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Sputnik Sweetheart



Sputnik

On 4 October 1957, the Soviet Union launched the world’s first
man-made satellite, Sputnik I, from the Baikanor Space Centre
in the Republic of Kazakhstan. Sputnik was 58 cm in diameter,
weighed 83.6 kilograms, and orbited the Earth in 96 minutes
and 12 seconds.

On 3 November of the same year, Sputnik II was successfully
launched, with the dog Laika on board. Laika became the first
living being to leave the Earth’s atmosphere, but the satellite
was never recovered, and Laika ended up sacrificed for the
sake of biological research in space.

from The Complete Chronicle of World History



In the spring of her twenty-second year, Sumire fell in love for
the first time in her life. An intense love, a veritable tornado
sweeping across the plains—flattening everything in its path,
tossing things up in the air, ripping them to shreds, crushing
them to bits. The tornado’s intensity doesn’t abate for a second
as it blasts across the ocean, laying waste to Angkor Wat,
incinerating an Indian jungle, tigers and everything,
transforming itself into a Persian desert sandstorm, burying an
exotic fortress city under a sea of sand. In short, a love of truly
monumental proportions. The person she fell in love with
happened to be 17 years older than Sumire. And was married.
And, I should add, was a woman. This is where it all began,
and where it all ended. Almost.

At the time, Sumire—“Violet” in Japanese —was struggling to
become a writer. No matter how many choices life might bring

5



her way, it was novelist or nothing. Her resolve was a regular
Rock of Gibraltar. Nothing could come between her and her
faith in literature.

After she graduated from a public high school in Kanagawa
Prefecture, she entered the liberal arts department of a cosy
little private college in Tokyo. She found the college totally out
of touch, a lukewarm, dispirited place, and she loathed it—and
found her fellow students (which would include me, I'm
afraid) hopelessly dull, second-rate specimens. Unsurprisingly,
then, just before her junior year, she simply upped and left.
Staying there any longer, she concluded, was a waste of time. I
think it was the right move, but if I can be allowed a mediocre
generalization, don’t pointless things have a place, too, in this
far-from-perfect world? Remove everything pointless from an
imperfect life and it'd lose even its imperfection.

Sumire was a hopeless romantic, a bit set in her ways—
innocent of the ways of the world, to put a nice spin on it. Start
her talking and she’d go on nonstop, but if she was with
someone she didn’t get along with—most people in the world,
in other words—she barely opened her mouth. She smoked too
much, and you could count on her to lose her ticket every time
she took the train. She’d get so engrossed in her thoughts at
times she’d forget to eat, and she was as thin as one of those
war orphans in an old Italian film—like a stick with eyes. I'd
love to show you a photo of her, but I don’t have any. She
hated having her photograph taken—no desire to leave behind
for posterity a Portrait of the Artist as a Young (Wo)Man. If there
were a photograph of Sumire taken at that time, I know it
would provide a valuable record of how special certain people
can be.



I'm getting the order of events mixed up. The woman Sumire
fell in love with was named Miu. At least that’s what everyone
called her. I don’t know her real name, a fact that caused
problems later on, but again I'm getting ahead of myself. Miu
was Korean by nationality, but she didn’t speak a word of
Korean until she decided to study it when she was in her mid-
twenties. She was born and raised in Japan and studied at a
music academy in France, so as well as Japanese she was fluent
in both French and English. She always dressed well, in a
refined way, with expensive yet modest accessories, and she
drove a twelve-cylinder, navy-blue Jaguar.

The first time Sumire met Miu, she talked about Jack Kerouac’s
novels. Sumire was absolutely nuts about Kerouac. She always
had her Literary Idol of the Month, and at that point it
happened to be the out-of-fashion Kerouac. She carried a dog-
cared copy of On the Road or Lonesome Traveler stuck in her coat
pocket, thumbing through them every chance she got.
Whenever she came across lines she liked, she’d mark them in
pencil and commit them to memory as if they were Holy Writ.
Her favourite lines were from the fire lookout section of
Lonesome Traveler. Kerouac spent three lonely months in a cabin
on top of a high mountain, working as a fire lookout.
Sumire especially liked this part:

No man should go through life without once
experiencing healthy, even bored solitude in the
wilderness, finding himself depending solely on
himself and thereby learning his true and hidden
strength.



“Don’t you just love it?” she said. “Every day you stand on
top of a mountain, make a 360° sweep, checking to see if there
are any fires. And that’s it. You're done for the day. The rest of
the time you can read, write, whatever you want. At night
scruffy bears hang around your cabin. That’s the life!
Compared to that, studying literature in college is like biting
down on the bitter end of a cucumber.”

“Okay,” I said, “but someday you’ll have to come down off
that mountain.” As usual, my practical, humdrum opinions
didn’t faze her.

Sumire wanted to be like a character in a Kerouac novel —wild,
cool, dissolute. She’d stand around, hands shoved deep in her
coat pockets, her hair an uncombed mess, staring vacantly at
the sky through her black plastic-framed Dizzy Gillespie
glasses, which she wore despite her 20/20 vision. She was
invariably decked out in an oversized herringbone coat from a
second-hand shop and a pair of rough work boots. If she’d
been able to grow a beard, I'm sure she would have.

Sumire wasn’t exactly a beauty. Her cheeks were sunken, her
mouth a little too wide. Her nose was on the small side and
upturned. She had an expressive face and a great sense of
humour, though she hardly ever laughed out loud. She was
short, and even in a good mood she talked like she was half a
step away from picking a fight. I never knew her to use lipstick
or eyebrow pencil, and I have my doubts that she even knew
bras came in different sizes. Still, Sumire had something special
about her, something that drew people to her. Defining that
special something isn’t easy, but when you gazed into her eyes,
you could always find it, reflected deep down inside.



I might as well just come right out and say it. I was in love with
Sumire. I was attracted to her from the first time we talked, and
soon there was no turning back. For a long time she was the
only thing I could think about. I tried to tell her how I felt, but
somehow the feelings and the right words couldn’t connect.
Maybe it was for the best. If I had been able to tell her my
feelings, she would have just laughed at me.

While Sumire and I were friends, I went out with two or
three other girls. It's not that I don’t remember the exact
number. Two, three—it depends on how you count. Add to this
girls I slept with once or twice, and the list would be a little
longer. Anyhow, while I made love to these other girls, I
thought about Sumire. Or at least thoughts of her grazed a
corner of my mind. I imagined I was holding her. Kind of a
caddish thing to do, but I couldn’t help myself.

Let me get back to how Sumire and Miu met.

Miu had heard of Jack Kerouac and had a vague sense that he
was a novelist of some kind. What kind of novelist, though, she
couldn’t recall. “Kerouac ... hmm... Wasn’t he a Sputnik?”

Sumire couldn’t work out what she meant. Knife and fork
poised in mid-air, she gave it some thought. “Sputnik? You
mean the first satellite the Soviets sent up, in the fifties? Jack
Kerouac was an American novelist. I guess they do overlap in
terms of generation...”

“Isn’t that what they called the writers back then?” Miu
asked. She traced a circle on the table with her fingertip, as if
rummaging through some special jar full of memories.

“Sputnik ... ?”

“The name of a literary movement. You know—how they
classify writers in various schools of writing. Like Shiga Naoya
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was in the White Birch School.”

Finally it dawned on Sumire. “Beatnik!”

Miu lightly dabbed at the corner of her mouth with a napkin.
“Beatnik —Sputnik. I never can remember those kinds of terms.
It's like the Kenmun Restoration or the Treaty of Rapallo.
Ancient history.”

A gentle silence descended on them, suggestive of the flow of
time.

“The Treaty of Rapallo?” Sumire asked.

Miu smiled. A nostalgic, intimate smile, like a treasured old
possession pulled out of the back of a drawer. Her eyes
narrowed in an utterly charming way. She reached out and,
with her long, slim fingers, gently ruffled Sumire’s already
tousled hair. It was such a sudden yet natural gesture that
Sumire could only return the smile.

Ever since that day, Sumire’s private name for Miu was Sputnik
Sweetheart. She loved the sound of it. It made her think of Laika,
the dog. The man-made satellite streaking soundlessly across
the blackness of outer space. The dark, lustrous eyes of the dog
gazing out of the tiny window. In the infinite loneliness of
space, what could Laika possibly be looking at?

This Sputnik conversation took place at a wedding reception
for Sumire’s cousin at a posh hotel in Akasaka. Sumire wasn’t
particularly close to her cousin; in fact they didn’t get along at
all. She’d just as soon be tortured as attend one of these
receptions, but she couldn’t back out of this one. She and Miu
were seated next to each other at one of the tables. Miu didn’t
go into all the details, but it seemed she’d taught Sumire’s
cousin the piano—or something along those lines—when she
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was taking the entrance exams for the university music
department. It wasn’t a long or very close relationship, clearly,
but Miu felt obliged to attend.

In the instant Miu touched her hair, Sumire fell in love, as if
she were crossing a field when bang! a bolt of lightning zapped
her right in the head. Something like an artistic revelation.
Which is why, at that point, it didn’t matter to Sumire that the
person she fell in love with happened to be a woman.

I don’t think Sumire ever had what you’d call a lover. In high
school she had a few boyfriends, guys she’d go to the cinema
with, go swimming with. I couldn’t picture any of those
relations ever getting very deep. Sumire was too focused on
becoming a novelist to really fall for anybody. If she did
experience sex—or something close to it—in high school, I'm
sure it would have been less out of sexual desire or love than
literary curiosity.

“To be perfectly frank, sexual desire has me baffled,” she
once told me, making a sober face. This was just before she left
college, I believe; she’d downed five banana daiquiris and was
pretty drunk. “You know —how it all comes about. What's your
take on it?”

“Sexual desire’s not something you understand,” I said,
giving my usual middle-of-the-road opinion. “It’s just there.”

She scrutinized me for a while, as if I were some machine
running on a previously unheard-of power source. Losing
interest, she stared up at the ceiling, and the conversation
petered out. No use talking to him about that, she must have
decided.

Sumire was born in Chigasaki. Her home was near the
seashore, and she grew up with the dry sound of sand-filled
wind blowing against her windows. Her father ran a dental
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clinic in Yokohama. He was remarkably handsome, his well-
formed nose reminding you of Gregory Peck in Spellbound.
Sumire didn’t inherit that handsome nose, nor, according to
her, did her brother. She found it amazing that the genes that
had produced that nose had disappeared. If they really were
buried for ever at the bottom of the gene pool, the world was a
sadder place. That's how wonderful this nose was.

Sumire’s father was an almost mythic figure to the women in
the Yokohama area who needed dental care. In the examination
room he always wore a surgical cap and large mask, so the only
thing the patient could see was a pair of eyes and ears. Even so,
it was obvious how attractive he was. His beautiful, manly
nose swelled up suggestively from under the mask, making his
female patients blush. In an instant—regardless of whether
their dental plan covered the costs—they fell in love.

Sumire’s mother passed away from a congenital heart defect
when she was just 31. Sumire hadn’t quite turned three. The
only memory she had of her mother was a vague one of the
scent of her skin. Just a couple of photographs of her
remained —a posed photo taken at her wedding, and a
snapshot taken immediately after Sumire was born. Sumire
used to pull out the photo album and gaze at the pictures.
Sumire’s mother was—to put it mildly—a completely
forgettable person. A short, humdrum hairstyle, clothes that
made you wonder what she could have been thinking, an ill-at-
ease smile. If she’d taken one step back, she would have melted
right into the wall. Sumire was determined to brand her
mother’s face on her memory. Then someday she might meet
her in her dreams. They’d shake hands, have a nice chat. But
things weren’t that easy. Try as she might to remember her
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mother’s face, it soon faded. Forget about dreams—if Sumire
had passed her mother on the street, in broad daylight, she
wouldn’t have known her.

Sumire’s father hardly ever spoke of his late wife. He wasn’t
a talkative man to begin with, and in all aspects of life—as
though it were a kind of mouth infection he wanted to avoid
catching—he never talked about his feelings. Sumire had no
memory of ever asking her father about her dead mother.
Except for once, when she was still very small, for some reason
she asked him, “What was my mother like?” She remembered
this conversation very clearly.

Her father looked away and thought for a moment before
replying. “She was good at remembering, things,” he said.
“And she had nice handwriting.”

A strange way to describe someone. Sumire was waiting
expectantly, the snow-white first page of her notebook open,
for nourishing words that could have been a source of warmth
and comfort—a pillar, an axis, to help prop up her uncertain
life here on this third planet from the sun. Her father should
have said something that his young daughter could have held
on to. But Surnire’s handsome father wasn’t going to speak
those words, the very words she needed most.

Sumire’s father remarried when she was six, and two years
later her younger brother was born. Her new mother wasn’t
pretty either. On top of which she wasn't so good at
remembering things, and her handwriting wasn’t any great
shakes. She was a kind and fair person, though. That was a
lucky thing for little Sumire, her brand-new stepdaughter. No,
lucky isn’t the right word. After all, her father had chosen the
woman. He might not have been the ideal father, but when it
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came to choosing a mate, he knew what he was doing.

Her stepmother’s love for her never wavered during her
long, difficult years of adolescence, and when Sumire declared
she was going to quit college and write novels, her
stepmother —though she had her own opinions on the matter —
respected Sumire’s desire. She’d always been pleased that
Sumire loved to read so much, and she encouraged her literary
pursuits.

Her stepmother eventually won over her father, and they
decided that, until Sumire turned 28, they would provide her
with a small stipend. If she wasn’t able to make a living by
writing then, she’d be on her own. If her stepmother hadn’t
spoken up in her defence, Sumire might very well have been
thrown out—penniless, without the necessary social skills—
into the wilderness of a somewhat humourless reality. The
Earth, after all, doesn’t creak and groan its way around the sun
just so human beings can have a good time and a bit of a laugh.

Sumire met her Sputnik Sweetheart a little more than two years
after she’d dropped out of college.

She was living in a one-room apartment in Kichijoji where
she made do with the minimum amount of furniture and the
maximum number of books. She’d get up at noon, and take a
walk around Inogashira Park in the afternoon, with all the
enthusiasm of a pilgrim making her way through sacred hills.
On sunny days she’d sit on a park bench, chewing on bread,
puffing one cigarette after another, reading. On rainy or cold
days she’d go into an old-fashioned coffee house where
classical music played at full volume, sink down into a worn-
out sofa, and read her books, a serious look on her face as she
listened to Schubert’s symphonies, Bach’s cantatas. In the
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evening she’d have one beer and buy some ready-to-eat food at
the supermarket for dinner.

By 11 p.m. she’d settle down at her desk. There’d always be a
thermos of hot coffee, a coffee mug (one I gave her on her
birthday, with a picture of Snafkin on it), a pack of Marlboro
and a glass ashtray. Of course she had a word processor as
well. Each key with its very own letter.

A deep silence ensued. Her mind was as clear as the winter
night sky, the Big Dipper and North Star in place, twinkling
brightly. She had so many things she had to write, so many
stories to tell. If she could only find the right outlet, heated
thoughts and ideas would gush out like lava, congealing into a
steady stream of inventive works the likes of which the world
had never seen. People’s eyes would pop wide open at the
sudden debut of this Promising Young Writer with a Rare Talent.
A photo of her, smiling coolly, would appear in the arts section
of the newspaper, and editors would beat a path to her door.

But it never happened that way. Sumire wrote some works
that had a beginning. And some that had an end. But never one
that had both a beginning and an end.

Not that she suffered from writer’s block—far from it. She
wrote endlessly, everything that came into her head. The
problem was that she wrote too much. You’'d think that all she’d
have to do was cut out the extra parts and she’d be fine, but
things weren’t that easy. She could never decide on the big
picture—what was necessary and what wasn’t. The following
day when she re-read what she’d printed out, every line looked
absolutely essential. Or else she’d Tippex out the whole thing.
Sometimes, in despair, she’d rip up her entire manuscript and
consign it to the bin. If this had been a winter night and the
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room had had a fireplace, there would have been a certain
warmth to it—imagine a scene from La Bohéme—but Sumire’s
apartment not only lacked a fireplace, it didn’t even have a
phone. Not to mention a decent mirror.

On weekends, Sumire would come over to my apartment,
drafts of her novels spilling out of her arms—the lucky
manuscripts that had escaped the massacre. Still, they made
quite a pile. Sumire would show her manuscripts to only one
person in the whole world. Me.

In college I'd been two years ahead of her, and our subjects
were different, so there wasn’t much chance we’d meet. We
met by pure chance. It was a Monday in May, the day after a
string of holidays, and I was at the bus stop in front of the main
gate of the college, standing there reading a Paul Nizan novel
I'd found in a second-hand bookshop. A short girl beside me
leaned over, took a look at the book, and asked me, Why Nizan,
of all people? She sounded like she was trying to pick a fight.
Like she wanted to kick something and send it flying, but
lacking a suitable target had attacked my choice of reading
matter.

Sumire and I were very alike. Devouring books came as
naturally to us as breathing. Every spare moment we’d settle
down in some quiet corner, endlessly turning page after page.
Japanese novels, foreign novels, new works, classics, avant-
garde to bestseller—as long as there was something
intellectually stimulating in a book, we’d read it. We’d hang
out in libraries, spend whole days browsing in Kanda, the
second-hand bookshop Mecca in Tokyo. I'd never come across
anyone else who read so avidly—so deeply, so widely, as
Sumire, and I'm sure she felt the same.
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I graduated around the time Sumire dropped out of college,
and after that she’d hang out at my place two or three times a
month. Occasionally I'd go over to her apartment, but you
could barely squeeze two people in there, and most of the time
she’d end up at mine. We’d talk about the novels we’d read
and exchange books. I cooked a lot of dinners. I didn’t mind
cooking, and Sumire was the kind of person who’d rather go
hungry than cook herself. She’d bring me presents from her
part-time jobs to thank me. Once she had a job in a warehouse
in a drug company and brought me six dozen condoms.
They’re probably still at the back of a drawer somewhere.

The novels—or fragments of novels, really—Sumire wrote
weren’'t as terrible as she thought. True, at times her style
resembled a patchwork quilt sewn by a group of stubborn old
ladies, each with her own tastes and complaints, working in
grim silence. Add to this her sometimes manic-depressive
personality, and things occasionally got out of control. As if
this weren’t enough, Sumire was dead set on creating a
massive nineteenth-century-style Total Novel, a kind of
portmanteau packed with every possible phenomenon in order
to capture the soul and human destiny.

Having said that, Sumire’s writing had a remarkable
freshness about it, her attempt to honestly portray what was
important to her. On the plus side she didn’t try to imitate
anyone else’s style, and she didn’t attempt to distil everything
into some precious, clever little pieces. That’s what I liked most
about her writing. It wouldn’t have been right to pare down the
direct power in her writing just so it could take on some
pleasant, cosy form. There was no need to rush things. She still
had plenty of time for detours. As the saying goes, “What's
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nurtured slowly grows well.”

“My head is like some ridiculous barn packed full of stuff I
want to write about,” she said. “Images, scenes, snatches of
words ... in my mind they’re all glowing, all alive. Write! they
shout at me. A great new story is about to be born I can feel it.
It'll transport me to some brand-new place. Problem is, once I
sit at my desk and put them all down on paper, I realize
something vital is missing. It doesn’t crystallize—no crystals,
just pebbles. And I'm not transported anywhere.”

With a frown, Sumire picked up her 250th stone and tossed it
into the pond.

“Maybe I'm lacking something. Something you absolutely
must have to be a novelist.”

A deep silence ensued. It seemed she was seeking my run-of-
the-mill opinion.

After a while I started to speak. “A long time ago in China
there were cities with high walls around them, with huge,
magnificent gates. The gates weren’t just doors for letting
people in or out, they had greater significance. People believed
the city’s soul resided in the gates. Or at least that it should
reside there. It's like in Europe in the Middle Ages when
people felt a city’s heart lay in its cathedral and central square.
Which is why even today in China there are lots of wonderful
gates still standing. Do you know how the Chinese built these
gates?”

“T have no idea,” Sumire answered.

“People would take carts out to old battlefields and gather
the bleached bones that were buried there or lay scattered
about. China’s a pretty ancient country—lots of old
battlegrounds—so they never had to search far. At the entrance
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to the city they’d construct a huge gate and seal the bones up
inside. They hoped that by commemorating the dead soldiers
in this way they would continue to guard their town. There’s
more. When the gate was finished they’d bring several dogs
over to it, slit their throats, and sprinkle their blood on the gate.
Only by mixing fresh blood with the dried-out bones would the
ancient souls of the dead magically revive. At least that was the
idea.”

Sumire waited in silence for me to go on.

“Writing novels is much the same. You gather up bones and
make your gate, but no matter how wonderful the gate might
be, that alone doesn’t make it a living, breathing novel. A story
is not something of this world. A real story requires a kind of
magical baptism to link the world on this side with the world
on the other side.”

“So what you're saying is that I go out on my own and find
my own dog?”

I nodded.

“And shed fresh blood?”

Sumire bit her lip and thought about this. She tossed another
hapless stone into the pond. “I really don’t want to kill an
animal if I can help it.”

“It's a metaphor,” I said. “You don’t have to actually kill
anything.”

We were sitting as usual side by side at Inogashira Park, on her
favourite bench. The pond spread out before us. A windless
day. Leaves lay where they had fallen, pasted on the surface of
the water. I could smell a bonfire somewhere far away. The air
was filled with the scent of the end of autumn, and far-off
sounds were painfully clear.
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“What you need is time and experience,” I said.

“Time and experience,” she mused, and gazed up at the sky.
“There’s not much you can do about time—it just keeps on
passing. But experience? Don’t tell me that. I'm not proud of it,
but I don’t have any sexual desire. And what sort of experience
can a writer have if she doesn’t feel passion? It'd be like a chef
without an appetite.”

“I don’t know where your sexual desire has gone,” I said.

“Maybe it’s just hiding somewhere. Or gone on a trip and
forgotten to come home. But falling in love is always a pretty
crazy thing. It might appear out of the blue and just grab you.
Who knows—maybe even tomorrow.”

Sumire turned her gaze from the sky to my face. “Like a
tornado?”

“You could say that.”

She thought about it. “Have you ever actually seen a
tornado?”

“No,” I replied. Thankfully, Tokyo wasn’t exactly Tornado
Alley.

About a half a year later, just as I had predicted, suddenly,
preposterously, a tornado-like love seized Sumire. With a
woman 17 years older. Her very own Sputnik Sweetheart.

As Sumire and Miu sat there together at the table at the
wedding reception, they did what everybody else does in the
world in such situations, namely, introduce themselves. Sumire
hated her own name and tried to conceal it whenever she
could. But when somebody asks you your name, the only polite
thing to do is to go ahead and give it.

According to her father, her mother had chosen the name
Sumire. She loved the Mozart song of the same name and had
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decided long before that if she had a daughter that would be
her name. On the record shelf in their living room was a record
of Mozart’s songs, doubtless the one her mother had listened to
and, when she was a child, Sumire would carefully lay this
heavy LP on the turntable and listen to the song over and over.
Elisabeth Schwarzkopf was the soloist, Waiter Gieseking on
piano. Sumire didn’t understand the lyrics, but from the
graceful motif she felt sure the song was a paean to the
beautiful violets blooming in a field. Sumire loved that image.

In junior high, though, she came across a Japanese translation
of the song in her school library and was shocked. The lyrics
told of a callous shepherd’s daughter trampling down a
hapless little violet in a field. The girl didn’t even notice she’d
flattened the flower. It was based on a Goethe poem, and
Sumire found nothing redeeming about it, no lesson to be
learned.

“How could my mother give me the name of such an awful
song?” said Sumire, scowling.

Miu arranged the corners of the napkin on her lap, smiled
neutrally, and looked at Sumire. Miu’s eyes were quite dark.
Many colours mixed together, but clear and unclouded.

“Do you think the song was beautiful?”

“Yes, the song itself is pretty.”

“If the music is lovely, I think that should be enough. After
all, not everything in this world can be beautiful, right? Your
mother must have loved that song so much the lyrics didn’t
bother her. And besides, if you keep making that kind of face
you're going to get some permanent wrinkles.”

Sumire allowed her scowl to relax.

“Maybe you're right. I just felt so let down. I mean, the only
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tangible sort of thing my mother left me was that name. Other
than myself, of course.”

“Well, I think Sumire is a lovely name. I like it very much,”
said Miu, and tilted her head slightly as if to view things from a
new angle. “By the way, is your father here at the reception?”

Sumire looked around. The reception hall was large, but her
father was tall, and she easily spotted him. He was sitting two
tables away, his face turned sideways, talking with some short,
elderly man in a morning coat. His smile was so trusting and
warm it would melt a glacier. Under the light of the
chandeliers, his handsome nose rose up softly, like a rococo
cameo, and even Sumire, who was used to seeing him, was
moved by its beauty. Her father truly belonged at this kind of
formal gathering. His mere presence lent the place a
flamboyant atmosphere. Like cut flowers in a large vase or a
jet-black stretch limousine.

When she spied Sumire’s father, Miu was speechless. Sumire
could hear the intake of breath. Like the sound of a velvet
curtain being drawn aside on a peaceful morning to let in the
sunlight to wake someone very special to you. Maybe I should
have brought a pair of opera glasses, Sumire mused. But she
was used to the dramatic reaction her father’s looks brought
out in people—especially middle-aged women. What is
beauty? What value does it have? Sumire always found it
strange. But no one ever answered her. There was just that
same immovable effect.

“What's it like to have such a handsome father?” Miu asked.
“Just out of curiosity.”

Sumire sighed —people could be so predictable. “I can’t say I
like it. Everybody thinks the same thing: What a handsome
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man. A real standout. But his daughter, well —she isn’t much to
look at, is she? That must be what they mean by atavism, they
think.”

Miu turned towards Sumire, pulled her chin in ever so
slightly, and gazed at her face, as if she were admiring a
painting in an art gallery.

“If that's how you’ve always felt up till now, you've been
mistaken,” she said. “You're lovely. Every bit as much as your
father.” She reached out and, quite unaffectedly, lightly
touched Sumire’s hand that, lay on the table. “You don’t realize
how very attractive you are.”

Sumire’s face grew hot. Her heart galloped as loudly as a
crazed horse on a wooden bridge.

After this Sumire and Miu were absorbed in their own
private conversation. The reception was a lively one, with the
usual assortment of after-dinner speeches (including, most
certainly, Sumire’s father), and the dinner wasn’t half bad. But
not a speck of this remained in Sumire’s memory. Was the
main course meat? Or fish? Did she use a knife and fork and
mind her manners? Or eat with her hands and lick the plate?
Sumire had no idea.

The two of them talked about music. Sumire was a big fan of
classical music and ever since she was small liked to paw
through her father’s record collection. She and Miu shared
similar tastes, it turned out. They both loved piano music and
were convinced that Beethoven’s Sonata No. 32 was the
absolute pinnacle in the history of music. And that Wilhelm
Backhaus’s unparalleled performance of the sonata for Decca
set the interpretive standard. What a delightful, vibrant, and
joyous thing it was!

Vladimir Horowitz’s mono recordings of Chopin, especially the
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scherzos, are thrilling, aren’t they? Friedrich Gulda’s performances of
Debussy’s preludes are witty and lovely. Gieseking’s Grieg is sweet
from start to finish. Sviatoslav Richter’s Prokofiev is worth listening
to over and over—his interpretation exactly captures the mercurial
shifts of mood. And Wanda Landowska’s Mozart sonatas—so filled
with warmth and tenderness it’s hard to understand why they
haven’t received more acclaim.

“What do you do?” asked Miu, once their discussion of
music had come to an end.

I dropped out of college, Sumire explained, and I'm doing
some part-time jobs while I work on my novels. What kind of
novels? Miu asked. It's hard to explain, replied Sumire. Well,
said Miu, then what type of novels do you like to read? If I list
them all we’ll be here for ever, said Sumire.

Recently I've been reading Jack Kerouac. And that’s where
the Sputnik part of their conversation came in.

Other than some light fiction she read to pass the time, Miu
hardly ever touched novels. “I never can get it out of my mind
that’s it’s all made up,” she explained, “so I just can’t feel any
empathy for the characters. I've always been that way.” That’s
why her reading was limited to books that treated reality as
reality. Books, for the most part, that helped her in her work.

What kind of work do you do? asked Sumire.

“Mostly it has to do with foreign countries,” said Miu.
“Thirteen years ago I took over my father’s trading company,
since I was the oldest child. I'd been studying to be a pianist,
but my father passed away from cancer, my mother wasn’t
strong physically and besides couldn’t speak Japanese very
well. My brother was still in high school, so we decided, for the
time being, that I'd take care of the company. A number of
relatives depended on the company for their livelihood, so I
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couldn’t very well just let the company go to pot.”

She punctuated all this with a sigh.

“My father’s company originally imported dried goods and
medicinal herbs from Korea, but now it deals with a wide
variety of things. Even computer parts. I'm still officially listed
as the head of the company, but my husband and younger
brother have taken over so I don’t have to go to the office very
often. Instead I've got my own private business.”

“Doing what?”

“Importing wine, mainly. Occasionally I arrange concerts,
too. I travel to Europe quite a bit, since this type of business
depends on personal connections. Which is why I'm able, all by
myself, to compete with some top firms. But all that
networking takes a lot of time and energy. That’s only to be
expected, I suppose...” She looked up, as if she had just
remembered something. “By the way, do you speak English?”

“Speaking English isn’t my strong suit, but I'm okay, I guess.
I love to read English, though.”

“Do you know how to use a computer?”

“Not really, but I've been using a word processor, and I'm
sure I could pick it up.”

“How about driving?”

Sumire shook her head. The year she started college she tried
reversing her father’s Volvo estate into the garage and smashed
the door on a pillar. Since then she’d barely driven.

“All right—can you explain, in 200 words or less, the
difference between a sign and a symbol?”

Sumire lifted the napkin from her lap, lightly dabbed at her
mouth, and put it back. What was the woman driving at? “A
sign and a symbol?”

“No special significance. It’s just an example.”
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Again Sumire shook her head. “I have no idea.”

Miu smiled. “If you don’t mind, I'd like you to tell me what
sort of practical skills you have. What you're especially good at.
Other than reading a lot of novels and listening to music.”

Sumire quietly laid her knife and fork on her plate, stared at
the anonymous space hanging over the table, and pondered the
question.

“Instead of things I'm good at, it might be faster to list the
things I can’t do. I can’t cook or clean the house. My room’s a
mess, and I'm always losing things. I love music, but I can’t
sing a note. I'm clumsy and can barely sew a stitch. My sense of
direction is the pits, and I can’t tell left from right half the time.
When I get angry, I tend to break things. Plates and pencils,
alarm clocks. Later on I regret it, but at the time I can’t help
myself. I have no money in the bank. I'm bashful for no reason,
and I have hardly any friends to speak of.”

Sumire took a quick breath and forged ahead.

“However, I can touch-type really fast. I'm not that athletic,
but other than the mumps, I've never been sick a day in my life.
I'm always punctual, never late for an appointment. I can eat
just about anything. I never watch TV. And other than a bit of
silly boasting, I hardly ever make excuses. Once a month or so
my shoulders get so stiff I can’t sleep, but the rest of the time I
sleep like a log. My periods are light. I don’t have a single
cavity. And my Spanish is okay.”

Miu looked up. “You speak Spanish?”

When Sumire was in high school, she spent a month in the
home of her uncle, a businessman who’d been stationed in
Mexico City. Making the most of the opportunity, she’'d
studied Spanish intensively. She had taken Spanish in college,
too.
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Miu grasped the stem of her wineglass between two fingers
and lightly turned it, as if turning a screw on a machine. “What
would you think about working at my place for a while?”

“Working?” Unsure what expression would best fit this
situation, Sumire made do with her usual dour look. “I've
never had a real job in my life, and I'm not even sure how to
answer a phone the right way. I try to avoid taking the train
before 10 a.m. and, as I'm sure you’ve noticed from talking to
me, [ don’t speak politely.”

“None of that matters,” said Miu simply. “By the way, are
you free tomorrow, around noon?”

Sumire nodded reflexively. She didn’t even have to think
about it. Free time, after all, was her main asset.

“Well then, why don’t we have lunch together? I'll reserve a
quiet table at a restaurant nearby,” Miu said. She held out the
fresh glass of red wine a waiter had poured for her, studied it
carefully, inhaled the aroma, then quietly took the first sip. The
whole series of movements had the sort of natural elegance of a
short cadenza a pianist has refined over the years.

“We'll talk over the details then. Today I'd rather just enjoy
myself. You know, I'm not sure where it's from, but this
Bordeaux isn’t half bad.”

Sumire relaxed her dour look and asked Miu straight out:
“But you just met me, and you hardly know a thing about me.”

“That’s true. Maybe I don’t,” Miu admitted.

“So why do you think I might be of help to you?”

Miu swirled the wine in her glass. “I always judge people by
their faces,” she said. “Meaning that I like your face, the way
you look.”

Sumire felt the air around her suddenly grow thin. Her
nipples tightened under her dress. Mechanically she reached
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for a glass of water and gulped it down. A hawk-faced waiter
quickly sidled in behind her and filled her empty glass with ice
water. In Sumire’s confused mind, the clatter of the ice cubes
sounded just like the groans of a robber hiding out in a cave.

I must be in love with this woman, she realized with a start. No
mistake about it. Ice is cold; roses are red. I'm in love.

And this love is about to carry me off somewhere. The
current’s too overpowering; I don’t have any choice. It may
very well be a special place, some place I've never seen before.
Danger may be lurking there, something that may end up
wounding me deeply, fatally. I might end up losing everything.
But there’s no turning back. I can only go with the flow. Even if
it means I'll be burned up, gone for ever.

Now, after the fact, I know her hunch turned out to be correct.
One hundred and twenty per cent on the money.

28



It was about two weeks after the wedding reception when
Sumire called me, a Sunday night, just before dawn. Naturally,
I was asleep. As dead to the world as an old anvil. The week
before I'd been in charge of arranging a meeting and could only
snatch a few hours’ sleep as I gathered together all the
necessary (read pointless) documents we needed. Come the
weekend, I wanted to sleep to my heart’s content. So of course
that’s when the phone rang.

“Were you asleep?” Sumire asked.

“Um,” I groaned and instinctively glanced at the alarm clock
beside my bed. The clock had huge fluorescent hands, but I
couldn’t read the time. The image projected on my retina and
the part of my brain that processed it were out of sync, like an
old lady struggling, unsuccessfully, to thread a needle. What I
could understand was that it was dark all around and close to
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Fitzgerald’s “Dark Night of the Soul”.

“It'll be dawn pretty soon.” “Um,” I murmured listlessly.

“Right near where I live there’s a man who raises roosters.
Must have had them for years and years. In half an hour or so
they’ll be crowing up a storm. This is my favourite time of the
day. The pitch-black night sky starting to glow in the east, the
roosters crowing for all they’re worth like it’s their revenge on
somebody. Any roosters near you?”

On this end of the telephone line I shook my head slightly.

“I'm calling from the phone box near the park.”

“Um,” I said. There was a phone box about 200 yards from
her apartment. Since Sumire didn’t own a phone, she always
had to walk over there to call. Just your average phone box.

“I know I shouldn’t be calling you this late. I'm really sorry.
The time of night when the roosters haven’t even started
crowing. When this pitiful moon is hanging there in a corner of
the eastern sky like a used-up kidney. But think of me—I had
to trudge out in the pitch dark all the way over here clutching
this telephone card I got as a present at my cousin’s wedding.
With a photo on it of the happy couple holding hands. Can you
imagine how depressing that is? My socks don’t even match,
for pity’s sake. One has a picture of Mickey Mouse; the other’s
plain wool. My room’s a complete disaster area; I can’t find
anything. I don’t want to say this too loudly, but you wouldn’t
believe how awful my panties are. I doubt if even one of those
pantie thieves would touch them. If some pervert killed me, I'd
never live it down. I'm not asking for sympathy, but it would
be nice if you could give me a bit more in the way of a
response. Other than those cold interjections of yours—ohs and
ums. How about a conjunction? A conjunction would be nice.
A yet or a but.”
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“However,” I said. I was exhausted and felt like I was still in
the middle of a dream.

“However’,” she repeated. “Okay, I can live with that. One
small step for man. One very small step, however.”

“So, was there something you wanted?”

“Right, I wanted you to tell me something. That's why I
called,” Sumire said. She lightly cleared her throat. “What I
want to know is what’s the difference between a sign and
symbol?”

I felt a weird sensation, like something was silently parading
through my head. “Could you repeat the question?”

She did. What's the difference between a sign and a symbol?

I sat up in bed, switched the receiver from my left hand to
my right. “Let me get this right—you’re calling me because you
want to find out the difference between a sign and a symbol.
On Sunday morning, just before dawn. Um ...”

“At 4.15, to be precise,” she said. “It was bothering me. What
could be the difference between a sign and a symbol?
Somebody asked me that a couple of weeks ago and I can’t get
it out of my mind. I was getting undressed for bed, and I
suddenly remembered. I can’t sleep until I find out. Can you
explain it? The difference between a sign and a symbol?”

“Let me think,” I said and gazed up at the ceiling. Even when
I was fully conscious, explaining things logically to Sumire was
never easy. “The emperor is a symbol of Japan. Do you follow
that?”

“Sort of,” she replied.

“Sort of isn’t good enough. That’s what it says in the Japanese
constitution,” I said, as calmly as possible. “No room for
discussion or doubts. You've got to accept that, or we won’t get
anywhere.”
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“Gotcha. I'll accept that.”

“Thank you. So—the emperor is a symbol of Japan. But this
doesn’t mean that the emperor and Japan are equivalent. Do
you follow?”

“I don’t get it.”

“Okay, how about this—the arrow points in one direction.
The emperor is a symbol of Japan, but Japan is not the symbol
of the emperor. You understand that, right?”

“I guess.”

“Say, for instance, you write “The emperor is a sign of Japan.’
That makes the two equivalent. So when we say ‘Japan’, it
would also mean ‘the emperor’, and when we speak of ‘the
emperor’, it would also mean ‘Japan’. In other words, the two
are interchangeable. Same as saying, ‘A equals B, so B equals
A.” That’s what a sign is.”

“So you're saying you can switch the emperor and Japan?
Can you do that?”

“That’s not what I mean,” I said, shaking my head vigorously
at my end of the line. “I'm just trying to explain the best I can.
I'm not planning to switch the emperor and Japan. It's just a
way of explaining it.”

“Hmm,” said Sumire. “I think I get it. As an image. It’s the
difference between a one-way street and a two-way street.”

“For our purposes, that’s close enough.”

“I'm always amazed how good you are at explaining things.”

“That’s my job,” I said. My words seemed somehow flat and
stale. “You should try being an elementary-school teacher
sometime. You’d never imagine the kinds of questions I get.

‘Why isn’t the world square? Why do squids have ten legs and not
eight?’ I've learned to come up with an answer to just about
everything.”
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“You must be a great teacher.”

“I wonder,” I said. I really did wonder.

“By the way, why do squids have ten legs and not eight?”

“Can I go back to sleep now? I'm whacked. Just holding this
phone I feel like I'm holding up a crumbling stone wall.”

“You know,” said Sumire, and let a delicate pause
intervene—like an old gatekeeper closing the railway-crossing
gate with a clatter just after the train bound for St Petersburg
has passed by —“it’s really silly to say this, but I'm in love.”

“Um,” I said, changing the receiver back to my left hand. I
could hear her breathing down the phone. I had no idea how I
should respond. And, as so often happens when I don’t know
what to say, I let slip some totally inappropriate comment.
“Not with me, I assume?”

“Not with you,” Sumire answered. I heard the sound of a
cheap lighter lighting a cigarette. “Are you free today? I'd like
to talk more.”

“You mean, about your falling in love with someone other
than me?”

“Right,” she said. “About my falling passionately in love
with somebody other than you.”

I clamped the phone between my head and shoulder and
stretched. “I'm free in the evening.”

“T'll be over at five,” Sumire said. And then added, as if an
afterthought: “Thank you.”

“For what?”

“For being nice enough to answer my question in the middle
of the night.”

I gave a vague response, hung up, and turned out the light. It
was still pitch black out. Just before I fell asleep, I thought
about her final thank you and whether I'd ever heard those
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words from her before. Maybe I had, once, but I couldn’t recall.

Sumire arrived at my apartment a little before five. I didn’t
recognize her. She’d taken on a complete change of style. Her
hair was short in a stylish cut, her fringe still showing traces of
the scissors’ snips. She wore a light cardigan over a short-
sleeve, navy-blue dress and a pair of black enamel, medium-
high heels. She even had stockings on. Stockings? Women’s
clothes weren’t exactly my field of expertise, but it was clear
that everything she wore was pretty expensive. Dressed like
this, she looked polished and lovely. It was quite becoming, to
tell the truth. Though I preferred the old, outrageous Sumire.
To each his own.

“Not bad,” I said, giving her a complete once-over. “But I
wonder what good old Jack Kerouac would say.”

Sumire smiled, an ever-so-slightly more sophisticated smile
than usual. “Why don’t we go for a walk?”

We walked side by side down University Boulevard towards
the station and stopped by our favourite coffee shop. Sumire
ordered her usual slice of cake along with her coffee. It was a
clear Sunday evening near the end of April. The flower shops
were full of crocuses and tulips. A gentle breeze blew, softly
rustling the hems of young girls” skirts and wafting over the
leisurely fragrance of young trees.

I folded my hands behind my head and watched Sumire as
she slowly yet eagerly devoured her cake. From the small
speakers on the ceiling of the coffee shop Astrud Gilberto sang
an old bossa nova song. “Take me to Aruanda,” she sang. I
closed my eyes, and the clatter of the cups and saucers sounded
like the roar of a far-off sea. Aruanda—what’s it like there? I
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wondered.

“Still sleepy?”

“Not any more,” I answered, opening my eyes.

“You feel okay?”

“I'm fine. As fine as the Moldau River in spring.”

Sumire gazed for a while at the empty plate that had held her
slice of cake. She looked at me.

“Don’t you think it’s strange that I'm wearing these clothes?”

“I guess.”

“I didn’t buy them. I don’t have that kind of money. There’s a
story behind them.”

“Mind if I try to guess the story?”

“Go ahead,” she said.

“There you were in your usual crummy Jack Kerouac outfit,
cigarette dangling from your lips, washing your hands in some
public toilet, when this five-foot one-inch woman rushed in, all
out of breath, dressed to the nines, and said, ‘Please, you've got
to help me! No time to explain, but I'm being chased by some
awful people. Can I exchange clothes with you? If we swap
clothes I can give them the slip. Thank God we’re the same
size.” Just like some Hong Kong action flick.”

Sumire laughed. “And the other woman happened to wear a
size-six-and-a-half shoe and a size-seven dress. Just by
coincidence.”

“And right then and there you changed clothes, down to
your Mickey Mouse knickers.”

“It's my socks that are Mickey Mouse, not my knickers.”

“Whatever,” I said.

“Hmm,” Sumire mused. “Actually, you're not too far off.”

“How far?”

She leaned across the table. “It’s a long story. Would you like
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to hear it?”

“Since you've come all the way over here to tell me, I have a
distinct feeling it doesn’t matter if I do or not. Anyway, go right
ahead. Add a prelude, if you'd like. And a ‘Dance of the
Blessed Spirits”. I don’t mind.”

She began to talk. About her cousin’s wedding reception, and
about the lunch she had had with Miu in Aoyama. And it was a
long tale.
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The day after the wedding, a Monday, was rainy. The rain
began to fall just after midnight and continued without a stop
till dawn. A soft, gentle rain that darkly dampened the spring
earth and quietly stirred up the nameless creatures living in it.

The thought of meeting Miu again thrilled Sumire, and she
found it hard to concentrate. She felt as though she were
standing alone on the summit of a hill, the wind swirling
around her. She settled down at her desk as usual, lit a
cigarette, and switched on her word processor, but stare as she
might at the screen, not a single sentence came to her. For
Sumire that was next to impossible. She gave up, turned off the
word processor, lay down in her tiny little room, and, an unlit
cigarette dangling from her lips, gave herself up to some
aimless musings.

If just the thought of seeing Miu has me this worked up, she
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thought, imagine how painful it would be if we’d said goodbye
at the party and never saw each other again. Am I just yearning
to be like her—a beautiful, refined older woman? No, she
decided, that can’t be it. When I'm beside her, I always want to
touch her. That’s a bit different from a yearning.

Sumire sighed, gazed up at the ceiling for a while, and lit her
cigarette. It's pretty strange if you think about it, she thought.
Here I am in love for the first time in my life, aged 22. And the
other person just happens to be a woman.

The restaurant Miu had made a reservation at was a ten-minute
walk from the Omote Sando subway station. The kind of
restaurant that’s hard for first-timers to find; certainly not a
place where you just casually drop in for a meal. Even the
restaurant’s name was hard to remember unless you heard it a
couple of times. At the entrance Sumire told them Miu’s name
and was escorted to a small, private dining room on the first
floor. Miu was already there, sipping an iced Perrier water,
deep in conversation with the waiter about the menu.

Over a navy-blue polo shirt Miu had on a cotton sweater of
the same colour, and she wore a thin, plain silver hairpin. Her
trousers were white slim-fit jeans. On a corner of the table
rested a pair of bright blue sunglasses, and on the chair next to
her was a squash racquet and a Missoni sports bag. It looked
like she was on her way home after a couple of afternoon
games of squash. Her cheeks were still flushed a faint pink.
Sumire imagined her in the shower at the gym, scrubbing her
body with an exotic smelling bar of soap.

As Sumire entered the room, dressed in her wusual
herringbone jacket and khaki trousers, her hair all messy like
some orphan, Miu looked up from the menu and gave her a
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dazzling smile. “You told me the other day that you can eat
anything, right? I hope you don’t mind if I go ahead and order
for us.”

Of course not, Sumire replied.

Miu ordered the same thing for both of them. The main course
was a light grilled fish with a touch of green sauce with
mushrooms. The slices of fish were cooked to perfection,
browned in an almost artistic way that you knew was just right.
Pumpkin gnocchi and a delicate endive salad rounded off the
meal. For dessert they had the creme briilée, which only Sumire
ate. Miu didn’t touch it. Finally, they had espresso. Sumire
observed that Miu took great care over what she ate. Her neck
was as slender as the stalk of some plant, her body without an
ounce of detectable fat. She didn’t seem to have to diet. Even
so, it would appear she was super-strict about food. Like some
Spartan holed up in a mountain fortress.

As they ate they chatted about nothing in particular. Miu
wanted to know more about Sumire’s background, and she
obliged, answering the questions as honestly as she could. She
told Miu about her father, her mother, the schools she had
attended (all of which she loathed), the prizes she had won in a
composition contest—a bicycle and a set of encyclopedias—
how she came to quit college, the way she spent her days now.
Not a particularly thrilling life. Even so, Miu listened,
enthralled, as if listening to the enchanting customs of a far-off
land.

Sumire wanted to know so much more about Miu, but Miu
hesitated to talk about herself. “That’s not important,” she
deferred with a bright smile. “I'd rather hear more about you.”

By the time they finished eating, Sumire still hadn’t learned
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much. About the only thing she found out was this: that Miu’s
father had donated a lot of money to the small town in the
north part of Korea where he had been born, and had built
several public buildings for the townspeople—to which they’d
responded by erecting a bronze statue of him in the town
square.

“It's a small town deep in the mountains,” Miu explained.
“The winter’s awful, and just looking at the place makes you
shiver. The mountains are craggy and reddish, full of bent
trees. Once, when I was little, my father took me there. When
they unveiled the statue. All these relatives came up, crying
and hugging me. I couldn’t understand a word they said. I
remember being frightened. For me it was a town in a foreign
country I'd never set eyes on before.”

“What kind of statue was it?” asked Sumire. She’d never
known anyone who’d had a statue erected.

“Just a normal statue. The kind you’d find anywhere. But it’s
weird to have your own father become a statue. Imagine if they
erected a statue of your father in the square in front of
Chigasaki Station. You'd feel pretty weird about it, right? My
father was actually fairly short, but the statue made him look
like some towering figure. I was only five at the time, but I was
struck by the way things you see aren’t always true to life.”

If they made a statue of my father, Sumire mused, it'd be the
statue that would draw the short straw. Since in real life her
father was a little too good-looking.

“I'd like to pick up where we left off yesterday,” Miu began,
when they were on their second cup of espresso. “So, do you
think you might want to work for me?”

Sumire was dying for a cigarette, but there weren’t any
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ashtrays. She made do with a sip of chilled Perrier.

She answered honestly. “Well, what kind of work would it
be, exactly? Like I said yesterday, except for some simple
physical-labour-type jobs, I've never once had what you’d call
a proper job. Plus I don’t have a thing to wear that would be
appropriate. The clothes I had on at the reception I borrowed.”

Miu nodded, her expression unchanged. She must have
anticipated this sort of response.

“I think I understand pretty much what sort of person you
are,” she said, “and the work I have in mind shouldn’t give you
any trouble. I'm sure you can handle whatever comes up. What
really matters is whether or not you'd like to work with me.
Just approach it that way, as a simple yes or no.”

Sumire chose her words carefully. “I'm really happy to hear
you say that, but right now what’s most important for me is
writing novels. I mean, that’s why I left college.”

Miu looked across the table straight at Sumire. Sumire sensed
that quiet look on her skin and felt her face grow warm.

“Do you mind if I say exactly what's on my mind?” Miu
asked.

“Of course not. Go right ahead.”

“It might make you feel bad.”

To show she could handle it, Sumire pursed her lips and
looked into Miu’s eyes.

“At this stage in your life I don’t think you're going to write
anything worthwhile, no matter how much time you put into
your novels,” said Miu, calmly but firmly. “You've got the
talent. I'm sure someday you’ll be an extraordinary writer. I'm
not just saying this, I truly believe it. You have that natural
ability within you. But now’s not the time. The strength you
need to open that door isn’t quite there. Haven't you ever felt
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that way?”

“Time and experience,” said Sumire, summing it up.

Miu smiled. “At any rate, come and work for me. That’s the
best choice for you. And when you feel the time is right, don’t
hesitate to chuck it all in and write novels to your heart’s
content. You just need more time than the average person in
order to reach that stage. So even if you get to 28 without any
breaks coming your way, and your parents cut off your funds
and you're left without a penny, well —so what? Maybe you’ll
go a little hungry, but that might be a good experience for a
writer.”

Sumire opened her mouth, about to reply, but nothing
emerged. She merely nodded.

Miu stretched out her right hand towards the middle of the
table. “Let me see your hand,” she said.

Sumire reached out her right hand and Miu grasped it, as if
enveloping it. Her palm was warm and smooth. “It's not
something you should worry about so much. Don’t look so
glum. We’ll get along fine.”

Sumire gulped, but somehow managed to relax. With Miu
gazing right at her like that, she felt as though she were
steadily shrinking. Like a block of ice left out in the sun, she
might very well disappear.

“Starting next week I'd like you to come to my office three
times a week. Monday, Wednesday, and Friday. You can start
at 10 a.m., and you can leave at four. That way you’ll miss the
rush hour. I can’t pay you much, but the work is easy, and you
can read when there’s nothing to do. One condition is that you
take private lessons in Italian twice a week. You already know
Spanish, so it shouldn’t be too hard. And I'd like you to
practise English conversation and driving whenever you have
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the time. Do you think you can do that?”

“I think so,” Sumire replied. Her voice sounded like it was
somebody else’s coming from another room. No matter what
I'm asked to do, no matter what I'm ordered to do, all I can do
is say yes, she realized. Miu gazed steadily at Sumire, still
holding her hand. Sumire could make out clearly her own
figure reflected deep inside Miu’s dark eyes. It looked to her
like her own soul being sucked into the other side of a mirror.
Sumire loved that vision, and at the same time it frightened
her.

Miu smiled, charming lines appearing at the corners of her
eyes. “Let’s go to my place. There’s something I want to show

7

you.
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The summer holiday of my first year in college I took a random
trip by myself around the Hokuriku region, came across a
woman eight years older than me who was also travelling
alone, and we spent one night together. It struck me, at the
time, as something straight out of the opening of Soseki’s novel
Sanshiro.

The woman worked in the foreign exchange section of a bank
in Tokyo. Whenever she had some time off, she’d grab a few
books and set out on her own. “Much less tiring to travel
alone,” she explained. She had a certain charm, which made it
hard to work out why she’d have any interest in someone like
me—a quiet, skinny 18-year-old college kid. Still, sitting across
from me in the train, she seemed to enjoy our harmless banter.
She laughed out loud a lot. And —unusually —I chattered away.
We happened to get off at the same station at Kanazawa.

“Do you have a place to stay?” she asked.
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“No,” I replied. I'd never made a hotel reservation in my life.

“I have a hotel room,” she told me. “You can stay if you like.
Don’t worry about it,” she went on, “it costs the same whether
there’s one or two people staying.”

I was nervous the first time we made love, which made
things awkward. I apologized to her.

“Aren’t we polite!” she said. “No need to apologize for every
little thing.”

After her shower she threw on a dressing gown, grabbed two
cold beers from the fridge, and handed one to me.

“Are you a good driver?” she asked.

“I just got my licence, so I wouldn’t say so. Just average.”

She smiled. “Same with me. I think I'm pretty good, but my
friends don’t agree. Which makes me average, too, I suppose.
You must know a few people who think they’re great drivers,
right?”

“Yeah, I guess I do.”

“And there must be some who aren’t very good.”

I nodded. She took a quiet sip of beer and gave it some
thought.

“To a certain extent those kinds of things are inborn. Talent,
you could call it. Some people are nimble; others are all thumbs
... Some people are quite attentive, and others aren’t. Right?”

Again I nodded.

“Okay, consider this. Say you're going to go on a long
journey with someone by car. And the two of you will take
turns driving. Which type of person would you choose? One
who’s a good driver, but inattentive, or an attentive person
who’s not such a good driver?”

“Probably the second one,” I said.

“Me, too,” she replied. “What we have here is very similar.
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Good or bad, nimble or clumsy—those aren’t important.
What's important is being attentive. Staying calm, being alert to
things around you.”

“Alert?” I asked.

She just smiled and didn’t say anything.

A while later we made love a second time, and this time it
was a smooth, congenial ride. Being alert—I think I was starting
to get it. For the first time I saw how a woman reacts in the
throes of passion.

The next morning after we ate breakfast together, we went
our separate ways. She continued her trip, and I continued
mine. As she left she told me she was getting married in two
months to a man from work. “He’s a very nice guy,” she said
cheerily. “We’ve been going out for five years, and we're
finally going to make it official. Which means I probably won’t
be making any trips by myself any more. This is it.”

I was still young, certain that this kind of thrilling event
happened all the time. Later in life I realized how wrong I was.

I told Sumire this story a long time ago. I can’t remember
why it came up. It might have been when we were talking
about sexual desire.

“So what’s the point of your story?” she asked me.

“The part about being alert,” I replied. “Not prejudging
things, listening to what’s going on, keeping your ears, heart,
and mind open.”

“Hmm,” Sumire replied. She seemed to be mulling over my
paltry sexual affair, perhaps wondering whether she could
incorporate it into one of her novels.

“Anyway, you certainly have a lot of experiences, don’t
you?”
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“I wouldn’t say a lot,” 1 gently protested. “Things just
happen.”

She chewed lightly at her nail, lost in thought. “But how are
you supposed to become attentive? The critical moment
arrives, and you say okay, I'm going to be alert and listen
carefully, but you can’t just be good at those things by
snapping your fingers, right? Can you be more specific? Give
me a for instance?”

“Well, first you have to relax. By ... say, counting.”

“What else?”

“Think about a cucumber in a fridge on a summer afternoon.
Just an example.”

“Wait a second,” she said with a significant pause. “Do you
mean to tell me that when you’re having sex with a girl you
imagine cucumbers in a fridge on a summer afternoon?”

“Not all the time,” I said.

“But sometimes.”

“Maybe.”

Sumire frowned and shook her head a couple of times.
“You're a lot weirder than you look.”

“Everybody’s got something weird about them,” I said.

“In the restaurant, as Miu held my hand and gazed deep into
my eyes, I thought about cucumbers,” Sumire said to me.
“Gotta stay calm, gotta listen carefully, I told myself.”

“Cucumbers’?”

“Don’t you remember what you told me—about cucumbers
in a fridge on a summer afternoon?”

“Oh, yeah, I guess I did,” I recalled. “So did it help?”

“A little,” she said.

“Glad to hear it,” I replied.
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Sumire steered the conversation back on track. “Miu’s
apartment is just a short walk from the restaurant. Not a very
big place, but really lovely. A sunny veranda, house-plants, an
Italian leather sofa, Bose speakers, a set of prints, a Jaguar in
the garage. She lives there alone. The place she and her
husband have is somewhere in Setagaya. She goes back there at
the weekends. Most of the time she stays in her apartment in
Aoyama. What do you think she showed me there?”

“Mark Bolan’s favourite snakeskin sandals in a glass case,” 1
ventured. “One of the invaluable legacies without which the
history of rock and roll cannot be told. Not a single scale
missing, his autograph on the arch. The fans go nuts.”

Sumire frowned and sighed. “If they invent a car that runs on
stupid jokes, you could go far.”

“Put it down to an impoverished intellect,” I said humbly.

“Okay, all joking aside, I want you to give it some serious
thought. What do you think she showed me there? If you get it
right, I'll pay the bill.”

I cleared my throat. “She showed you the gorgeous clothes
you have on. And told you to wear them to work.”

“You win,” she said. “She has this rich friend with clothes to
spare who's just about the same size as me. Isn’t life strange?
There are people who have so many leftover clothes they can’t
stuff them all in their wardrobe. And then there are people like
me, whose socks never match. Anyway, I don’t mind. She went
over to her friend’s house and came back with an armful of
these leftovers. They’re just a bit out of fashion if you look
carefully but most people wouldn’t notice.”

I wouldn’t know no matter how closely I looked, I told her.

Sumire smiled contentedly. “The clothes fit me like a glove.
The dresses, blouses, skirts—everything. I'll have to take in the
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waist a bit, but put a belt on and you’d never know the
difference. My shoe size, fortunately, is almost the same as
Miu’s, so she let me have some pairs she doesn’t need. High
heels, low heels, summer sandals. All with Italian names on
them. Handbags, too. And a little make-up.”

“Aregular Jane Eyre,” I said.

All of which explains how Sumire started working three days a
week at Miu’s office. Wearing a suit jacket and dress, high
heels, and a touch of make-up, taking the morning commuter
train from Kichijoji to Harajuku. Somehow I just couldn’t
picture it.

Apart from her office at her company in Akasaka, Miu had her
own small office at Jingumae. There she had her desk as well as
her assistant’s (Sumire’s, in other words), a filing cabinet, a fax,
a phone, and a PowerBook. That’s all. It was just one room in
an apartment building and came with an afterthought-type of
tiny kitchen and bathroom. There was a CD player, mini-
speakers, and a dozen classical CDs. The room was on the
second floor, and out of the east-facing window you could see a
small park. The ground floor of the building was taken up by a
showroom selling Northern European furniture. The whole
building was set back from the main thoroughfare, which kept
traffic noise at a minimum.

As soon as she arrived at the office, Sumire would water the
plants and get the coffee-maker going. She’d check phone
messages and e-mails on the PowerBook. She’d print out any
messages and put them on Miu’s desk. Most of them were from
foreign agents, in either English or French. She’d open any
ordinary post that came and throw away whatever was clearly
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junk mail. A few calls would come in every day, some from
abroad. Sumire would take down the person’s name, number,
and message and relay these to Miu on her cellphone.

Miu usually showed up around one or two in the afternoon.
She’d stay an hour or so, give Sumire various instructions,
drink coffee, make a few calls. Letters that required a reply
she’d dictate to Sumire, who'd type them up on the word
processor and either post or fax them. These were usually quite
brief business letters. Sumire also made reservations for Miu at
the hairdresser, restaurants, and the squash court. Business out
of the way, Miu and Sumire would chat for a while, and then
Miu would leave.

So Sumire was often alone in the office, talking to no one for
hours, but she never felt bored or lonely. She’d review her
twice-a-week Italian lessons, memorizing the irregular verbs,
checking her pronunciation with a tape recorder. She took
some computer classes and got to where she could handle most
simple glitches. She opened up the information in the hard
drive and learned the general outlines of the projects Miu had
going.

Miu’s main work was exactly as she had described it at the
wedding reception. She contracted with small wine producers,
mostly in France, and wholesaled their wine to restaurants and
speciality shops in Tokyo. On occasion she arranged concert
trips by musicians to Japan. Agents from large firms handled
the complex business angles, with Miu taking care of the
overall plan and some of the groundwork. Miu’s speciality was
searching out unknown, promising young performers and
bringing them to Japan.

Sumire had no way of knowing how much profit Miu made
from her private business. Accounting records were kept on
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separate disks and couldn’t be accessed without a password. At
any rate, Sumire was ecstatic, her heart aflutter, just to be able
to meet Miu and talk to her. That’s the desk where Miu sits, she
thought. That’s the ballpoint pen she uses; the mug she drinks
coffee from. No matter how trivial the task, Sumire did her
best.

Every so often Miu would invite Sumire out for dinner. Since
her business involved wine, Miu found it necessary to
regularly make the rounds of the better-known restaurants to
stay in touch with the latest news. Miu always ordered a light
tish dish or, on occasion, chicken, though she’d leave half, and
would pass on dessert. She’d pore over every detail of the wine
list before deciding on a bottle, but would never drink more
than a glass. “Go ahead and have as much as you like,” she told
Sumire, but there was no way Sumire could finish that much.
So they always ended up with half a very expensive bottle of
wine left, but Miu didn’t mind.

“It's such a waste to order a whole bottle of wine for just the
two of us,” Sumire said to Miu one time. “We can barely finish
half.”

“Don’t worry.” Miu laughed. “The more we leave behind, the
more people in the restaurant will be able to try it. The
sommelier, the headwaiter, all the way down to the waiter who
tills the water glasses. That way a lot of people will start to
acquire a taste for good wine. Which is why leaving expensive
wine is never a waste.”

Miu examined the colour of the 1986 Médoc and then, as if
savouring some nicely turned out prose, carefully tasted it.

“It is the same with anything—you have to learn through
your own experience, paying your own way. You can’t learn it
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from a book.”

Taking a cue from Miu, Sumire picked up her glass and very
attentively took a sip, held it in her mouth, and then swallowed
it. For a moment an agreeable aftertaste remained, but after a
few seconds this disappeared, like morning dew on a summer
leaf. All of which prepared the palate for the next bite of food.
Every time she ate and talked with Miu, Sumire learned
something new. Sumire was amazed by the overwhelming
number of things she had yet to learn.

“You know I've never thought I wanted to be somebody
else,” Sumire blurted out once, perhaps urged on by the more-
than-usual amount of wine she’d drunk. “But sometimes I
think how nice it would be to be like you.”

Miu held her breath for a moment. Then she picked up her
wineglass and took a sip. For a second, the light dyed her eyes
the crimson of the wine. Her face was drained of its usual
subtle expression.

“I'm sure you don’t know this,” she said calmly, returning
her glass to the table. “The person here now isn’t the real me.
Fourteen years ago I became half the person I used to be. I wish
I could have met you when I was whole—that would have
been wonderful. But it’s pointless to think about that now.”

Sumire was so taken aback she was speechless. And missed
the chance to ask the obvious questions. What had happened to
Miu 14 years ago? Why had she become half her real self? And
what did she mean by half, anyway? This enigmatic
announcement, in the end, only made Sumire more and more
smitten with Miu. What an awesome person, she thought.

Through fragments of conversation Sumire was able to piece
together a few facts about Miu. Her husband was Japanese, five
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years older and fluent in Korean, the result of two years as an
exchange student in the economics department of Seoul
University. He was a warm person, good at what he did, in
point of fact the guiding force behind Miu’s company. Even
though it was originally a family-run business, no one ever said
a bad word about him.

Ever since she was a little girl, Miu had had a talent for
playing the piano. Still in her teens she had won the top prize
at several competitions for young people. She went on to a
conservatoire, studied under a famous pianist and, through her
teacher’s recommendation, was able to study at a music
academy in France. Her repertoire ran mainly from the late
Romantics, Schumann and Mendelssohn, to Poulenc, Ravel,
Bartok, and Prokofiev. Her playing combined a keen, sensuous
tone with a vibrant, impeccable technique. In her student days
she held a number of concerts, all well received. A bright future
as a concert pianist looked assured. During her time abroad,
though, her father fell ill, and Miu shut the lid of her piano and
returned to Japan. Never to touch a keyboard again.

“How could you give up the piano so easily?” Sumire asked
hesitantly. “If you don’t want to talk about it, that’s okay. I just
find it—I don’t know—a little unusual. I mean, you had to
sacrifice a lot of things to become a pianist, didn’t you?”

“I didn’t sacrifice a lot of things for the piano,” Miu said softly.
“I sacrificed everything. The piano demanded every ounce of
flesh, every drop of blood, and I couldn’t refuse. Not even
once.”

“Weren't you sorry to give up? You'd almost made it.”

Miu gazed into Sumire’s eyes searchingly. A deep, steady
gaze. Deep within Miu’s eyes, as if in a quiet pool in a swift
stream, wordless currents vied with one another. Only
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gradually did these clashing currents settle.

“I'm sorry,” Sumire apologized. “Ill mind my own
business.”

“It’s all right. I just can’t explain it well.”

They didn’t talk about it again.

Miu didn’t allow smoking in her office and hated people to
smoke in front of her, so after she began the job Sumire decided
it was a good chance to quit. Being a two-packs-of-Marlboro-a-
day smoker, though, things didn’t go so smoothly. After a
month, like some animal that’s had its furry tail sliced off, she
lost her emotional grip on things—not that this was so firm to
begin with. And as you might guess, she started calling me all
the time in the middle of the night.

“All I can think about is having a smoke. I can barely sleep, and
when I do sleep I have nightmares. I'm constipated. I can’t
read, can’t write a line.”

“Everybody goes through that when they try to stop. In the
beginning at least,” I said.

“You find it easy to give opinions as long as it’s about other
people, don’t you?” she snapped. “You've never had a cigarette
in your life.”

“Hey, if you can’t give your opinion about other people, the
world would turn into a pretty scary place, wouldn't it? If you
don’t think so, just look up what Joseph Stalin did.”

On the other end of the line Sumire was silent for a long time.
A heavy silence like dead souls on the Eastern Front.

“Hello?” I asked.

She finally spoke up. “Truthfully, though, I don’t think it’s
because I stopped smoking that I can’t write. It might be one
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reason, but that’s not all. What I mean is stopping smoking is
just an excuse. You know: ‘I'm stopping smoking; that’s why I
can’t write. Nothing I can do about it.
“Which explains why you’'re so upset?”
“I guess,” she said, suddenly meek. “It’s not just that I can’t
write. What really upsets me is I don’t have confidence any
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more in the act of writing itself. I read the stuff I wrote not long
ago, and it’s boring. What could I have been thinking? It's like
looking across the room at some filthy socks tossed on the
floor. I feel awful, realizing all the time and energy I wasted.”

“When that happens you should call somebody up at three in
the morning and wake him up—symbolically of course—from
his peaceful semiotic sleep.”

“Tell me,” said Sumire, “have you ever felt confused about
what you're doing, like it’s not right?”

“I spend more time being confused than not,” I answered.

“Are you serious?”

“Yep.”

Sumire tapped her nails against her front teeth, one of her
many habits when she was thinking. “I've hardly ever felt
confused like this before. Not that I'm always confident, sure of
my talent. I'm not that nervy. I know I'm a haphazard, selfish
type of person. But I've never been confused. I might have
made some mistakes along the way, but I always felt I was on
the right path.”

“You've been lucky,” I replied. “Like a long spell of rain right
after you plant rice.”

“Maybe you're right.”

“But at this point, things aren’t working out.”

“Right. They aren’t. Sometimes I get so frightened, like
everything I've done up till now is wrong. I have these realistic
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dreams and snap wide awake in the middle of the night. And
for a while I can’t work out what’s real and what isn’t ... That
kind of feeling. Do you have any idea what I'm saying?”

“I think so,” I replied.

“The thought hits me a lot these days that maybe my novel-
writing days are over. The world’s crawling with stupid,
innocent girls, and I'm just one of them, self-consciously
chasing after dreams that’ll never come true. I should shut the
piano lid and come down off the stage. Before it’s too late.”

“Shut the piano 1id?”

“A metaphor.”

I switched the receiver from my left hand to my right. “I am
sure of one thing. Maybe you aren’t, but I am. Someday you’ll
be a fantastic writer. I've read what you've written, and I
know.”

“You really think so?”

“From the bottom of my heart,” I said. “I'm not going to lie to
you about things like that. There are some pretty remarkable
scenes in the things you've written so far. Say you were writing
about the seashore in May. You can hear the sound of the wind
in your ears and smell the salt air. You can feel the soft warmth
of the sun on your arms. If you wrote about a small room filled
with tobacco smoke, you can bet the reader would start to feel
like he can’t breathe. And his eyes would sting. Prose like that
is beyond most writers. Your writing has the living, breathing
force of something natural flowing through it. Right now that
hasn’t all come together, but that doesn’t mean it’s time to—
shut the lid on the piano.”

Sumire was silent for a good 10, 15 seconds. “You're not just
saying that to make me feel better, to cheer me up, are you?”

“No, I'm not. It's an undeniable fact, plain and simple.”
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“Like the Moldau River?”

“You got it. Just like the Moldau River.”

“Thank you,” she said.

“You're welcome,” I replied.

“Sometimes you're just the sweetest thing. Like Christmas,
summer holidays and a brand-new puppy all rolled into one.”

Like I always do when somebody praises me, I mumbled
some vague reply.

“But one thing bothers me,” she added. “Someday you’ll get
married to some nice girl and forget all about me. And I won’t
be able to call you in the middle of the night whenever I want
to. Right?”

“You can always call during the day.”

“Daytime’s no good. You don’t understand anything, do
you?”

“Neither do you,” I protested. “Most people work when the
sun’s up and turn out the light at night and go to sleep.” But I
might as well have been reciting some pastoral poems to
myself in the middle of a pumpkin patch.

“There was this article in the paper the other day,” she
continued, completely oblivious. “It said that lesbians are born
that way; there’s a tiny bone in the inner ear that’s completely
different from other women’s and that makes all the difference.
Some small bone with a complicated name. So being a lesbian
isn’t acquired; it's genetic. An American doctor discovered this.
I have no idea why he was doing that kind of research, but ever
since I read about it I can’t get the idea out of my mind of this
little good-for-nothing bone inside my ear, wondering what
shape my own little bone is.”

I had no idea what to say. A silence descended on us as
sudden as the instant fresh oil is poured into a large frying pan.
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“So you're sure what you feel for Miu is sexual desire?” I
asked.

“A hundred per cent sure,” Sumire said. “When I'm with her
that bone in my ear starts ringing. Like delicate seashell wind
chimes. And I want her to hold me, let everything take its
course. If that isn’t sexual desire, what’s flowing in my veins
must be tomato juice.”

“Hmm,” I said. What could I possibly say to that?

“It explains everything. Why I don’t want to have sex with
any men. Why I don’t feel anything. Why I've always thought
I'm different from other people.”

“Mind if I give you my pennyworth here?” I asked.

“Okay.”

“Any explanation or logic that explains everything so easily
has a hidden trap in it. I'm speaking from experience.
Somebody once said if it's something a single book can explain,
it’s not worth having explained. What I mean is don’t leap to
any conclusions.”

“T'll remember that,” Sumire said. And the call ended,
somewhat abruptly.

I pictured her hanging up the receiver, walking out of the
telephone box. By my clock it was 3.30. I went to the kitchen,
drank a glass of water, snuggled back in bed, and dosed my
eyes. But sleep wouldn’t come. I drew the curtain aside, and
there was the moon, floating in the sky like some pale, clever
orphan. I knew I wouldn’t get back to sleep. I brewed a fresh
pot of coffee, pulled a chair over next to the window, and sat
there, munching on some cheese and crackers. I sat, reading,
waiting for the dawn.
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It’s time to say a few words about myself.

Of course this story is about Sumire, not me. Still, I'm the one
whose eyes the story is told through —the tale of who Sumire is
and what she did—and I should explain a little about the
narrator. Me, in other words.

I find it hard to talk about myself. I'm always tripped up by the
eternal who am I? paradox. Sure, no one knows as much pure
data about me as me. But when I talk about myself, all sorts of
other factors—values, standards, my own limitations as an
observer —make me, the narrator, select and eliminate things
about me, the narratee. I've always been disturbed by the
thought that I'm not painting a very objective picture of myself.

This kind of thing doesn’t seem to bother most people. Given
the chance, they’re surprisingly frank when they talk about
themselves. “I'm honest and open to a ridiculous degree,”
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they’ll say, or “I'm thin-skinned and not the type who gets
along easily in the world,” or “I'm very good at sensing others’
true feelings.” But any number of times I've seen people who
say they’re easily hurt or hurt other people for no apparent
reason. Self-styled honest and open people, without realizing
what they’re doing, blithely use some self-serving excuse to get
what they want. And those who are “good at sensing others’
true feelings” are taken in by the most transparent flattery. It's
enough to make me ask the question: how well do we really
know ourselves?

The more I think about it, the more I'd like to take a rain
check on the topic of me. What I'd like to know more about is
the objective reality of things outside myself. How important the
world outside is to me, how I maintain a sense of equilibrium
by coming to terms with it. That’s how I'd grasp a dearer sense
of who I am.

These are the kinds of ideas I had running through my head
when I was a teenager. Like a master builder stretches taut his
string and lays one brick after another, I constructed this
viewpoint—or philosophy of life, to put a bigger spin on it.
Logic and speculation played a part in formulating this
viewpoint, but for the most part it was based on my own
experiences. And speaking of experience, a number of painful
episodes taught me that getting this viewpoint of mine across
to other people wasn’t the easiest thing in the world.

The upshot of all this is that when I was young I began to
draw an invisible boundary between myself and other people.
No matter who I was dealing with. I maintained a set distance,
carefully monitoring the person’s attitude so that they wouldn’t
get any closer. I didn’t easily swallow what other people told
me. My only passions were books and music. As you might

60



guess, I led a lonely life.

My family isn’t anything special. So blandly normal, in fact, I
don’t know where to begin. My father graduated from a local
university with a degree in science and worked in the research
lab of a large food manufacturer. He loved golf, and every
Sunday he was out on the course. My mother was crazy about
tanka poetry and often attended poetry recitals. Whenever her
name was in the poetry section of the newspaper, she’d be
happy as a lark for days. She liked cleaning, but hated cooking.
My sister, five years older than me, detested both cleaning and
cooking. Those are things other people did, she decided, not
her. Which meant that ever since I was old enough to be in the
kitchen, I made all my own meals. I bought some cookbooks
and learned how to make almost everything. I was the only
child I knew who lived like that.

I was born in Suginami, but we moved to Tsudanuma in
Chiba Prefecture when I was small, and I grew up there. The
neighbourhood was full of white-collar families just like ours.
My sister was always top of her class; she couldn’t stand not
being the best and didn’t step one inch outside her sphere of
interest. She never —not even once—took our dog for a walk.
She graduated from Tokyo University law school and passed
the bar exam the following year, no mean feat. Her husband is
a go-getter management consultant. They live in a four-room
condo they purchased in an elegant building near Yoyogi Park.
Inside, though, the place is a pigsty.

I was the opposite of my sister, not caring much about
studying or my grades. I didn’t want any grief from my
parents, so I went through the motions of going to school,
doing the minimum amount of study and homework to get by.
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The rest of the time I played football and sprawled on my bed
when I got home, reading one novel after another. None of
your typical after-hours cram school, no tutor. Even so, my
grades weren’t half bad. At this rate, I reckoned I could get into
a decent college without killing myself studying for the
entrance exams. And that’s exactly what happened.

I started college and lived by myself in a small apartment. Even
when I was living at home in Tsudanuma I hardly ever had a
heart-to-heart conversation with my family. We lived together
under one roof, but my parents and sister were like strangers to
me, and I had no idea what they wanted from life. And the
same held true for them —they didn’t have any idea what kind
of person I was or what I aspired to. Not that I knew what I
wanted in life—I didn’t. I loved reading novels to distraction,
but didn’t write well enough to be a novelist; being an editor or
a critic was out, too, since my tastes ran to extremes. Novels
should be for pure personal enjoyment, I decided, not part of
your work or study. That's why I didn’t study literature, but
history. I didn’t have any special interest in history, but once I
began studying it I found it an engrossing subject. I didn’t plan
to go to grad school and devote my life to history or anything,
though my adviser did suggest that. I enjoyed reading and
thinking, but I was hardly the academic type. As Pushkin put
it:

He had no itch to dig for glories
Deep in the dirt that time has laid.

All of which didn’t mean I was about to find a job in a
normal company, claw my way through the cut-throat
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competition, and advance step by step up the slippery slopes of
the capitalist pyramid.

So, by a process of elimination, I ended up a teacher. The
school is only a few stations away by train. My uncle happened
to be on the board of education in that town and asked me
whether I might want to be a teacher. I hadn’t taken all the
required teacher-training classes, so I was hired as an assistant
teacher, but after a short period of screening I qualified as a
proper teacher. I hadn’t planned on being a teacher, but after I
actually became one I discovered a deeper respect and affection
for the profession than I ever imagined I'd have. More
accurately, really, I should say that I happened to discover
myself.

I'd stand at the front of the classroom, teaching my primary-
school charges basic facts about language, life, the world, and
I'd find that at the same time I was teaching myself these basic
facts all over again—filtered through the eyes and minds of
these children. Done the right way, this was a refreshing
experience. Profound, even. I got along well with my pupils,
their mothers, and my fellow teachers.

Still the basic questions tugged at me: Who am I? What am I
searching for? Where am I going?

The closest I came to answering these questions was when I
talked to Sumire. More than talking about myself, though, I
listened attentively to her, to what she said. She threw all sorts
of questions my way, and if I couldn’t come up with an answer,
or if my response didn’t make sense, you’'d better believe she
let me know. Unlike other people she honestly, sincerely wanted
to hear what I had to say. I did my best to answer her, and our
conversations helped me open up more about myself to her—
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and, at the same time, to myself.

We used to spend hours talking. We never got tired of
talking, never ran out of topics—novels, the world, scenery,
language. Our conversations were more open and intimate
than any lovers’.

I imagined how wonderful it would be if indeed we could be
lovers. I longed for the warmth of her skin on mine. I pictured
us married, living together. But I had to face the fact that
Sumire had no such romantic feelings for me, let alone sexual
interest. Occasionally she’d stay over at my apartment after
we’d talked into the small hours, but there was never even the
slightest hint of romance. Come 2 or 3 a.m. and she’d yawn,
crawl into bed, sink her face into my pillow, and fall fast asleep.
I'd spread out some bedding on the floor and lie down, but I
couldn’t sleep, my mind full of fantasies, confused thoughts,
self-loathing. Sometimes the inevitable physical reactions
would cause me grief, and I'd lie awake in misery until dawn.

It was hard to accept that she had almost no feelings, maybe
none at all, for me as a man. This hurt so bad at times it felt like
someone was gouging out my guts with a knife. Still, the time I
spent with her was more precious than anything. She helped
me forget the undertone of loneliness in my life. She expanded
the outer edges of my world, helped me draw a deep, soothing
breath. Only Sumire could do that for me.

In order to ease the pain and, I hoped, eliminate any sexual
tension between me and Sumire, I started sleeping with other
women. I'm not saying I was a big hit with women; I wasn’t. I
wasn’t what you’d call a ladies” man, and laid no claim to any
special charms. For whatever reason, though, some women
were attracted to me, and I discovered that if I let things take
their course it wasn’t so hard to get them to sleep with me.
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These little flings never aroused much passion in me; they
were, at most a kind of comfort.

I didn’t hide my affairs from Sumire. She didn’t know every
little detail, just the basic outlines. It didn’t seem to bother her.
If there was anything in my affairs that was troubling, it was
the fact that the women were all older and either were married
or had fiancés or steady boyfriends. My most recent partner
was the mother of one of my pupils. We slept together about
twice a month.

“That may be the death of you,” Sumire warned me once.
And I agreed. But there wasn’t much I could do about it.

One Saturday at the beginning of July my class had an outing. I
took all 35 of my pupils mountain climbing in Okutama. The
day began with an air of happy excitement, only to descend
into total chaos. When we reached the summit, two children
discovered they’d forgotten to pack their lunches in their
backpacks. There weren’t any shops around, so I had to split
my own nori-maki lunch the school had provided. Which left
me with nothing to eat. Someone gave me some chocolate, but
that was all I had the whole day. On top of which one girl said
she couldn’t walk any more, and I had to carry her piggyback
all the way down the mountain. Two boys started to scuffle,
half in fun, and one of them fell and banged his head on a rock.
He got a slight concussion and a heavy nosebleed. Nothing
critical, but his shirt was covered in blood as if he’d been in a
massacre. Like I said, total chaos.

When I got home I was as exhausted as an old railway
sleeper. I took a bath, downed a cold drink, snuggled into bed
too tired to think, turned off the light, and settled into a
peaceful sleep. And then the phone rang: a call from Sumire. I
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looked at my bedside clock. I'd only slept for about an hour.
But I didn’t grumble. I was too tired to complain. Some days
are like that.

“Can I see you tomorrow afternoon?” she asked.

My woman friend was coming to my place at 6 p.m. She was
supposed to park her red Toyota Celica a little way down the
road. “I'm free till four,” I said.

Sumire had on a sleeveless white blouse, a navy-blue mini
skirt, and a tiny pair of sunglasses. Her only accessory was a
small plastic hairclip. An altogether simple outfit. She wore
almost no make-up, exposed to the world in her natural state.
Somehow, though, I didn’t recognize her at first. It had only
been three weeks since we last met, but the girl sitting across
from me at the table looked like someone who belonged to an
entirely different world from the Sumire I knew. To put it
mildly, she was thoroughly beautiful. Something inside her
was blossoming.

I ordered a small glass of draught beer, and she asked for
grape juice.

“I hardly recognize you these days,” I said.

“It's that season,” she said disinterestedly, sipping at her
drink through a straw.

“What season?” I asked.

“A delayed adolescence, I guess. When I get up in the
morning and see my face in the mirror, it looks like someone
else’s. If I'm not careful, I might end up left behind.”

“So wouldn't it be better to just let it go, then?” I said.

“But if I lost myself, where could I go?”

“If it’s for a couple of days, you can stay at my place. You'd
always be welcome —the you who lost you.”
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Sumire laughed.

“All joking aside,” she said, “where in the world could I be
heading?”

“lI don’t know. Look on the bright side—you’ve stopped
smoking, you're wearing nice clean clothes—even your socks
match now—and you can speak Italian. You've learned how to
judge wines, use a computer, and at least for now go to sleep at
night and wake up in the morning. You must be heading
somewhere.”

“But I still can’t write a line.”

“Everything has its ups and downs.”

Sumire screwed up her lips. “Would you call what I'm going
through a defection?”

“Defection?” For a moment I couldn’t see what she meant.

“Defection. Betraying your beliefs and convictions.”

“You mean getting a job, dressing nicely, and giving up
writing novels?”

“Right.”

I shook my head. “You've always written because you
wanted to. If you don’t want to any more, why should you? Do
you think your not writing is going to cause a village to burn to
the ground? A ship to sink? The tides to get messed up? Or set
the revolution back five years? Hardly. I don’t think anybody’s
going to label that defection.”

“So what should I call it?”

I shook my head again. “The word defection’s too old-
fashioned. Nobody uses it any more. Go to some leftover
commune, maybe, and people might still use the word. I don’t
know the details, but if you don’t want to write any longer,
that’s up to you.”

“Commune? Do you mean the places Lenin made?”
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“Those are called kolkhoz. There aren’t any left, though.”

“It's not like I want to give up writing,” Sumire said. She
thought for a moment. “It’s just that when I try to write, I can’t.
I sit down at my desk and nothing comes—no ideas, no words,
no scenes. Zero. Not too long ago I had a million things to write
about. What in the world’s happening to me?”

“You're asking me?”

Sumire nodded.

I took a sip of my cold beer and gathered my thoughts. “I
think right now it’s like you're positioning yourself in a new
fictional framework. You're preoccupied with that, so there’s
no need to put your feelings into writing. Besides, you're too
busy.”

“Do you do that? Put yourself inside a fictional framework?”

“I think most people live in a fiction. I'm no exception. Think
of it in terms of a car’s transmission. It’s like a transmission that
stands between you and the harsh realities of life. You take the
raw power from outside and use gears to adjust it so
everything’s all nicely in sync. That's how you keep your
fragile body intact. Does this make any sense?”

Sumire gave a small nod. “And I'm still not completely
adjusted to that new framework. That’s what you're saying?”

“The biggest problem right now is that you don’t know what
sort of fiction you're dealing with. You don’t know the plot; the
style’s still not set. The only thing you do know is the main
character’s name. Nevertheless, this new fiction is reinventing
who you are. Give it time, it'll take you under its wing, and you
may very well catch a glimpse of a new world. But you're not
there yet, which leaves you in a precarious position.”

“You mean I've taken out the old transmission, but haven’t
quite finished bolting down the new one? And the engine still’s
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running. Right?”

“You could put it that way.”

Sumire made her usual sullen face and tapped her straw on
the hapless ice in her drink. Finally she looked up.

“I understand what you mean by precarious. Sometimes I feel
so—I don’t know —lonely. The kind of helpless feeling when
everything you're used to has been ripped away. Like there’s
no more gravity, and I'm left to drift in outer space with no
idea where I'm going.”

“Like a little lost Sputnik?”

“I guess so.”

“But you do have Miu,” I said.

“At least for now.”

For a while silence reigned.

“Do you think Miu is seeking that, too?” I asked.

Sumire nodded. “I believe she is. Probably as much as I am.”

“Physical aspects included?”

“It's hard to say. I can’t get a handle on it yet. What her
feelings are, I mean. Which makes me feel lost and confused.”

“A classical conundrum,” I said.

In place of an answer, Sumire screwed up her lips again.

“But as far as you're concerned,” I said, “you’re ready to go.”

Sumire nodded once, unequivocally. She couldn’t have been
more serious. I sank back deep into my chair and clasped my
hands behind my head.

“After all this, don’t start to hate me, okay?” Sumire said. Her
voice was like a line from an old black-and-white Jean-Luc
Godard movie, filtering in just beyond the frame of my
consciousness.

“After all this, I won’t start to hate you.”
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The next time I saw Sumire was two weeks later, on a Sunday,
when I helped her move. She’d decided to move all of a
sudden, and I was the only one who came to help. Other than
books, she owned very little, and the whole procedure was
over before we knew it. One good thing about being poor, at
least.

I borrowed a friend’s Toyota minivan and transported her
things over to her new place in Yoyogi-Uehara. The apartment
wasn’t so new or much to look at, but compared to her old
wooden building in Kichijoji—a place that should be on a list of
designated historical sites—it was definitely a step up. An
estate agent friend of Miu’s had located the place for her;
despite its convenient location, the rent was reasonable and it
boasted a nice view. It was also twice as big as the old place.
Definitely worth the move. Yoyogi Park was nearby, and she
could walk to work if the mood took her.

“Starting next month I'll be working five days a week,” she
said. “Three days a week seems neither here nor there, and it’s
easier to stand commuting if you do it every day. I have to pay
more rent now, and Miu told me it’d be better all around if I
became a full-time employee. I mean, if I stay at home, I still
won’t be able to write.”

“Sounds like a good idea,” I commented.

“My life will get more organized if I work every day, and I
probably won’t be calling you up at 3.30 in the morning. One
good point about it.”

“One very good point,” I said. “But it’s sad to think you'll be
living so far away from me.”

“You really feel that way?”

“Of course. Want me to rip out my heart and show you?”

I was sitting on the bare floor of the new apartment, leaning
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against the wall. Sumire was so bereft of household goods the
new place looked deserted. There weren’t any curtains in the
windows, and the books that didn’t fit into the bookshelf lay
piled on the floor like a gang of intellectual refugees. The full-
length mirror on the wall, a moving present from Miu, was the
only thing that stood out. The caws of crows filtered in from
the park on the twilight breeze. Sumire sat down next to me.
“You know what?” she said.

“What?”

“If I were some good-for-nothing lesbian, would you still be
my friend?”

“Whether you're a good-for-nothing lesbian or not doesn’t
matter. Imagine The Greatest Hits of Bobby Darin minus ‘Mack
the Knife’. That’s what my life would be like without you.”

Sumire narrowed her eyes and looked at me. “I'm not sure I
follow your metaphor, but what you mean is you’d feel really
lonely?”

“That’s about the size of it,” I said.

Sumire rested her head on my shoulder. Her hair was held
back by a small hairclip, and I could see her small, nicely
formed ears. Ears so pretty you'd think they had just been
created. Soft, easily injured ears. I could feel her breath on my
skin. She wore a pair of pink shorts and a faded, plain navy-
blue T-shirt. The outline of her small nipples showed through
the shirt. There was a faint odour of sweat. Her sweat and
mine, the two odours subtly combined.

I wanted to hold her so badly. I was seized by a violent desire
to push her down on the floor right then and there. But I knew
it would be wasted effort. Suddenly I found it hard to breathe,
and my field of vision narrowed. Time had lost an exit and
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spun its wheels. Desire swelled up in my trousers, hard as a
rock. I was confused, bewildered. I tried to get a grip. I
breathed in a lungful of fresh air, closed my eyes, and in that
incomprehensible darkness I slowly began counting. My urges
were so overpowering that tears came to my eyes.

“I like you, too,” Sumire said. “In this whole big world, more
than anyone else.”

“After Miu, you mean,” I said.

“Miu’s a little different.”

“How so?”

“The feelings I have for her are different from how I feel
about you. What I mean is ... hmm. How should I put it?”

“We good-for-nothing heterosexuals have a term for it,” I
said. “We say you get a hard-on.”

Sumire laughed. “Other than wanting to be a novelist, I've
never wanted anything so much. I've always been satisfied
with exactly what I have. But now, right at this moment, I want
Miu. Very, very much. I want to have her. Make her mine. I just
have to. There are no other choices. Not one. I have no idea why
things worked out like this. Does that ... make sense?”

I nodded. My penis still maintained its overpowering
rigidity, and I prayed that Sumire wouldn’t notice.

“There’s a great line by Groucho Marx,” I said. *’She’s so in
love with me she doesn’t know anything. That’s why she’s in
love with me.””

Sumire laughed.

“I hope things work out,” I said. “But try your best to stay
alert. You're still vulnerable. Remember that.”

Without a word, Sumire took my hand and gently squeezed it.
Her small, soft hand had a faint sheen of sweat. I imagined her
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hand stroking my rock-hard penis. I tried not to think that, but
couldn’t help it. As Sumire had said, there were no other
choices. I imagined taking off her T-shirt, her shorts, her
panties. Feeling her tight, taut nipples under my tongue.
Spreading her legs wide, entering that wetness. Slowly, into the
deep darkness within. It enticed me inside, enfolded me, then
pushed me out ... The illusion grabbed me and wouldn’t let go.
I closed my eyes tight again and let a concentrated clump of
time wash over me. My face turned down, I waited patiently
for the overheated air to blow above me and away.

“Why don’t we have dinner together?” she asked. But I had to
take the minivan I borrowed back to Hino by the end of the
day. More than anything else, though, I had to be alone with
my violent urges. I didn’t want Sumire to get involved any
more than she already was. I didn’t know how far I could
control myself if she was beside me. Past the point of no return,
and I might completely lose it.

“Well, let me treat you to a nice dinner sometime soon, then.
Tablecloths, wine. The works. Maybe next week,” Sumire
promised as we said goodbye. “Keep your diary free for me
next week.”

“Okay,” I said.

I glanced at the full-length mirror as I passed by and saw my
face. It had a strange expression. It was my face, all right, but
where did that look come from? I didn’t feel like retracing my
steps and investigating further.

Sumire stood at the entrance to her new place to see me off.
She waved goodbye, something she rarely did.

In the end, like so many beautiful promises in our lives, that
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dinner date never came to be. At the beginning of August I
received a long letter from her.
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The envelope had a large, colourful Italian stamp on it and was
postmarked Rome, though I couldn’t make out when it had
been sent.

The day the letter arrived, I'd gone out to Shinjuku for the
tirst time in quite a while, picked up a couple of new books at
the Kinokuniya bookshop, and taken in a Luc Besson movie.
Afterwards I stopped by a beer hall and enjoyed an anchovy
pizza and a mug of dark beer. Only just beating the rush hour, I
boarded the Chuo Line and read one of my new books until I
arrived home at Kunitachi. I planned to make a simple dinner
and watch a football match on TV. The ideal way to spend a
summer holiday. Hot, alone, and free, not bothering anyone,
and nobody bothering me.

When I got back home, there was a letter on the mat. The
sender’s name wasn’t on the envelope, but one glance at the
handwriting told me it was from Sumire. Hieroglyphic writing,
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compact, hard, uncompromising. Writing that reminded me of
the beetles they discovered inside the pyramids of Egypt. Like
it's going to start crawling and disappear back into the
darkness of history.

Rome?

I put the food I'd bought at a supermarket in the fridge and
poured myself a tall glass of iced tea. I sat down in a chair in
the kitchen, slit open the envelope with a paring knife, and
read the letter. Five pages of stationery from the Rome
Excelsior Hotel, crammed full of tiny writing in blue ink. Must
have taken a lot of time to write that much. On the last page, in
one corner, was some sort of stain—coffee, perhaps.

How are you?

I can imagine how surprised you must be to all of
a sudden get a letter from me from Rome. You're
so cool, though, it'd probably take more than
Rome to surprise you. Rome’s a bit too touristy.
It'd have to be some place like Greenland,
Timbuktu, or the Strait of Magellan, wouldn’t it?
Though I can tell you I find it hard to believe that
here I am in Rome.

Anyway, I'm sorry I wasn’t able to take you out
to dinner like we planned. This Europe trip came
right out of the blue, just after I moved. Then it
was utter madness for a few days—running out
to apply for a passport, buying suitcases,
finishing up some work I'd begun. I'm not very
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good at remembering things—I don’t need to tell
you, do I?—but I do try my best to keep my
promises. The ones I remember, that is. Which is
why I want to apologize for not keeping our
dinner date.

I really enjoy my new apartment. Moving is
certainly a pain (I know you did most of the
work, for which I'm grateful; still, it’s a pain), but
once you're all moved in it’s pretty nice. There're
no roosters crowing in my new place, as in
Kichijoji, instead a lot of crows making a racket
like some old wailing women. At dawn flocks of
them assemble in Yoyogi Park, and make such a
ruckus you’d think the world was about to end.
No need for an alarm clock, since the racket
always wakes me up. Thanks to which I'm now
like you, living an early-to-bed-early-to-rise
farmer’s lifestyle. I'm beginning to understand
how it feels to have someone call you at 3.30 in
the morning. Beginning to understand, mind you.

I'm writing this letter at an outdoor cafe on a
side street in Rome, sipping espresso as thick as
the devil’s sweat, and I have this strange feeling
that I'm not myself any more. It's hard to put it
into words, but I guess it’s as if I was fast asleep,
and someone came, disassembled me, and
hurriedly put me back together again. That sort of
feeling. Can you understand what I'm getting at?

My eyes tell me I'm the same old me, but
something’s different from usual. Not that I can
clearly recall what “usual” was. Ever since I
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stepped off the plane I can’t shake this very real,
deconstructive illusion. Illusion? 1 guess that’s the
word ...

Sitting here, asking myself, “Why am I in Rome
of all places?” everything around me starts to
look unreal. Of course if I trace the details of how
I got here I can come up with an explanation, but
on a gut level I'm still not convinced. The me
sitting here and the image of me I have are out of
sync. To put it another way, I don’t particularly
need to be here, but nonetheless here I am. I know
I'm being vague, but you understand me, don’t
you?

There’s one thing I can say for sure: I wish you
were here with me. Even though I have Miu with
me, I'm lonely being so far away from you. If we
were even farther apart, I know I'd feel even more
lonely. I'd like to think you feel the same way.

So anyway, here Miu and I are, traipsing around
Europe. She had some business to take care of
and was planning originally to go around Italy
and France by herself for two weeks, but asked
me to come along as her personal secretary. She
just blurted this out one morning, took me
completely by surprise. My title might be
“personal secretary”, but I don’t think I'm much
use to her; still, the experience will do me good,
and Miu tells me the trip’s her present to me for
stopping smoking. So all the agony I went
through paid off in the end.
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We landed first in Milan, went sightseeing, then
rented a blue Alfa Romeo and headed south on
the autostrada. We went around a few vineyards
in Tuscany, and after taking care of business
stayed a few nights in a charming little hotel, and
then arrived in Rome. Business is always
conducted in either English or French, so I don’t
have much of a role to play, though my Italian
has come in handy in day-to-day things as we
travel. If we went to Spain (which unfortunately
won’t happen on this trip), I might be of more use
to Miu.

The Alfa Romeo we rented was a manual drive,
so I was no help at all. Miu did all the driving.
She can drive for hours and never seems to mind.
Tuscany is all hills and curves, and it was
amazing how smoothly she shifted gears up and
down; watching her made me (and I'm not joking
here) shiver all over. Being away from Japan, and
simply being by her side are quite enough to
satisfy me. If only we could stay this way for ever.

Next time I'll write about all the wonderful
meals and wine we’ve had in Italy; it'd take too
much time to do so now. In Milan we walked
from store to store shopping. Dresses, shoes,
underwear. Other than some pyjamas (I'd
forgotten to take mine), I didn’t buy anything. I
didn’t have much money, and besides there were
so many beautiful things I had no idea where to
start. That's the situation where my sense of
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judgement blows a fuse. Just being with Miu as
she shopped was sufficient. She’s an absolute
master shopper, choosing only the most exquisite
things, and buying only a select few. Like taking a
bite of the tastiest part of a dish. Very smart and
charming. When I watched her select some
expensive silk stockings and underwear I found it
hard to breathe. Drops of sweat bubbled up on
my forehead. Which is pretty strange when you
think about it. I'm a girl, after all. I guess that’s
enough about shopping —writing about all that as
well will make this too long.

At hotels we stay in separate rooms. Miu seems
very insistent on this. Only once, in Florence,
when our reservation got messed up somehow,
did we end up having to share a room. It had
twin beds, but just being able to sleep in the same
room with her made my heart leap. I caught a
glimpse of her coming out of the bath with a
towel wrapped around her, and of her changing
her clothes. Naturally I pretended not to look and
read my book, but I did manage a peek. Miu has a
truly gorgeous figure. She wasn’'t completely
nude, but wore some tiny underwear; still her
body was enough to take my breath away. Very
slim, tight buns, a thoroughly attractive woman. I
wish you could have seen it—though it’s a little
weird for me to say that.

I imagined being held by that lithe, slim body.
All sorts of obscene images came to mind of us as
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I lay in bed in the same room with her, and I felt
these thoughts gradually pushing me to some
other place. I think I got a little too worked up—
my period started that same night, way ahead of
schedule. What a pain that was. Hmm. I know
telling you this isn’t going to get me anywhere.
But I'll go ahead anyway—just to get the facts
down on paper.

Last night we attended a concert in Rome. I
wasn’t expecting much, it being the off-season,
but we managed to enjoy an incredible
performance. Martha Argerich playing Liszt’s
Piano Concerto No. 1. I adore that piece. The
conductor was Giuseppe Sinopoli. What a
performance! Can’t get bored when you listen to
that kind of music—it was absolutely the most
expansive, fantastic music I've ever heard. Come
to think of it, maybe it was a bit too perfect for my
taste. Liszt needs to be a bit slippery, and
furtive—like music at a village festival. Take out
the difficult parts and let me feel the thrill —that’s
what I like. Miu and I agreed on this point.
There’s a Vivaldi festival in Venice, and we're
talking about going. Like when you and I talk
about literature, Miu and I can talk about music
till the cows come home.

This letter’s getting pretty long, isn’t it? It’s like

once I take hold of a pen and start to write I can’t

stop halfway. I've always been like that. They say
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well brought up girls don’t overstay their
welcome, but when it comes to writing (maybe
not just writing?) my manners are hopeless. The
waiter, with his white jacket, sometimes looks
over at me with this disgusted look on his face.
But even my hand gets tired, I'll admit. Besides,
I've run out of paper.

Miu is out visiting an old friend in Rome, and I
wandered the streets near the hotel, then decided
to take a break in this cafe I came across, and here
I am busily writing away to you. Like I'm on a
desert island and I'm sending out a message in a
bottle. Strange thing is, when I'm not with Miu I
don’t feel like going anywhere. I've come all this
way to Rome (and most likely won't come back
again), but I just can’t rouse myself to get up and
see those ruins—what do they call those?—or
those famous fountains. Or even to go shopping.
It's enough just to sit here in a cafe, sniff the smell
of the city, like a dog might, listen to voices and
sounds, and gaze at the faces of the people
passing by.

And suddenly I just got the feeling, while
writing this letter to you, that what I described in
the beginning—the strange sense of being
disassembled —is starting to fade. It doesn’t
bother me so much now. It's like the way I feel
when I've called you up in the middle of the night
and just finished the call and stepped out of the
phone box. Maybe you have that kind of effect on
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me?

What do you think? At any rate, please pray for
my happiness and good fortune. I need your
prayers.

Bye for now.

P.S. I'll probably be back home around the 15th of
August. Then we can have dinner together — I
promise! — before the summer’s over.

Five days later a second letter came, posted from some obscure
French village. A shorter letter than the first one. Miu and
Sumire had left their rental car in Rome and taken a train to
Venice. There they listened to two full days of Vivaldi. Most of
the concerts were held at the church where Vivaldi had served
as a priest. “If I don’t hear any more Vivaldi for six months
that’s fine by me,” wrote Sumire. Her descriptions of how
delicious the paper-wrapped grilled seafood was in Venice
were so realistic it made me want to dash off to Venice to try
some for myself.

After Venice they returned to Milan, then flew to Paris. They
took a break there, shopping some more, then boarded a train
to Burgundy. One of Miu’s good friends owned a huge house, a
manor really, where they stayed. As in Italy, Miu made the
rounds of several small vineyards on business. On free
afternoons they took a picnic-basket lunch and went walking in
the woods nearby. With a couple of bottles of wine to
complement the meal, of course. “The wine here is simply out
of this world,” Sumire wrote.

Somehow, though, it looks like our original plan
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of returning to Japan on the 15th of August is
going to change. After our work is done in France
we may be taking a short holiday on a Greek
island. This English gentleman we happened to
meet here—a real gentleman, mind you—owns a
villa on the island and invited us to use it for as
long as we like. Great news! Miu likes the idea,
too. We need a break from work, some time to
just kick back and relax. The two of us lying on
the pure white beaches of the Aegean, two
beautiful sets of breasts pointed towards the sun,
sipping wine with a scent of pine resin in it, just
watching the clouds drift by. Doesn’t that sound
wonderful?

It certainly does, I thought.

That afternoon I went to the public pool and paddled around,
stopped in a nicely air-conditioned coffee shop on the way
home, and read for an hour. When I got back to my place I
listened to both sides of an old Ten Years After LP while
ironing three shirts. Ironing done, I drank some cheap wine I'd
got on sale, mixed with Perrier, and watched a football match
I'd videotaped. Every time I saw a pass I thought I wouldn’t
have made myself, I shook my head and sighed. Judging the
mistakes of strangers is an easy thing to do—and it feels pretty
good.

After the football match I sank back in my chair, stared at the
ceiling, and imagined Sumire in her village in France. By now
she was already on that Greek island. Lying on the beach,
gazing at the passing clouds. Either way, she was a long way
from me. Rome, Greece, Timbuktu, Aruanda—it didn’t matter.
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She was far, far away. And most likely that was the future in a
nutshell, Sumire growing ever more distant. It made me sad. I
felt like I was some meaningless bug clinging for no special
reason to a high stone wall on a windy night, with no plans, no
beliefs. Sumire said she missed me. But she had Miu beside her.
I had no one. All I had was—me. Same as always.

Sumire didn’t come back on 15 August. Her phone still just had
a curt I'm-away-on-a-trip recording on it. One of her first
purchases after she moved was a phone with an answering
machine, so she wouldn’t have to go out on rainy nights,
umbrella in hand, to a phone box. An excellent idea all round. I
didn’t leave a message.

I called her again on the 18th but got the same recording. After
the lifeless beep I left my name and a simple message for her to
call me when she got back. Most likely she and Miu found their
Greek island too much fun to want to leave.

In the interval between my two calls I coached one football
practice at my school and slept once with my girlfriend. She
was well tanned, having just returned from a holiday in Bali
with her husband and two children. As I held her I thought of
Sumire on her Greek island. Inside her, I couldn’t help but
imagine Sumire’s body.

If I hadn’t known Sumire I could have easily fallen for this
woman, seven years my senior (and whose son was one of my
students). She was a beautiful, energetic, kind woman. She
wore a bit too much make-up for my liking, but dressed nicely.
She worried about being a little overweight, but shouldn’t
have. I certainly wasn’t about to complain about her sexy
figure. She knew all my desires, everything I wanted and didn’t
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want. She knew just how far to go and when to stop—in bed
and out. Made me feel like I was flying first class.

“I haven’t slept with my husband for almost a year,” she
revealed to me as she lay in my arms. “You're the only one.”

But I couldn’t love her. For whatever reason, that
unconditional, natural intimacy Sumire and I had just wasn’t
there. A thin, transparent veil always came between us. Visible
or not, a barrier remained. Awkward silences came on us all
the time—particularly when we said goodbye. That never
happened with me and Sumire. Being with this woman
confirmed one undeniable fact: I needed Sumire more than
ever.

After the woman left, I went for a walk alone, wandered
aimlessly for a while, then dropped by a bar near the station
and had a Canadian Club on the rocks. As always at times like
those, I felt like the most wretched person alive. I quickly
drained my first drink and ordered another, closed my eyes
and thought of Sumire. Sumire, topless, sunbathing on the
white sands of a Greek island. At the table next to mine four
college boys and girls were drinking beer, laughing, and
having a good time. An old number by Huey Lewis and the
News was playing. I could smell pizza baking.

When did my youth slip away from me? I suddenly thought.
It was over, wasn’t it? Seemed just like yesterday I was still only
half grown up. Huey Lewis and the News had a couple of hit
songs then. Not so many years ago. And now here I was, inside
a closed circuit, spinning my wheels. Knowing I wasn’t getting
anywhere, but spinning just the same. I had to. Had to keep
that up or I wouldn’t be able to survive.
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That night I got a phone call from Greece. At 2 a.m.
But it wasn’t Sumire. It was Miu.
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The first thing I heard was a man’s deep voice in heavily
accented English, spouting my name and then shouting, “I've
reached the right person, yes?” I'd been fast asleep. My mind
was a blank, a rice paddy in the middle of a rainstorm, and I
couldn’t work out what was going on. The bed sheets still
retained a faint memory of the afternoon’s lovemaking, and
reality was one step out of line, a cardigan with the buttons
done up wrong. The man spoke my name again. “I've reached
the right person, yes?”

“Yes, you have,” I replied. It didn’t sound like my name, but
there it was. For a while there was a crackle of static, as if two
different air masses had collided. Must be Sumire making an
overseas call from Greece, I imagined. I held the receiver away
from my ear a bit, waiting for her voice to come on. But the
voice I heard next wasn’t Sumire’s, but Miu’s.

“I'm sure you’ve heard about me from Sumire?”
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“Yes, I have,” I answered.

Her voice on the phone line was distorted by some far-off,
inorganic substance, but I could still sense the tension in it.
Something rigid and har