for that matter, the only sure way of preventing her from doing something drastic would be for him to return her feelings. But then, was it his responsibility, if a girl decided to get obsessed with him, and make trouble for herself?


“Well,” she concluded, self-importantly: “I’d stop teaching her, if I were you. Unless you actually have some interest …”


In the end, Saeki did give up being the girl’s tutor, though his decision was probably based on more than just her advice. His student didn’t do anything drastic. It wasn’t until several years later that Fukuko told her younger sister about the incident. She did inform her parents, however. She told Utako, too, creating considerable amusement.


Utako gave Fukuko a quick update on Saeki’s career— after graduating, he had taken a job at an English-language newspaper. Utako had met him at a conference just six months before, and she hadn’t realized at first that he was the Saeki of Fukuko’s story. It was only after dating him for several months that she had made the connection.


When Utako said her engagement was “funny,” Fukuko thought, she meant that it was a funny coincidence, but she might also be referring to Saeki’s age. Saeki was much younger than Utako—he was even considerably younger than Fukuko, who was two years younger than her friend. Utako was quite open about it: she was six years older than Saeki. But Utako looked at least six years younger than she really was, and anyway, Fukuko thought, what mattered was how well a couple got on together.


“Why not bring him next time?” Fukuko said. Once she’d made the invitation, it struck her that Saeki was no longer the student she’d been picturing.


“What’s he like now?” she wanted to know.


“Oh, very nice,” Utako answered, somewhat disappointingly.


Saeki did, in fact, come with Utako to pay one visit during their engagement. When the love-letter episode came up, he said to Fukuko, “I’m so glad I asked for your advice.” It was the kind of thing one is obliged to say, of course, but he seemed to mean it, and Fukuko felt embarrassed and didn’t know how to reply. He had lost none of his sincerity. But he was a man now, and quite the adult.


“Didn’t I tell you?” Fukuko said to Murao afterwards. “They’re well suited, aren’t they?”


Murao grunted. “Uta-chan looks at least six years younger than she is, and Saeki looks about right for his age. When you see them together, though, she still looks a little older than him. Strange, isn’t it, for somebody who’s always referring to herself as the baby of her family to turn and tell her husband so firmly, ‘Well, dear, time to go.’ It suits her, though, doesn’t it! And her manner is so gentle. Their marriage should go well.”


“Too bad for you, hmm?”


“That’s true.” Murao grinned.


Whenever Fukuko came across something particularly fresh or delicious, her first thought was to ask the Saekis over for dinner. Her hospitality toward Utako, of course, was nothing new, but now Murao, too, whenever he particularly liked a place they’d gone to, would often remark, “I wish the other two were here. Let’s ask them next time.” This sociability on his part had started after Utako’s marriage. It was easier, perhaps, to double-date. So, occasionally they’d go out to places as a foursome.


“Utako tells me she prefers coming here to seeing her own family,” Saeki announced one day, while they were visiting.


“Well, I hope so!” Fukuko replied.


Utako’s mother had died a few years before, and a sister had married and moved away. The only ones left at home were her father, the professor, now retired, her other sister, and a middle-aged housekeeper.


“And what about you?” Fukuko asked Saeki.


“I feel exactly the same way!” he said, laughing.


Fukuko laughed too, imagining her friends’ faces at tense family visits. Murao and Utako joined in, and then, as they all laughed, it dawned on Fukuko that they weren’t really laughing about Utako’s family at all, but rather about a certain complicity—an understanding that they had come to about relations between the four of them.


The Saekis lived four or five blocks away from the tram stop. Fukuko and Murao walked off the main road up a small street, and as they turned at the second intersection, they saw an empty plot of land with a notice board painted in white letters: “For sale: twenty-five tsubo.” The Saekis often parked their car here, although illegally, and sure enough, Fukuko and Murao saw among the four or five cars their small buff-colored vehicle, parked at a slight angle, with its dark windshield toward them.


“They’re home all right,” Murao remarked.


“What on earth can they be doing?” Fukuko exclaimed, and her voice was excited too.


Turning a corner a couple of streets farther on, they came face to face with a two-story building, opposite an art gallery, consisting of twenty apartments, all with identical doors and windows. The Saekis’ apartment was on the second floor, the second one along. The kitchen window, however, was dark.


“They’ll be in the front room,” Fukuko said, going up the iron stairs. The Saekis had been renting this small one-bedroom apartment for three years now, and Fukuko and Murao knew which rooms the couple were likely to use at different times of day. But Fukuko only mentioned the front room to try to dispel her disappointment at not immediately seeing that they would be met with lights and good cheer. The Saekis weren’t home, she realized. The darkness behind the frosted window pierced her to the bone.


“Anybody home? It’s us.” Murao rattled the door knob. But the door didn’t budge. “Hey, Saeki!” he called out loudly, knocking.


“Looks like nobody’s home,” he said to her. “The car is there. But if they were anywhere around …”


If they were anywhere around, true, they would have left the lights on as they always did when they walked Murao and Fukuko to the bus stop at the end of a visit.


“Well, they must be out,” Fukuko said. She tried tugging the sliding glass window, but it wouldn’t budge, either. She yearned to hear the light snap on inside, and to hear Utako call “Coming!” in that direct, clear way she had.…


The door of the next apartment opened, and a young woman with wet hair stepped out.


“They’re not home,” she said. “Mrs. Saeki set off in a car with a foreigner around five o’clock.”


The woman didn’t know if Mr. Saeki was going to meet her somewhere, or if he was off on his own. But either way, they probably wouldn’t return till late. “Can I take a message?” she asked.


“No, that’s all right,” Murao replied. “We were just out for a walk, and dropped by on the off chance.”


They thanked the woman, and went down the stairs.


“Would you like to walk a little?” Murao suggested, when they reached the road.


“What time is it?”


Murao paused, holding out his wrist so the light from the street lamp fell on his watch.


“Not even 10:30.”


They turned, and kept walking, still heading away from the main road. At the end of the street, a small grove of trees which they always saw from a distance when they walked from the tram stop to the Saekis’ loomed into view. Fukuko had been convinced it housed a shrine to the fox god Inari, but they saw when they drew near that there were only several tall trees.


Now they had to choose to turn right or left. To the right lay a narrow street of scraggy houses with here and there a public bath or eating place mixed in. The road to the left looked more promising for a walk. They could see some residences, not too large, but still impressive enough with their traditional wooden gates.


“I’m amazed these weren’t burnt in the air raids,” Fukuko remarked. Even in the dim light, she could see that some of the gates and fences predated the war.


“You’re right,” said Murao. The silent road was free of pedestrians, and no cars sped along; it was probably just as deserted during the day.


“It’s so quiet,” Fukuko remarked, when suddenly, there in front of them, a tiny point of white light made an arc in the air, and vanished. Then, farther on down the road, one more arc was traced in the darkness.


“Oh! A firefly!”


Fukuko felt she’d come across something that for so long she’d forgotten even existed. She saw the light glimmer again, two or three feet away, at the foot of the fence, like a tiny beacon.


“I’m going to catch it,” Fukuko announced and crossed the road.


“Leave it,” Murao said.


She ignored him, bending down by the fence.


“I said leave it, damn it!” Murao ordered.


“You’re in a sour mood,” she replied, but let her hands fall, and crossed back to him. Murao didn’t reply. As they started walking again, he took her right hand, caressed it for a while, and then, holding out her index finger, he put it in his mouth and bit down, hard.


“What do you think you’re doing?” Fukuko spoke lightly, but flinched with pain. The firefly flew up over her head, and vanished.


Nearly two months before, Utako had visited Fukuko early in the afternoon. Fukuko had suggested that Utako telephone Saeki and get him to come over too, after work, and she would call Murao. This was the way the two women often arranged their get-togethers.


Utako had danced for them that evening, too. They could only tell she was tipsy from the fact that she performed—her speech remained clear even when she was quite drunk. If she got at all unsteady on her feet, she was far gone. That evening, they all watched as she stood up and danced for them three times, her movements becoming more and more languid and tottering.


“Hey,” Saeki pretended to instruct her. “Now you’re doing an Indonesian dance. Get a grip.”


“No, those hand gestures … they’re exquisite,” Murao said, though he was laughing, too. “We ought to catch this on film. Don’t you think she’s better than she was?”


“Sssh. Don’t speak,” Utako said, twirling about. She started humming imaginatively, and danced on, lost in her own pleasure.


An hour or so later, Fukuko had brought out tumblers of ice water for everybody, and Saeki had made his suggestion.


“I wonder whether I should leave from here tomorrow?” he remarked, staring at his empty glass as he turned it around in his hands.


“Yes, why don’t you?” Murao said.


“Neither of you should drive,” Fukuko agreed.


“Oh, we’re not that bad,” Utako said, “but it might be a nice change.”


The Saekis had stayed the night once before. A few months after their marriage, they’d had a fight, and Utako had run away to Fukuko and Murao. Saeki had soon followed in the car. That night, Utako, normally so placid, seemed genuinely offended about something. She refused to say a word to her husband all evening. Only when it was so late that Fukuko invited them to stay over did she deign to acknowledge him.


“I came here so I wouldn’t have to see your face,” she snapped. “Can’t you do me a favor and leave?”


“Well, maybe I should go,” said Saeki, looking defeated. From the start he had obviously been at a loss, embarrassed by his role as the young husband humoring his older wife.


“There’s no need for that,” Murao interceded. “Your charming wife left the car expressly so you could follow her.”


In the end, they’d both stayed.


Only one other time had they all slept under the same roof— when they’d taken a trip to Nasu the summer before, and stayed in a hotel.


And now, gazing at Saeki, Fukuko registered that he had made the suggestion himself that he wanted to stay over. So casually, so intimately, but also so indirectly, dropping those words into the conversation, he hadn’t addressed anybody in particular, hadn’t even looked anyone in the eye.…


“Hey! Hey!” Murao brought her back to her senses: she realized Utako had started to clear away the glasses on the table.


“Let’s not bother to actually wash up,” Utako was saying. “I’ll help tomorrow morning. I don’t have to leave.”


Fukuko hadn’t had nearly as much to drink as Utako, but washing up was now the furthest thing from her mind.


Once the glasses and plates had been taken to the kitchen, the car pulled up into the driveway as far as it would go, and the front door locked, nothing remained but for them to settle down and relax. Murao brought out some more wine, and they were caught up in talk—it was almost two o’clock by the time they realized they should go to bed.


“I’ll set the alarm so we don’t oversleep,” Fukuko said. Saeki was just returning from the bathroom, so she pointed to the clock on the shelf, asking, “Could you get that down? Thank you.” Taking it from him, she sat down and hunched over it in her lap.


Saeki turned back to the shelf to look at an ornamental plate.


“Watch out,” Utako warned: “He’ll break something.”


“What’s this?”


“Oh, that’s too big, and crude,” Fukuko said, her eyes on the little alarm hand she was moving around on the clock. “Someone we know who’s a potter gave it to us a while ago.”


“No, not the plate,” Saeki said: “This.”


She looked up. Saeki had lifted the plate from its stand, and was peering into the space behind it.


Fukuko blushed: “Oh don’t.”


“Oh, I see,” he continued, “it’s a candlestick, isn’t it? Where did you find it?”


“It was in the antiques section of T—— department store,” Murao answered, who had found it and brought it home.


“Let me have a better look,” Saeki said, putting the plate back on its stand, and moving them to the side. He brought the candlestick, together with a candle he found beside it, over to the table, and sat down.


The candlestick was a small bronze one, fashioned in the shape of an aboriginal man, who stood with his chest thrown out, offering up the decapitated head of a woman.


“The candle goes here, I suppose,” Saeki said, fitting it into a hole in the woman’s head. “Do you ever light it?”


“Ask Fukuko,” Murao said. “She’ll tell you.”


Fukuko liked physical pain during sex, and Murao willingly complied, but occasionally, when they were doing certain things, they couldn’t reach full satisfaction without a special light in the room. The archaic candlestick and the mysterious effect produced by the deep, dark candlelight would bring their excitement to fever pitch. Her eye on the trembling flame and the flickering dark shapes it brought to life on the walls, Fukuko would feel lifted out of the present, as if she were participating in an orgy of pain and pleasure—all the pain and pleasure experienced by women, both highand lowborn, since ancient times. But the next morning she’d quickly tidy away the now everyday household objects devoid of magic. She used to store them in the closet, but since acquiring the plate, she’d started hiding them behind that.


Saeki, following Murao’s lead, said, “Tell me, Fukuko, do you ever light the candle? You light it and watch it, don’t you? Let me try.”


He struck a match, and a flame rose from the candle in the woman’s head: “Look at that.” Saeki held the woman’s head in his fingers. “She’s got her eyes closed, poor thing,” he said, stroking the woman’s eyelids with his thumb. “You do go in for some strange things, Fukuko.”


“Stop it.” She blew out the flame, embarrassed, but also highly aroused. “Please put it away.”


“As you wish.” Saeki obeyed.


“What a nice man!” Fukuko said. How nice that he was so obedient, was what she meant; she found herself thinking of when he had been in her employ as the tutor. But she also meant how nice that he seemed to be able to enjoy his wife so much more when in their company.


“What a nice man!” she repeated and then, all at once, the significance of the words seemed to grow greater and greater. She began to feel as if something had gone to her head: “Yes, you’re nice. I like you, Mr. Saeki,” she gushed. “I really do.”


“Careful now,” Murao said. “This one didn’t even drink, but she’s losing all self-control.”


“That’s right!” Fukuko replied. “But you’re always saying you like Uta-chan.”


“That’s true. I’m very fond of her.”


“Well, what are we going to do about it?” Utako responded.


“We should do something to express our gratitude to each other,” Saeki said.


Fukuko was feeling even more elated by the time she got into bed. “We’re in a fix, the four of us,” she called through the sliding doors. “What’ll we do?”


“We’re ready,” Saeki called back.


“Just say the word,” Murao replied, poking Fukuko in the shoulder.


“What about you, Uta-chan?” she asked.


“I will if you will.”


Fukuko nudged Murao and he pushed her back. They prodded each other, and Fukuko knew very well that all she had to do was step into the other room and say, “Well, here I am. Go on, Uta-chan, he’s waiting.” But her body wouldn’t obey her, and a few moments later, the opportunity had passed. The men were calling each other cowards. “Pretty funny!” Fukuko called out to Utako, who agreed, “Yes, wasn’t it!”


They all said good night, and that was that.


Then, last week, they had visited the Saekis and the episode had come up in conversation. Each had teased the other three for being too cowardly to see it through to the end. But just as Fukuko and Murao were leaving, Saeki had remarked: “It’s only nine o’clock—are you running away?”


“No, no,” Murao replied. “I have to leave early tomorrow. I’m seeing someone off at Haneda.” This was the truth.


“Sounds suspiciously like an excuse,” Saeki teased.


“I don’t need excuses,” Murao answered. “I’m not a coward like you.”


“All right. Should we make a date?”


“Yes,” Murao had replied. “You come to our house. You shouldn’t drink too much this time, and don’t come too early.”


They had half jokingly agreed upon a date, which was supposed to have been tonight.


The sound of running water met their ears, as the road started to slope down. The houses on the left petered out, giving way to a low railing that ran alongside a canal. They came to a bridge, and crossing it, they walked on, now following the course of a meandering stream.


The water grew louder and they saw another bridge. Splashing underneath it, the level of the water dropped away sharply, falling in a rushing cascade. On the opposite bank a giant mercury lamp shone cool and white, lighting up some of the small shrubs and trees growing along the foot of the bridge and a large wooden gate.


“That must be the back entrance of that restaurant,” Murao said, his face caught in the light falling over to their side of the stream. The restaurant was noted for its magnificent gardens.


The realization dawned on Fukuko: “Oh, so the fireflies came from here.” They walked on, catching glimpses on the other side of traditional buildings through the trees.


They came to another bridge.


“What’s that?” Fukuko pointed beyond the stream, looking up at a steep bluff with a single large building like a hotel on top.


“I wonder,” Murao said.


At the foot of the bluff were dim yellow lights, like those on a playground, and crossing the stream, they discovered exactly that. Trees and bushes covered the stream bank and the sides of the cliff, but in between them was a long stretch of ground with two slides and a double swing. Fukuko had an urge to try them just when Murao called her over.


“Looks like we can get up this way!” He went to the foot of the cliff where some round stones marked a path leading up through the trees.


But when the two of them started up the path, they found the stones, zigzagging around thickets and bushes, were arranged as a maze. Every time they came to a bend they faced a choice of two or three paths forking off in different directions. Though they’d choose the one that most looked as though it would go up the bluff, before long they would find the path winding down, then up for a while, then down all the way, so they had to retrace their steps and start again.


Finally, the tall building was directly above them. They couldn’t be too far from the top, but then they had to double back several times.


“I need to rest,” Fukuko said, out of breath, as they went around a bend.


“We’re almost there!” Murao called. He went right, left, then straight ahead, and reached the top. Then he turned around and stood with both hands tucked in his sash, gazing out. “Come and take a look!” he called, and making one last effort, Fukuko scrambled up and joined him.


“Oh, this was worth the climb!” she cried, when she turned around.


Directly below lay the dark playground and the stream, and beyond these, stretching out to the hills on the other side of the plain, were lines of countless twinkling street lights. There wasn’t a single neon sign, but they could see a few yellow lights, the same size as the white ones, scattered in, each and every one shining stunningly: it was a beautiful night scene.


Over to their right an illuminated clock showed 11:20, and they heard the far-off sound of a tram, probably the last one for the night.


“It’s too late to catch that home,” Fukuko remarked.


Murao grunted.


“If we don’t hurry,” she added, “the trains won’t be running.”


“Who cares,” Murao said. “We can always take a cab.” He looked behind him at the building. “Or stay the night here. Or sleep outside—it’ll be nice and cool.”


Silent now, Fukuko leaned up against the railing, gazing out at the lights.


Next they found themselves on a narrow dirt path behind the tall building, which was encircled by a fence. At the end of the track stood two neat little houses, beyond which they could see a wider road.


They headed that way, and turning right on the paved road, they found themselves facing the front of the building they’d just been standing behind.


“Well, it’s only an apartment block!” said Murao.


They turned left—home lay in that direction, whether or not they caught a cab. After a few minutes, houses came into view which were even more stately than the ones they had glimpsed by the stream. The sound of their geta rang out clearly on the pavement, but everything else was absolutely hushed and still.


As they crossed the next intersection, they saw that the opposite left-hand corner was illuminated as brightly as a stage set. They stopped in their tracks to gaze at what stood there: a modern two-story house, still under construction. A powerful light was fixed to one of the lower eaves to prevent the theft of the various stacked-up building supplies.


“What a nice house!” Murao said and crossed the road.


The roof sloped up and down over various wings of the house. The second-floor windows were gaping holes, but the doors on the first-floor balcony were fitted with sheer panes, each with “g-l-a-s-s” scrawled a little too energetically in white paint across it.


Murao leaned forward to peer inside, then beckoned to her.


“Come on,” he said, “it’ll be useful, for future reference. One day, I’ll build us a house like this.”


Fukuko crossed the road, stepped up onto the balcony, and picked her way to him through the building materials. She put her face against a section of the window free of white paint and looked inside. With the balcony lit, she had no difficulty seeing into the room, even with the reflections. The size of the room was perhaps twelve tatami mats.


“The stairs look like imitation stone,” said Murao.


She could see them, narrow, with banisters, going up toward the left along the opposite wall. There were two doors, half-open: one below the staircase, and one in the right-hand wall, but it was too dark to tell what lay beyond them. To the left was a fireplace made of the same stone as the stairs, a gas point sticking out at one corner. The lamp hanging from the ceiling was still wrapped in paper, and the floor, perhaps yet to be laid with finished planks of wood or varnished, was covered with muddy shoe prints.


Nobody had ever lived in this half-finished house, Fukuko realized: such places have their own peculiar atmosphere, different from that of an old abandoned house. An abandoned house would be creepy and cold, too frightening to enter. But this one almost seemed to taunt her with its own strange vitality. There was nothing hateful about it, but she felt an urge to scrawl graffiti on the broad doorframe of bare wood, or throw a wooden clog through an empty second-floor window.


“Let’s go,” Murao said.


“All right.” Fukuko gazed at the dazzling balcony: “What a waste of electricity, but it’s probably worth it.”


They returned to the road, which some railway tracks cut across just two blocks farther on.


“Let’s catch a cab up there,” Murao said. He’d seen cars on the main road ahead, going along full speed now in the absence of trams. When they gained the road, however, hardly any taxis were to be seen in the heavy stream of traffic. The few that did come along were occupied. One cab approached with a red vacant sign, and they stood on the edge of the pavement waving, but it went right by.


“It’s because of our yukata,” Murao said, after more empty cabs had passed. “They must think we’re only going a short way.”


“How far is the station?”


“About a mile and a half.”


“Well, we’ll get a cab there.”


“Can you walk that far?”


“I think so—we can still try to wave one down on the way.”


Walking along the main road, here and there they saw red lanterns under the eaves of drinking establishments, and stand-up neon signs on the street, but all the stores were closed.


“It’ll take a good thirty minutes.” Murao looked at his watch. “We’ll get there about half past.”


“Half past one?”


“Half past twelve. It isn’t even midnight yet.”


“I bet those two haven’t even got home,” Fukuko mused.


But what if the Saekis had come over to their place tonight? What, she wondered, would they all have been doing now? Calling each other “cowards” again? How shocked Utako would have been, holding out her arms to embrace Murao, only to have him grab them to pin her down. With that lithe, supple body, one yank and her wrists would be crossed at the base of her spine and bound firmly. And how would Saeki have reacted when she, Fukuko, asked him for the same? Would he refuse, embarrassed? What would he do when she begged him? The more details Fukuko put into her fantasy, the more desire she felt for the man walking like a shadow, almost invisible but ever present, at her side.


“That’s the third bus stop we’ve passed,” she heard Murao remark.


His words returned her to the streaming traffic, the honking cars, the rows of shuttered shops, and the sound of their own wooden geta on the road.


Up ahead, suspended over the middle of the road, she saw a blinking orange traffic light. Behind it loomed a stately Buddhist temple gate. The temple was a famous one, though Fukuko had never visited it. Three tram routes intersected there.


“Good timing!” she said. “Shall we rest at the temple? We’ll be able to get a drink of water.”


“But the gate’ll be shut.”


When they drew near, however, it was wide open and they headed up a long gravel path.


“A splendid place,” Fukuko remarked, looking up as they passed under the wooden gate.


They emerged in the spacious pitch-dark temple grounds. Only three or four wooden buildings had any lights on, apparently offices and storehouses. To their right lay an unlit massive concrete building like an assembly hall and directly in front of them rose the sweeping black roof of the main sanctuary.


The stars had disappeared, but the cloud cover reflected the pink glow of the city, so in fact the night was brighter. Or perhaps their eyes had grown accustomed to the dark—they could discern vague outlines in the grounds.


They advanced up a stone path around a corner of the main temple building.


“There’s no water, is there,” Murao said. “Buddhist temples don’t have places to wash your mouth and hands before praying. Only Shinto shrines have the dragon waterspout and a row of metal ladles.”


“Yes, but this is such a grand temple, there must be water somewhere.”


They walked on for a while. From the corner of the main hall, the temple’s rear gate came into view, and a few yards away was a round wooden pavilion. Beside that stood a small post with a faucet.


“Didn’t I tell you?” Fukuko hurried forward to have a drink. “There’s even a little place to sit,” she said, as he took his turn. Looking inside the pavilion, however, she saw the seat was covered with dust. Even after wiping her handkerchief over it, she couldn’t bring herself to sit down.


They decided to try to exit on the opposite side of the temple. As they walked over, a light in the far corner appeared—it came from a small house.
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