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			Chapter One

			Standing in the kitchen munching on pickled cucumbers, watching a stray dog pee in his yard, Jiro hears something crash into the garage door. The entire house trembles as if it is about to fall off its foundation. 

			He runs down the hall and yanks open the door. The electric garage door is broken, boards desperately clinging to the frame. Fragments of glass shimmer on the cement carport. The black Honda’s engine is still sputtering, spilling gassy blue smoke from the exhaust pipe. And there is his wife, sitting rigidly in the driver’s seat at a forward tilt, staring straight ahead as if she’s pondering whether to plow into the wall. 

			He rushes over to the car window and pounds on it. “Are you all right? What happened? Can you move? Open the window!” 

			Aiko doesn’t turn her head. Her white-knuckled hands grip the wheel. He looks at her fingernails, which he’s seen hundreds of times, but still he’s startled that they are so severely bitten, exposing raw pink skin. There is a moment of eerie silence, as if one world has shattered and another has yet to rise up in its place. Jiro can’t think what to do. Pull her out of the car? Call an ambulance? Her doctor? Her self-inflicted paralysis leaches into him and turns him into stone. 

			Last night in bed she told him again that her heart was punctured and her life was slowly dripping out of her. “What do you want me to do?” he said, not bothering to hide his frustration. Hasn’t she been talking like this for a year now? “Tell me and I’ll do it. I’ll do it right now.” Even he could hear the anger and helplessness in his voice.

			As if coming out of a fog, Jiro realizes the door is unlocked. He opens it, turns off the engine, pockets the keys. She doesn’t appear to be physically harmed; and that’s the problem, he thinks. The harm is tucked deep inside. She’s seen dozens of doctors who’ve given so many different diagnoses, yet her hurt remains nameless.

			Hanne sets down Kobayashi’s novel. The book did well in Japan, in part because Kobayashi revealed in an interview that his main character, Jiro, was inspired by the famous Noh actor, Moto Okuro. So intrigued, so fascinated was he by this remarkable man that Kobayashi began the book right after he met Okuro. “Moto cured five years of writer’s block,” Kobayashi told the magazine. “If he reads my book—and what an honor if he did—I hope he sees it as an homage to him.”

			The name Moto Okuro meant nothing to Hanne, and she doesn’t know much about the ancient Japanese theater art of Noh, except that masks are used for different characters, and the characters speak in a stilted, almost unintelligible language. There’s music to contend with, and, almost like a Greek play, a chorus. She’d have to read Kobayashi’s Trojan Horse Trips herself first, on her own terms, she told the publisher. Only if she understood the main character would she be able to successfully translate the book into English. At her enormous blackboard, custom-made to take up one entire wall, she begins to write a sentence in Japanese. 

			Iradachi, the Japanese word for frustration. Of course you are frustrated, Jiro, thinks Hanne. You’ve brought your wife from one doctor to another, and more than a year later there is no sign of improvement, no answers. You are in the same place you were three, five months ago. And what has become of your life? Turned into something unrecognizable, you no longer know who you are. 

			She then writes Yariba no nai ikidoori, meaning an unfocused anger. But also yaru se nai kimochi, a helpless feeling, or a feeling of no way to clear one’s mind. A neat column of chalk characters fills the far side of the board.

			She pauses, baffled. How can Jiro be experiencing an unfocused anger and a helpless feeling? And just a moment ago he was frustrated. It doesn’t make sense.

			Whatever Kobayashi meant, she’s on her own here. Over the eleven months she’s been working on his novel, Kobayashi has responded to only a few of her e-mails and always with a curt—“Too busy.” “Figure it out.” “On another project.” Though, after the publisher sent him the first three translated chapters, he found ample time to quibble that she had cut his crucial repetitive words and phrases. But what does he know about translating Japanese, which prefers to keep someone guessing with its verb at the end of a sentence, into English, with its own linguistic quirks? Between the two languages, there are far too many nuances to name. After that charged exchange, based on Hanne’s counsel, the publisher decided to hold off sending him anything until the entire manuscript was done. 

			Unfocused anger Jiro may have, but not in the American way of yelling or stomping around the house, spewing vitriolics. Jiro means second son. Kobayashi would have done much better if he’d named him Isamu, which means courage. Jiro is a man of courage and enduring restraint who has been patient and loving and thoughtful and kind throughout this ordeal. Yes, ordeal. His wife begins to fade away for an inexplicable reason, and Jiro is left to salvage what he can of the marriage, of her. His anger would be quiet. Nearly invisible, but no less real.

			Ittai nani o shite hoshii-n dai? What do you want me to do? Kobayashi dropped the verb, desu, which, if he used it, would have suggested a polite tone. Jiro is frustrated, at wit’s end.

			Last night, Hanne dreamed Jiro whispered this same question to her, though his tone was not one of frustration, but seduction. For months now, she’s been dreaming about Jiro, erotic dreams, dreams of kisses stolen behind doors, of bare feet rubbed beneath tables, of tangled bedsheets and limbs. She can even conjure up his smell, or what she thinks it would be. Underneath his deodorant a slightly earthy smell, which she likes. That she’s fallen a little bit in love with him is no surprise. She’s spent months and months with him and when she wakes can’t wait for their daily sessions.

			Another fragment from last night’s dream floats up to the surface of her mind. Jiro’s voice wasn’t just a sound nestled near her ear. It was all around her, as if his voice had become warm water and she was immersed in it. She also remembers water sloshing. And a porcelain bathtub. Steam. A man—Jiro?—was washing her feet, gently soaping each toe. Or was it David? No, she distinctly remembers the man speaking Japanese. And it wasn’t Hiro; she’d recognize her deceased husband’s voice. Besides, the dreams of Hiro always involve her taking care of him. In the beginning, Jiro’s hands made her skin tingle, her body melt. But the longer he touched her, the more his touch began to feel oddly sacred, like an anointing or baptism. 

			Some part of her brain becomes aware of hunger. When did she last eat? Breakfast, she remembers. An apple. A carrot. A long time ago, the phone rang. Maybe David, calling to find out if she’d have supper with him and what usually follows afterwards. From far off, she hears the foghorn blare on the Golden Gate Bridge. A low bank of clouds probably stretches over the steel-blue water, making it dangerous for ships to cross under the bridge. Looking out her office window, she’s surprised to see it is now dark, meaning she’s worked all day without a break. At some point she’ll have to make herself stop. Make herself eat. Try to sleep. But not now, not yet. She loves this. She can’t possibly interrupt this profound pleasure. 

			She pops a hard candy into her mouth. 

			Jiro rushes into the house and calls an ambulance. Then her doctor. As he listens to the phone ring, he rubs his face, wishing it were a mask he could scrub off. He is so tired. Her life has become unyielding, relentless darkness, as has his. 

			“I’ve done everything I can for her,” Jiro hears himself say to the doctor. His tone has a danko to shita kucho de that is new to his ear.

			Danko to shita kucho de—in a firm tone of voice. You’ve tried everything, Jiro, Hanne thinks to herself. You’ve played out every hypothetical—what if Aiko wakes up smiling? What if she laughs today or the new treatment works? What if she’s magically, spontaneously her old self again? It is not just a firm tone, it is decisive. You’ve come to a decision, one that will fundamentally alter your life. 

			She translates: His tone has a decisiveness to it that is new to his ear. 

			Jiro says he fears for Aiko’s safety. He can’t quit his job and give her around-the-clock care. Unfortunately, he is not a rich man. “What I’m doing is no longer enough.” Hanne hears what he’s not saying: I am spent, everything sapped and now I’m a husk of myself. There isn’t any more; but if something more isn’t done, Aiko might not make it. 

			The doctor says he understands. These situations are very difficult, very hard. Jiro listens, but he’s not asking for permission or even understanding. Hanne intuits that. There is nothing, real or imagined, on the horizon. Nozomi wa nai, he says, there’s no hope. 

			There’s no future with her, thinks Hanne. Aiko will not improve, not under your care. This part of your life, the constant tending to your wife, the incessant worry, the fear for her safety, is now over. Finally, you’ll have peace. You’re surprised to hear me say that? I know this terrain. Remember, Jiro, the Greeks thought hope was just as dangerous as all the other world’s evils, because it prolonged one’s torment. 

			She translates nozomi wai nai as: His hope is gone. 

			Shikata ga nai, says Jiro. It can’t be helped. 

			When the doctor says he will meet the ambulance at the hospital and check her into the psychiatric ward, Jiro thanks him and hangs up. He hears the siren in the distance and shoves his knuckles into his mouth. Angrily, he wipes away his tears with the back of his hand and hurries to the garage. As the ambulance pulls into the driveway, his wife is still sitting in the driver’s seat, her face empty, as if she’s no longer fully in this world. 

			In the morning, Hanne’s son calls. Tomas, her eldest, her loyal son who dutifully phones once a week to ask about her well-being. He’s an excellent cook who, whenever he’s in town, likes to make her extravagant meals—Baeckeoffe and coq au vin and white truffle risotto—delighting in watching her eat. A thirty-three-year-old lawyer, he lives in New York City with his wife and two beautiful daughters. 

			“How is everyone?” says Hanne.

			“Everyone’s fine,” he says, “just fine.”

			She hears a remoteness in his voice. Everything is not fine, but, for whatever reason, he’s not prepared to talk about it yet. It’s her job to fill in the empty space until he’s ready. She tells him about the novel she’s translating from an up-and-coming Japanese author who is about to make his grand entrance into the American publishing world. She is, of course, assuring his entrance is grand. Working day and night, she loves it in the odd way when something consumes you. As she talks, Hanne wonders if the trouble is Anne. Seven years of marriage, that’s usually when a couple hits rough waters, when she and Hiro began to drift. She asks about her granddaughters, Sasha and Irene. 

			Sasha, the seven-year-old, reminds Hanne of her daughter when she was that age, with her raven hair, her slanted Japanese eyes, her nostrils shaped like teardrops. It’s been six years since she’s seen or heard from her daughter, Brigitte. Where is she now? Married? A young mother? Living in a city? The country? A veterinarian? A businesswoman? It’s mind-boggling how little she knows about her daughter. 

			Hanne imagines Tomas’s serious face, his lips tightening into two thin wires, brooding over the best way to phrase what he wants to tell her. He was always a careful, orderly boy, all his toys in separate cardboard boxes, which he neatly labeled, “cars,” “trains,” and a Christmas file begun in January where he stored his desires. Now Tomas is considered a success. If Hiro could see his son now. Tomas, who, as she understands it, can argue his way out of anything. Their son is tall; his height is his main inheritance from Hanne’s German-Dutch side of the family; most everything else comes from his Japanese father. 

			“Anne wants to take the kids to the Monterey aquarium,” says Tomas. “Maybe we’ll fly out and meet you there.” That seems to get him going, because now he tells her that work is going well. “Hey! I even got to use my Japanese last week,” he says. The law firm had a group of Japanese businessmen in the office. “I was pretty bad, but they were impressed.” 

			“I’ll bet.” Growing up, Hanne had exposed Tomas and Brigitte to five languages, emphasizing Japanese, since that was their father’s first language. Tomas battled each and every one of them, as if they were awful, bitter medicine. But Brigitte, she gobbled them up like little candies. 

			Among a big box of toys for Christmas for her granddaughters, Hanne slipped in a children’s book, The Tower of Babel. A blatant attempt to expand their puddle of a world not through religion, but language. Anne has explained more than once that they just don’t see the need to raise polyglots. There are so many things to learn about the world, and English, after all, is the lingua franca in the global economy. Before she quit her job to become a full-time mother, Anne had been a biologist, doing significant research on cell division or some such thing. Hanne suspects Anne views language as a silly endeavor—subjective fluff that could never carry the same cachet as the firm objectivity of science. 

			Tomas is talking about his new case that revolves around the word “reasonableness.” Did the plaintiffs act reasonably? 

			Hanne steps into the living room. One entire wall is made of glass overlooking the city. The daylight is at such an angle that she sees her reflection in the big window. Each year she seems to become heir to more of the countenance of her German mother—her dark blond hair and pale, pale skin, her big green eyes that hold an intensity not found in photos of Hanne’s younger self. A paring down to an essence that she wishes she could stop. All these years, and she can still conjure her mother’s commanding voice—“Halt die Ohren steif!” Keep your ears stiff! Her father, a translator for the Italian and Dutch governments, had been transferred again, so she can’t remember where this memory comes from because every year, a new country, a new house, new school, new students, most of the girls cocooned in their girl worlds and the entry door firmly shut. Hanne had come home from school in tears. Everyone hated her. The girls made fun of her blue socks. “There will be no complaining in this household,” said her mother. “That is not the way of this family. We bear our burdens quietly.” And Hanne knew what her mother was going to say next, how hardship was living in rubble in war-torn Berlin. Buildings reduced to charred skeletons and the stink of death everywhere, drunk Russian soldiers careening down the streets, stealing, destroying, raping. For two months until the Allies arrived, Hanne’s mother and her Oma hid in the basement of an apartment to escape the Soviet soldiers. “We ate rats, so this hardship you speak of is nothing. A speck of dust.”

			Then in a quieter conspiratorial tone, “You’re a creature out of the ordinary, my dear,” said her mother. “More evolved than most, and, I’m afraid, little understood because of it.” She told Hanne that with each new language, Hanne became, quite magically, larger and grander than before. And now with seven languages, her mother smiled brightly, “you’ve become grandest of all. How can any of those silly girls understand you?” 

			Now Hanne says to her son, “Interesting. What is reasonable behavior?” She stifles a yawn. Her eyelids are heavy, dry. She is exhausted from her self-imposed work schedule. But once she begins work today, she knows she’ll tap into energy she didn’t even realize she had and will probably work until midnight again, unless she calls David. After spending so many hours in her mind, David reminds her she has a body. A fifty-three-year old body, she tells him, a body that still has hot flashes, though she no longer has to carry a kerchief to mop her face. A kind man, he always corrects her—a beautiful body, a desirable body, a body he wants to make love to. She runs her hand along her gray V-neck sweater and tucks a loose strand of hair back into her chignon. 

			Tomas is still talking about his case, and now he’s resorted to legal jargon and case citations. A cloud covers the weak sun, darkening the room. Across the street on the front porch of an old Victorian stands a tall, wiry man in a fire-engine-red coat and black pants. His hair is a mop of wild black curls, he’s too flamboyantly dressed to belong in this neighborhood. He’s holding a dozen or so brightly colored flowers and dropping them one by one—peonies? Mums?—deliberately, precisely onto the sidewalk below. Hanne imagines him standing on a bridge, tossing the flowers into a river below. Is he celebrating something? Commemorating a death? 

			Tomas sighs, probably realizing his mother’s mind is somewhere else, and abruptly shifts gears. “I got some news about Brigitte.”

			“Oh?” She tries to sound nonchalant.

			“I got a call she was taken to a hospital. That’s all I know. Could be nothing. Could be something.” 

			The image of a feverish Brigitte comes to mind. Bright red cheeks, so lethargic, her lips chapped and cracking. She must have been six, maybe seven, and for days and days she was burning up with fever. Hanne set everything aside, stretched out beside Brigitte on the couch, and read to her or watched movies. Time sloughed away like an unnecessary skin, as Hanne tended to her, putting the cup of ice water to her lips, offering her saltines, scratching her back to lull her to fitful sleep. 

			Tomas wakes her from her reverie. “When I know more, I’ll call you.” He pauses, then adds “If she allows it.” 

			“If she allows it,” repeats Hanne, her voice heavy with cynicism. 

			He sighs again. “You know how it goes. I figured I could tell you this because someone else called me, not her.”

			Brigitte continues to have sporadic contact with Tomas, as long as he doesn’t reveal their conversations to Hanne. Tomas says he has to go. He’ll discuss taking the trip to Monterey with Anne and be in touch. 

			After Hanne hangs up, she stares at the lone tree across the street, waving its spindly branches in the air as if trying to grab hold of something. So thin, so fragile, it looks at any moment like it might topple over. She steps into the kitchen, makes coffee, and eats half a piece of toast to try and settle her stomach. The best thing to do is to lose herself in something demanding. Something hard. Something that requires all of her.

			She heads to her office, turns on Chopin’s Preludes Opus 28, and sits at her desk. Her mother’s desk, the only piece of furniture Hanne kept. Though why she did is baffling because when she looks at it, she sees her mother’s long, straight back. Her mother always sat facing a window. In Switzerland, a window that looked out at the garden of flowers. In Turkey, a window that looked out at a fig tree; in Norway, one overlooking the icy ocean; in Cairo, a farmer’s market. Always another place, another window. A litany of windows. Hanne sees herself standing in the doorway, staring at her mother’s rigid back, imagining the bumps of her vertebrae perfectly aligned, like a message written in Braille that she’d never understand, no matter how hard she tried. 

			Always her father was away at work or traveling, and then, when Hanne was ten, he was gone for good. So it would be her mother she’d tell, though she can’t remember what she was waiting to say. Whatever it was, it would never be uttered because her mother whipped around, her perpetual look of disappointment fully displayed: “Don’t interrupt me!”

			What was the Muse whispering to her that was so important? Not great works of literature, or even mediocre ones. Would that have made it easier? She was poring over corporate documents. French, Swiss, German, anyone who would pay, her mother orchestrating the grand movement of goods, translating French to German, German to English, her Muse murmuring the languages of commerce, of moneymaking. At some point, her mother installed a lock for the door because, she said, “I need utter and complete silence, without even the itch of a thought that I could be disturbed.” The entire house enshrouded in silence, Hanne waiting for the Muse of commerce to shut up. 

			There is no more waiting for her mother, who died twenty years ago and has taken her place alongside her parents in a cemetery in Kiel. Just as her father, who remains a shadowy presence in her memory, had assumed his place with his family members in a cemetery in Delft years before. Where Hanne will end up is easily solved; she’ll not lie beside either one of them, but be cremated. But death isn’t looming—she has too many obligations—what is looming is her deadline. 

			She re-opens Kobayashi’s novel. 

			The next day, Jiro wakes. The house feels bigger, relieved of heaviness and gloom. There is no need to reach over and touch his fingers to her neck to find a pulse. No need to run downstairs to see if she’s plunged a knife into her heart. Or overdosed on pills or stepped outside and thrown herself in front of a car. He read somewhere that each culture has its preferred way of committing suicide. His wife, however, considered all ways. But now he can luxuriate in a pool of calmness and ease his way into the day. 

			Sunlight streams in through the bedroom window and he becomes aware of vast acreage in his mind that is wonderfully uninhabited. Where just yesterday it was populated by worry, anxiety, and vigilance, there is now a small country of nothingness. He wasn’t even conscious of how much of his mind was devoted to, no, obsessed with her well-being. He feels a funny little smile on his face. He is, finally, a free man. 

			Then Kobayashi writes, Heya ga uzuiteiru. The room is throbbing. 

			Throbbing with what? Uzuku is normally used for something negative—throbbing wounds or aching. But how can that be? He is not physically injured, he suffers no bodily pain. Figuratively, too, he suffers no aches or pains. In fact, Jiro has just regained a huge swath of his mind. A free man is what he just called himself. He is rid of shame and guilt, as much as a human can be. After many months, he’s done everything possible to save his wife, and with that comes the knowledge that he can do nothing more. What you’ve done is brave and admirable, she murmurs to Jiro. So you can’t be throbbing with pain, either physically or emotionally, can you? And the next sentence supports that: He picks up his violin and begins to play. 

			Hanne can’t remember the last time he played his violin of his own free will. In the past year, he’s been so depleted that he barely makes it to symphony rehearsals. So this playing of the violin must signal the re-entrance of joy into Jiro’s life. Or is he playing a lament to finally shutting the door on Aiko?

			She translates the line: The room seems to throb. But she makes a note to come back to this section because she’s not entirely satisfied with how it reads. 

			After he finishes playing, he eats a quick breakfast and heads to his car. He’ll be early to rehearsal. When was the last time that happened? Perhaps Fumio will be there and they can practice together. Or Chikako, the flutist. Chikako, tall and lanky, with the sexy mole at the corner of her upper lip. 

			Chopin’s lyrical precision winds its way into Hanne’s consciousness. For a moment she closes her eyes and listens. How can anything be so beautiful? This, she reminds herself, is what her translation should rise to. It must sing the human condition. 

			She works steadily, carefully. Translation is an art, she’s said countless times, requiring all the skill of a writer and then some, because the story, written in one language, one as different as Japanese, must be made as meaningful in another language. It is no small undertaking: each human language maps the world differently. Each language fosters a different way of thinking. She’s always told herself that in between her paid translation projects, she’ll begin work on something of her own. In the past few years, she’s toyed with the idea of writing something about the ninth-century Japanese poet Ono no Komachi. At first she had thought she’d translate Komachi’s poems from Japanese to English, but too many people already have come before her: all her poems have been unearthed and translated. She is, in fact, relieved. What she really wants to write is a play. She is enamored not only of the written but also the spoken word, and a play, her play, will allow her to work in both forms. Besides, the spoken word affects her differently than the written. Days after seeing a play, lines from the performance still bounce around in her head. It’s as if her brain recorded the play and watches it again and again. 

			Indeed Chikako is there. They talk. Jiro tells her what happened, and she displays the requisite amount of sympathy, assuring him he did the right thing. For years she watched her mother care for her grandmother and by the end of her life, her mother was bone tired. The prolonging of one life drastically depleted the other. Symphony rehearsal goes extremely well and Jiro is congratulated by his fellow violinists for mastering so quickly a difficult section. 

			Then Kobayashi writes: Jiro wa isoide uchi e kaeri, toko ni tsuku. He hurries home and goes to bed. He is not fleeing or running away from anything. Jiro is not shirking responsibilities. He is weary from an eventful day. She translates it: He heads home and goes to bed.

			But then she stumbles: He weeps uncontrollably. 

			Hanne looks up as if a stranger has just entered the room. Even in the darkest moments of caring for his wife, as her condition deteriorated, Jiro displayed the fine qualities of composure and restraint. It’s out of character. And it isn’t at all believable. After a long string of dismal months, he finally and most deservedly had an extraordinary day. Why cry now?

			For a solid year, ever since Aiko confined herself to the darkened house, limiting herself to the bed or the overstuffed armchair, occasionally shuffling through the house, he has shopped for groceries, picked up the dry-cleaning, cleaned, and, when he could, left the symphony early to cook dinner, though she rarely ate more than a couple of bites. Thank god they didn’t have children, thinks Hanne, or he’d have had to assume the child-rearing as well. Upon the advice of one of her doctors, who said she suffered from a weak kidney, Jiro spent money he didn’t have on a vacation to Hawaii, hoping a change of scenery might help. Her trip in the car was the result of three weeks of coaxing by her newest doctor—let her drive and perhaps she will gain her konjo, or willpower. 

			She translates: He weeps uncontrollably, feeling a serenity he didn’t know he was missing. 

			For several minutes she stares at what she’s written. Does it feel right? Is it right? So much of this is intuition and insight gained through living a life. There is the life of words and there is the life of the translator—her life. She paces her study, running the sentence through her mind again. It is right. He’s earned his freedom and this peace. He no longer has to be in such tight control. The catharsis of weeping is part of his new freedom. She moves to the next section. Jiro calls Aiko’s doctor to find out how she’s doing. The doctor says not to worry, she’s in good hands. They even have her eating three meals a day. In a week, she’ll look so much better. After the call, Jiro plays a piece by Antonio Bazzini, one of his favorite composers. He plays it over and over until he is infused with delight. When he’s done, he feels like celebrating. He calls Chikako and asks her out to dinner. 

			Hanne translates a chapter at the restaurant, where Jiro has a wonderful time. They make plans to see each other again. On Friday night, he goes to Fumio’s party, knowing she’ll be there. He spots Chikako across the room and feels his hand move as if it might find its way across the expanse and explore her spine. She is talking to a man who has a sly smile and startlingly shiny shoes. Occasionally she glances over at Jiro, as if to measure the lust in his eyes. His eyes fix on her, the body that is unknown to him but feels so necessary. 

			Then Hanne comes to a long section that occurs nearly a year later. There are scenes of weeping, staring at random objects, talk of a lost, lonely soul wandering the earth alone. Kobayashi didn’t use a subject or personal pronouns. That’s not unusual in Japanese, but it doesn’t help her. And the verbs don’t lend much direction either—standard form and sometimes informal in present tense. It could be anyone, anyone but Jiro. Because in the next chapter he and Chikako are a steady couple. He can’t stop thinking about Chikako’s heart-shaped face, her easy smile, how quick she is to laugh. 

			Maybe Kobayashi has moved into Aiko’s point of view. There is the image of a sterile stretch of corridor. That has to be a hospital, decides Hanne. But does that make sense? The doctor has repeatedly assured Jiro that Aiko is doing better. But is she? Who can this mystery narrator be? And who is muttering “Don’t go,” like a mindless mantra? Maybe Jiro’s music. Maybe Kobayashi took a risk and personified it, let it roam from hospital room to hospital room like a ghost. 

			Hanne had noticed this problem when she read the novel the first time, but she thought Kobayashi would be available to clarify. Kobayashi’s last missive was months ago: “I’m not the translator, you are!” written in Japanese. What should she do? She just can’t see Jiro carrying on like this. It’s too emotional. Too melodramatic. She looks out her study window at the brick siding of the building next door. A small alley separates the two apartment buildings, and during the day only a bit of light funnels through. She puts this dreary section in Aiko’s point of view. 

			She keeps working, writing words on the board, erasing them, rearranging them. When she glances at the clock, she sees it’s nearly midnight. She has forgotten to call David. Will he forgive her? Tomorrow, she’ll do it tomorrow. Besides, working until she is exhausted is one of the few ways she manages her insomnia. She has her faults, but discipline is not one of them. 

			She realizes her stomach is still upset. She heads down the hallway and stops in the living room. Her big window offers her a sweeping view of the Golden Gate Bridge. For a moment, the dense winter fog has cleared. The black swath of sky provides the perfect backdrop for the red-orange of the bridge. She stands at the window, watching the red taillights of the cars as they speed across to the other side. It’s been years since she’s hiked the headlands. Not that she’s yearning to go. She has plenty to do here, and besides, she’s hiked those trails enough times. She already knows what’s over there. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			At the university, Hanne finds David in his office grading papers. 

			“There you are. I’ve been impatiently waiting for you to reemerge,” he says, smiling. 

			She kisses him on the cheek. 

			They head to Café Grandissimo, their usual spot across from Colbert University. He’s finished teaching for the day, and she doesn’t have to be in the classroom until Friday. The last chapters of the translation have been sent to the publisher, who’ll send the manuscript to Kobayashi, who lives in Tokyo. The translation required a Herculean effort sustained over twelve months to transform the novel into something worth publishing. Before seeking out David, she called Tomas and left a message that she finally had sent off the beast. Good riddance. She hoped to never see the likes of Kobayashi again. She was being ironic, of course. She loved every minute of it. After months of being steeped in it, she can’t get Jiro out of her mind. She keeps thinking she’s going to run into him on the street, at a restaurant, anywhere. 

			In the coffee shop, a couple of students wave at David. He teaches composition and Classical Greek; she, Japanese. He loves it and the students reciprocate, showering him each semester with outstanding evaluations. She, on the other hand, is lukewarm. Most of her students sign up for Japanese because of their interest in manga and anime, and they couldn’t care less about learning the standard form of Japanese. Though she started out enthusiastic, Hanne now sees the job as just another source of income because her first love, translation, is hardly lucrative. 

			David sits beside her and holds her hand. Ever since his divorce two years ago, they’ve had a casual relationship. It’s an arrangement that suits them both, since David has three children, two of whom are in middle school, and he’s stretched in all directions. 

			“So is the world ready for Hanne Schubert?” he says, smiling. 

			She’s explained that Kobayashi is positioned by the publisher as the new Japanese writer with worldwide appeal. And the publication in English of Trojan Horse Trips is his big debut. In the world of translation, this is Hanne’s big break. It will, most likely, lead to accolades and a slew of work, so much that she’ll have to turn projects down. After twenty-five years of translating, with the publication of Kobayashi’s book she finally will reach the lofty heights of her profession. To say she’s been waiting for this for a long time is an understatement. While staring at the menu, she turns the fantasy over again in her mind.

			The waitress brings them two coffees. The shop is efficient and Hanne approves, though she wishes it was farther from school, away from the students who keep interrupting, saying hello to David and fawning all over him, and tossing only a cursory nod to her, as if she’s someone who must be recognized solely because of her proximity to him. 

			“I’ve something for you.” He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a small box. A gift to mark this moment, he says. “Few people become recognized masters of their field.”

			A turquoise bracelet that, when she tries it on, hangs too loosely around her wrist. “It’s lovely.”

			“I can have it properly fitted.”

			“No. It’s perfect,” she says. “I love it.”

			She’s always amazed when someone gives her a gift. She never expects it, and so the present, whatever it is, gives off a glow. And the gift-giver? She immediately assigns him the attribute of generosity. She’s always been attracted to David, his extensive vocabulary, which he uses to make the ordinary shimmer. Having grown up in London, David is proof that the English educational system is superior to the American, at least when it comes to language. It also helps that he has a handsome face, with dark liquid eyes and long lashes, and chestnut hair cut short. There’s something tidy and clean about him, an attention to detail that she finds necessary as one ages. 

			“So, what will you do with your newly earned freedom?” he says.

			She tells him she’s been invited to Japan to speak at a conference about language and translation. She turned it down, though, because she doesn’t really enjoy traveling anymore. And before she’s buried under a mountain of new translation projects, she wants to try her hand at writing. For years she’s wanted to write about Ono no Komachi, the premier poet of her time. “Maybe a play. I’m interested in her early days in the court when she was wooed by every man.” 

			“Sounds like the perfect time.”

			She smiles. “With all this free time, how about we go away? This weekend?” 

			“I wish I could.” There’s the older boy’s baseball practice and the younger one’s soccer, and a spaghetti fundraiser. On and on. “Why don’t we steal an hour away,” he says, “right now.”

			This is another reason she appreciates him. She’s not by nature an impulsive woman, but sometimes he manages to coax it out in her. For these occasions she gets to believe that there may be more to her than what she already knows, that her life isn’t going to be a humdrum steady beat of what’s come before. And for that, she is grateful. 

			By now they know to head to her apartment, not his. Though he’s a fastidious dresser, he has no standards when it comes to housekeeping. When she’s there, she can’t resist washing the stack of dirty dishes in the sink, wiping down the counters, picking up clothes, and anything else she can find until he grabs her and tells her to stop, my dear, please stop. 

			In her apartment, he stands in her living room. “I love it up here. It’s like you’re on top of the world. Not bombarded by images and sounds and people. Only the grandeur of that stunning bridge.”

			She bought it twelve years ago, after her husband moved out of their two-story house and down to Stanford. For convenience, they told each other, but Hanne worried it was more than that. It’s a big apartment, three bedrooms, two bathrooms, a study, with plenty of space for her and Brigitte, who was thirteen at the time, and for Tomas when he visited from college. 

			She offers him a glass of white wine. 

			He opens his eyes wide in mock surprise. “In the afternoon, my love?” 

			She leads the way into the bedroom. A man slightly older than her, he knows how to make love to a woman; a man who is receptive and who also initiates, a man who knows what she wants. And if he doesn’t, if for some reason Hanne feels more blunt and fiery, as she does this afternoon, they have enough history that she can tell him. 

			“You have confined yourself for too long,” he says, stroking her bare thigh and kissing her all over again. “And I’m the lucky beneficiary.”

			She smiles. He wasn’t the sole beneficiary. In her imagination, she made love to Jiro. She didn’t intentionally invite him into the bedroom, but if he insisted on a second time, she wouldn’t say no. Of course she knows he’s a character in a book. Still she marvels at how real he’s become for her. Her loyal companion.

			“Can you stay for an early supper?” she says. 

			The usual sigh. The oldest must be picked up from school and then driven to ballet. The youngest needs help with a project for school. “Another time?”

			“Yes.”

			He’s a good father, attentive, present in their lives. She’d like to see more of him, but she won’t put any demands on him. Not if it takes away from being a father to his children. 

			In her study, she begins to clean. Into the recycling go her tall towers of paper—the first draft of the translation of Kobayashi’s novel, handwritten on lined paper. The second draft, done on the computer. The third, done to smooth out the transitions and choppy sentences that clunk. The fourth, to fiddle some more with the difficult passages. The tall towers of paper, like a city unto itself, are gone, as if a tornado had swept in and now a wide stretch of polished oak blinks at her, waiting. As always, she keeps the final draft, setting it on the floor beside her desk. Though, really, the story is so tightly woven into her being, she doesn’t need to look at it to remember it. She runs her hands over the desk’s smooth empty surface. She has found no other way to be in the world, only the movement of words from one language to another. She knows most people don’t even think about translation, and when they bother to, they don’t assign it much value: a mechanical process, substituting one word for another, a monkey could do it; worse, a computer. She’s tired of defending it, of explaining that even though she’s tethered to an already-assembled drama, her role is akin to being an author. 

			Well, now she’s ready to make her own drama. She pulls out her notes on Ono no Komachi. During Japan’s Heian era, 794–1185, in the aristocratic culture of the Heian court, art stood center stage. An unusual time made more so because women, not men, were considered the masters of poetry. Every significant experience was accompanied by a poem, and Ono no Komachi, who lived in the palace in the capital city of Heian-kyo—present-day Kyoto, was one of the best, writing magnificently about love and the transient nature of life, sending poetic jewels to her lovers to coax, excite, or cool passion. 

			She has no interest in delving into Komachi’s august years. Besides, someone has already done that. She found a Noh play written about the poet. A Buddhist priest takes his young poetry students to a rural area to visit an old woman who is thought to know the secret art of poetry. In this play, Komachi is an old hag, hiding her face under a straw hat. Eventually she reveals that she was once the famous poet who resided behind the imperial palace walls. The final act is the night of Tanabata, the festival celebrating love and poetry. One of the priest’s students performs a ritual dance. Touched by the event, Komachi, in her feeble state, rises and begins to dance on stage. 

			Her play will be about romance and sexual intrigue. There will be five acts, and it will open at a teahouse. A magnificent old teahouse within walking distance of the imperial palace. She picks up her pen and writes: low-ceilinged, nestled among bamboo, the low tables, tatami mats, the thick green broth, matcha, in a cup so big it must be held with both hands. She is opening with a scene in which Ono no Komachi sends away one lover so as to begin the seduction of another. During the tea ceremony, she slips a poem beneath the new man’s cup. Like ripples in the water, I want to caress you. 

			She looks at what she’s written so far, but tells herself not to judge it. It’s not fair to face inspection so soon. Just enjoy this making of something from nothing; this soaking in words; this remaking of the world. But she can feel a part of her assess what she’s done and call it not bad. Not bad at all. 

			Of course it can’t be all romance, sex, and seduction. Someone must get hurt and it will be Ono no Komachi. Looming is her great fall. The final act will be her expulsion from the court. No one ever learned why, exactly, she was thrown out, so Hanne will have to make it up. Literary license.

			Something shatters outside. She looks up. Her gaze lands on her blackboard. It’s still jam-packed with Japanese sentences from Kobayashi’s novel. She grabs an eraser and begins to wipe it clean, chalk dust floating in the air, making her cough. She’s about to erase the last bit of it, but stops. That line that bothered her, she fretted over it, rewrote and rewrote. What you once loved lies there, inert, sucked of all its juices because you forgot it. 

			She stares at the sentences. It was supposedly Jiro’s interior monologue, lamenting that he had sent his wife away, and, as Hanne saw it, chastising himself far too harshly. She didn’t want to include it. Haven’t you gone through enough, dear Jiro? But it stayed in the novel as it was, despite her personal objections.

			The next day, Hanne has been working all morning, but the play is going nowhere. She can’t seem to enter the mindset of a twenty-year-old beauty. There are festivals, ceremonies, parties with their gossip, and a new lover who secretly slipped a poem into Komachi’s obi. And now she must compose the right response. Should she further ignite his passion? Prolong the courtship? Or snub him outright? Hanne yawns. Really, she doesn’t care what Komachi decides. It’s just frivolous escapism. She pushes aside her notebook and opens a book of Komachi’s poetry. 

			Hana no iro faturi ni keri na itadura ni

			Hanne translates: Color of the flower has already faded away. 

			Or she could translate it: Cherry blossoms pale after long rain. 

			Or, The flowers withered/ Their color faded away.

			Or, Flowers fading. In the long rain of regret. 

			She moves on to the next verse, then the next. When she sets her notebook aside, she glances at the final version of the Kobayashi translation. She wishes she had just received it and was only now beginning. She opens it to a random page: Aiko liked to soak in the tub for hours. Jiro told her he sometimes stood at the door and listened. When she stirred, he could hear the water slosh against the porcelain, and it reminded him of their sunny days by the sea. He went on, describing the lull of the waves, the heat of the white sand, and how she said the sun warmed her cold bones. What he didn’t say is that he’d been listening with a certain rising panic, waiting for the water to splash so he knew she was still among the living. 

			What a good man, Jiro, thinks Hanne. And how exhausting, those hours of vigilance, attentiveness, and care. She sighs. There’s nothing more to be done. Kobayashi is probably reading it right now. It’s only a matter of time before he signs off and the book is published. She sighs again. She’s in that amorphous in-between time, in between major projects. Yes, she wanted to write her own drama, but her original vision isn’t right. Maybe a walk will stir up a new story. 

			Hanne grabs her heavy coat and a scarf. Outside, she’s assaulted by noise—screeches, horns, engines, sirens—and people and taxis and cars and more people. Forms whiz by. All morning she’s been in an isolation tank with scant sensory stimulation—and now a barrage. Suddenly a loud, prolonged sound of the emergency warning system test for earthquakes charges the air—which means it is Tuesday noon. 

			She’s never out at this hour. On the days she teaches Japanese, she’s in the classroom. On the days she doesn’t teach, she rises early and goes for a long walk, then hurries home and gets to work. As she heads down the sidewalk, Hanne sees herself, a woman in a blue swing coat, her eyes watering, the rims pinkish red from the constant cold wind. In the distance is the white dome of City Hall. She didn’t intend to head this way, the opposite direction of the Golden Gate Bridge, but it’s been years since she’s been inside, where she and Hiro were married. A civil ceremony, one is conducted every half hour. It wasn’t the least bit romantic, but it was cheap and quick, and they didn’t need anything more because they dwelled in a bubble of passion. 

			They met during her last semester of graduate school at Columbia. She was studying at the library, and at some point she looked up and saw a Japanese man sitting across from her, the desk light dancing in his thick glasses. His round face, the stubble encircling his soft, gentle lips. His eyes were playful, full of delight. He dressed well, with a blue-and-white striped suit coat, a white shirt, and no tie. That first electric charge when their hands brushed, reaching for the same book, the title of which she can’t recall. “Sumimasen,” he said. She told him in his language that she, too, was sorry, but not that sorry. It was completely out of character, and she was about to apologize again, earnestly, but his face lit up with the most glorious smile, a smile just for her. 

			He was a chemist, in the United States on a full scholarship. He also spoke fluent French and loved Japanese literature and poetry. 

			“I can help you with your Japanese,” he said, reaching over and touching her hair. That first gesture, so full of impulsive desire. 

			They ended up at a hotel that first night. But he wasn’t wealthy and neither was she, and they both had dorm rooms and roommates, so their spot became the library basement, beneath the stairwell, a hidden storage room. No sign on the door, the room was musty and stuffed with discarded old chairs and tables covered in white sheets. At the level of the sidewalk, a dirty window let in murky light. They could hear footsteps above them and muffled voices, as if the world existed above their heads and they’d sunk, with all the other forgotten things, underwater. 

			Though the door locked from the inside, they couldn’t be sure no one possessed a key, so they rarely exchanged words, rarely made a sound. There was that, the thrill of possibly getting caught. But also him, his hunger for her, the way he tasted her. And more surprising, her hunger for him. She didn’t know she had that inside, a consuming craving that once sated needed only moments to reignite. As the hour of their meeting approached, her entire body quivered with anticipation, as if every cell yearned for his body. 

			Two lives, for months she led two lives, a studious, driven student, and in the dingy storage room, stretched out on the table, his hands and mouth electrifying her, she became something she’d never been before. 

			Those early months of the courtship, he fervently pursued her, writing her a steady stream of haiku. She’d reach into her drawer and find one. Or open the refrigerator or a cupboard. Once she found one in her shoe. For the longest time, she carried one in her purse, Water in the brook/ No chill in the soft spring air/ Time to wet our feet, along with a pair of his thin black socks. She loved him, and even if that love eventually faded, it never disappeared completely. Brigitte was wrong when she accused Hanne of never loving him, not loving anyone.

			Now she climbs the stairs to the second floor, where they were married. It’s as she remembered. Sunlight streams in through the large windows, onto the white marble floors, and the light bounces up, illuminating the white walls and ceiling. If such a thing as heaven exists, she thinks it should be like this–so light, so airy, except for the muffled sound of a man shouting, bringing her quickly back to earth. She opens a big wooden door and there he is, a short, squat man shaped like a bowling ball, bellowing into a microphone. Though she’d prefer a quieter place, rows of wooden pews are nearly empty, inviting her to rest her sore feet. 

			In the front of the room, eleven men and women sit in a half circle, each with his or her own microphone, waiting for the squat man to end his tirade. City officials of some kind. She doesn’t follow local politics, nor does she intend to now. She has a bench to herself, she’s only one of a handful of people in the audience. Three appear homeless, with reddened, weathered skin, torn clothing, and rumpled bags of belongings beside them. One is stretched out on the bench, sleeping, his boots unlaced, his socks covered in dirt. Another sits, his chin on his chest, eyes closed. He could be twenty, he could be sixty. 

			Within minutes she picks up the thrust of the man’s argument. He’s engaged in a debate about whether to pass a resolution urging the city to condemn the actions of Norway, which killed four whales, despite a global moratorium and protests. Apparently, the outer fat of the minke whale is a delicacy in Japan, where it is eaten raw. 

			It seems there’s no getting away from Japan, and it’s a short leap in her mind from Japan to Jiro. He liked to imagine what music would go best with whatever was going on. She remembers him saying Every situation, every person has a melody playing, even if you can’t hear it. 

			“If we pass this, we’re jeopardizing our city’s reputation of tolerance,” says a pock-faced official. 

			“If we sit here and do nothing, we are condoning it,” argues another. “Each member of the Board of Supervisors knows we are a city that takes a stand. And this is an easy one: we are not a city that supports killing whales.”

			She closes her eyes. It isn’t long before the city officials become nothing but voices, voices that have vacated their mortal bodies and now swirl in the ether. On and on about the resolution, dead whales, live whales, dollars lost, dollars gained. She no longer feels her body with its aching legs and a thudding heart from the climb up the stairs. She is just a disembodied and blissfully emptied mind. Suspended in this slumberous state, she lets herself enjoy a voice that must have roots in England with its soft “ah,” and rich vocabulary; to hear “labile” in a public forum, who would have thought! 

			Something tickles her hand. She opens her eyes. A young woman in a pin-striped suit is handing her an agenda. They are only on item two and there are twenty-four items on the list. Street repair, menu labeling at chain restaurants, road closures, a resolution urging people not to buy eggs produced by caged hens. Everything must be debated, dissected, interpreted. 

			She buttons her coat and steps into the hallway, where a throng of people, a hundred or more, have gathered, and they all seem to be heading in the same direction as she, toward the marble staircase down to the lobby. Where did all these people come from? There’s no defining characteristic—young, old, she hears Mandarin, English, Cantonese, French, Thai, and someone with an Australian accent—perhaps a tour of the building? Or another meeting just adjourned? She’s never liked crowds and considers waiting for the great mass to descend ahead of her. But she’s had enough and wants to head home. Perhaps now she’ll find some spark in her young Komachi.

			She enters the flock. People are ahead of her, beside her, behind her, pressing in, the space between her and another almost nonexistent. The crowd is dense, streaming along, taking her with it. She feels claustrophobic, the air is suffocating and hot, the same air everyone else is breathing, inhaling, exhaling. If she could, she’d back up and remove herself from this mob. She remembers that Jiro hated crowds, too. It was one reason he didn’t visit his wife in the hospital as often as he planned; it took four different subways, all of them jammed with people. And now that line that bothered her comes back. What you once loved lies there, inert, sucked of all its juices because you forgot it. He didn’t forget her. That wasn’t it at all, despite what his lack of visiting and new love affair might have indicated. How could Kobayashi have written that? It seems an instance, one among many, in which the author didn’t really know his character. Authorial intrusion, she thinks it’s called. She’s imagining Jiro jammed in one of the Japanese subways, bodies pressed against him, elbows digging into his ribs, as she takes another step down the stairs, but her foot finds no purchase. Only air.

			And now she is falling. A young woman turns, her eyes wide, mouth open, “Oh!” someone cries out, and the sound echoes off the walls. A pink shirt flits by, a shiny black purse, other heads turn, a pair of brown sandals, gray gum stuck on a stair, Catch yourself, one arm in front of her, her hand, she recognizes her long fingers. It’s the only thing in front of her, how can that be? And people parting like the Red Sea, clearing the way for her to crash cleanly and fully. Yes, let the middle-aged fall. It’s her hand that breaks the fall, and her forehead, as it slams into the white marble edge of a step. 

			Could this be it? Surrounded by gawking strangers, her corpse at the bottom of public stairs on public display? Her life doesn’t pass in front of her, instead, she’s firmly grounded in this moment, the shrieking, shouting, the hardness of the marble steps smashing into her arms, her hips, her nose, the taste of blood—she’s still tethered to this life—and now she recalls a warm summer afternoon in the community pool, Hiro looking at her, smiling, as if he’d never seen anything so beautiful, with both children clinging to her shapely mother body, still heavy from pregnancy, her son’s arms wrapped around her neck, and she’s breathing his sugary breath, and her infant daughter in her arms, babbling something softly, patting the water, smiling at Hanne, her big toothless grin. A perfect moment. She wishes she could stay in this memory forever. 

			Hanne is stretched out on her back. Faces hover in a circle above her. A boy with big blue eyes. A woman whose front teeth rest on her lower lip. An old Chinese woman wearing all gray, her face expressionless, as if she’s seen this before, and much worse. Suddenly a man’s face zooms toward her. Beads of sweat on his upper lip. Dark sideburns. Dark nose hairs. His eyes are close-set, unnervingly so. “Don’t move,” he says, his breath reeking of garlic and cigarette smoke. 

			An imperative. She tries to sit up, and when she can’t, attempts to understand why she’s on the floor. This is not where she should be. She knows that. What is she doing here? “She’s bleeding … hurt. A woman.” But nothing hurts. Liquid streams from her nose, down her cheek, pools into her ear. The circle of faces still above her. But she can’t right herself. The world is tilting. The man with sideburns is squatting beside her. What does he want? He’s saying something to her. Telling her something, his horrible breath assaulting her. Get back. She can’t get her mouth to shout, Move back! She hunts for that perfect moment again, the water, her children when they were young, Hiro, but it is gone.

		

OEBPS/Backed/img/birds.jpg





OEBPS/image/tp.jpg
PECASUSBOOKS
NEW YORK LONDON





OEBPS/image/cover.jpg
THE
ER A NS CFEOR

NINA SCHUYLER





OEBPS/Backed/img/signup.jpg
{smN UP NOW

at www.EarlyBirdBooks.com
4






