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Translator’s Introduction

Gensen Volume 2 continues with another set of interesting, impactful, or simply unique stories written by Japanese authors. There is an author or two that you might have heard of, although a few are likely to be unfamiliar.

Publishing stories by well-known Japanese authors is rewarding in its own way, but personally I find a certain satisfaction from discovering accomplished authors that have had little to no exposure to Western readers yet, such as Nogitaro Yamamoto who has (to my knowledge) not been published in English before.

In this volume I’m delighted to showcase a story by a female Japanese author, Teruko Ōkura. I have more stories planned by female authors for upcoming editions of Gensen.

Volume 2 doesn’t have a specific theme, but several of the stories have a dark or suspenseful atmosphere. I feel that mystery and suspense are two genres that Japanese authors have done especially well, particularly when considering works from the 20th century.

If you aren’t already enamored with Japanese literature, it is my hope that this volume gives you a taste of the different kinds of great stories Japanese authors have to offer.

As with the first volume, all stories are listed in both English and parallel Japanese/English. The simple fairy tale Circus Boy is, by far, the easiest story in terms of grammar and vocabulary, so for those learning Japanese I would suggest starting there. On the other hand, Acala the Immovable is perhaps the most difficult of the bunch.

––J.D. Wisgo

Dec 2022


Devil Woman

Teruko Ōkura

Introduction

Teruko Ōkura [1886-1960] was an author born in Tokyo who studied under the writer of Japan’s first modern novel, Shimei Futabatatei. Ōkura also studied under the notable literary figure Natsume Soseki, to whom she entrusted her younger sister when Futabatatei went to Russia in 1908.

She studied nagauta, a form of traditional music played on the shamisen, but eventually became a writer of detective stories. In 1935, Ōkura published the short story collection Dancing Shadow Figures, becoming the first female Japanese detective story author to publish a standalone book of stories.

Devil Woman, a story that showcases the dark, suspenseful side of Ōkura’s writing, was first published in 1949.

Story

Chapter 1

Momoko left work with a few people so she took a different train from Honjo, and by the time she got off at the station he was already waiting for her.

They walked arm in arm a few blocks through the city in near twilight, eventually stopping before a large gate in a well-to-do residential district that had managed to survive the fires.

Momoko’s eyes went wide as she gazed up at the branches of the magnificent pine tree framing the gate.

“So this is this place?”

“Yeah. Pretty nice, huh? I had passed by here every day during my commute, thinking what a wonderful house it was. This morning I stopped by on the way to work and had someone show me inside. The tea room is amazing. It serves as a traveler’s inn and resting place, run as a side job by a noble in financial trouble. Nobody from work is ever going to discover us at a place like this.”

“But I…” Momo hesitated. “This place isn’t very far from your home, is it? Being practically in the same neighborhood…It’s not our coworkers, I’m more worried about what will happen if your wife figures out what is going on.”

“Sometimes hiding in plain sight is best. Going somewhere far away is actually going to increase the chances we get caught. If we use this place, neither my wife nor even Buddha himself will know what’s going on.”

The imposing structure made Momoko hesitate to enter, but just then an amateurish-looking maid, hearing the voices of the two guests, appeared at the door and led them across a path of pebbles taken from the Tama River, through the southern gate on the right-hand side and into the tea room situated in the garden.

While they were looking curiously around the tastefully designed room, the maid returned with saké cups, beers, and a small tray of snacks, purposefully making noise with her wooden clogs as she approached.

“If you require anything, please ring this bell.”

A bell was attached to the wall near where Honjo sat. Once the maid left, Momoko picked up a saké glass and filled it for Honjo, and then took a beer for herself.

“There’s no way your wife knows about our relationship, right?”

“I doubt it. Because after you came to see me when I was ill, my wife complimented you quite profusely. But I wonder…”

“Would it bother you if she found out?” Momoko said with a smile in her eyes.

“Yeah, it would. But that’s irrelevant. Because no matter what, you and I can’t break up.”

“But surely your wife is not the jealous type.”

“Hmm…well, it would be better if she envied us. I can’t bear her simply staring at us in silence forever.”

As if just remembering something, Honjo suddenly seemed on the verge of tears. The alcohol began to kick in and his pale, elegant cheeks took on a rosy glow, his damp eyes shining beautifully. Momoko raised the glass to her lips while staring lovingly at his face.

“I love you, darling. That’s why as long as you want me, I will never break up with you. Even if your wife gets upset.”

“My wife definitely hasn’t caught on to our relationship. But that woman is constantly observing everything I do. And she’s trying to figure out all there is to know about me. She won’t be satisfied until she knows everything, all the good and all the bad. In other words, she’s deranged.”

“Your wife must love you very deeply. Maybe I’m no match for her. I can really admire that kind of affection.”

“I hate it. I utterly hate it. Can you imagine? She knows everything but acts like she knows nothing. I can’t stand it.”

He crushed a cigarette into the ashtray.

“Trying to learn everything about a person you truly love is only common sense. But I know nothing about what you are doing when we are apart. I wish I did, of course…”

“Just ask me.”

“Asking you is pointless because you can just hide things from me. Because I’m sure even you have things you don’t want to tell me. I also realize that this is a reason to get jealous, but I think if I knew everything like your wife does, I probably wouldn’t get jealous.”

“You really think so?”

“For example, even though we are together like this, I don’t know how deep your love for me truly is. All I can do is try to imagine based on your words and actions. On the other hand, your wife can see deep into your heart, so as long as she is in a superior position I doubt she will worry about anything. She might not mind that you have a girl on the side. Because she is the one who is winning––she is the one who is certain of being loved.”

“Having to share someone’s love with another person is unpleasant, don’t you think? Don’t you want to have it all?”

“As far as I am concerned, I have your body and mind to myself, but maybe I’m wrong. I think there’s something suspicious about how your wife isn’t jealous at all.”

“My wife, you see, keeps me on a leash and sometimes lets me out to play. She treats me like a fucking dog. What a horrible person,” he said with a look of disgust.

“But didn’t you say that when you two first got married, your wife came in handy?”

“Yeah, she sure did come in handy. It was that mysterious seventh sense of hers. Thanks to that I was rescued from dangerous situations, got on good terms with my superiors, and quickly climbed the corporate ladder. It was really helpful, but now her sense has become more of an annoyance. The reason she knows everything is because that seventh sense has developed too far. And of late it has grown even sharper. At this rate, soon I won’t be able to stay with her anymore. I’ll go insane.”

“I’m envious that your wife’s passion is enough to drive you insane. Because your wife is…”

“What are you talking about? I can’t live without you. If I only had my wife, I would have committed suicide long ago.”

“I’m a clueless, everyday girl without a seventh sense, or even a sixth one, which is why you can relax and feel carefree around me. Don’t you think so?”

“Being with you like this is the only time I feel like I am in heaven.”

Honjo quickly got up and glanced into the adjacent room. Next to the pillows rested a lamp covered by a shade of refreshing light blue, and through the white paper mosquito net could be seen an alluring mattress of crimson. After closing the sliding door tightly, he slowly approached Momoko, placed his hand on her shoulder, and drew her close to him.

“Honey, everything I am is yours.”

Momoko’s hand that held her cup began to tremble.

“Wait. You’ll spill the beer,” she said, raising the half-full cup to his lips.

Chapter 2

When leaving the house Honjo said he would arrive late today because of a dinner party, hence he arrived home around midnight, but Honjo was secretly relieved to see his wife Yasuko chatting away about frivolous matters without showing any signs of suspicion.

“I guess the company budget had something to do with it, but the saké tasted dreadful. As always, drinks at home taste the best.”

Yasuko glanced at his face out of the corner of her eye. Five years his senior and always looking flashy with thick makeup, she seemed to be worried about how they looked as a couple.

“It’s useless to try sweet-talking and begging me for more saké. You’ve already drunk a good bit. It’s bad for your health.”

But even as she said this his wife pulled out a beer that had been put aside especially for him.

Yasuko glanced at the wall clock. “Oh my, it’s already one o’clock. Tomorrow is Sunday so you should sleep in late. I’m going to go to the laboratory for my psychic training while you are still sleeping, and I’ll come back by the time you wake up.”

Honjo grimaced. “Would you cut it out? Training, training…what are you trying to do? If your special sense develops any further I won’t be able to take it anymore.”

“I clearly have a remarkable psychic ability. It would be a pity for me not to train and polish that. Not to mention, if you happen to lose your job I’ll become a spiritual medium, make a fortune, and let you live comfortably, doing whatever you want.”

“You fool! That’s impossible. How could someone at age thirty-two become unemployed? My career has just begun!”

“Yes, you are right. I apologize. I’m sorry if I upset you by speaking carelessly while you are terribly exhausted like this. Well then, I’m going to bed early, so please pretend the party is not over and drink some more as you reminisce.”

Yasuko slammed the paper-covered door shut as she left. “Pretend the party is not over”––these words echoed strangely through Honjo’s head.

“That woman called me ‘terribly exhausted.’ ”

He mumbled this quietly to himself as he glared towards her on the other side of the door.

Honjo didn’t remember what time he made it into bed after polishing off the only two beers, but when he awoke Yasuko wasn’t around. She had apparently left the house quite a while ago, with breakfast sitting covered by a white net on the living room table, but the rice that had been cooked in the morning had completely cooled off, and the miso soup tasted like water. He finished breakfast and then casually glanced at his wife’s desk as he drank tea; while normally well-organized, today the household account book was left out, and a fountain pen rested upon her journal.

“Well, well. That woman has been keeping a diary. Who the hell does she think she is?”

Honjo decided he wanted to steal a look at what sorts of things his wife was writing.

“My wife’s diary has got to be mostly trivial stuff. Grumbling about household financial difficulties, complaints about her husband, and the like.”

He sneered as he flipped through a few pages, but froze in shock when he saw the last page.

Saturday, September 10th

It appears that recently Lord Okuda has opened an unlicensed traveler’s inn. It’s just the perfect place for the rendezvous with my girlfriend and I am certain she will be satisfied, so I stop by on the way to work and discover the price is fairly inexpensive. The room is nice and I lie to my wife, telling her I am going to a party, so everything goes smoothly with no need to worry about what time I get home. After work, I accompany my girlfriend there.

She fears my wife’s gaze, so I try to insult my wife as much as possible and compliment my girlfriend. We vow to always be together, and I escort her to the station. When I get home it’s almost 12:15.

Honjo scratched his head angrily. Once again, that woman knew everything. This wasn’t his wife’s diary; it was the diary of Honjo himself, penned by his wife. She’s making a fool of me.

But it was a terrible shock to discover she already knew about last night. And she was acting like she knew nothing. How dishonest of her!

“That devil! That evil woman!”

He tossed the diary away.

However, his curiosity got the better of him so he picked up the diary again and skimmed the first page.

Saturday, August 6th

I’m getting fed up with the monstrous passion of this older woman. She used to be married but abandoned her husband and her status just to be with me. And lately I’ve been hearing people speak as if I seduced her, which is quite irritating.

Her burning love has gotten the better of me, resulting in us getting married, but in the beginning Yasuko’s sixth sense––actually her seventh sense––came in very handy.

For example she will say, ‘In the near future there will be a layoff, so be careful,’ and in a few days someone’s head is always flying.

Today she told me that if I don’t delay my commute a little, I would be exposed to the danger of a train accident. Even though I make fun of her I leave home a little later than usual, and the train right in front of mine manages to derail, with several injured; she has this mysterious seventh sense completely unlike what we call the sixth sense.

Then someone flatters her, saying that she has great psychic powers, which if refined will make her an amazing person who can see anything, and she begins diligent psychic training. In fact, it seems that she has started this training because of the desire to know what I am doing when we are apart. I’ll speak honestly about her true intention: it is to try and dominate every aspect of me, Shun Honjo, and to know about every single thing that I do. Recently, just knowing about me isn’t enough to satisfy her. She seems to be burning with a terrible desire to learn everything about my body, from my hair to my toenails––and actually, if it was possible she would even tear open my skin, pull my organs out, and examine my heart. Yet, she must not kill me. Because allowing me to die would result in killing herself as well. That’s why she feels such a strong need for these psychic abilities. She’s trying to use her psychic powers to probe into my heart and see what I am truly feeling. And her cold gaze is relentless.

Honjo slammed the diary face-down on the table and stood up.

“Screw you! Supernatural abilities? Psychic powers? What an idiot!”

He spat into the garden.

“I’m home.”

Honjo had no idea when she had arrived, but his wife now stood directly behind him.

“Did reading my diary upset you?” she said with a smile.

Annoyed, Honjo ignored her.

“Are you embarrassed, unable to keep any secrets from me?” she chuckled. “But whatever you try to do out there, I won’t get angry at all. It’s invisible to your eyes, but my spirit is always at your side, watching you closely, which is why I know everything you do. And no matter what type of girlfriend you have, I know that in the end you love me the most, and will always return to my arms, so I will never get jealous,” she said and laughed again. “I only overlook your little bouts of depravity because you’re so sweet.”

“Mind your own business. My body belongs to me alone. I don’t need your permission to freely live my life as I like, and I can’t stand being accused of things I didn’t do. First of all, it’s unpleasant. You believe your own absurd fantasies, but common sense tells me that you’ll never actually know what I’m doing outside the house. As for your groundless creative writings, there’s a limit to how much you can insult a person. You’re truly shameful. To begin with, I can’t stand your idea of trying to control a man’s life completely. Your vanity has gone too far. In any case, what you’ve written in that diary is nothing but nonsense and lies, denouncing me with your fabrications. I can’t live with someone who considers me such a despicable person.”

“You’re saying again you want to break up with me?”

“Isn’t it obvious? I like people, but I can’t stand a monster like you.”

“What a terrible thing to say. If I separate from you, I will cease to live. If I do, my spirit will go directly into your body, unite with your soul, and we will be together for eternity.”

Honjo shuddered.

“Do you really hate me that much? In just a moment a phone call from the saké dealer will come in, so be patient. Then you can go relax with Momoko, and come back in a better mood.”

“What the hell are you talking about? I don’t know anyone named Momoko.”

“Oh, have you forgotten? The typist who came to visit when you were ill.”

When Honjo ignored her, sure enough a call came from the saké dealer.

He threw on a pair of nearby wooden clogs and left the room in a hurry, but the voice on the other end was Momoko.

“That woman knows everything,” he said in disgust.

“Regardless, I’ll see you there. At the place from last night, OK?”

Chapter 3

In contrast to his stylish, impeccable clothing yesterday, Honjo went to Lord Okuda’s place today without even a coat, wearing only casual clothes and sandals. Having apparently called from somewhere nearby, Momoko was already waiting in the tea room.

Honjo’s heart leapt a beat when he saw her pale face.

“Did someone from your family find out?” Honjo said the first thing that came to mind.

“No, that’s not it. Not my family. Didn’t your wife find out? Oh, what should I do…” she said helplessly.

“How did you know?”

“Your wife sent someone to pick me up this morning. And she met me personally.”

“Where?”

“That psychic laboratory, or whatever she calls it, was such an eerie place. It was crowded with people walking down a hall in a daze, or staring hard at my face as if to drill a hole right through it, and I got so nervous. When I saw your wife at home the other day she seemed pleasant, but today she looked at me with a serious expression and eyes that seemed to pierce right through my heart. ‘If you try to seduce him, even though I may forgive you, my guardian spirit will not,’ she told me. ‘Misfortune will befall you, so you must not commit a mistake like last night ever again. End things with him immediately and find yourself a legitimate marriage. Do not try to steal another person’s husband.’ ”

“That’s none of her business. Do you really think our relationship will be destroyed that easily?”

“But you know…I realized something.”

“What is it?” He asked without waiting a beat.

“I’m scared. If she already knows what happened last night, then she’ll find out whatever happens in the future. Am I wrong? I'm sorry to say I’ve lost interest in you, but I no longer feel like seeing you like this while we are being observed.”

Honjo agreed with this point.

“I’ll end things. I’ll break up with Yasuko, once and for all,” he said resolutely.

Maybe Yasuko, sitting at home, knows even what they are talking about now. Or perhaps, to borrow his wife’s words, her spirit is separated from her body and flying freely around invisible to them, observing them from somewhere in this room.

“Such an absurd thing is impossible,” Honjo thought, but the next moment he was overcome with uncontrollable anxiety.

“I’m worried that your wife is watching us with her cold gaze through the crack around the door, and I can’t relax.”

“That’s impossible. I didn’t think you would believe in such an unscientific thing. It’s just your nerves. Her intuition is certainly sensitive, but it’s hit or miss. She just happened to get something right, hence your suspicion, but if I let my imagination run free even I can guess correctly part of the time.”

“Your reassurance isn’t enough to calm me down. I can tell your wife loves you very deeply. When I see those eyes filled with a burning passion, like a flame, I can’t help but think they will consume your heart. What terrible determination.”

“That’s why I’m breaking up with her.”

“Seriously?”

“Of course I’m serious. The only way I can go on living is by breaking up with her. I can’t bear her unending cold stare. Just think about it. At every moment someone is watching me from somewhere, knowing everything about me, and that person is my wife, so I can never get any rest. I’m utterly exhausted.”

He covered his face with both hands and continued in a voice that was on the verge of tears.

“Every person wants time, needs time when they can be alone. They need a world that only they know about. Without that, nobody can go on living. That is what our minds are. As long as we don’t express thoughts out loud, nobody will know of them, right? That kind of mind is very important to me, which is why I can’t stand to have someone sneak into my mind and try to steal the thoughts that only I know. It’s more embarrassing than being made to dance before an audience from morning to night without repose. I feel like I am about to lose my mind. Separating from my wife is my one and only way to escape.”

“Is just breaking up with her really going to be enough?”

“What else is there? I’m going to give her everything––the house and all my money––so that I have nothing left, and leave her. Even when I’m gone, with that house and all that money she should be able to survive easily for the rest of her life. I can’t have her saying I left her with no way to survive, which is why I’m going to give her every cent I have. Then she will have nothing to complain about.”

“But maybe rather than all your money, your wife actually would prefer to have you?”

“Then what should I do?” he said with anger in his voice.

“What should you do? I don’t know, but I think she will probably not consent to the divorce.”

“And if she asks me to stay with her forever? If she chains me up and tortures me eternally?”

As Honjo spoke his face went pale and sticky sweat broke out on his nose.

“If she says she will never divorce me, I’ll make sure she keeps away from me, and never follows me around again.”

“What do you mean? What are you going to do?”

Face turning pale, Momoko asked as she trembled from the disturbing feeling in the air.

“Well, when that happens…when that happens I’ll have no choice but to kill her. If I do that I’ll be completely separated from her. Actually, I’m just kidding,” he said with a chuckle.

Momoko buried her head into his knees.

Above her continued Honjo’s vacant laughter.

Chapter 4

As if knowing exactly when he would return, just when Honjo was about to ring the doorbell the door opened and Yasuko welcomed him with a smile.

He entered the living room to find the saké bottles arranged neatly. Yasuko spoke as she passed him a glass. “Seems like things went well today,” she said.

“What do you mean?”

“What do you mean?” she laughed. “I’m talking about you and Momoko.”

Honjo was silent.

“By the way, did you finalize your arrangements to break up with me and marry that girl? You two really are making horrible plans. But whatever you say, I refuse to break up with you,” she said, grasping his hand as she drew up close to him, put her lips to the glass he held, and took a sip.

“Hey, you should drink too.”

“I refuse to.”

He loudly slammed the glass down on the table.

“Of course you don’t want any more, the alcohol must be already flowing quite heavily through your veins. Is saké only appetizing when it is poured by Momoko?”

“What are you talking about?”

“I’m just asking. Didn’t you say my love was annoying you? You’ll get what you deserve. Have you forgotten who went out of their way to help you, while you were still but a young man, to get promoted and gain such a high position?”

She placed a hand on his knee and continued, her gaze persistent as ever.

“Weren’t all those things thanks to me, or should I say my spirit? Without that, not only would you never have been chosen as an executive candidate, but you’d be lucky to be a petty errand boy. If you betray me and don’t stop talking big about breaking up or killing me just because you want to be with that girl Momoko, you’ll become the laughingstock of society.”

Honjo pushed away her hand from his knee and spoke arrogantly.

“Being indebted to you like that is the very reason I have endured this until today. But I can no longer take it, and your annoying, all-consuming love is about to drive me mad. Your ruse of being the loyal wife who is trying to do just the right thing for me is an utter nuisance, and disgusts me. When I’m with you, I feel like I’m going to go crazy and lose my mind. I can no longer bear your piercing gaze that’s like a poisonous needle. I want to be completely free from you and take a deep breath in a new world of freedom. I’ve grown to hate this life where, bound by what you call an invisible spirit, I have lost all freedom. Let’s end this. It’s the only way I can go on living.”

“If I break up with you, I can no longer go on living.”

“I’ll give you whatever you need to survive.”

“You mean your fortune?” she chuckled. “I don’t want that, I want you. I want your body, your soul, every part of you.”

Honjo threw the glass he had been holding at her face.

“Enough is enough!”

“I’m simply explaining my wishes.”

Honjo’s teeth began to chatter.

“They say ugly women have the deepest love, and you’re a perfect example of that. But I’ve fallen in love with a normal girl. I abhor women who try to uncover the secrets of other people by lying about incomprehensible spirits.“

Yasuko spoke, her words seeming to stick to him.

“I can’t stop loving you even if you treat me like this. Oh, how pitiful I am! But if you think you can escape, go ahead and try. Because my spirit will separate from my body and follow you wherever you go.”

“If you think it can follow me, just try.”

“Yes, it can. See? My spirit is now entering you…”

Yasuko’s eyes went vacant as she pointed to his chest.

“What the…”

He stood up suddenly and then, as if brushing away someone, tapped his chest near his heart. As he was tapping, he began to gradually lose control.

But at the same time, with all of his heart and soul he bitterly detested Yasuko who stood before him.

A single thought spun around and around his mind: “If this bitch only was gone…”

He grabbed a sewing iron that she had put on the charcoal brazier and stuck her head with all of his strength.

“Oh, you…you truly intended to kill me, didn’t you?”

Toppling over backwards, Yasuko looked lovingly up at Honjo as he raised the iron and prepared to strike again.

“I already knew I would be killed by you. But oh, how happy I am now. Yes! I see my spirit slowly melting into your soul. Our souls have melted completely inside your body, united eternally. Even if my body dies, my soul will go on living inside your body.”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

After the second blow, she lost the ability to speak.

Honjo walked in circles around the room, waving around the iron wildly.

“Her soul is inside of me! Aahh! Get out, get out now!”

Screaming at the top of his lungs, he punched his chest repeatedly.

“Not coming out? You better! Get out of me this instant!”

He writhed and contorted his body, as if trying to shake something off, then struck his chest as he burst out of the house and ran aimlessly through the streets.

A woman from a nearby home coming to deliver some rationed goods was horrified to see Yasuko’s battered corpse, and right around the time the woman arrived at a neighborhood police station, Honjo was being arrested as a raving lunatic by a passing police officer.


Circus Boy

Mimei Ogawa

Introduction

Mimei Ogawa [1882-1961], a prolific author of short stories, is considered to be one of the founding figures of modern Japanese children’s literature. Born in Niigata prefecture, he has also been called the Hans Christian Andersen of Japan because of how his works were influenced by Andersen. Ogawa has written over a thousand stories, the majority of which are fairy tales, with The Mermaid and the Red Candles, The Cow Woman, and The Wild Roses being three of his most well-known stories. 

In 1951, he won the Award of the Japan Art Academy, given for contribution to the advancement of arts in Japan. In 1991 the Ogawa Mimei Literary Award was created to commemorate the 30th anniversary of his death, a yearly prize targeting notable children’s literature.

Ogawa’s stories often can be seen to contain a moral in some form, though they may not always be obvious to modern readers. Circus boy, a tale about a boy in search of his long-lost sister, is one of Ogawa’s stories with a relatively straightforward message.

Story

One brilliant summer day when a boy was playing outside, an automobile carrying a coffin ornamented with flowers drove down the street. As it passed by, the automobile dropped a stem with a single white flower.

Upon seeing this, children from all around ran towards the flower, but the first boy to get there picked it up. He didn’t know the flower’s name, but it was a wonderful flower that gave off a strong scent.

The other children gazed at the flower with great envy.

“Picking up a funeral flower like that is bad luck,” said one person. “No matter how beautiful the flower is, you shouldn’t pick it up,” agreed another.

“Hey! All of you ran over here to pick it up too, didn’t you? There’s nothing unlucky about picking up a flower,” thought the boy as he carefully carried it away.

But after hearing the children say those things, the boy was not left with a good feeling. This was because thinking about whether it was safe to pick up a flower given to a dead person made him feel bad.

An old man working at an ice cream stand underneath a willow tree was smiling silently as he watched the boy. The boy decided to try asking the old man about the flower.

“Hey mister, there’s nothing wrong with picking up a flower that fell off of a funeral car, right?” asked the boy.

With no customers around, the old man had been watching the boy the entire time, hence he knew everything.

“No, there’s absolutely nothing wrong with that. Because if nobody picks it up, the flower will eventually be stomped on by someone or run over by a car and destroyed. If you pick up the flower and put it in a jar, the flower can still be seen, so even the deceased will be pleased,” said the old man.

When the boy heard this, he was suddenly filled with joy.

“I wonder what that person was like before they died.”

“Hmm, maybe it was a sweet, beautiful girl.”

As he spoke, the old man gazed into the distant sky above the city. Over there, golden-colored clouds stood perfectly still, as if having bumped into the roof of a very tall building somewhere.

When the boy got home, he filled a small glass jar with water, placed the flower inside it, and set the jar upon a windowsill. The boy was poor and lived in a tiny house, such that the flower was the only thing twinkling inside. The wonderful scent of the flower drifted all throughout the house.

Because the boy’s house was located on a small alley in the back of town, insects like bees and butterflies were rarely seen. And yet, a bee had flown in from somewhere just because of the flower. The boy silently watched the bee drinking the flower’s nectar. Eventually, as if none of the sweet nectar remained, the bee flew reluctantly around the flower a few times before losing its way, entering the house, and bumping into a paper sliding door where it flapped its wings wildly.

“Silly bee. Why would it come to a place like this just for a flower? It could fly out to the outskirts of the town, where there are wide fields and plains. Many kinds of flowers are surely blooming there…I wonder if this bee knows about that.”

The boy imagined many things as he watched the troubled bee on the door who had become lost on its journey.

Had this been any other day, the boy might have simply killed the bee. But on this day, the boy was unable to think of doing such a cruel thing. He opened the door and used a fan to help the bee escape.

Just then, he recalled the words of the old man selling ice cream: “Hmm, maybe it was a sweet, beautiful girl.” He couldn’t help but think about his older sister who had run away from home and never returned.

“Now I too will go out into the great big world and search for my sister. Then even my mother will be pleased.”

The boy made up his mind while gazing at the white flower. Oddly enough, at that very moment the white flower fell off of the branch with a soft sound.

＊　　　＊　　　＊　　　＊　　　＊

Then, a few years later, the boy joined a circus troupe and traveled all over the world. He did this partially because he heard a rumor that his sister had joined a circus troupe.

The circus troupe wandered aimlessly on foot, sometimes to the west and sometimes to the east, performing wherever they went. Below the midsummer sky they pitched a tall tent and performed dangerous stunts. Oh my, how difficult of a time he had learning to do a variety of acrobatics, such as walking on a tightrope and doing a headstand on a pole. The boy was beaten, his food rations reduced, and he was even kicked. There was no telling how many times he shed tears. But each time, he thought that his sister was part of a circus where she was probably going through the same painful experiences, and he managed to get through it.

However, the boy did not know when he would come across the sister he was in search of. And he did not know when he would be able to escape from this suffering and lead a life of happiness. This angered him, so he struggled to find some way to escape from the circus.

Then one morning, he waited for just the right moment and escaped from the troupe. He ran aimlessly into the distance wherever his feet took him. Worried that someone would be following him, the boy looked back many times. Eventually, in the afternoon of that day he stumbled upon an unfamiliar field where he let his exhausted body collapse into the tall grass with a thud.

The boy looked around, but there was no sign that anyone had followed him all the way here. He thought that right around now there must be a big commotion as the troupe realized he was gone. Just then, he heard a terrific buzzing sound coming from nearby. The boy saw a bee squirming around in a spider web, caught as it tried to land on a flower in the field. As he was watching, he remembered the bee that had come to visit him after he picked up a flower that had fallen from the funeral car and put it in a jar. Once he had wondered why that bee had come to the flower in his house instead of going to a wide field, where the bee would find plenty of sweet nectar that it could drink freely. But now, he realized that there was no guarantee of safe passage through a large field or anywhere else in this wide world. The boy rescued the bee.

After that he continued walking and came to the coast where many people gathered, speaking as they pointed to a tall cliff. Apparently some sort of treasure had been hidden by pirates atop the cliff, but nobody was able to climb up to get it.

“I’m going up,” said the boy. With a body that had become strong from performing acrobatics, he easily climbed up the cliff and brought down the bundle of treasure that had been hidden there. The people of the village gathered around and praised the boy’s great courage. Then an old man who appeared to be the village chief said to him, “Young man, you were only able to climb that cliff thanks to the harsh training you undertook. So that treasure belongs to you, and no one else.” Thus, as the result of this fair trial, for the first time this boy’s fate made a turn for the better, blossoming like a beautiful flower.


Cactus Rose

Nogitaro Yamamoto

Introduction

Nogitaro Yamamoto [1889-1951] was born in Hyogo prefecture and his first notable work was Window, which first appeared in the literary magazine “New Youth” in 1926. His stories can generally be placed in one of two categories: detective stories that focus more on realism, and dark or unusual mystery pieces. He was active until 1947, and some similar contemporary authors include Yumeno Kyusaku (of Dogura Magura), and Edogawa Rampo (a major contributor to the Japanese thriller and mystery genres). 

Cactus Rose, is a dark mystery first published in 1932 that creates suspense using the main character’s mental state and perception of events. Yamamoto is not very well-known in the west, and as far as I can tell this is the first story of his to appear in English.

Story

Chapter 1

Ever since arriving at this small hot spring resort in the north, Shizue loved nothing more than taking evening walks around the lake.

When the sun sank behind a hill into the Sea of Japan, the surface of the lake quickly darkened before her eyes as the lights on the opposing shore began to glow.

Darkness had fallen. The rustling of the reeds, the dull sound of oars paddling, the sensation of felt sandals against the soft, sandy earth––there was a kind of sadness in these things to the recuperating Shizue, but it was a pleasant sadness that perfectly matched her state of mind.

Heading up to the second floor quietly to avoid the others, Shizue sat at her desk and let out a short sigh, then gazed out at the dark leaves hanging from the willow tree that dominated the view outside her window. After a quick glance at the pair of newly-arrived letters on her desk, without touching them she shifted her gaze to the water-filled cup sitting beside an open packet of medicine. The sparkling water visible through the glass brought to mind a cold blade.

Suicide. The idea suddenly entered her mind. “If this medicine is truly poison,” she thought and conjured up a vision of herself spitting up blood while writhing in agony.

She suddenly stood up, for the dark lake’s surface had expanded fully in her mind, and the sounds of rustling reeds and paddling oars had reached her ears. Suicide, suicide, she muttered playfully as if singing a song. Sitting back down at the desk, she took up a pen. It was to write a suicide note.

Once she finished writing and placed the note into an envelope, a great sense of fatigue washed over her, as if she had just performed some monumental task.

She picked up both letters and examined them.

The first was from her stepmother; the other, a long envelope of plain white lacking a sender’s name, written in handwriting she didn’t recognize.

I cannot express how reluctant I am to send this letter to you. Because the act of giving this letter is equivalent to revealing myself to you…And yet I could no longer bear to keep to myself this joy in my heart, the joy of being able to watch you at this small hot spring resort on the lake…

I am considering sending letters to you like this as a part of my daily routine from now on, for I believe this joy in my heart will surely not cause you discomfort. Because to us, both recovering from an illness, consolation is the most important thing…

This letter dug deep into the heart of Shizue, who had been considering taking her own life. But just as she was about to reread it, her older sister came upstairs.

“When did you get home? I was worried that it wouldn’t be good for you to stay too long near the lagoon.”

Her sister cracked open the window and withdrew the bedding from the closet.

“Do you want to go to Ikiri Beach tomorrow? My husband has a day off, and it’s a really wonderful place.”

Shizue slipped the letter underneath her desk as she responded.

“Well, I guess I could go. But if it’s just going to be like last time…”

“Come on, it will be fine. Your condition has improved greatly, and they have automobiles too.”

“He’s not coming home tonight.”

After her sister laid out a futon in a corner of the room, she sat down near the charcoal heater and looked at the clock briefly before speaking.

“My husband went to Kanazawa this morning and said he would be back around eight…so he should be here soon.”

A train had apparently just stopped at the station and they heard the disorderly sound of several people’s footsteps passing in front of the house, but silence returned a moment later. Right after they heard the characteristic cough of her sister’s husband, who seemed to have arrived on the train now, he began climbing the steps to the second floor.

“Welcome home.”

“Welcome back brother.”

“Could you please take Shizue and me to Ikiri Beach tomorrow?” said Shizue’s sister as she helped her husband get changed.

“That sounds like a good idea. Although it might be a little hot during the day tomorrow…By the way Shizue, I heard you got your picture taken at Yayoiken.”

“Yes, today when I passed by I felt like getting my picture taken…”

“When I met the guy from Yayoiken today on the train, he smiled and said you let him take your picture. You know, the photo shops around here aren’t very good…”

When the two went downstairs to prepare dinner, Shizue slipped the letter out from underneath her desk.

This letter, while not being particularly special, had interrupted Shizue’s plan for suicide. Reading it again made her feel the sadness of someone suffering from an illness, yet there was also somehow a sense of celebration for the joy of living. But even greater than those things was Shizue’s curiosity about the author of the letter.

Chapter 2

The next day, Shizue went to Ikiri Beach with her sister and her sister’s husband. To Shizue, who had been raised in the oceanless city of Kyoto and knew of only the Chikko harbor in Osaka, standing and staring out at the Sea of Japan was an unbelievably magnificent thing. Surface glistening with the light of early summer, the sea’s gray color gradually darkened towards the horizon, and within that dark gray swept great demon-like waves of black, gnawing at the coastline like anger itself.

Sadness continued to grip Shizue’s heart.

On the way home, she rode in a car.

The rocky beach, glittering in the sun; the crests of waves, glistening white; the far reaches of the sea, covered by a dark gray fog. These things weighed endlessly on her heart. And sitting endlessly in her desk drawer was the suicide note and the letter from an unknown sender.

“Despite all that dramatic talk, I’m sure the letter was just sent as a prank on a passing whim.”

Even with such disparaging thoughts, Shizue would at times pull the letter out and stare at it. But she didn’t seem to have any great expectations and must have simply felt lonely about the idea of the sender of this letter, a form of encouragement to her, disappearing without further contact.

However, in a few days she discovered another white rectangular envelope upon her desk, once again lacking a signature.

I have been writing letters to you every day. This is the only mission for my present self. Possessing a body that is not accepted by society, I cannot count the number of times I have considered suicide. Yet lacking even the courage to die, I have lived a life of inertia and escaped to this hot spring resort. I brought many books with me from Kyoto, but have not yet read even a third of them. Reading only deepens my torment, offering not even the slightest comfort. Those city folks have been gradually coming to this resort. Oh, how many times I have stood at the lake’s edge and thought of ending it all. But I was only able to find you because I had stayed alive. Now I keenly feel the happiness that life brings. Madam, I pray that you quickly recover fully from your illness, although it makes me sad to think about how that day will steal you away from this city. But I will never regret when that day comes because you will remain forever in my heart.

To Shizue, a woman with nothing to live for, this letter from an unknown person offered great encouragement.

Gazing at the small characters written in pen on the letter, she began to feel something nostalgic in each and every stroke. Without thinking, Shizue raised the letter to her nose to savor the faint scent of paper and ink. Then she picked up the envelope. Her name was written in large letters using a casual cursive style. Seeing her name written by the hand of a total stranger made Shizue feel a sense of uneasiness mixed with fascination as she wondered if something definite, perhaps fate or destiny, was connecting her to the mysterious sender of this letter. On the top-left corner of the letter was a neatly placed stamp, clearly postmarked with the words “Yamashiro Post Office”.

Chapter 3

The next day, Shizue headed out to the mountains alone. She passed across Kurodani bridge over Dangyokei gorge and went up to Korogi bridge. Within the rocky rapids were deep, silent whirlpools swirling about in various places. There, tiny black river fish danced about quietly. When Shizue sat quietly on a large stone and gazed deeply into herself, she realized death was still in her heart. But within the expansive void of that death clearly manifested the vision of the man who had written those mysterious letters.

On the way home Shizue took the Yamashiro line, and while waiting for the train to Iburihashi she strolled around Yamashiro City. After walking only around 200 meters, the Yamashiro Post Office appeared on the right side of the road. The anonymous letters were always postmarked from this location. With a post office in Katayamazu, why would someone come all the way here to mail a letter? Just as this small doubt slowed her already sluggish pace, the door with “Yamashiro Post Office” written in white paint opened quietly with a tiny squeak and a young man emerged on the stone steps. For some reason this startled Shizue, who continued walking in a certain state of confusion.

On the evening of the next day when Shizue returned from her usual lakeside walk, a white, rectangular envelope was sitting on her desk.

I wonder what you felt as you read my first letter…But I have no need to ask what I already know.

You have become a light to me, a man living a life akin to wandering through darkness. It was joy that made me write that first letter, the joy of a beam of light suddenly shining onto the darkness where I have been trapped for the longest time. Since then, the light ignited in my heart has gradually grown brighter. I have been reborn from the despair of detesting my own body, and have even come to feel the joy of living. Yet all that was nothing but the transient joy of my foolish self. Happiness had made me foolishly forget that my agony would only worsen as you, my light, slowly grow stronger.

The sole mission I had given myself of putting letters to you into my diary, day after day, has gradually become an unbearable agony to me. That is because by no means will I ever be able to show myself to you. Of late, I have even begun to feel that I would have been happier without ever coming across you.

Now I am making a painting. Once it is complete, I will show the painting to you and promise to never send a letter again.

Reading this letter, Shizue was engulfed in a deep sadness. Not the type one feels from love or romance, but rather a different, very strange sadness. The man of the mysterious letters whom she had been fantasizing about had gradually begun to take shape, and was now digging deep into her heart.

The sun had set. Shizue continued gazing at the dark leaves of the willow tree outside her window.

Chapter 4

The time for Shizue to return to Kyoto drew near. Her condition had improved to a certain extent, not to mention her brother’s warning that leaving her in a lonely place like this could actually cause depression.

Shizue did not feel particularly happy about returning to Kyoto, nor did she feel much attachment to where she resided now; she wished only to ascertain the author of the anonymous letters.

But she was clearly hesitant about asking her relatives to help, and even if she did ask around it didn’t seem likely anyone in this city of hot spring resorts, filled with tourists from Osaka, would know anything.

At three in the afternoon, the day before they planned to leave in the morning on the second train, a package arrived with a letter attached.

She opened the package to reveal a 24x24 cm oil painting surrounded by a thin frame, and a single book.

It appears that you are planning to depart soon. Once you return to Kyoto, it is my dearest hope that you take very good care of your health and live there in happiness.

As promised, I have sent you a painting. This painting, as you are aware, depicts a cactus. Cactuses are ugly, dark green things with thorns, but the tiny flower that opens atop them is a bright red, blood-like color. But as to why I have painted a cactus rose as a parting gift, I don’t imagine you will ever hear that from me for the rest of my life. And yet, I feel that a day will come––perhaps after I have passed away––when you will understand.

This checkered-corded poem anthology doesn’t have any particular meaning. I simply wanted to give it to you. I hope you take good care of your health and live in happiness.

Shizue felt her chest constricting. This man’s illness must be quite serious. She wanted to meet him, to comfort him. With these thoughts she flipped through the pages of the poem anthology, but there was nothing other than printed text. The painting was not signed either. The letter was stamped with the usual “Yamashiro Post Office”, with the date of June 18th.

On the following day she left Katayamazu. From the window of the train she saw the lake sparkling in the morning sunlight and the small hot spring resort. Somewhere in this city was the person who had made that painting. Thinking of this made her want to turn around and head back.

Chapter 5

Exactly a week after returning to Kyoto, Shizue received a letter from her brother-in-law. The following is an excerpt from that letter.

…After you left, something strange happened. You know Yayoiken, that photo studio that took your picture the other day? The guy from that studio was so honored to be allowed to take your picture––he bragged about it a great deal, so it must have been a surprisingly good photograph––and it seems he made a large print and put it inside a display case. I think you already know this, but Yayoiken is at the end of a side alley, so the display case was attached to a board next to the Hourai Traveler’s Inn, on the corner outside of the studio.

On the morning three days after you left, the guy from Yayoiken said that when he looked at the display case your photograph was missing, although the case was just a glass box that could be opened by undoing a metal clasp, and so when the Yayoiken guy saw it was missing his face went pale and he rushed to my place to apologize profusely before going home. Since the item in question was a photograph I admit it was a little strange, but he said there weren’t many delinquents around these parts and because it was “a photograph of a beautiful woman” some young hunter from the lagoon probably stole it and is now taking good care of it, so there’s nothing to worry about…

Shizue knew immediately who had stolen the photograph. At first this made her a little uncomfortable, but a moment later she began to feel touched by this unknown man who adored her to such a great degree. Had she known the man’s address, she wished to go over there and say, “I would like to give you that photograph.”

A year later Shizue got married, and another year passed.

A year at her parent’s home after returning from Katayamazu. A year of being married. During these two years, Shizue’s heart was possessed by that unknown man. She imagined him in various forms: gripping a brush as he coughed violently; standing on the dark lake’s edge, his back turned to her; sometimes even leaning on a cane to support his crippled body.

Shizue’s marriage was a traditional so-called “sacrificial” marriage. On the night of her marriage when, not yet fully recovered, she was being rocked back and forth in the car, the face of an unknown man appeared in the front window. She smiled at him dejectedly.

Even after moving from a house in Karasuma with shiny black fuji tatami to a Western-style house in Higashiyama, Shizue hung up the “Cactus Rose” painting in the living room. The cactus in the picture had darkened significantly, perhaps due to age, further degenerating what had already been ugly. In contrast, the vivid red color of the single tiny flower blooming at the cactus’s tip stood out with an otherworldly beauty.

Within the cactus was hidden the face of the unknown man who had appeared in the car’s front window on her wedding night.

Once in a while, the maid would catch Shizue whispering to the painting of the cactus.

Chapter 6

Shizue’s husband had just left the study. Normally she had a good idea as to the whereabouts of her husband, who was about to change into traditional clothes before going out, but she wasn’t of the mind now to worry about such a thing. She simply sat vacantly in a chair.

Rays of the sinking autumn sun slipped through a gap in the curtain and poured onto the carpet.

Shizue glanced casually at her husband’s table to find a notebook. It was part of his library catalog. Flipping indifferently through the pages, her gaze became fixed on a certain page as if attracted by an unknown force. There the title “checkered-corded poem anthology” stood out in stark relief, as if embossed. But that wasn’t all. The words “poem anthology” were crossed out in red, and the following was written in the notes column in the same red ink.

Send to Mr. S, at K resort. Jun 18, 1928.

Shizue’s vacant mind received a great shock that nearly crushed her. A terrible shudder ran through her body; blood rushed to her pale face.

Shizue flipped through the pages ravenously. She was searching the catalog for the index of her husband’s journals, but they were not listed. Catalog in hand, she ran to her husband’s library in the adjacent room and began carefully inspecting the bookshelves. The gold letters glittering on the books’ leather spines reflected brightly in Shizue’s impassioned eyes. At last she discovered a set of ten notebooks in the corner of the bottom shelf. Pulling them out, she saw they were indeed journals. She glanced at each of the dates printed on the covers, but the journals only went up to September 1928. Then she tried reading through the January and February books in order. Heart throbbing with an indescribable emotion, Shizue’s fingers quivered as they flipped through each book.

But there was no sign of the four months of May, June, July, or August. She only found the September notebook that had entries on the first two pages, and blank pages for the rest. But she did discover a postcard sandwiched in the middle of the September notebook. It had been sent to her husband from the Hourai Traveler’s Inn in Katayamazu, Kaga province. She turned it over and read the message.

Dear Sir, I would like to apologize greatly for our negligence during your stay. Of course, it was our dearest wish to see you fully recovered from your long illness, and seeing you depart with such a healthy complexion made us glad to have attended to you, and to your father. We sincerely hope the very best for your future.

We would also like to thank you very much for the great contribution you provided the other day, and we hope that you can visit our hot springs again next year in excellent health.

Furthermore, if possible we would like to request that you have the book and painting supplies left in our custody shipped back to you.

September 27

The sun had already gone down and the lamps glowed.

According to her journal, Shizue went to the mountains on May 12th. She had only seen the face of the man leaving the Yamashiro Post Office for a brief moment, but the features stuck in her memory seemed somehow similar to those of her husband. The image of the mysterious man whom she had long harbored in her heart had now become a thing of reality, and it was her own husband.

Four letters rested upon the desk.

Shizue sat at the desk, feeling empty as if her soul had left her body. Eventually, some emotion resembling indignation rose up within her––part frustration and part irritation, as if a precious jewel she had held tightly to her bosom and lovingly polished for two years had been trodden upon with muddy shoes and shattered to pieces.

After reading and rereading the four letters too many times to count, Shizue tore them into pieces. She tossed them into the nearby charcoal brazier, struck a match, and lit them on fire. Tiny red flames rose, but once those died down the blackened remains of the letters dispersed throughout the brazier, a portion becoming ashes that floated up to the roof.

Shizue suddenly stood up and touched her hand to the “Cactus Rose” painting that had been set atop a bookshelf, but a moment later she slowly withdrew her hand and gazed intently at the painting.

The face within the cactus was smiling. As if drawn in by the painting she grinned slightly and began mumbling something under her breath.

As she spoke at length to the painting, Shizue’s face gradually grew pale like wax.

The face inside the cactus gradually transformed into that of her husband.

Thrusting out her hand to touch the painting’s frame, she quickly withdrew it again.

Shizue wondered: could my husband truly make such a painting?

Chapter 7

Since getting married Shizue had never once seen her husband painting, and never heard him talking about it.

If her husband was truly the unknown man who wrote those letters, there is no way he would have stayed quiet about it all this time. How could he have not spoken about such a thing? Come to think of it, while there were some similarities between her husband’s handwriting and that in the letters, there also seemed to be some differences. But Shizue did not intend to compare handwriting and get to the bottom of that matter. Nor did she intend to ask her husband. She just had this indescribably unsettling feeling like indignation or sadness, as if the flower of her imagination that she had let freely blossom within a quiet, peaceful light had been brutally ripped to shreds.

That night, Shizue’s husband never came home.

After a long night of memories and dreams, dawn broke.

She glanced at the clock; it was 9 a.m.

After Shizue finally got out of bed, she got dressed with difficulty and then walked up to the full-length mirror. She put her hands to her pale, feeble face.

The sliding door opened quietly and the maid entered.

“Have you awoken yet, madam? We have just…received a call from your husband.”

“Oh really…”

Shizue didn’t even attempt to get up. The maid stood there uneasily for a few moments before speaking again. “Well…would you like to answer it?”

“Oh, yes…”

After walking languidly to the phone room Shizue put the receiver to her ear and immediately heard her husband’s cheery voice.

“Shizu, is that you? Did you see the Kyoto newspaper this morning? Like the others, I have gone through much trouble to try and help you recover, but now we can finally both be happy. Quick, take a look. It’s on page three of this morning’s Kyoto Newspaper…”

Shizue returned to her room and started flipping sluggishly through the newspaper. But once she came to the third page a great shock constricted her lungs as she instinctively picked up the paper.

On the third page appeared the photograph that had been stolen in Katayamazu. Trying to calm her terrified heart, Shizue read the headline.

“Broken Hearted Rickets Man Commits Suicide” was followed by the subheading “Leaving behind journal with beauty’s photo”. The article ended by saying the man’s identity was yet undetermined and inquiries were currently taking place in the location listed on the photograph in his possession: Yayoiken of Katayamazu.

The face inside the cactus was smiling. A grin plastered on her own pale face, Shizue continued muttering something quietly to the painting.

(January 1932)


Mother

Haruo Sato

Introduction

Haru Sato [1892-1964] was an author from Wakayama prefecture who wrote a wide variety of works, including plays, poetry, literary criticism, essays, and short stories. His most famous works include Rural Melancholy and The House of a Spanish Dog, the latter being known for its dreamlike atmosphere. His fiction often relates to topics of romanticism, weariness, or melancholy.

Dazai Osamu, considered one of the most important Japanese authors of the 20th century, was said to be influenced by Sato, who he studied under. Sato was friends with Tanizaki Jun’ichirō, and for a time involved with his wife.

His works have won several literary awards, such as the Yomiuri Prize and the Japanese Order of Culture (awarded for contributions related to culture).

Story

The man had a certain sacred griminess to him, the kind you would expect from a mountain hermit. His fingernails were all grown out to roughly an inch. He pestered me to buy a baby white peacock from him, and being surprisingly fond of the fairy tale atmosphere of that night I couldn’t help but tell him that I could purchase such an expensive thing. But it turned out that fortunately the price he wanted was over double what I was willing to pay, so it was all for naught. Normally this would have been the end of my story, but it seemed that this man, a dealer of small birds, was not willing to give up on trying to sell me a bird. A week later he came back, this time to try and convince me to buy a parrot.

The hermit brought over the parrot and introduced it to me. The parrot could say around ten different phrases quite skillfully, each with a clear, yet delicate pronunciation. In addition, the bird babbled on and on saying things I couldn’t understand. As for songs, it could only sing the first part of the traditional melody “Hato Poppo”, but there was something extremely natural about the way it sang. I think the young bird was only around three years old, so with enough training it should be able to learn to sing at least one children’s rhyme all the way through. The bird’s name was Laura…or so said the hermit-like man, showing a biscuit to the bird that he had my housemaid go and buy.

“Laura.”

After saying this the parrot twisted its body and pushed that large, round beak into its chest (as if making a flirtatious pose).

“Laura!”

To me, that sounded like the pretentious voice of a woman in her mid-thirties.

According to the hermit the bird was male, but based on its voice and movements I could only imagine it being female. Kintaro––that’s the name of one of my spaniels––barked as he ran around and around the large bird cage. The bird seemed unfazed by the dog’s excitement and even tried talking back with an imitation of Kintaro’s bark. When the frantic dog pushed his face up into the cage, Laura suddenly bared her most grotesque-looking beak, making Kinaro cower back in surprise. Seeing the dog’s confusion, Laura burst out into laughter, “Ha, ha, ha, ha, ha!”

Like a rooster crowing at daybreak, the bird looked upwards and began to dance around energetically. Then she turned to face downwards, twisting her body, and continued dancing as she spun around, flapping her tail wildly like a fan.

“Pretty interesting, don’t you think?” said the hermit immediately, watching my reaction.

And so to a certain extent, the bird was forced upon me like this. Not to mention the price was quite expensive, making it a purchase that I somewhat regretted. My wife completely saw through me and was extremely displeased, thinking that I had been unknowingly talked into this. But while the hermit who had taken care of the bird appeared grimy, I felt the man’s filth did not extend to his heart, and I also knew that the Yellow-crowned Parrot was known as a bird of exceptional quality, so my regret did not last more than a day, at most. On the contrary, in my experience with birds up to that point I felt that a “good” bird meant a smart one, and calling a bird “smart” ultimately indicated nothing more than a type of sensitivity, which is why I consoled myself by saying that while such a bird would frequently stop making sounds until it became accustomed to a new environment, eventually things would probably get interesting. After all, Laura showed no signs of being accustomed to me, and regardless of what I tried to make her say she gave absolutely no response. However, once in a while when Kintaro or George barked, she would try to imitate the terriers’ barking.

Then, according to my wife, the next morning while I was sleeping late Laura made a rooster-like “Coo, Coo, Coo-Coo, Coo-Coo-Coo,” sound, and then a “Here, here,” sound, like someone calling to a rooster.

“And then it made some sort of unfamiliar sound,” said Oshige (the housemaid).

“By ‘unfamiliar sound’, you mean it wasn’t Japanese?”

“No, it was certainly Japanese. I heard it say, ‘I am…’ but I couldn’t figure out the part after that.”

“And then it called out, ‘Mother, mother,’ “ said my wife.

“Yes, it did say such a thing, in the voice of a little girl.”

“It spoke that clearly?”

”Yes. But I’m not sure what it meant.”

Oshige and my wife took turns explaining things to me over breakfast.

When we finished eating I went upstairs with some apple slices and, after showing the food to the bird and struggling to get her to speak, I finally got her to say, “Laura.” I was out of the house the entire day. Then when I got home in the evening, Hasegawa (the live-in student) looked at me and immediately said, “Welcome home, sir. While you were gone the parrot kept saying, ‘Mr. Otake, Mr. Otake.’ ”

While observing Laura’s various behaviors and voices at home like this, we discovered that she was incredibly good at mimicking the cry of a child. In addition, we learned that Laura knew a fairly large number of words. I decided to try and write down everything Laura said.

* Laura.

* Mother. She said this in various ways. Each time the tone of voice was different. There was a sweet tone, a voice used to get someone’s attention, and a harsher tone of giving a command. Sometimes the bird would say “Mother” and start weeping. Sometimes she would say “Mother” in three different ways and then laugh.

* Hato Poppo. Hato Poppo. She only said the first part of the song fluently. Sometimes she would say “Hato Poppo. Hato Po,” and stop short. Sometimes she would even try to imitate the cadence of the children’s rhyme with a horribly awkward whistle.

* Lala. This seemed to be a badly pronounced “Laura”. For this phrase she used the voice of the youngest child.

* Mr. Otake.

* Boy!

* Oh, I found it here.

* Oh, it fell over there.

* Granny.

* Yeah.

* You’re making me angry.

* I’ll be waiting patiently (sounded like ‘kayetly’) for you.

These were all spoken in a tone befitting a girl from the age of five to eight. At times the bird would yell out, “Wow!” as if in admiration. These phrases were spoken extremely clearly.

* Here, here. Here, here. The voice of someone calling a rooster. Or of a mother trying to cajole her child to use the toilet.

* Clu, cluck cluck, cluck, cluck. The sound of a chicken speaking to a baby or female chicken.

* Woof, woof, woof, woof. The voice of a dog (likely a puppy) barking.

* Laughter.

* Also, an imitation of the crying voice of a baby (or rather that of a three- to four-year-old child).

* In addition, a random, off-pitch singing voice. This would continue noisily for quite a long time, and because of both the improvised pitch and melody, the meaning of the song was obviously impossible to figure out.

* (There might have been a few others, but this was everything for the most part.) Of these, the best by far was the crying voice of a child. This was truly realistic. In fact, even now there are times when I cannot distinguish between the voice of the bird and the crying of the baby next door.

Laura appeared to have taken a liking to Oshige. Whenever the housemaid went to the second floor, the bird would scream out something or use her characteristic children’s cry. Among everyone in the house, it seems that Laura liked Oshige the best. Nevertheless, Oshige never fed Laura, that was always either Hasegawa or me myself. And yet Laura never got attached to men. When women like my wife or Oshige brought their faces close to the cage and petted the bird’s head, she would enjoy it, but whenever a man attempted that she would usually run away. So we didn’t even try to get close to the cage anymore. The reason the bird was completely unaccustomed to men was probably because her prior owner was a woman.

“Laura!”

That pretentious woman’s voice must be from the bird’s previous owner. It had the likeness of a constricted voice spoken by someone with a chubby chin, trying her best to sound kind. Of the women at home, Laura liked Oshige more than my wife, though my wife was skinny while Oshige was somewhat plump.

Furthermore, what Laura enjoyed more than anything else was being spoken to by the neighborhood children. They would come below my two-story window and yell out something, and Laura would start saying all sorts of phrases––Yes, it was the neighborhood children who made the bird speak many different things. Laura must have been raised with a child. I could also tell this from the broken Japanese that she spoke. Come to mention it, the man-hating Laura never even once imitated a man’s voice. This makes me think she was raised in a household without any men.

Her dog-bark imitations, plus how she wasn’t bothered by Kintaro’s aggression made it clear the bird was quite familiar with puppies. In all likelihood, there had been a puppy at the house where Laura was raised.

Laura knew how to call a chicken too. She also remembered the cluck, cluck voice of a chicken.

At her home had been a chicken, a puppy, and a slightly chubby woman in her mid-thirties raising a handful of children––but what about the children, how many were there? The house was in some quiet suburb of Tokyo, without any men. But it was quite a lively home. Laura knew how to laugh, laugh without restraint. Knew how to sing with a random, off-pitch voice, and run around wildly.

MOther

moTHer

mothER

“Ha, ha, ha, ha.”

Hearing this, I was able to imagine three girls sitting on the porch around Laura’s brass cage with their mother, each girl trying to get the bird to say the word “Mother” in a different way, everyone laughing and having a great time.

However, this household only had a mother, and no father. There was no father, yet there was a young child. A tiny boy of three or at most four years old who would occasionally break out in tears.

While I was imagining the family where Laura was previously raised and developing a fondness for her based on these imaginings, my wife was striving to distinguish and interpret Laura’s fragmented language. Even when the bird said “Mother” my wife told me there were different intonations for a sweet voice, a slightly foul mood, and an overbearing attitude. She was delighted by the bird’s haphazard songs and imitations of a crying child. And despite complaining when I first purchased the bird, she seemed to have completely forgotten about that. (By the way, my wife and I did not have any children. At times, she would speak about being lonely because of that.)

In other words, Laura’s fragmented speech made me think of a certain family, but made my wife think of children’s everyday lives.

Whenever Laura was in good spirits, she would crawl around the large cage with her grotesque beak and legs or hang from the top of the cage as she said, “I’ll be waiting patiently for you.”

When she suddenly began speaking with the gentle voice of a girl, I laughed at the contrast between Laura’s words and her appearance.

I adored Laura and always gave her various food items, hoping she would become attached to me. She loved things like biscuits, apples, bananas, and sweet beans. While feeding Laura these, I discovered another of her peculiarities. As long as I still held food in my hand, even if I fed her a piece she would toss it aside without eating it, and continue demanding more. Then, only after I have given her the last piece of food does she hop down to the bottom of the cage, pick up the food she tossed there moments ago, and start eating it. I thought about this, and her previous owner must have tried to give Laura more food before she finished the food she had received. This is clearly the behavior of a child, and there was probably not a single child but actually two or three children who crowded around the cage, each trying their best to feed the bird before the others.

“Oh, it’s still there.”

"It fell over there.”

Laura must have learned these phrases from when she was receiving food like this from young children.

Except for the word “Laura!” the bird was for the most part not forced to speak anything, which is why she seemed all the more free and full of energy. That was the reason she inspired us to think about so many things, and also the reason it was easy for us to imagine situations where she might have learned those phrases.

“Lala!” was spoken with the voice of a very young boy who could barely say anything except that. This must have been the voice of “Boy!” Without a doubt, the boy had been carried by her mother to the cage, where he repeated “Lala!” many times.

Laura spoke the most cheerfully early in the morning, and around three in the afternoon. Those periods aligned with when the children would have been heading off to or coming back from school. (Having said that, all birds tend to sing around these times in the morning and afternoon.) In addition, at around nine or ten at night when someone began to climb the steps, sometimes the bird would suddenly say “Mother!” and begin to weep loudly. This was identical to the voice of a small child who, having just woken up, cried out for its mother, and so when I heard this I couldn’t help but say, “Boy, you don’t have to cry.”

There had been a mother and a few children. There had also been a young boy of two or three who could barely speak. I simply couldn’t imagine this woman being a widow. If she was a widow, she had just recently become one, but within the cheerful laughing of what I assume was hers and the voices of frolicking children, there was not even a hint of a family who had just lost a father. Furthermore, assuming they had recently lost their father, Laura probably should have mimicked the voice of the father––a man––at least a little, and even if she didn’t I expect she would have been more accustomed to men. The woman who pretentiously said “Laura” was most surely not a widow at all. However, her husband was certainly not usually home.

A sailor! This was a household of a high-ranking sailor absent on a ship heading overseas! I was extremely satisfied with my sudden flash of insight. The person would have to be around his forties. He may not have been the captain but was possibly an officer. Regardless, his family would be living comfortably. His children would always have sufficient sweets and fruits for their snacks. Laura would have shared those things with everyone. Comforted by puppies, chickens, and a parrot, the wife and children were always waiting for their father’s return. That must be it!

“I’ll be waiting patiently for you.”

The children would have said that to their father. The children would have taught their friend the parrot the phrases they often told their father.

When the father occasionally returned home, he would be busy spending time with his children and his wife, and so would not keep company with the parrot. On the contrary, when the father was home Laura would be neglected by everyone. Hence the bird would have no opportunity to become accustomed to or grow fond of the father.

In addition, if the father was a member of the crew on a foreign ship, it would clearly explain why this parrot spoke of the commonplace name “Mr. Otake”, and why it possessed the foreign name “Laura”. The father must have taken a parrot with that name on his ship from a foreign country and brought it home to his family as a souvenir.

“Hey, this bird’s name is ‘Laura.’ “

“Oh really? What a cute bird. Laura.”

At that time, I was able to imagine the mother and father having such a conversation. Even so, Laura had been brought to Japan when she was still a chick. With nothing but a name of foreign origin, Laura knew nothing of overseas languages. And so even her pronunciation of “Laura” was utterly Japanese.

Nevertheless, hearing Laura saying “Mother” instead of “Mama” could not make me happier. You see, my family was a tad higher class than average for our country, and I was incredibly opposed to referring to parents with the words “mama” or “papa”. Thus far within the world of literary scholars there have been some who expressed the same opinion as me, but I am more vehemently opposed than any of them. It is not a trivial matter of me being snobbish or offensive. For what reason, for what purpose must we abandon the lovingly familiar terms “mother” and “father” that we used during our youth and replace them with the terms “mama” and “papa”? I am unable to comprehend this in the slightest. Abandoning a word is to abandon the feelings behind that word. I would like my children to give me the same feeling that I gave my parents when calling them “mother” and “father”. I do not have any children, but if I did, and if they enjoyed the simple sound of “mama” and “papa”, I even feel that I would prefer to make them use the terms “mommy” and “pappy”. Perhaps I am just a sentimentalist. But what is wrong with a person possessing a healthy sentimentalism? To take the word that a child first exclaims with the strongest possible emotion, the word that deserves to have the deepest feeling in that child’s entire lifetime, and make him or her speak that word in a foreign language––I would go as far as to say I find this utterly unforgivable. Despite the fact that in Taiwan, children that were Taiwanese citizens were prohibited from speaking a regional dialect in elementary school, and those who committed this act were sometimes punished by whipping, if our government is fully aware of their authority over the nation and the official language that is spoken, why do they not prohibit Japanese children from middle-class or greater families from saying “mama” and “papa”, and punish accordingly?

I was very happy to hear Laura learn good words spoken by good children and say “Mother” with an assortment of emotions. And when I remembered how the wife taught her children to call her “Mother”, even though her husband was a crewman aboard a foreign ship and naturally had a great deal of foreign influence, I felt that this wife and her family possessed a certain elegance.

As I listened each day, I also realized that Laura seemed to enjoy imitating babies more than anyone else, and was quite good at it. Not to mention imitating a baby’s cry and random, fragmented singing. This was most likely because she spent more time with a baby than the other children. Because the children were already quite grown up, and as I mentioned before were attending school so were at home only half of the day.

After two weeks had passed like this, the hermit who was a dealer of small birds came to visit me again at home. This time, he asked if I wanted to buy a baby blue swan. But when I asked him what sort of bird had such a beautiful name, the hermit apparently didn’t know. Being only a baby it was hard to say, but I doubted a blue swan really existed. Apparently “blue” actually meant gray, and what was called a “blue swam” was just a regular swan. But regardless of how rare of a bird it was, I couldn’t keep buying birds like this, which is why I didn’t pay much attention to his offer.

“What happened to that other bird?”

The hermit might have thought I wasn’t satisfied with the other bird, in other words Laura.

“You mean Laura? She’s really an interesting bird.”

“Does she talk much?”

“Yeah. She says a bunch of things.”

“That’s nice.”

”But she doesn’t speak in coherent phrases. Only broken Japanese. She doesn’t seem to understand language, but that is apparently not her fault, it’s the fault of her teachers. She has learned baby talk. Laura doesn’t understand their meaning, but there is emotion behind her words.”

At that point I told the hermit about my observations, dreams, and affection for Laura, and explained how she had brought a nice family to live next to us––invisible, yet seemingly real as could be––and how Laura reminded my wife of several children, thereby satisfying her maternal needs.

“If she has picked up many things naturally without being forced to learn them, then she is indeed a good bird. A smart bird. She probably was with that family for quite a long time, at least three or four years. And when laughing or crying, I wonder if the bird even feels some of the same feelings.”

“Hm, I’m not so sure about that,” I said in response to the hermit’s question. But at least the person listening is induced to feel those things. By the way, maybe Laura had been exposed to a bird shop?”

“I seriously doubt it. Oh, I just remembered something. I had forgotten to tell you earlier, but that bird’s claws and beak have grown too long. You could have it nibble on a branch or something like that. You can tell from those things, but even though this bird was raised with love, it wasn’t properly cared for. That’s because as you said, it was raised by a family of a woman and children. That’s proof that it wasn’t exposed to a bird shop. If that bird was in a bird shop for even half a month, they would notice its beak and use something like a candle flame to trim it down, owing to how long that thing is.”

“What about your nails?” I said with a smile. “Why don’t you trim them down with a candle?”

“I don’t think there’s anything wrong with long nails,” the hermit said with his characteristic blank look, gazing at his fingers holding a cigarette.

Having finished my small talk, I went back to telling the hermit about my usual imaginings.

The final remaining doubt was, in essence, why the mother would ever sell that cute, adorable Laura to the bird dealer. According to the hermit, the bird was not sold, but rather exchanged for another bird. This meant that the mother did not lose interest in all birds in general, nor did she have a need for money. But with this, my theory took on even greater certainty.

The way I saw it, the mother I imagined must have lost one of her adorable children. It was, without a doubt, the young boy. Late at night, when Laura suddenly cried out with a sleepy voice, “Mother…” I’m certain that the mother could not bear remembering the precious child she had lost. I am unable to fathom any reason that the mother would want to give away this wonderful souvenir from her husband, the nice friend of her little daughters, to another person. Anyone who heard Laura’s cries that were indistinguishable from those of a real baby would surely agree with me.

I believe in my imagination. But I hope that at least the lonesome mother did not lose her child while her husband was away.

It has been two months since Laura came to live with us. She––I still cannot think of Laura as anything but a girl––has learned to skillfully imitate the whistle I make when calling Kintaro or Georgy. I truly adore Laura. And she is gradually becoming attached to me. But sometimes I worry that by the time Laura has fully accustomed to my family, because we have no children she will forget how to imitate a child’s voice, and by then, when the lonely mother of my imagination gradually forgets the real pain of losing a beloved child, she will start yearning to see Laura, a bird whose voice is a perfect replica of her child’s, the sole reminiscence of her loss. Besides, here at my home that same Laura is becoming a different Laura, little by little.


Acala the Immovable

Sotō Tachibana

Introduction

Sotō Tachibana [1894-1959] was a Japanese author born in Ishikawa Prefecture who was active from the 1920s to the 1950s and wrote in a variety of styles including detective fiction, horror, science fiction, as well as non-fiction. One of his most famous works was Recollections of his Imperial Highness Narin, a story that won the 7th Naoki Literary Award in 1938.

Acala the Immovable is a poignant short story written in the style of a travel essay that was first published in 1937 in the literary magazine “New Youth”. While apparently fiction, this story’s degree of realism hints at being based at least partially on real events.

Story

Chapter 1

The Rumoi Port of Hokkaido…while technically called Rumoi City, Rumoi District, Teshionokuni Province, I seriously doubt anyone would be interested in such a backwater port.

Sure, if I told you to take a train from Sapporo on the Soya Line towards Wakkanai for three hours, change trains at Fukagawa and then wait another hour and a half until the last stop of the Rumoi Line, it would sound like a delightful trip, but in reality the place is nothing more than a lonely fishing village, barely managing to survive as it shivers in the shadow of the furious waves of a raging northern blizzard.

Once, on a chilly evening in the middle of January over a decade ago, I traveled there. Thinking back now, I can’t clearly remember why I ever went all the way to that tiny harbor town on the northern tip of Japan, nor was there any specific purpose to my travels around Hokkaido at the time; it was just that during that period I had made up my mind to leave Hokkaido and head out to Tokyo, and the trip was a sort of an escape so I could spend some time alone with Kimitaro, a 21-year-old independent geisha who I was close with back then.

That’s why we didn’t care much about our destination, although it seems like we ended up walking around mostly quiet places that were as remote and secluded as possible, guided by only our feelings from moment to moment.

We had left Sapporo on the 25th or 26th, only a few days before New Year’s Eve, and continued our unplanned trip through Usu, Noboribetsu, Otoineppu, and Nayoro, each city asleep under a thick layer of snow below a gloomy gray sky that seemed about to dump snow upon us at any moment. We were not particularly infatuated with one another, yet lacked the courage to freely go our separate ways, and our desire to drag things out and spend just one more day together drove us to continue the trip until we ran out of money.

…But well, that doesn’t really matter, because I don’t intend to write about Kimitaro. I don’t want to get into such personal details, but in any case, I think we arrived at Rumoi Port at around five in the evening. Darkness had fallen across the expansive Hokkaido fields and the dark sky hung low, threatening snow.

In the city, lights flickered among the shadows of large piles of snow on both sides of the plaza in front of the station, but obviously neither of us knew even a single person in this desolate harbor town. Holding a light aloft as he came to greet us, the front clerk led us to a three-story inn in front of the station that was especially large for this region.

After a hot bath we relaxed in our nightgowns at the dinner table and started to drink, but apparently our train was the last to arrive that day at this remote station. The locomotive car seemed to be in the middle of being swapped, and the sound of steam escaping from around where the engine car would be, together with the tweet of a dull train whistle piercing the silence of the thick, snow-filled night air, made the perfect atmosphere for a country station in winter.

In the chilly air we drank hot saké while sitting inside a heated kotatsu table, frequently tossing firewood into the stove that the maid had just lit for us, but since we were nursing throats sore from drinking for the last ten days at every place we stopped and on the train, there was nothing interesting to talk about, nor were the drinks especially appetizing, so at some point we wrapped things up and climbed into our respective beds. After that, I have no idea how much time passed.

Chapter 2

I sprung out of bed when a great commotion outside yanked me out of a dream. From outdoors came the terrible sounds of people screaming and running through the deepening night across streets of frozen snow.

My instincts told me this was definitely a fire. Ever since I was young, I’ve been the type of person who always had to run out and see for myself whenever I heard there was a fire. And in a small town where I didn’t know even a single person, that was even more true! I pulled my belt tightly around my gown, hoping that despite the lack of wind the fire would conveniently spread until the flames devoured the entire town, when Kimitaro, whom I was certain was asleep, opened her eyes wide below that heavy-looking oval bun. It seems that she too was awakened by the great commotion going on outside.

“Even all the way out here, as soon as you hear the word ‘fire’ you go running. But what if you get lost, not knowing where you’re going?” she said with a smile.

“Try not to catch a cold in those clothes!” Kimitaro said as she pressed her cheek into the bedding, eyes half-closed against the light.

Eventually, someone from the inn seemed to wake up as well. There was the sound of a large door rattling, and a woman’s sudden screeching wail.

“Oh my, this is terrible! So terrible! What should I do…Clerk, you must come now! Hurry!”

I rushed down the steps as fast as my legs could carry me and put on a pair of clogs. But the instant I leaped outside I was transfixed, unable to breathe.

Out on the street, the waist-high snow had been trampled down to form a hard, icy path. Beside the eaves of each house stood numerous piles of snow, both natural and human-made, crowded together as tall as the roofs themselves. Upon that path three people ran around frantically chasing one another, disappearing behind piles of snow only to reappear a moment later, practically tripping over their own legs in their haste, bodies engulfed in bright red flames like living embodiments of Acala the Immovable.

Meanwhile, the crowd surrounding them tried to put out the flames, tossing mattresses they had brought from their houses into the street and chasing around these three people, cushions in hand, frantically screaming out to one another.

Furthermore, each of the stores the inflamed trio rushed by quickly closed their doors in fear of the fire spreading; in my entire life, I had never witnessed such a dreadful sight. Keeping a good distance from the crimson flames rolling around in the snowy street that glowed white, even at night, dark figures moved about in utter confusion.

Fortunately, I was separated by five or six buildings from those people, precluding any danger of them coming all the way down here, but several of the women standing near me screamed out hopelessly at the top of their lungs, scared half to death.

“Quickly, do something! Oh, you must extinguish the fire quickly! Aaahhh!!!”

Even as the women screamed the balls of fire stumbled through the street, grappling fiercely with one another, and at that moment I finally managed to grasp, albeit vaguely, what was actually happening here. I had been mistaken in thinking these people were simply running around frantically.

Of the three, there was one man and two women. Hysterically chasing and trying to extinguish the flames engulfing a young girl was a slightly older woman, she too covered in fire. Trying to pat out the fire on the older woman was a man, also running around frantically. The trio chased around each other in a circle, forming a spinning wheel of fireballs. And as they grappled with one another in the street, each of their bodies was covered with intense flames from head to toe, like crimson will-of-the-wisps. The scene was like a picture of hell, indescribably gruesome and tragic.

Chapter 3

I ran frantically back inside the inn and started taking out pillows from the front desk, but by then several men were already carrying out mattresses from the inn.

“Sachi, just hold on! You’re going to be alright! A doctor is coming now! He’ll be here soon!”

“Ma’am, it’s going to be alright! Your husband’s sister was saved! Hang in there! It’s going to be alright, just hang in there!”

I heard several loud, aggressive voices rising above the great din. Just then, as if unable to bear it any longer, the women standing around suddenly began sobbing and wailing all at once.

I followed behind a mattress being carried by someone and by the time I went back outside the inn, my body shuddering convulsively, the crowd had apparently managed to spring upon those three and just barely put out the fires using mattresses. The inexplicably strange, disgusting odor of burnt flesh assaulted my nose, and from gaps in the mattresses scattered on the street among the crowd, dark figures screamed out curses.

Being involved myself in this tragedy I was relieved that these people were finally saved, but then something happened. Just as a strange voice called out, something between a cry and a scream, the light of the lanterns drew back as the crowd standing before me suddenly scattered.

Right as I dodged to barely avoid being toppled over by the avalanche of people, I caught a glimpse through a gap in the crowd of something that should never be seen by human eyes. From beneath a rolled-up mattress in the street crawled out a woman––judging from the horribly burnt kimono it was indeed a young woman––suddenly standing up on wobbly legs and taking only two or three uncertain steps before immediately falling hard to the ground.

“This can’t be! This can’t be! They said everyone had been saved! Ma’am, you must not try to move!” a man yelled from somewhere in the background, running frantically towards her as he unrolled a mattress.

It all happened in such a short period of time, five seconds or perhaps ten at the most, but the thing I saw then would be burned into my memory for the rest of my life: the face of the woman as she stood up. Her hair and eyebrows had been completely burned off, and because even the skin on her head was apparently peeled off, everything above the neck was swollen and featureless, leaving no way to distinguish her face, a face where vision was probably already lost. That was the face that I glimpsed right as she took an unsteady step in a random direction.

I had to close my eyes. But the next moment when I opened them again I saw the woman fall over before being covered by a mattress from above, as the crowd that had just scattered from fright crowded closely around her once again. Cries erupted from here and there in the crowd with even greater intensity than before.

“Even in such a terrible state, it seems she can’t help but worry about her husband’s sister. Namu ami dabu! Namu ami dabu! Ma’am, you have nothing to fear! Surely, your strong wishes alone will save your sister! Namu ami dabu! Namu ami dabu!“

The old woman continued chanting the name of the Buddha quietly to herself.

Having just arrived that night, the strange intonation of the people’s speech in this region was still unfamiliar to me, making it difficult to understand their screams, but I guess they were yelling out the names of doctors and hospitals. The light from raised lanterns gradually increased as what looked like doctors and police officers arrived on the scene, and the commotion grew increasingly loud. Standing there with both of my arms tucked into my gown, I suddenly felt something ice-cold touch me through the cuff of my sleeve. Given the circumstances, I turned fearfully around to see who it was, but it was only Kimitaro, staring up at me with large tear-filled eyes that seemed to be begging me for something.

“Were you watching?” I asked.

“Yes,” she said, batting her eyelashes.

“Do you think they will survive? I wish I could do something to help,” she said softly, emotion in her voice.

Nodding my head silently as I gripped Kimitaro’s delicate hand inside of my robe, I had never felt more strongly for her than that moment.

In this world, the future is nothing but darkness where you never know when an unexpected disaster will strike, and I had this intense feeling that I should cast aside my half-hearted ambitions and avoid going to Tokyo or anywhere like that and instead run away to some remote part of Hokkaido, start a family with Kimitaro, and spend the rest of our lives there.

But as Kimitaro stood beside me, holding hands, I couldn’t think of our relationship in terms of a geisha and a client, or a geisha and a lover; there was instead a feeling of gazing at a profound event in my life while gripping the hand of my powerless little sister. This ran through my mind as I stood there absent-mindedly.

“They were already taken away. Alright, let’s go back inside. OK?”

Urged along by Kimitaro, who had until a moment ago been squatting with hands in prayer towards those unfortunate souls, I finally made it back to our room in the inn, but the extreme cold of the Hokkaido night felt like five or six degrees below freezing.

I hadn’t realized it until that point, but upon returning to our room I began to shudder as the cold seeped into my bones, and I suddenly lost the ability to speak. Not only could I not speak, but I was wide awake and had trouble getting to sleep after crawling into bed. The image of that woman standing up awkwardly kept flashing before my eyes––that flat, featureless head without a discernible face.

“…Oh, no matter what I do, I just can’t sleep. Hey, would you mind getting up? Let’s get out of bed, drink some saké, and talk.”

After seeing Kimitaro get up, who had just laid down, I decided to follow suit and get out of bed myself.

When I listened carefully, in between the loud noises of the burning stove I could pick out the commotion still going on outside and the sound of people speaking downstairs; it seemed that no one had yet calmed down from the excitement of that strange incident.

When the maid finally returned with the saké we had requested, her face was pale and flustered.

“I’m sorry to make such a big disturbance,” she said as if apologizing for some mistake of hers.

Chapter 4

According to the maid, the injured were immediately carried off to Ikeda Hospital, but due to severe full-body burns none of the three were expected to survive.

The harbor dialect of this region was hard to follow so I didn’t understand completely, but it seems that the three people at the clockmaker situated seven or eight houses down on the other side of the street––a man, his wife, and his younger sister––were working late when a mishap ignited a nearby pot of a volatile liquid, and their heads received the brunt of the resulting explosion. If the husband hadn't tried to put out the fire on his wife, the wife hadn’t tried to put out the fire on her husband, or if the sister hadn’t tried to put out the fire on her brother, and instead attempted to extinguish the fires on their own bodies, then surely things wouldn’t have escalated to such a terrible degree, which goes to show that in times like these such deep family bonds can have surprising drawbacks. The maid shivered as she explained this with a slightly irritated, matter-of-fact tone. As for the fire that had begun to spread, the dried goods man and a few others managed to smother that out completely.

“Oh my, I’m terribly sorry for not pouring you any saké yet. Would you like it warmed up?” said the maid as she picked up a bottle. But I wasn’t really in the mood to drink.

“No, I’ll do it myself,” I said and sent the maid out, then sat staring into the flames of the stove, cold saké glass in hand, thinking about the incident from last night that had been as sudden as a thief in the night.

“In this world you never know what sort of misfortune will happen, so I think that after all I don’t really need to go to a place like Tokyo and work my way up. Let’s live a life here, together. There’s just no telling what will happen in life.”

Kimitaro's sweet voice was thick with emotion, completely unlike her usual strong-minded tone. But when I continued staring at the stove in silence she suddenly spoke again, as if having a change of heart.

“Tomorrow when we leave here, let’s stop by the Ikeda Hospital, at least the main entrance. That way we won’t regret anything later,” she said quietly.

“Yes, let’s do that! Let’s do that!” I said in agreement.

Kimitaro didn’t have to suggest it; if I didn’t do something, I don’t think I would ever escape the memory of that miserable incident. Showing up at a place like that with Kimitaro, whose stylish hairstyle wouldn’t hide her occupation, might be perceived as the capricious action of a cruel, dissolute man towards those who are less fortunate, but I thought I would go there anyway before leaving this city of Rumoi and let people believe what they wanted.

We talked in hushed voices about whether we should go to Tokyo or not, laying in bed, sitting before the stove, and in the end stayed up all night without getting a wink of sleep.

Needless to say, the next day when departing this city with which we shared a strange fate, we visited the front entrance of the hospital. Only a few hundred meters away from the station, the entrance was crowded with people, many of whom appeared to be important city figures. Among them was the owner of Marugen, the inn where we had stayed, and he rushed up to us once his sharp eyes picked us out of the crowd.

“I’m terribly sorry for all the trouble…but I do hope to see you again sometime soon,” he said with a bow. For some reason several people nearby followed his lead and bowed their heads.

“At last, the worst has happened. The only one who had survived of the three, the sister, has just taken her last breath.”

The owner spoke with sorrow in his voice, as if announcing the girl’s death to relatives.

While it wasn’t much, we requested for an offering to the dead to be made on our behalf and then escaped to the station, but in the freezing cold the city was quiet without a soul in sight. Of course we were not inclined to return to Sapporo, nor had we made plans to go anywhere in particular, but once the steam train finally began moving we shivered in the empty second-class car, gazing outside at the base of the receding mountain range that acted as the border for this city of unusual memories, and my feelings from last night finally began to fade as I gradually returned to normal.

Chapter 5

…Over a decade has passed since then. Ultimately I ignored Kimitaro’s attempt to keep me away from Tokyo, and I haven’t seen her since. The word on the street these days is that she has become the owner of one of the top geisha houses in Sapporo and recently has even started construction on a back room where she plans to make a restaurant. But whenever I think of my old friend, I can’t help but remember that strange, unforgettable night we spent together.

Just recalling that tragic event in Rumoi always makes me think wistfully about how beautiful Kimitaro was that night. I was considering going to Sapporo this summer to visit her and see how she has been doing, but while it would be nice to see her, whenever I think of how the topic of that day will surely come up, I feel compelled to avoid her at all costs.

(This concludes the stories in English, and the next portion of the book contains the same set of stories in parallel English/Japanese. You may jump to the content at the end of the book here, including Translator’s Notes.)


Devil Woman

(魔性の女)

Teruko Ōkura

(大倉燁子)

Chapter 1

　会社を退出した時には桃子にも連れがあったので、本庄とは別々の電車に乗ったが、Ｓ駅を降りると、彼はもう先に着いて待っていた。

Momoko left work with a few people so she took a different train from Honjo, but by the time she got off at the station he was already waiting for her.

　二人は腕を組んで夕闇の迫った街を二三町も歩くと、焼け残った屋敷街の大きな一つの門の前に立ち止った。

They walked arm in arm a few blocks through the city in near twilight, eventually stopping before a large gate in a well-to-do residential district that had managed to survive the fires.

　桃子は眼を丸るくして、門冠りの松の枝を見上げ、

Momoko’s eyes went wide as she gazed up at the branches of the magnificent pine tree framing the gate.

「あんた、このおやしき？」

“So this is this place?”

「うん。素晴らしいだろう？　会社への往きかえりに毎日前を通っていてね、いい家だなあと想っていたんだ。今朝、出がけに寄って、部屋を見せてもらった。離室の茶席、とても素的だぜ。没落した華族さんの内職にやっている御旅館兼お休息所さ。ここなら会社の人なんかに絶対知れっこないからね」

“Yeah. Pretty nice, huh? I had passed by here every day during my commute, thinking what a wonderful house it was. This morning I stopped by on the way to work and had someone show me inside. The tea room is amazing. It serves as a traveler’s inn and resting place, run as a side job by a noble in financial trouble. Nobody from work is ever going to discover us at a place like this.”

「だって、私――」

　桃子は尻り込みして、

“But I…” Momo hesitated.

「あなたのお宅といくらも離れていないんでしょう？　そんなお膝もとで――、会社の人よりも奥様に感付かれたらどうするのよ」

“This place isn’t very far from your home, is it? Being practically in the same neighborhood…It’s not our coworkers, I’m more worried about what will happen if your wife figures out what is going on.”

「燈台もと暗しさ。遠征すると反ってばれる。これなら、奥様だって、仏様だって御存じあるまいさ」

“Sometimes hiding in plain sight is best. Going somewhere far away is actually going to increase the chances we get caught. If we use this place, neither my wife nor even Buddha himself will know what’s going on.”

　構えが堂々としているので桃子は気おくれして、入りそびれていると、客の気配を聞きつけて、奥から出て来た素人臭い女中に案内され、多摩川砂利を踏んで、右手の朱雀門から庭の茶席へ通された。

The imposing structure made Momoko hesitate to enter, but just then an amateurish-looking maid, hearing the voices of the two guests, appeared at the door and led them across a path of pebbles taken from the Tama River, through the southern gate on the right-hand side and into the tea room situated in the garden.

　数寄を凝らした部屋を物珍しそうに眺めていると、庭下駄の音をわざと大きくたてながら、先刻の女中がお銚子とビールにちょっとしたつまみものを運んで来た。

While they were looking curiously around the tastefully designed room, the maid returned with saké cups, beers, and a small tray of snacks, purposefully making noise with her wooden clogs as she approached.

「御用がございましたら、ここのベルをお押し下さいませ」

“If you require anything, please ring this bell.”

　本庄の座っている壁際に、ベルが取りつけてあった。女中が出て行くと桃子はお銚子を取り上げて、本庄の盃についでから、自分はビールを呑んだ。

A bell was attached to the wall near where Honjo sat. Once the maid left, Momoko picked up a saké glass and filled it for Honjo, and then took a beer for herself.

「まさか、奥様、あなたと私とのこと、御存じないんでしょう？」

“There’s no way your wife knows about our relationship, right?”

「多分ねえ。君が僕の病気見舞いに来た時、あとでいやに褒めてたから――、どうだかなあ」

“I doubt it. Because after you came to see me when I was ill, my wife complimented you quite profusely. But I wonder…”

「知れたら困る？」

　と眼で笑った。

“Would it bother you if she found out?” Momoko said with a smile in her eyes.

「困るなあ。だが仕方がない。君とはどうしたって別れられないもの」

“Yeah, it would. But that’s irrelevant. Because no matter what, you and I can’t break up.”

「だって、奥様は絶対にやかない人でしょう？」

“But surely your wife is not the jealous type.”

「うむ。だが――、嫉妬れる方がいいな。黙ってただじいと眺めていられるのは辛い」

“Hmm…well, it would be better if she envied us. I can’t bear her simply staring at us in silence forever.”

　何を思い出したのか、本庄はちょっとべそを掻くような表情をした。酔いが出て、色の白い上品な顔にほんのりと赤味がさして、酒にうるんだ眼が美しく見えた。桃子はコップを唇に持って行きながら、惚れ惚れと彼の顔に見入っていたが、

As if just remembering something, Honjo suddenly seemed on the verge of tears. The alcohol began to kick in and his pale, elegant cheeks took on a rosy glow, his damp eyes shining beautifully. Momoko raised the glass to her lips while staring lovingly at his face.

「私はあなたが好きなんだから、奥様が怒っても、あなたに捨てられない限り絶対に別れないわよ」

“I love you, darling. That’s why as long as you want me, I will never break up with you. Even if your wife gets upset.”

「僕の奥さんだって、君と僕との関係までは嗅ぎつけちゃいないさ。だが、彼奴は黙っていて常に僕の一挙一動を監視しているんだ。そして、僕の事なら一から十まで知りつくそうとしている。知らなきゃ満足出来ないんだ。いい事でも、悪いことでも。つまり、変態なんだろう」

“My wife definitely hasn’t caught on to our relationship. But that woman is constantly observing everything I do. And she’s trying to figure out all there is to know about me. She won’t be satisfied until she knows everything, all the good and all the bad. In other words, she’s deranged.”

「きっと、奥様、あなたをよっぽど愛しているんだわねえ。私なんか敵わないかも知れない。そういう愛情の前には、私、頭が下がるわ」

“Your wife must love you very deeply. Maybe I’m no match for her. I can really admire that kind of affection.”

「僕はいやだよ。つくづくいやだ。まあ考えてもみたまえ。何んでも、かんでも知っていて、知らん顔していようっていうんだからね。いやだよ」

“I hate it. I utterly hate it. Can you imagine? She knows everything but acts like she knows nothing. I can’t stand it.”

　煙草を灰皿に押しつぶした。

He crushed a cigarette into the ashtray.

「ほんとに愛していれば、相手の全部を知りつくそうとするのは、当然だわ。でも、私には離れている間のあなたが何をしているか分らないわよ。勿論分りたいけれど――」

“Trying to learn everything about a person you truly love is only common sense. But I know nothing about what you are doing when we are apart. I wish I did, of course…”

「訊けばいいじゃないか」

“Just ask me.”

「訊いたって、かくされればそれまででしょう？　あなたにしたって、私に云いたくない事もあるでしょうからね。それが嫉妬心をそそるもとになるということも知ってるけれど、あなたの奥様のように、何もかも見透せたら、決して、嫉妬は起さないだろうと思うわ」

“Asking you is pointless because you can just hide things from me. Because I’m sure even you have things you don’t want to tell me. I also realize that this is a reason to get jealous, but I think if I knew everything like your wife does, I probably wouldn’t get jealous.”

「そうかなあ」

“You really think so?”

「たとえばさ。あなたとこうしていても私にはあなたの愛情がどれほど深いものかってことは分らない。あなたの言葉や態度で想像するだけのものでしょう。ところが奥様はあなたの心の奥の奥まで見透せるんだから、自分が優越な立ち場にある間は心配はないでしょう。あなたに女が出来たって、平気でいられるかも知れない。つまり、自分の方が勝っているからよ。愛されているという確信があるから――」

“For example, even though we are together like this, I don’t know how deep your love for me truly is. All I can do is try to imagine based on your words and actions. On the other hand, your wife can see deep into your heart, so as long as she is in a superior position I doubt she will worry about anything. She might not mind that you have a girl on the side. Because she is the one who is winning––she is the one who is certain of being loved.”

「愛情をわけられるのは不愉快だろう、全部自分のものにしたいと思わないか知ら？」

“Having to share someone’s love with another person is unpleasant, don’t you think? Don’t you want to have it all?”

「私はあなたの肉体も精神も独占している積りでいるんだけれど、ほんとはどうなのか知ら？　奥様が嫉妬しない処を見ると、怪しいもんだわ」

“As far as I am concerned, I have your body and mind to myself, but maybe I’m wrong. I think there’s something suspicious about how your wife isn’t jealous at all.”

「うちの奥さんはね。僕をくさりでつないでおいて、適当に遊ばしてくれるんだよ。飼犬のつもりでいやがる。いやな奴さ」

　と吐き出すように云う。

“My wife, you see, keeps me on a leash and sometimes lets me out to play. She treats me like a fucking dog. What a horrible person,” he said with a look of disgust.

「だって、御新婚当時は随分、奥様が役に立ったって云うじゃないの？」

“But didn’t you say that when you two first got married, your wife came in handy?”

「それや役に立ったさ。彼奴の持っている第七感の神秘なんだよ。そのおかげで危険も救われたし、上役のお覚えも目出度くどんどん出世もするしさ。重宝だったが、今じゃ、そのかんがうるさくなった。何んでも知ってやがるのは、つまりその第七感が発達しすぎるからだ。そして近頃はますます鋭どくなりやがった。このまま進んだら僕は苦しくって一緒にはいられない。気狂いになってしまうぜ」

“Yeah, she sure did come in handy. It was that mysterious seventh sense of hers. Thanks to that I was rescued from dangerous situations, got on good terms with my superiors, and quickly climbed the corporate ladder. It was really helpful, but now her sense has become more of an annoyance. The reason she knows everything is because that seventh sense has developed too far. And of late it has grown even sharper. At this rate, soon I won’t be able to stay with her anymore. I’ll go insane.”

「あなたを気狂いにさせるほどの情熱、私は羨しいわ。あなたの奥様が――」

“I’m envious that your wife’s passion is enough to drive you insane. Because your wife is…”

「何云ってるんだ。君がいなかったら僕は生きちゃいられない。奥さんぎりだったら僕はとうに自殺してしまってらあ」

“What are you talking about? I can’t live without you. If I only had my wife, I would have committed suicide long ago.”

「私には第七感どころか第六感も働かない、平々凡々で何にもわからないから、そこがあなたには肩が凝らないし、気楽でいいんでしょう？」

“I’m a clueless, everyday girl without a seventh sense, or even a sixth one, which is why you can relax and feel carefree around me. Don’t you think so?”

「君とこうしている時だけが、僕には天国なんだよ」

“Being with you like this is the only time I feel like I am in heaven.”

　本庄はついと起ち上って、ちょっと次の間を覗いた。水色の覆いのかかった涼しそうなスタンドが枕許に点いていて、白麻の蚊帳越しに紅入友の蒲団がなまめいて見えた。彼は襖をしめきると、桃子のそばへにじりよって肩へ手をかけて、引きよせ、

Honjo quickly got up and glanced into the adjacent room. Next to the pillows rested a lamp covered by a shade of refreshing light blue, and through the white paper mosquito net could be seen an alluring mattress of crimson. After closing the sliding door tightly, he slowly approached Momoko, placed his hand on her shoulder, and drew her close to him.

「ねえ、僕の全部は君のものなんだよ」

“Honey, everything I am is yours.”

　桃子のコップを持った手がぶるぶると震えた。

Momoko’s hand that held her cup began to tremble.

「駄目よ。ビールがこぼれるわ」

　と、飲みかけのコップを彼の唇へ持って行った。

“Wait. You’ll spill the beer,” she said, raising the half-full cup to his lips.

Chapter 2

　家を出る時、今日は宴会で少し遅くなるかも知れないと云っておいたので、十二時近くに帰ったが、妻の安子は別に怪しむ様子もないのに内心ほっとして、言わずもがなのことまで軽口にしゃべりつづけた。

When leaving the house Honjo said he would arrive late today because of a dinner party, hence he arrived home around midnight, but Honjo was secretly relieved to see his wife Yasuko chatting away about frivolous matters without showing any signs of suspicion.

「会費の関係もあるだろうが、酒がまずくってねえ。やっぱりうまいのは家の晩酌に限るなあ」

“I guess the company budget had something to do with it, but the saké tasted dreadful. As always, drinks at home taste the best.”

　安子はちらりと流し眼で彼の顔を見た。五つも年長の彼女はいつも厚化粧に派手なみなりをして、彼との釣り合いを気にしているようだった。

Yasuko glanced at his face out of the corner of her eye. Five years his senior and always looking flashy with thick makeup, she seemed to be worried about how they looked as a couple.

「そんなお世辞を云って、お酒のあとねだりしたって、もう駄目よ。随分召上ってるんですもの。毒ですわ」

“It’s useless to try sweet-talking and begging me for more saké. You’ve already drunk a good bit. It’s bad for your health.”

　と云いながらも彼のためにとっておいた配給のビールをぬくのだった。

But even as she said this his wife pulled out a beer that had been put aside especially for him.

　安子は柱時計を見て、

「あら、もう一時よ。明日日曜だからゆっくり寝ていらして頂戴な。その間に、私、研究所へ心霊の修業に行って来ますわ。あなたのお目覚めになるまでに帰りますから――」

Yasuko glanced at the wall clock. “Oh my, it’s already one o’clock. Tomorrow is Sunday so you should sleep in late. I’m going to go to the laboratory for my psychic training while you are still sleeping, and I’ll come back by the time you wake up.”

　本庄は苦い顔をして、

「いい加減にしろよ。修業、修業って、どうするつもりなんだ。これ以上かんが発達されちゃやりきれない」

Honjo grimaced. “Would you cut it out? Training, training…what are you trying to do? If your special sense develops any further I won’t be able to take it anymore.”

「だって、私には立派な霊能があるんですもの。修業して、磨かなくっちゃ損です。そして、あなたがもしか失業でもなすったら、私霊媒になって、うんとお金儲けて、あなたを左団扇で遊ばしておいて上げるわ」

“I clearly have a remarkable psychic ability. It would be a pity for me not to train and polish that. Not to mention, if you happen to lose your job I’ll become a spiritual medium, make a fortune, and let you live comfortably, doing whatever you want.”

「馬鹿ッ。縁起でもない。三十二の僕が今から失業してたまるかい。これからじゃないか」

“You fool! That’s impossible. How could someone at age thirty-two become unemployed? My career has just begun!”

「はい、はい。すみません。お疲れのところを余計なこと云って、お気にさわったらごめんなさい。では私はお先へ寝みますから、御宴会のつづきでも考えて、思い出しながらお飲みになって下さい」

“Yes, you are right. I apologize. I’m sorry if I upset you by speaking carelessly while you are terribly exhausted like this. Well then, I’m going to bed early, so please pretend the party is not over and drink some more as you reminisce.”

　安子は襖をぴしゃりと閉めて出て行った。宴会のつづきでも考えて――、と云われた言葉が頭に残って気になった。

Yasuko slammed the paper-covered door shut as she left. “Pretend the party is not over”––these words echoed strangely through Honjo’s head.

「お疲れのところ、と、云いやがった」

“That woman called me ‘terribly exhausted.’ ”

　本庄は低声でつぶやきながら、襖越しに彼女の方を睨んだ。

He mumbled this quietly to himself as he glared towards her on the other side of the door.

　二本しかないビールを奇麗に飲んでしまって、床に就いたのは何時だかわからなかったが、眼が覚めた時には安子はいなかった。出かけてから大分時間がたっていたとみえて、朝飯の仕度は茶の間の卓上に出来て白いレースの覆いが被ぶせてあったが、今朝焚いた御飯もすっかりさめて、味噌汁は水のようだった。朝飯を終って、お茶を飲みながら、何気なしに、妻の机の上を見ると、いつもきちんと片づけてあるのに、今日に限って、家計簿も出しっぱなしになっている、日記帳の上には万年筆もころがっている。

Honjo didn’t remember what time he made it into bed after polishing off the only two beers, but when he awoke Yasuko wasn’t around. She had apparently left the house quite a while ago, with breakfast sitting covered by a white net on the living room table, but the rice that had been cooked in the morning had completely cooled off, and the miso soup tasted like water. He finished breakfast and then casually glanced at his wife’s desk as he drank tea; while normally well-organized, today the household account book was left out, and a fountain pen rested upon her journal.

「ほう。女房の奴、日記なんかつけてやあがるのか、生意気な――」

“Well, well. That woman has been keeping a diary. Who the hell does she think she is?”

　本庄は安子がどんな事を書いているか、こっそり見てやろうと思った。

Honjo decided he wanted to steal a look at what sorts of things his wife was writing.

「女房の日記なんてものは、およそくだらない。家計不如意の愚痴か、亭主の不平と定ってらあ」

“My wife’s diary has got to be mostly trivial stuff. Grumbling about household financial difficulties, complaints about her husband, and the like.”

　冷笑しながらぱらぱらと二三枚はぐり、最後のページに眼を落すとはっとした。

He sneered as he flipped through a few pages, but froze in shock when he saw the last page.

「九月十日　土曜日

近頃奥田子爵の家ではもぐりで旅館を開業したそうだ。今日の逢引きには持ってこいの家だから彼女もさぞ満足するだろうと思い、出がけにちょっとあたってみたら、割に低廉だ。部屋も気に入ったし、妻には宴会と偽わって出たので、帰りの時間の心配もない、万事好都合だ。会社の帰途、彼女と同行する。

Saturday, September 10th

It appears that recently Lord Okuda has opened an unlicensed traveler’s inn. It’s just the perfect place for the rendezvous with my girlfriend and I am certain she will be satisfied, so I stop by on the way to work and discover the price is fairly inexpensive. The room is nice and I lie to my wife, telling her I am going to a party, so everything goes smoothly with no need to worry about what time I get home. After work, I accompany my girlfriend there.

彼女は妻の凝視を恐れているので、僕は極力妻を罵倒して彼女を慰めてやる。二人は永遠に別れないという誓いをして、彼女を駅まで送って家へ帰る、十二時十五分前である」

She fears my wife’s gaze, so I try to insult my wife as much as possible and compliment my girlfriend. We vow to always be together, and I escort her to the station. When I get home it’s almost 12:15.

　本庄は頭を掻きむしった。女房の奴、何もかもまた知ってやがる。妻の日記ではない、これは妻が書いた本庄自身の日記ではないか。馬鹿にしてやがる。

Honjo scratched his head angrily. Once again, that woman knew everything. This wasn’t his wife’s diary; it was the diary of Honjo himself, penned by his wife. She’s making a fool of me.

　しかし、昨夜のことをもう知っているとは全く驚く。そして素知らぬ顔をしているのだから、悪どい奴だ。

But it was a terrible shock to discover she already knew about last night. And she was acting like she knew nothing. How dishonest of her!

「魔物、魔性の女！」

“That devil! That evil woman!”

　彼は日記を叩きつけた。

He tossed the diary away.

　が、気になるのでまた拾い上げて、最初の方に眼を通した。

However, his curiosity got the better of him so he picked up the diary again and skimmed the first page.

「八月六日　土曜日

Saturday, August 6th

年上の女の恐ろしい情熱にはさすがの僕も辟易する。もともと人妻だった彼女が、良人を捨て、地位を捨てて僕の懐ろに飛び込んだのだ。それを今になって、僕が誘惑したかのように云われるのは甚だ迷惑千万である。

I’m getting fed up with the monstrous passion of this older woman. She used to be married but abandoned her husband and her status just to be with me. And lately I’ve been hearing people speak as if I seduced her, which is quite irritating.

彼女の熾きつくような恋情に僕が負かされて、遂いに結婚するようなはめになったのだが、安子の第六感、いや第七感だそうだが、最初のうちは全く重宝だった。

Her burning love has gotten the better of me, resulting in us getting married, but in the beginning Yasuko’s sixth sense––actually her seventh sense––came in very handy.

たとえば、近日会社で人員淘汰がありますから、注意なさい、と云えば四五日内に必ず首をきられる奴が出てくる。

For example she will say, ‘In the near future there will be a layoff, so be careful,’ and in a few days someone’s head is always flying.

彼女はまた今日は出勤時間を少し遅らせないと、電車の事故があって危ぶないですよと云う。馬鹿なことを、と、思っても少し遅れて出かけると、前の電車が脱線して怪我人があったと騒いでいるなど、全くわれわれの六感と異った第七感の神秘を持っている。

Today she told me that if I don’t delay my commute a little, I would be exposed to the danger of a train accident. Even though I make fun of her I leave home a little later than usual, and the train right in front of mine manages to derail, with several injured; she has this mysterious seventh sense completely unlike what we call the sixth sense.

誰が云うのか、彼女には豊かな霊能があるから、それを磨けば何でも見透せるような豪い者になる。とおだてられ、せっせと心霊研究とやらを始めた。その実、内心では彼女を離れている間の僕の行動を見たいという野心から、研究を始めたものらしい。彼女の本心を忌憚なく云えば、本庄俊なる僕を全部独占し、僕の行いを一から十まで知りつくそうとするにある。近頃ではただ知るだけでは満足出来ない。僕の肉体は髪の毛から足の爪まで、いや、出来ることなら皮膚を破ぶって内臓を引き出し、僕の心臓までしらべてやろうという欲望に燃えているらしいのだ。しかし、僕を殺してしまってはならない。死なせることは彼女自身をも殺す結果になるのだから、そこで、どうしても心霊の必要を感じる。霊の力によって、僕の本心を探ろうとするのだ。そして、常に凝視の眼を怠らぬことである」

Then someone flatters her, saying that she has great psychic powers, which if refined will make her an amazing person who can see anything, and she begins diligent psychic training. In fact, it seems that she has started this training because of the desire to know what I am doing when we are apart. I’ll speak honestly about her true intention: it is to try and dominate every aspect of me, Shun Honjo, and to know about every single thing that I do. Recently, just knowing about me isn’t enough to satisfy her. She seems to be burning with a terrible desire to learn everything about my body, from my hair to my toenails––and actually, if it was possible she would even tear open my skin, pull my organs out, and examine my heart. Yet, she must not kill me. Because allowing me to die would result in killing herself as well. That’s why she feels such a strong need for these psychic abilities. She’s trying to use her psychic powers to probe into my heart and see what I am truly feeling. And her cold gaze is relentless.

　本庄はぱたりと日記帳をふせて起ち上った。

Honjo slammed the diary face-down on the table and stood up.

「勝手にしやがれ。心霊がなんだ。霊の力がなんだ。たわけ者！」

“Screw you! Supernatural abilities? Psychic powers? What an idiot!”

　ぺっと庭に唾を吐いた。

He spat into the garden.

「只今」

“I’m home.”

　いつ帰って来たのか、安子が後ろに立っていた。

Honjo had no idea when she had arrived, but his wife now stood directly behind him.

「日記お読みになって怒ってらっしゃるの？」

　と、にっこりした。

“Did reading my diary upset you?” she said with a smile.

　本庄はむうっとして横を向いた。

Annoyed, Honjo ignored her.

「気まりが悪るいんでしょう？　何もかも知られちゃって？　オホホホホでも、あなたが外で何をなさろうと、私はちっとも怒りゃしないのよ。あなたの傍には、あなたの眼には見えないけれど、いつでも私の霊が附き添って見ているんですから、私、何んでも知ってるわ。そして、どんな女が出来ても、結局は私が一番好きで私の腕の中へ帰っていらっしゃるってことがわかっているから嫉妬も起らないのよ。オホホホホ可愛いいから、あなたの道楽を大目に見て上げてるんだわ」

“Are you embarrassed, unable to keep any secrets from me?” she chuckled. “But whatever you try to do out there, I won’t get angry at all. It’s invisible to your eyes, but my spirit is always at your side, watching you closely, which is why I know everything you do. And no matter what type of girlfriend you have, I know that in the end you love me the most, and will always return to my arms, so I will never get jealous,” she said and laughed again. “I only overlook your little bouts of depravity because you’re so sweet.”

「余計なお世話だ。僕の体は僕のものだ。君の許しを得なくたって、勝手に自由にする、一々ああだ、こうだと邪推されちゃやりきれない、第一不愉快だ、君は自分のでたらめな想像を信じているが、実際に僕が外でどんなことをやっているか常識で考えたって、分るはずはないじゃないか、いいかげんな創作日記を書くなんて人を侮辱するにもほどがある。実に怪しからんよ。第一その量見が僕には気に喰わないんだ。一人の男を全部自由にしようなんて自惚れも大概にするがいい。とにかく、そこに書いてある日記は全部嘘と出鱈目で、でっち上げた僕の悪評なんだ、僕をそんな人間だと思って軽蔑している奴とこの上一緒に暮らすのは真平だ」

“Mind your own business. My body belongs to me alone. I don’t need your permission to freely live my life as I like, and I can’t stand being accused of things I didn’t do. First of all, it’s unpleasant. You believe your own absurd fantasies, but common sense tells me that you’ll never actually know what I’m doing outside the house. As for your groundless creative writings, there’s a limit to how much you can insult a person. You’re truly shameful. To begin with, I can’t stand your idea of trying to control a man’s life completely. Your vanity has gone too far. In any case, what you’ve written in that diary is nothing but nonsense and lies, denouncing me with your fabrications. I can’t live with someone who considers me such a despicable person.”

「また別れようって云うんですの？」

“You’re saying again you want to break up with me?”

「当り前じゃないか。僕は人間は好きだが、君のような化け者は嫌いだ」

“Isn’t it obvious? I like people, but I can’t stand a monster like you.”

「ひどいことを仰しゃる。あなたと別れるようなことになったら、私は死にますよ。死んだら、私の霊魂は直ぐあなたの肉体に入り、あなたの霊と合致して、永遠に離れませんからね」

“What a terrible thing to say. If I separate from you, I will cease to live. If I do, my spirit will go directly into your body, unite with your soul, and we will be together for eternity.”

　本庄は身ぶるいした。

Honjo shuddered.

「そんなに私が嫌いになったんですか？　もう直きに取り次ぎ電話が酒屋さんからかかってきますから、辛棒していらっしゃいよ。そして気晴らしに桃子さんに会って、機嫌よく帰っていらっしゃいね」

“Do you really hate me that much? In just a moment a phone call from the saké dealer will come in, so be patient. Then you can go relax with Momoko, and come back in a better mood.”

「何云ってやがるんだ。桃子なんて女、僕は知らない」

“What the hell are you talking about? I don’t know anyone named Momoko.”

「お忘れになった？　御病気の時お見舞いに来てくれたタイピストさんよ」

“Oh, have you forgotten? The typist who came to visit when you were ill.”

　本庄はそっぽを向いていると、果して酒屋から電話を取り次いできた。

When Honjo ignored her, sure enough a call came from the saké dealer.

　彼はそこにあった庭下駄を突かけて、そわそわと出て行ったが、電話口の声は桃子であった。

He threw on a pair of nearby wooden clogs and left the room in a hurry, but the voice on the other end was Momoko.

「奴、何もかも知ってやがって」

　と忌々しそうに云ったが、

“That woman knows everything,” he said in disgust.

「とにかく、行くよ。昨夜のあすこ、ね？」

“Regardless, I’ll see you there. At the place from last night, OK?”

Chapter 3

　本庄は一分の隙のない昨夜のスマートな服装に引きかえて、今日はふだん着のままで羽織も着ず庭下駄を穿いて、奥田子爵の御休息所へ行った。近くから電話をかけたとみえて、茶席には桃子が先に来て待っていた。

In contrast to his stylish, impeccable clothing yesterday, Honjo went to Lord Okuda’s place today without even a coat, wearing only casual clothes and sandals. Having apparently called from somewhere nearby, Momoko was already waiting in the tea room.

　彼女の青褪めた顔を見ると、本庄は胸がドキリとした。

Honjo’s heart leapt a beat when he saw her pale face.

「家の方に知れたんじゃない？」

　真先に胸に浮んだことを云った。

“Did someone from your family find out?” Honjo said the first thing that came to mind.

「いいえ、違うの。家の者じゃない、あなたの奥様に知れちゃったじゃないの。私、どうしよう」

　彼女はおろおろ声で云った。

“No, that’s not it. Not my family. Didn’t your wife find out? Oh, what should I do…” she said helplessly.

「それがどうして、君にわかったの？」

“How did you know?”

「奥様から今朝お迎えが来たのよ。そしてお目にかかりました」

“Your wife sent someone to pick me up this morning. And she met me personally.”

「どこで？」

“Where?”

「心霊研究所とやらの応接室で、私、とても気味がわるかったわ。眼をすえて廊下を歩いている女の人や、私の顔を射るような凄い眼で見ている人達が、うようよいて、私、体がかたくなってしまったのよ。奥様もお宅でお会いした時は優しいお顔をしていらしたけれど、今朝は深刻な表情で、私の心を突き刺すようなお眼をなすってね。本庄を迷わすようなことをなさると私はゆるしても私の守護の霊がゆるしません。あなたの身に禍いがふりかかるから再び昨夜のような過失をしてはなりませんよ。早く手をきって、あなたは人の夫などを盗まず、正統な結婚をおしなさい。と、仰しゃるの」

“That psychic laboratory, or whatever she calls it, was such an eerie place. It was crowded with people walking down a hall in a daze, or staring hard at my face as if to drill a hole right through it, and I got so nervous. When I saw your wife at home the other day she seemed pleasant, but today she looked at me with a serious expression and eyes that seemed to pierce right through my heart. ‘If you try to seduce him, even though I may forgive you, my guardian spirit will not,’ she told me. ‘Misfortune will befall you, so you must not commit a mistake like last night ever again. End things with him immediately and find yourself a legitimate marriage. Do not try to steal another person’s husband.’ ”

「余計なおせっかいだ。そんな言葉で、二人の仲を割かれてたまるもんか」

“That’s none of her business. Do you really think our relationship will be destroyed that easily?”

「でもねえ、私、考えちゃったの」

“But you know…I realized something.”

「どう考えたの？」

　彼は慌てて訊いた。

“What is it?” He asked without waiting a beat.

「恐いんですもの。昨夜のことをもう知っていらっしゃるようじゃ、この先、あの方にはどんなことでも知れてしまうでしょう？　私、興がさめちゃった、と、云ってはすまないけれど、監視つきで、お互いのおつきあいをする気にはなれなくなっちゃったんですもの」

“I’m scared. If she already knows what happened last night, then she’ll find out whatever happens in the future. Am I wrong? I'm sorry to say I’ve lost interest in you, but I no longer feel like seeing you like this while we are being observed.”

　それには本庄も同感だった。

Honjo agreed with this point.

「別れるよ、僕は断然安子と別れる」

　と本庄はきっぱり云った。

“I’ll end things. I’ll break up with Yasuko, once and for all,” he said resolutely.

　いま、こういう話をしていることも、安子は家にいて、ちゃんと知っているかも知れない。あるいは彼女の言葉をかりて云うならば、彼女の霊魂が彼女の肉体から遊離して、自由に飛び歩き、肉眼では見えないけれど、この部屋のどこかで覗き見しているのかも知れないのだ。

Maybe Yasuko, sitting at home, knows even what they are talking about now. Or perhaps, to borrow his wife’s words, her spirit is separated from her body and flying freely around invisible to them, observing them from somewhere in this room.

　そんな馬鹿なことがあるはずはない。と打ち消すあとから、本庄は心が身に添わぬような不安に襲われるのだった。

“Such an absurd thing is impossible,” Honjo thought, but the next moment he was overcome with uncontrollable anxiety.

「私、奥様のあの恐い眼が、この障子の穴からでも覗いてやしないかと思うと、落ちついていられないのよ」

“I’m worried that your wife is watching us with her cold gaze through the crack around the door, and I can’t relax.”

「あり得ないことだよ。君が、そんな非科学的な事を信じるとは思わなかった。みんな心の迷いだよ。安子のかんは鋭いが、出鱈目だ、それがたまたま当ったので、不審に思うのだが、僕だって、想像を逞しゅうすれば、ある程度までは当るからね」

“That’s impossible. I didn’t think you would believe in such an unscientific thing. It’s just your nerves. Her intuition is certainly sensitive, but it’s hit or miss. She just happened to get something right, hence your suspicion, but if I let my imagination run free even I can guess correctly part of the time.”

「そんな気休めだけでは私安心出来ないの。奥様は迚もあなたを愛していらしゃるのね。情炎に燃えた、火のようなあのお眼を見ても、あなたの心をやきつくさないではおかないのだと思えてよ。恐ろしい執念だわ」

“Your reassurance isn’t enough to calm me down. I can tell your wife loves you very deeply. When I see those eyes filled with a burning passion, like a flame, I can’t help but think they will consume your heart. What terrible determination.”

「だから、別れる」

“That’s why I’m breaking up with her.”

「ほんと？」

“Seriously?”

「ほんとも嘘もない。別れるより生きる道はないもの。絶えざる凝視に僕は苦しくなった。まあ、考えてもみたまえ。いつでも、いつでも、どこからか凝っと見ていられる、すべてを知られてしまう、それが妻だとあっては僕は休息することが出来ない。僕は疲れてしまったよ」

“Of course I’m serious. The only way I can go on living is by breaking up with her. I can’t bear her unending cold stare. Just think about it. At every moment someone is watching me from somewhere, knowing everything about me, and that person is my wife, so I can never get any rest. I’m utterly exhausted.”

　彼は両手で頭を抱えて、泣くような声でつづけた。

He covered his face with both hands and continued in a voice that was on the verge of tears.

「誰だってある時間は自分ひとりの世界が欲しい、またそれが必要なんだ。自分だけしか知らない天地が要るんだよ。それがなくては生きては行かれない。それが心なんだ。心に思うことは口に出さない限り、何人にもわからないだろう？　僕はその心を大切にしていたのに、その心の中にまで忍び入って、僕一人で思っていることを盗み知ろうとする者があっては堪ったものではない。四六時中休息なしに公衆の眼の前で踊らされている者より辛い。僕は気狂いになりそうだよ。妻に別れることは一つしかない僕への救いの道だ」

“Every person wants time, needs time when they can be alone. They need a world that only they know about. Without that, nobody can go on living. That is what our minds are. As long as we don’t express thoughts out loud, nobody will know of them, right? That kind of mind is very important to me, which is why I can’t stand to have someone sneak into my mind and try to steal the thoughts that only I know. It’s more embarrassing than being made to dance before an audience from morning to night without repose. I feel like I am about to lose my mind. Separating from my wife is my one and only way to escape.”

「お別れになったら、それでもういいのかしら？」

“Is just breaking up with her really going to be enough?”

「その上に何がある。僕は家屋敷も、財産も全部彼女に与えて、僕は裸一貰になって安子から離れるんだ。僕がいなくなっても、あれだけの屋敷と財産があれば一生食うには困るまい。食えないようにして捨てたと云われては困るから、何もかも洗いざらいくれてやる。そしたら文句はあるまい」

“What else is there? I’m going to give her everything––the house and all my money––so that I have nothing left, and leave her. Even when I’m gone, with that house and all that money she should be able to survive easily for the rest of her life. I can’t have her saying I left her with no way to survive, which is why I’m going to give her every cent I have. Then she will have nothing to complain about.”

「でも奥様は、あなたの全財産なんかより、あなたという人が欲しいんじゃないか知ら？」

“But maybe rather than all your money, your wife actually would prefer to have you?”

「なら、どうすればいいって云うんだ？」

　彼は焦ら焦らして怒ったような口調で云った。

“Then what should I do?” he said with anger in his voice.

「どうすればって、私には分らないけれど、きっと離婚を承知されまいと思うのよ」

“What should you do? I don’t know, but I think she will probably not consent to the divorce.”

「どこまでも従いて来ようって云うんなら――、そして、いつまでも、この僕を金しばりにして苦しめようって云うんなら――」

“And if she asks me to stay with her forever? If she chains me up and tortures me eternally?”

　と彼は血の気がさっと顔から退いて、鼻の頭に油汗がにじみ出た。

As Honjo spoke his face went pale and sticky sweat broke out on his nose.

「どうしても離れないって云ったら、永久に僕から離れて、二度と附き纏えないようにしてやる」

“If she says she will never divorce me, I’ll make sure she keeps away from me, and never follows me around again.”

「と、仰しゃると？　どうなさるの？」

“What do you mean? What are you going to do?”

　不穏の空気に、桃子はおびえながら青くなって訊いた。

Face turning pale, Momoko asked as she trembled from the disturbing feeling in the air.

「うむ。その時は――、その時は殺しちまうばかりさ。殺せば完全に僕から離れる。いや、それは冗談だよ。アハハハハ」

“Well, when that happens…when that happens I’ll have no choice but to kill her. If I do that I’ll be completely separated from her. Actually, I’m just kidding,” he said with a chuckle.

　桃子は彼の膝に顔を伏せた。

Momoko buried her head into his knees.

　彼女の頭の上で、本庄の空虚な笑い声がつづいた。

Above her continued Honjo’s vacant laughter.

Chapter 4

　安子は本庄の帰って来る時間を知っているように、玄関のベルを鳴らそうとすると、内から扉を開けてにこやかに彼を迎えた。

As if knowing exactly when he would return, just when Honjo was about to ring the doorbell the door opened and Yasuko welcomed him with a smile.

　茶の間に入ると、お銚子がいいお加減についていた。彼女は盃を彼の手に渡しながら、

「今日は無事でしたね」

　と云った。

He entered the living room to find the saké bottles arranged neatly. Yasuko spoke as she passed him a glass. “Seems like things went well today,” she said.

「何が？」

“What do you mean?”

「何がって、オホホホホ桃子さんとのことが」

“What do you mean?” she laughed. “I’m talking about you and Momoko.”

　本庄はむっつりと口を結んだ。

Honjo was silent.

「ねえ。私と別れて、あのひとと結婚する御相談が纏ったの？　随分酷い計画をなさる人達ね。でも、私、あなたが何と仰しゃっても、別れるのはいや」

　と云って、彼にすり寄り、手を握って彼の持っている盃に唇をつけて一口飲んだ。

“By the way, did you finalize your arrangements to break up with me and marry that girl? You two really are making horrible plans. But whatever you say, I refuse to break up with you,” she said, grasping his hand as she drew up close to him, put her lips to the glass he held, and took a sip.

「ねえ、あなたも飲んでよ」

“Hey, you should drink too.”

「いやだ」

“I refuse to.”

　彼は音を立てて荒々しく盃を置いた。

He loudly slammed the glass down on the table.

「いやなはずね、もういい加減まわっているんですもの。桃子さんのお酌でなくっちゃおいしくない？」

“Of course you don’t want any more, the alcohol must be already flowing quite heavily through your veins. Is saké only appetizing when it is poured by Momoko?”

「何を云う？」

“What are you talking about?”

「ただ訊いてるのよ。私の愛情がうるさいんだって？　罰あたりねえ、あなたって人は――、誰のおかげで、若いあなたが、特別にこんなに出世して、いい地位を得たのか、忘れたの？」

“I’m just asking. Didn’t you say my love was annoying you? You’ll get what you deserve. Have you forgotten who went out of their way to help you, while you were still but a young man, to get promoted and gain such a high position?”

　彼の膝に手を置いて、執拗な凝視をつづけながら、

She placed a hand on his knee and continued, her gaze persistent as ever.

「みんな、私の、いいえ、霊のおかげじゃありませんか。それがなかったら、重役候補はおろか、下っ葉の走り使いがせいぜいよ。その大切な私を裏切って、桃子さんなんかと一緒になりたいばかりに、別れるの、殺してやるのって、大きな口もいい加減になさらないと、世間の物笑いになりますわよ」

“Weren’t all those things thanks to me, or should I say my spirit? Without that, not only would you never have been chosen as an executive candidate, but you’d be lucky to be a petty errand boy. If you betray me and don’t stop talking big about breaking up or killing me just because you want to be with that girl Momoko, you’ll become the laughingstock of society.”

　本庄は膝の手を払い退け、肩を聳かせながら、

Honjo pushed away her hand from his knee and spoke arrogantly.

「その恩があると思えばこそ、今日まで出来ない我慢をしつづけてきたんだ。が、もう辛棒が出来なくなった、君のうるさい深情けは僕を気狂いにさせる。痒いところに手の届くような献身的なつとめぶりは全く有難迷惑で胸がむかむかする。君と一緒にいると僕は頭が変になって、どうかなっちゃいそうな気がする。君の毒針で刺すような凝視にはもう堪えられない。僕は君から完全に解放されて、自由の天地に大きな呼吸を吐きたいんだ。眼に見えない君の云う霊とかに縛られて、自由を失っているようないまの生活がつくづくいやになった。別れよう。それよりほかに僕の生きる道はないんだ」

“Being indebted to you like that is the very reason I have endured this until today. But I can no longer take it, and your annoying, all-consuming love is about to drive me mad. Your ruse of being the loyal wife who is trying to do just the right thing for me is an utter nuisance, and disgusts me. When I’m with you, I feel like I’m going to go crazy and lose my mind. I can no longer bear your piercing gaze that’s like a poisonous needle. I want to be completely free from you and take a deep breath in a new world of freedom. I’ve grown to hate this life where, bound by what you call an invisible spirit, I have lost all freedom. Let’s end this. It’s the only way I can go on living.”

「あなたと別れては、私は生きていかれないわ」

“If I break up with you, I can no longer go on living.”

「生きてゆかれるだけの物を君にやる」

“I’ll give you whatever you need to survive.”

「全財産でしょう？　オホホホホそんなもの、私はあなたが欲しいのよ。あなたの体も、心も、全部を私に頂きたい」

“You mean your fortune?” she chuckled. “I don’t want that, I want you. I want your body, your soul, every part of you.”

　本庄は手にしていた盃をぱっと彼女の顔に投げた。

Honjo threw the glass he had been holding at her face.

「いい加減にしろ」

“Enough is enough!”

「私の希望をのべているのよ」

“I’m simply explaining my wishes.”

　彼はカチカチと歯を鳴らしながら、

Honjo’s teeth began to chatter.

「悪女の深情けとは君のことだ。僕は普通の女が好きになった。掴まえどころのない霊だとか、心霊だとかにたぶらかされて、人の秘密を探ろう探ろうとしたりする女は大きらいだ」

“They say ugly women have the deepest love, and you’re a perfect example of that. But I’ve fallen in love with a normal girl. I abhor women who try to uncover the secrets of other people by lying about incomprehensible spirits.“

　彼女はねっとりした、まつわりつくような調子になって、

Yasuko spoke, her words seeming to stick to him.

「そんなに嫌がられているのに、私の方じゃ好きで好きで堪らないとは何という情けない事でしょう。でも、逃げられるものなら逃げてごらんなさい。私の霊は私の肉体を離れて、あなたの後を追い、どこまでだってついて行きますからね」

“I can’t stop loving you even if you treat me like this. Oh, how pitiful I am! But if you think you can escape, go ahead and try. Because my spirit will separate from my body and follow you wherever you go.”

「ついて来るなら、来てみろ」

“If you think it can follow me, just try.”

「行きますとも、ほら、あなたの心の中に、私の霊が入って行く――」

“Yes, it can. See? My spirit is now entering you…”

　安子はうつろな眼をして、彼の胸を指さした。

Yasuko’s eyes went vacant as she pointed to his chest.

「えっ？」

“What the…”

　彼はぱっと起ち上ると何者かを払いのけるように、心臓のあたりをばたばたと叩いた。叩いているうちに、彼は次第に理性を失って行った。

He stood up suddenly and then, as if brushing away someone, tapped his chest near his heart. As he was tapping, he began to gradually lose control.

　ただ、やたらに、眼の前にいる安子が憎くてたまらなくなった。

But at the same time, with all of his heart and soul he bitterly detested Yasuko who stood before him.

「こいつさえいなければ――」

　という念だけが頭の中で渦を巻いていた。

A single thought spun around and around his mind: “If this bitch only was gone…”

　彼は彼女が火鉢に突きさしておいた裁縫用の鏝を手にとるや、力まかせに彼女の頭をなぐりつけた。

He grabbed a sewing iron that she had put on the charcoal brazier and stuck her head with all of his strength.

「あっ。あなたは――、ほんとに、私を殺す気だったのね？」

“Oh, you…you truly intended to kill me, didn’t you?”

　仰向けに倒れながら、なおも鏝を振り上げて、打ち下そうとする本庄を、いとしそうに見上げて、

Toppling over backwards, Yasuko looked lovingly up at Honjo as he raised the iron and prepared to strike again.

「あなたに殺されることは、もうちゃんと前からわかっていたのよ。だけれど、ああ嬉しい。あれあれ私の霊はあなたの魂の中に溶け込んでゆくのが見えますよ。あなたの魂と私の魂は完全に、あなたの肉体の中で合致しました。永遠に離れない。私は死んでも私の魂はあなたの心の中に生きています」

“I already knew I would be killed by you. But oh, how happy I am now. Yes! I see my spirit slowly melting into your soul. Our souls have melted completely inside your body, united eternally. Even if my body dies, my soul will go on living inside your body.”

「何を云いやがるんだ」

“What the hell are you talking about?”

　二度目に打ち下した鏝の下で、彼女はもう声を出すことも出来なかった。

After the second blow, she lost the ability to speak.

　彼はやたらに鏝を振り廻わしながら、部屋中をくるくると廻わった。

Honjo walked in circles around the room, waving around the iron wildly.

「この心臓の中に、彼女の魂が入っている、ええッ。出ろ、出てゆけ！」

“Her soul is inside of me! Aahh! Get out, get out now!”

　彼は喚めきながら、自分の胸をなぐりつづけた。

Screaming at the top of his lungs, he punched his chest repeatedly.

「出ないか！　出ろ、とっとと出てうせろ！」

“Not coming out? You better! Get out of me this instant!”

　彼は身をもがき、何かを振り落そうとでもするように体をゆすって、胸を叩きながら、家を飛び出し、あてどなく往来を走った。

He writhed and contorted his body, as if trying to shake something off, then struck his chest as he burst out of the house and ran aimlessly through the streets.

　配給物を届けに来た隣家の奥さんが、安子の惨死体に胆をつぶして、附近の交番へ訴え出た恰度その時刻に、本庄は狂人として通行の警官に捕えられた。

A woman from a nearby home coming to deliver some rationed goods was horrified to see Yasuko’s battered corpse, and right around the time the woman arrived at a neighborhood police station, Honjo was being arrested as a raving lunatic by a passing police officer.


Circus Boy

(サーカスの少年)

Mimei Ogawa

(小川未明)

　輝かしい夏の日のことでありました。少年が、外で遊んでいますと、花で飾られた、柩をのせた自動車が、往来を走ってゆきました。そして、道の上へ、一枝の白い花を落として去ったのです。

One brilliant summer day when a boy was playing outside, an automobile carrying a coffin ornamented with flowers drove down the street. As it passed by, the automobile dropped a stem with a single white flower.

　これを見つけた子供たちは、方々から、走り寄りましたが、いちばんはやかった少年が、その花を拾ったのでした。なんという花か、わからなかったけれど、それは、香いの高いみごとな花でありました。

Upon seeing this, children from all around ran towards the flower, but the first boy to get there picked it up. He didn’t know the flower’s name, but it was a wonderful flower that gave off a strong scent.

　拾われなかった子供たちは、うらやましそうに、その花を見て、残念がりました。

The other children gazed at the flower with great envy.

「お葬いの花なんか拾って、縁起がわるいな。」と、一人がいうと、

「いくら、きれいな花でも、拾うもんでないね。」と、他の一人が、あいづちをうちました。

“Picking up a funeral flower like that is bad luck,” said one person. “No matter how beautiful the flower is, you shouldn’t pick it up,” agreed another.

「なんだ、自分たちだって、拾おうと思って、駆けてきたんじゃないか。なにが、花を拾ったって、縁起が悪いもんか……。」と、少年は、大事そうに、その花を持ってゆきました。

“Hey! All of you ran over here to pick it up too, didn’t you? There’s nothing unlucky about picking up a flower,” thought the boy as he carefully carried it away.

　しかし、そういわれると、なんだか、いい気持ちがしませんでした。だいいち、仏さまになった人にあげた花を拾っていいものか、考えれば、悪いような気もしたからです。

But after hearing the children say those things, the boy was not left with a good feeling. This was because thinking about whether it was safe to pick up a flower given to a dead person made him feel bad.

　おじいさんが、柳の木の下で、アイスクリームの屋台を出して、つくねんと、こちらを見て笑っていました。少年は、おじいさんに、このことを聞いてみようと思いました。

An old man working at an ice cream stand underneath a willow tree was smiling silently as he watched the boy. The boy decided to try asking the old man about the flower.

「ねえ、おじいさん、お葬式の自動車から落ちた花を拾っても、悪いことはないね？」と、問いました。

“Hey mister, there’s nothing wrong with picking up a flower that fell off of a funeral car, right?” asked the boy.

　おじいさんは、ちょうど、お客もなく、先刻からようすを見ていましたので、なにもかも知っています。

With no customers around, the old man had been watching the boy the entire time, hence he knew everything.

「ああ、悪いことも、なんともないよ。どうせ、だれか拾わなければ、人に踏まれたり、車にひかれて、めちゃめちゃになってしまうのだもの。それを拾って、びんにさしてやれば、まだ、花は見られるのだから、仏さまだって、お喜びなされるよ。」と、答えました。

“No, there’s absolutely nothing wrong with that. Because if nobody picks it up, the flower will eventually be stomped on by someone or run over by a car and destroyed. If you pick up the flower and put it in a jar, the flower can still be seen, so even the deceased will be pleased,” said the old man.

　それを聞くと、少年は、急に、うれしくなりました。

When the boy heard this, he was suddenly filled with joy.

「仏さまになられた人は、どんな人だろうね。」

“I wonder what that person was like before they died.”

「そうだな。美しい、やさしい娘さんであったかもしれないな。」

“Hmm, maybe it was a sweet, beautiful girl.”

　おじいさんは、そういって、街の遠くの空を見やりました。あちらには、金色の雲が、どこかの高いビルディングの屋根に、ひっかかっているように、じっとしていました。

As he spoke, the old man gazed into the distant sky above the city. Over there, golden-colored clouds stood perfectly still, as if having bumped into the roof of a very tall building somewhere.

　少年は、家へ帰って、小さなガラスのびんに水をいれて、花をさして、窓の際にのせておきました。貧乏な、小さな家でありましたから、この花だけが、光って見えたのであります。そして、花からは、いい香いが、家じゅういっぱいにただよいました。

When the boy got home, he filled a small glass jar with water, placed the flower inside it, and set the jar upon a windowsill. The boy was poor and lived in a tiny house, such that the flower was the only thing twinkling inside. The wonderful scent of the flower drifted all throughout the house.

　少年のすみかは、町裏の狭い路地でありましたから、平常は、はちや、ちょうなどはめったに飛んできたことがありません。それだのに、この花があるばかりに、どこからか、一ぴきのはちが飛んできて、それにとまりました。少年は、だまって、はちがみつを吸うのを見ていました。そのうちに、もう甘いみつが、たくさんになかったとみえて、はちは、さも名残惜しそうに、花のまわりを二、三べんも飛んでいましたが、途を迷って、家の内へはいり、あちらの障子につき当たって、そこで、ブンブン羽ばたきをしたのです。

Because the boy’s house was located on a small alley in the back of town, insects like bees and butterflies were rarely seen. And yet, a bee had flown in from somewhere just because of the flower. The boy silently watched the bee drinking the flower’s nectar. Eventually, as if none of the sweet nectar remained, the bee flew reluctantly around the flower a few times before losing its way, entering the house, and bumping into a paper sliding door where it flapped its wings wildly.

「ばかだな。なぜこんなところへきて、花を探すのだ。もっと郊外の方へ飛んでゆけば、広い野原や、圃があるじゃないか。そして、そこには、いろいろの花が咲いているだろう。……そんなことを、このはちは知らないのかな。」

“Silly bee. Why would it come to a place like this just for a flower? It could fly out to the outskirts of the town, where there are wide fields and plains. Many kinds of flowers are surely blooming there…I wonder if this bee knows about that.”

　少年は、障子にとまって、出途を失い、困っているはちを見ながら、いろいろのことを空想しました。

The boy imagined many things as he watched the troubled bee on the door who had become lost on its journey.

　これが、他の日であったら、あるいは、このはちを殺したかもしれません。しかし、いまは、そんな、残酷な心持ちにはなれなかったのです。少年は、障子を開けて、うちわで、はちをあおって、逃がしてやりました。

Had this been any other day, the boy might have simply killed the bee. But on this day, the boy was unable to think of doing such a cruel thing. He opened the door and used a fan to help the bee escape.

「そうだな、美しい、やさしい娘さんかもしれない。」と、アイスクリーム売りのおじいさんがいったのが、頭に浮かびますと、彼は、家出してわからなくなった、一人の姉のことを思わずにはいられなかったのでした。

Just then, he recalled the words of the old man selling ice cream: “Hmm, maybe it was a sweet, beautiful girl.” He couldn’t help but think about his older sister who had run away from home and never returned.

「おれも、これから広い世の中へ出て、姉さんを探してこよう。そうしたら、お母さんも、お喜びなさるだろう。」

“Now I too will go out into the great big world and search for my sister. Then even my mother will be pleased.”

　少年は、白い花を見つめているうちに、こう決心しました。このとき、不思議にも白い花は、ポタリと音をたてて、枝をはなれて、下に落ちたのでした。

The boy made up his mind while gazing at the white flower. Oddly enough, at that very moment the white flower fell off of the branch with a soft sound.

＊　　　＊　　　＊　　　＊　　　＊

　それから、二、三年もたった、後のことです。少年は、あるサーカス団に加わって、諸国を流浪していました。自分の姉が、サーカス団に加わっているようなうわさを聞いたからでもありました。

Then, a few years later, the boy joined a circus troupe and traveled all over the world. He did this partially because he heard a rumor that his sister had joined a circus troupe.

　サーカスの一座は、あるときは西に、あるときは東に、ところ定めず、興行をつづけて歩きました。真夏の空に、高いテントを張って、あぶない芸当を演じたのです。少年は、綱渡りをしたり、さおの上で逆立ちをしたり、いろいろの軽業をするようになるまでは、どれほど、つらいめをみたかしれません。打たれたこともあれば、食物をへらされたこともあれば、蹴られたこともありました。彼は、いくたび泣いたかしれなかった。しかし、そのたびに、もし、ねえさんが、やはり、こうしたサーカスの中に、はいっているなら、自分と同じ苦しみを受けたであろうと思って、我慢したのでありました。

The circus troupe wandered aimlessly on foot, sometimes to the west and sometimes to the east, performing wherever they went. Below the midsummer sky they pitched a tall tent and performed dangerous stunts. Oh my, how difficult of a time he had learning to do a variety of acrobatics, such as walking on a tightrope and doing a headstand on a pole. The boy was beaten, his food rations reduced, and he was even kicked. There was no telling how many times he shed tears. But each time, he thought that his sister was part of a circus where she was probably going through the same painful experiences, and he managed to get through it.

　けれど、いつになったら、自分の探ねている姉にめぐりあわれるか、わからなかった。また、いつになったら、この苦しみからのがれて、幸福の日を送られるかわからなかった。彼は、そう思うと、憤然として、すきを見て、このサーカス団から逃げ出そうと苦心したのであります。

However, the boy did not know when he would come across the sister he was in search of. And he did not know when he would be able to escape from this suffering and lead a life of happiness. This angered him, so he struggled to find some way to escape from the circus.

　ある朝のこと、すこしの油断を見はからって、彼は、一座から逃げ出しました。そして、どこというあてもなく、ただ遠方へと、足に委せて走ったのです。うしろを振り向き振り向き、だれか追ってきはしないかと、気づかいました。ついに、その日の昼過ぎのころ、名も知らない、野原のはてにたどりついて、どっかりと草の上に倒れて、疲れきった体を投げ出したのでした。

Then one morning, he waited for just the right moment and escaped from the troupe. He ran aimlessly into the distance wherever his feet took him. Worried that someone would be following him, the boy looked back many times. Eventually, in the afternoon of that day he stumbled upon an unfamiliar field where he let his exhausted body collapse into the tall grass with a thud.

　頭をめぐらしたけれど、だれも、ここまで追ってくるようすはなかった。少年は、いまごろ自分見えなくなったので、一座では騒いでいるだろうと思いました。このとき、すぐかたわらで、ブーン、ブーンとせわしそうな鳴り音がしました。見ると、一ぴきのはちが、のばらの花に止まろうとして、くもの巣にかかって、もだえているのでした。彼は、それを見ているうちに、いつか葬式の自動車から落ちた花を拾ってびんにさしたとき、はちがたずねてきたことを思い出しました。自分は、なぜこんな花などにやってこずに、広い野原へゆかないのだろう？　そうすれば、甘い新鮮なみつがたくさんあって、自由にそれが取られるのにと思ったことがあったが、いま、広い野原も、広い世間も、危険なしに渡られないことを感じたのでした。彼は、はちを救ってやりました。

The boy looked around, but there was no sign that anyone had followed him all the way here. He thought that right around now there must be a big commotion as the troupe realized he was gone. Just then, he heard a terrific buzzing sound coming from nearby. The boy saw a bee squirming around in a spider web, caught as it tried to land on a flower in the field. As he was watching, he remembered the bee that had come to visit him after he picked up a flower that had fallen from the funeral car and put it in a jar. Once he had wondered why that bee had come to the flower in his house instead of going to a wide field, where the bee would find plenty of sweet nectar that it could drink freely. But now, he realized that there was no guarantee of safe passage through a large field or anywhere else in this wide world. The boy rescued the bee.

　そこから、さらに歩いて、海岸の方へ出ますと、人々が集まって、高い絶壁の上を指さして話をしていました。聞けば、海賊が、あの崖の上に、なにか宝を隠しているということであるが、だれも、そこへ取りにゆかれないというのでした。

After that he continued walking and came to the coast where many people gathered, speaking as they pointed to a tall cliff. Apparently some sort of treasure had been hidden by pirates atop the cliff, but nobody was able to climb up to get it.

「私が上がります。」と、少年はいいました。軽業をしていた、鍛えられた体は、やすやすと崖を登って、隠してあった、宝物の包みを持ってきました。村の人々は集まって、少年の勇気をほめそやしました。すると村長らしい老人が、「おまえさんが、いままで受けたつらい修行のおかげで、あの高い崖に登れたのだから、その宝物は、だれのものでもない、おまえさんのものだ。」といいました。この正しい裁判によって、はじめて、少年の運命は、美しく、花のように開けたのでした。

“I’m going up,” said the boy. With a body that had become strong from performing acrobatics, he easily climbed up the cliff and brought down the bundle of treasure that had been hidden there. The people of the village gathered around and praised the boy’s great courage. Then an old man who appeared to be the village chief said to him, “Young man, you were only able to climb that cliff thanks to the harsh training you undertook. So that treasure belongs to you, and no one else.” Thus, as the result of this fair trial, for the first time this boy’s fate made a turn for the better, blossoming like a beautiful flower.


Cactus Rose

(仙人掌の花)

Nogitaro Yamamoto

(山本禾太郎)

Chapter 1

　閑枝は、この小さな北国の温泉町へ来てからは、夕方に湖水のほとりを歩くことが一番好きであった。

Ever since arriving at this small hot spring resort in the north, Shizue loved nothing more than taking evening walks around the lake.

　丘一つ距てた日本海に陽が落ちると、見る見るうちに湖面は黒くなって、対岸の灯が光を増すのであった。

When the sun sank behind a hill into the Sea of Japan, the surface of the lake quickly darkened before her eyes as the lights on the opposing shore began to glow.

　陽が、とっぷりと暮れる。芦の葉ずれ、にぶい櫓声、柔かな砂土を踏むフェルト草履の感じ、それらのすべては、病を養う閑枝にとっては一殊淋しいものではあったが、また自分の心にピッタリと似合った好もしい淋しさでもあった。

Darkness had fallen. The rustling of the reeds, the dull sound of oars paddling, the sensation of felt sandals against the soft, sandy earth––there was a kind of sadness in these things to the recuperating Shizue, but it was a pleasant sadness that perfectly matched her state of mind.

　そっと人にも隠れるようにして二階へ登った閑枝は、机の前に座ってホッと軽い溜息をつくと、ガラス窓からその窓一ぱいに黒く垂れ下った柳の葉に見入った。机の上に届いたばかりの二通の手紙にはちょいと視線を落したばかりで、それを手にとるでもなく、いま薬の包紙を開いたままコップに盛られた水をジッと瞶めた。ガラスを透してながめる美しい水、それが閑枝の心にヒンヤリと刃物に似た冷たさを思わせるのであった。

Heading up to the second floor quietly to avoid the others, Shizue sat at her desk and let out a short sigh, then gazed out at the dark leaves hanging from the willow tree that dominated the view outside her window. After a quick glance at the pair of newly-arrived letters on her desk, without touching them she shifted her gaze to the water-filled cup sitting beside an open packet of medicine. The sparkling water visible through the glass brought to mind a cold blade.

　自殺！　と云うことが、フト閑枝の心に浮んだ。この薬が毒薬だったら……、こう思うと、血を吐いて苦しんでいる自分の姿が幻覚となって自分の目に見えるのであった。

Suicide. The idea suddenly entered her mind. “If this medicine is truly poison,” she thought and conjured up a vision of herself spitting up blood while writhing in agony.

　閑枝はフト立上った。それは閑枝の心に、黒い湖水が一ぱいに拡がり、芦の葉ずれの音や、ニブい櫓声が聞えてきたからである。自殺、自殺、と、閑枝は唄うように呟いた。机の前に座り直すと、ペンを執った。遺書を書くためである。

She suddenly stood up, for the dark lake’s surface had expanded fully in her mind, and the sounds of rustling reeds and paddling oars had reached her ears. Suicide, suicide, she muttered playfully as if singing a song. Sitting back down at the desk, she took up a pen. It was to write a suicide note.

　書いて了って、それを封筒に納めると、なにか大きな仕事を、なし終ったときのような疲労を感じた。

Once she finished writing and placed the note into an envelope, a great sense of fatigue washed over her, as if she had just performed some monumental task.

　それから二通の手紙を手に執って見た。

She picked up both letters and examined them.

　その一通は継母からのものであったが、他の一通は真白な横封筒で、差出人の名は書いてなく、その筆跡にも見覚えはなかった。

The first was from her stepmother; the other, a long envelope of plain white lacking a sender’s name, written in handwriting she didn’t recognize.

　私は、あなたに手紙を差上げることを、どれほど躊躇したか知れませぬ。手紙を差上げると云うことは、私と云うものを、あなたの目の前に現わすことに等しいことですから………しかし私にはこの心のよろこびを、ただ一人でジッと抱いて居ることが出来なくなりました。この湖畔の小さな温泉町に、あなたの姿を見ることができたと云う喜びを………。

I cannot express how reluctant I am to send this letter to you. Because the act of giving this letter is equivalent to revealing myself to you…And yet I could no longer bear to keep to myself this joy in my heart, the joy of being able to watch you at this small hot spring resort on the lake…

　これから私は、あなたに手紙を差上げることを日課とするかもしれません。それは私のこの心の喜びが、あなたを不快にしないだろうと信ずるからです。お互に病を養うものに取っては、慰めが一番大切だと思いますから………。

I am considering sending letters to you like this as a part of my daily routine from now on, for I believe this joy in my heart will surely not cause you discomfort. Because to us, both recovering from an illness, consolation is the most important thing…

　この手紙は今、自殺を思った閑枝の心に、大きなすき間をつくってしまった。も一度繰り返して読んでみよう、と思っているところへ、姉が上って来た。

This letter dug deep into the heart of Shizue, who had been considering taking her own life. But just as she was about to reread it, her older sister came upstairs.

「いつの間に、帰って来たの、あまり長く潟のそばに居ては、よくないと思って心配していたの」

“When did you get home? I was worried that it wouldn’t be good for you to stay too long near the lagoon.”

　姉は、窓のガラス障子を細目に開けて、押入れから、夜具を出しながら、

Her sister cracked open the window and withdrew the bedding from the closet.

「明日、伊切の浜へ行かない、義兄さんもお休みだから、なかなかいいとこよ」

“Do you want to go to Ikiri Beach tomorrow? My husband has a day off, and it’s a really wonderful place.”

　閑枝は、手紙をそっと机の下に押込みながら、

Shizue slipped the letter underneath her desk as she responded.

「ええ、行ってもいいわ、だけれどもまた此前見たいじゃ………」

“Well, I guess I could go. But if it’s just going to be like last time…”

「なにね、もう大丈夫よ、病気だってよほどよくなっているんだし、それにあすこには自動車があるしするから………」

“Come on, it will be fine. Your condition has improved greatly, and they have automobiles too.”

「義兄さん、今晩はかえらない」

“He’s not coming home tonight.”

　姉は、部屋の片隅にふとんを敷いて了うと、火鉢のそばに座りながら一寸そこの置時計を眺めて、

After her sister laid out a futon in a corner of the room, she sat down near the charcoal heater and looked at the clock briefly before speaking.

「今朝金沢へ行ったので八時頃には帰るって………、もう帰ってくる時分よ」

“My husband went to Kanazawa this morning and said he would be back around eight…so he should be here soon.”

　停車場には、今電車が着いたらしく、四五人の、人の足音が入りみだれて、家の前を通ったが、すぐにまた、もとの静かさにかえった。兄が今の電車で帰ったらしく、くせのある静かな咳払いが聞えたと思うと、二階へ上って来た。

A train had apparently just stopped at the station and they heard the disorderly sound of several people’s footsteps passing in front of the house, but silence returned a moment later. Right after they heard the characteristic cough of her sister’s husband, who seemed to have arrived on the train now, he began climbing the steps to the second floor.

「おかえり」

“Welcome home.”

「おかえりなさいまし」

“Welcome back brother.”

　兄の着替えを手伝ながら姉は、

「明日、閑さんと私を、伊切の浜へ連れて行って下さいね」

“Could you please take Shizue and me to Ikiri Beach tomorrow?” said Shizue’s sister as she helped her husband get changed.

「それもいいな、しかしもう日中は少し暑くはないかな……。それは、そうと閑枝、お前弥生軒で写真を写したそうだね」

“That sounds like a good idea. Although it might be a little hot during the day tomorrow…By the way Shizue, I heard you got your picture taken at Yayoiken.”

「ええ、一寸今日、あの前を通ると写して見たくなって……」

“Yes, today when I passed by I felt like getting my picture taken…”

「今日電車の中で、弥生軒のおやじに会ったら、『お嬢さんを撮らして貰いました』と云って喜んでいたよ、しかし此辺の写真屋は、とても下手だからなア」

“When I met the guy from Yayoiken today on the train, he smiled and said you let him take your picture. You know, the photo shops around here aren’t very good…”

　食事のために、兄夫婦が下へ下りてゆくと、閑枝は、机の下から手紙を出して見た。

When the two went downstairs to prepare dinner, Shizue slipped the letter out from underneath her desk.

　なんでもない手紙だが、閑枝の自殺の機会を奪ってしまった。読みかえして見ると、その手紙からは、病苦になやむものの、淋しさは感ぜられるが、どこかにまた、生のよろこびを歌っているようにも思われた。しかしそれよりも、此手紙の主が何人であろうか、と、云う好奇心が第一に起るのであった。

This letter, while not being particularly special, had interrupted Shizue’s plan for suicide. Reading it again made her feel the sadness of someone suffering from an illness, yet there was also somehow a sense of celebration for the joy of living. But even greater than those things was Shizue’s curiosity about the author of the letter.

Chapter 2

　其あくる日は、兄夫婦と共に、伊切の浜へ行って見た、京都と云う海のない都会に育って、海と云えば大阪の築港より知らぬ閑枝に取っては、日本海に向って立った感じは、あまりに雄大すぎた。初夏の光が海一ぱいに拡って、遠い海のはては、次第に灰色にかすんでいる、そのかすんだ灰色のなかから、黒い大きな波が魔物のように押し寄せて、怒りそのもののように岸をかんでいる。

The next day, Shizue went to Ikiri Beach with her sister and her sister’s husband. To Shizue, who had been raised in the oceanless city of Kyoto and knew of only the Chikko harbor in Osaka, standing and staring out at the Sea of Japan was an unbelievably magnificent thing. Surface glistening with the light of early summer, the sea’s gray color gradually darkened towards the horizon, and within that dark gray swept great demon-like waves of black, gnawing at the coastline like anger itself.

　閑枝の心は、またしても淋しさに捉えられた。

Sadness continued to grip Shizue’s heart.

　帰りは自動車に乗った。

On the way home, she rode in a car.

　陽にかがやいた磯。白く光る波頭。暗く灰色にかすんだ海の涯が、いつまでも閑枝の心にのこっていた、机の抽出には、遺書と、未知の人から来た手紙とが、何時までも這入っていた。

The rocky beach, glittering in the sun; the crests of waves, glistening white; the far reaches of the sea, covered by a dark gray fog. These things weighed endlessly on her heart. And sitting endlessly in her desk drawer was the suicide note and the letter from an unknown sender.

「あんなことを云っても、ほんの一ときの気まぐれから、いたずら半分の手紙だろう」

“Despite all that dramatic talk, I’m sure the letter was just sent as a prank on a passing whim.”

　斯う思い捨てても、時折はその手紙を出して眺めることもあった。別に大きな期待をかけている様でもなかったが、それでも現在の閑枝に取ってただ一つの刺戟である手紙の主がこのまま、消えてしまうことは淋しいことには、違いなかった。

Even with such disparaging thoughts, Shizue would at times pull the letter out and stare at it. But she didn’t seem to have any great expectations and must have simply felt lonely about the idea of the sender of this letter, a form of encouragement to her, disappearing without further contact.

　しかし、それから四五日の後、閑枝は机の上に、再び差出人の署名のない、白い角封筒を見出した。

However, in a few days she discovered another white rectangular envelope upon her desk, once again lacking a signature.

　私は、あなたへの手紙を、毎日書いています。それが現在の私の仕事の総てです。世に容れられない身体を持った私は、何度自殺と云うことを考えたでしょう。だが死ぬ勇気さえもなく私は惰性のような命をもって、この温泉場に逃れてきました。京都から来るときには沢山の本を持って来ましたが、まだその三分の一も読んでは居りません。読めば読むだけ、苦痛を増すばかりで、少しも慰めとはなりません。此土地も次第に都会の人が入り込んで来ます。私は幾度湖水の畔に立って死を考えたことでしょう。でも私は生きていたればこそ、あなたと云う方を見出すことができたのです。私は生きていたことの幸福をしみじみと感じます。貴女の御病気が一日も早く御全快になるよう祈りながら、その日が貴女をこの町から失うときであるかと思うと、淋しくなります。しかし私は、そのときがきても決して悔まないでしょう。それは私の心から、あなたの姿は永遠に消えないからです。

I have been writing letters to you every day. This is the only mission for my present self. Possessing a body that is not accepted by society, I cannot count the number of times I have considered suicide. Yet lacking even the courage to die, I have lived a life of inertia and escaped to this hot spring resort. I brought many books with me from Kyoto, but have not yet read even a third of them. Reading only deepens my torment, offering not even the slightest comfort. Those city folks have been gradually coming to this resort. Oh, how many times I have stood at the lake’s edge and thought of ending it all. But I was only able to find you because I had stayed alive. Now I keenly feel the happiness that life brings. Madam, I pray that you quickly recover fully from your illness, although it makes me sad to think about how that day will steal you away from this city. But I will never regret when that day comes because you will remain forever in my heart.

　いのちをかける何物をも持たぬ閑枝にとっては、この主の知れない手紙は、大きな心の刺戟であった。

To Shizue, a woman with nothing to live for, this letter from an unknown person offered great encouragement.

　原稿用紙へ、ペンで小さく書てある字を、瞶めていると、その一線一画にさえ、どうやらなつかしさを覚えてくるのであった。閑枝は何とはなしに、その手紙を、鼻にあてて見た、そこにはほのかな、紙とインクの香があった。また封筒を手に取って見た。落付いた行書で、閑枝の名前が、やや大きく書かれてあった。見も知らぬ人の手によって、書かれた自分の名前、それが何か、宿命とか、因縁とか、云うような決定的なものが、この見も知らぬ手紙の主との間に、結ばれているのではあるまいか、と云うような、魅力を持った不安が感ぜられるのであった。左の肩に、正しく貼られた切手には、ハッキリとした「山代局」の消印があった。

Gazing at the small characters written in pen on the letter, she began to feel something nostalgic in each and every stroke. Without thinking, Shizue raised the letter to her nose to savor the faint scent of paper and ink. Then she picked up the envelope. Her name was written in large letters using a casual cursive style. Seeing her name written by the hand of a total stranger made Shizue feel a sense of uneasiness mixed with fascination as she wondered if something definite, perhaps fate or destiny, was connecting her to the mysterious sender of this letter. On the top-left corner of the letter was a neatly placed stamp, clearly postmarked with the words “Yamashiro Post Office”.

Chapter 3

　そのあくる日、閑枝は、一人で山中へ行って見た。黒谷橋から断魚渓に沿うて、蟋蟀橋へ上った。岩を咬む急潭が、ところどころでは、淵となって静かな渦を巻いていた。そこには背の黒い小さな川魚が、静かに遊んでいた。岩の上に佇んでじっと覗きこんでいると、またしても閑枝の心に死と云うことが考えられる。が、その死と云うひろがりの、空虚ななかに、未知の手紙の男の姿がはっきりと、幻覚となって現れるのであった。

The next day, Shizue headed out to the mountains alone. She passed across Kurodani bridge over Dangyokei gorge and went up to Korogi bridge. Within the rocky rapids were deep, silent whirlpools swirling about in various places. There, tiny black river fish danced about quietly. When Shizue sat quietly on a large stone and gazed deeply into herself, she realized death was still in her heart. But within the expansive void of that death clearly manifested the vision of the man who had written those mysterious letters.

　帰りの電車では、山代線で、動橋行きを待合す間に、閑枝は山代の町を歩いて見た。駅の前通りを、ほんの二丁程も歩くと、そこの右側に「山代郵便局」があった。無名の手紙は、いつもこの局の消印で来る。片山津に郵便局があるのに、何故ここまで投函にくるのであろうか、そんな軽い疑念に、たださえ遅い足のはこびが、一層緩くなったとき、「山代郵便局」と白ペンキで書き込んだ、ドアが内側から、ギーと低い音を立てて、静かに開いた、そして其石段の上に、一人の若い男が現れた、閑枝は、何故とはなしに、ハッと思った、そして幾分狼狽した心で、歩を移した。

On the way home Shizue took the Yamashiro line, and while waiting for the train to Iburihashi she strolled around Yamashiro City. After walking only around 200 meters, the Yamashiro Post Office appeared on the right side of the road. The anonymous letters were always postmarked from this location. With a post office in Katayamazu, why would someone come all the way here to mail a letter? Just as this small doubt slowed her already sluggish pace, the door with “Yamashiro Post Office” written in white paint opened quietly with a tiny squeak and a young man emerged on the stone steps. For some reason this startled Shizue, who continued walking in a certain state of confusion.

　そのあくる日の夕方、閑枝がいつもの通り湖畔の散歩から帰って見ると白い角封筒が机の上に置かれてあった。

On the evening of the next day when Shizue returned from her usual lakeside walk, a white, rectangular envelope was sitting on her desk.

　私の第一信を、あなたは、どう云う気持ちでお読み下さったでしょうか……、それは、あなたにお尋ねするまでもなく、私によく判っています。

I wonder what you felt as you read my first letter…But I have no need to ask what I already know.

　あなたは、私の暗夜を歩むに似た生涯に、一つの燈となって下さいました。長いこと暗の夜に、とじこめられていたものが、急に光りを認めたときの喜こびが私にあの第一信を書かせました。私の心に点じられた火は、次第にあかるくなってゆきました。私は世をうらみ、身をなげく絶望から、蘇って生の喜びを感じさえしました、しかし、それは愚かな私のはかない喜びに過ぎなかったのです。あなた、と云う光りが、次第に強くなればなるだけ、私の苦悩を増す結果を愚な私はあまりの嬉しさに忘れていました。

You have become a light to me, a man living a life akin to wandering through darkness. It was joy that made me write that first letter, the joy of a beam of light suddenly shining onto the darkness where I have been trapped for the longest time. Since then, the light ignited in my heart has gradually grown brighter. I have been reborn from the despair of detesting my own body, and have even come to feel the joy of living. Yet all that was nothing but the transient joy of my foolish self. Happiness had made me foolishly forget that my agony would only worsen as you, my light, slowly grow stronger.

　あけても、暮れても、あなたへの手紙を、私の日記に書き入れることを、仕事にしていた私は、それが次第に耐えられぬ苦痛となって来ました。それは到底、あなたの前に、私と云うものを現すことが、出来ないからです。この頃では、あなたの姿を見なかった方が、幸福であったようにさえ思われます。

The sole mission I had given myself of putting letters to you into my diary, day after day, has gradually become an unbearable agony to me. That is because by no means will I ever be able to show myself to you. Of late, I have even begun to feel that I would have been happier without ever coming across you.

　私は今一枚の画を書いています。その画が出来上りましたら、あなたのお目にかけてそれを最後に、あなたへの手紙を再び書くまいと決心しています。

Now I am making a painting. Once it is complete, I will show the painting to you and promise to never send a letter again.

　この手紙を読んだ閑枝は、深い淋しさを感じた。それは愛とか恋とか云うものとは別な、なんとも訳のわからぬ淋しさであった。何時の間にか閑枝の心に描かれた未知の手紙の男は、次第にその形をはっきりと現わして、閑枝の心に深く刻みつけられているのであった。

Reading this letter, Shizue was engulfed in a deep sadness. Not the type one feels from love or romance, but rather a different, very strange sadness. The man of the mysterious letters whom she had been fantasizing about had gradually begun to take shape, and was now digging deep into her heart.

　日が暮れていた。閑枝はまたしても窓越しに柳の葉の暗い茂みを瞶めていた。

The sun had set. Shizue continued gazing at the dark leaves of the willow tree outside her window.

Chapter 4

　閑枝の京へ帰る日が次第に近くなってきた。それは病気も多少は快くなっているし、こう云う淋しいところに、いつまでも一人で置くことは、却て本人の気を憂鬱にすると云う、兄の注意もあったからである。

The time for Shizue to return to Kyoto drew near. Her condition had improved to a certain extent, not to mention her brother’s warning that leaving her in a lonely place like this could actually cause depression.

　京都へ帰ることになっても、閑枝は別に嬉しいとは思わず、またこの土地に大して執着も持って居なかったが、ただ無名の手紙の主が、何人であるかと云うことだけは、知りたいと思った。

Shizue did not feel particularly happy about returning to Kyoto, nor did she feel much attachment to where she resided now; she wished only to ascertain the author of the anonymous letters.

　だが、元より兄や姉に聞くことも、はばかられ、また聞いて見たところで、京阪地方の人達が入込む、温泉の旅館町では、判りそうにも思われなかった。

But she was clearly hesitant about asking her relatives to help, and even if she did ask around it didn’t seem likely anyone in this city of hot spring resorts, filled with tourists from Osaka, would know anything.

　明日は、二番で立つと云う前の日、午後の三時頃であったが、一個の小包と、手紙が同時に着いた。

At three in the afternoon, the day before they planned to leave in the morning on the second train, a package arrived with a letter attached.

　その小包を開いて見ると、細い額椽に嵌れた、八号ばかりの油絵と、一冊の本とが這入っていた。

She opened the package to reveal a 24x24 cm oil painting surrounded by a thin frame, and a single book.

　あなたは、明日いよいよお立ちになるそうですね、京都へお帰りになりましたら、ずい分身体を大切にして、幸福にお暮しなさいますように。

It appears that you are planning to depart soon. Once you return to Kyoto, it is my dearest hope that you take very good care of your health and live there in happiness.

　この前、申しましたように、画をお送り致します。この画は、御承知の通り、「しゃぼてん」を書いたものです、「しゃぼてん」は、あの青黒い、とげのある醜い形をして居りますが、その頂上に開く小さな花は、血のような、真赤な色をしています。あなたと、おわかれするに臨んで、なぜ私が仙人掌の花を描いたか、それは、恐らく私の一生に、私の口からその理由をお話しすることはあるまいと思います。しかし何時かは――私の死後かも判りません――あなたに判るときがあるような気がします。

As promised, I have sent you a painting. This painting, as you are aware, depicts a cactus. Cactuses are ugly, dark green things with thorns, but the tiny flower that opens atop them is a bright red, blood-like color. But as to why I have painted a cactus rose as a parting gift, I don’t imagine you will ever hear that from me for the rest of my life. And yet, I feel that a day will come––perhaps after I have passed away––when you will understand.

　この「啄木の詩集」には何の意味もありません、ただ、あなたに差上げようと思うだけです。どうか、お身を大切に、幸福にお暮しなさいますように。

This checkered-corded poem anthology doesn’t have any particular meaning. I simply wanted to give it to you. I hope you take good care of your health and live in happiness.

　閑枝は、胸のせまってくるのを感じた、余程病気が重いに違いない。一度会って見たい。慰めてあげたい。こう思って啄木詩集のページを繰って見たが、活字の外には何にも書き入れてなかった。画にもサインはしてなかった。切手には例の通り「山代局」のスタンプで、六月十八日の日附があった。

Shizue felt her chest constricting. This man’s illness must be quite serious. She wanted to meet him, to comfort him. With these thoughts she flipped through the pages of the poem anthology, but there was nothing other than printed text. The painting was not signed either. The letter was stamped with the usual “Yamashiro Post Office”, with the date of June 18th.

　その翌る朝閑枝は電車で片山津を発った。電車の窓からは朝の陽に光る湖水と、その湖畔の小さな温泉町とが見えた。あの町のどこかにあの画を描いた人がいる。と思うと引返したいような気持になるのであった。

On the following day she left Katayamazu. From the window of the train she saw the lake sparkling in the morning sunlight and the small hot spring resort. Somewhere in this city was the person who had made that painting. Thinking of this made her want to turn around and head back.

Chapter 5

　閑枝が京都へ帰ってから、一週間ばかりの後であったが、兄から手紙が届いた。その手紙の一節に次のようなことが書かれてあった。

Exactly a week after returning to Kyoto, Shizue received a letter from her brother-in-law. The following is an excerpt from that letter.

　……お前が帰ってから一寸変なことが出来たよ、お前の写真を写したあの弥生軒と云う写真屋ね、あの写真屋のおやじが、お前を撮らして貰ったことを光栄に思って、――一つは大変自慢していたから、あれでも会心の出来栄えだったのだろう――あれを手札に伸して陳列の中に入れて置いたのだそうだ。所が、その陳列箱と云うのが、お前も多分知っているだろうが、あの弥生軒が小路を入った奥にあるのだから、自分の家から出た角の、宝来旅館の横手の壁板に取付けてあるのだ。

…After you left, something strange happened. You know Yayoiken, that photo studio that took your picture the other day? The guy from that studio was so honored to be allowed to take your picture––he bragged about it a great deal, so it must have been a surprisingly good photograph––and it seems he made a large print and put it inside a display case. I think you already know this, but Yayoiken is at the end of a side alley, so the display case was attached to a board next to the Hourai Traveler’s Inn, on the corner outside of the studio.

　お前が帰ってから三日目の朝だったそうだが、弥生軒のおやじが、その陳列箱を見るとお前の写真が一枚紛失していたと云うんだ、最もその陳列箱と云うのが、小さなガラスの箱を取り付けたようなもので、その開きは一寸金具を外せばすぐ開くようになっていたと云うことだ、それで弥生軒のおやじが青くなって、早速宅へ来て低頭平身お話をして帰ったがね、相手が写真だから何だか一寸変な気がせぬでもないが、此辺には「不良」などは居ないから、大方「美しい女の写真」と云うので潟の猟師の若衆でもが欲しくて盗んだものだろう、嘸大切に持っていることだろうから、気にするほどのこともあるまい……。

On the morning three days after you left, the guy from Yayoiken said that when he looked at the display case your photograph was missing, although the case was just a glass box that could be opened by undoing a metal clasp, and so when the Yayoiken guy saw it was missing his face went pale and he rushed to my place to apologize profusely before going home. Since the item in question was a photograph I admit it was a little strange, but he said there weren’t many delinquents around these parts and because it was “a photograph of a beautiful woman” some young hunter from the lagoon probably stole it and is now taking good care of it, so there’s nothing to worry about…

　閑枝には、此の写真を盗んだものが誰れであるかを、直ぐにさとることが出来た。そして一寸不快な気持ちになったが、それほどまでに自分を慕っている未知の男を、いじらしいものに思う心がすぐに湧て来た。そしてもし其男の住所が判っていれば、「あの写真は、あなたに差上げます」と云ってやりたいような気持にさえなるのであった。

Shizue knew immediately who had stolen the photograph. At first this made her a little uncomfortable, but a moment later she began to feel touched by this unknown man who adored her to such a great degree. Had she known the man’s address, she wished to go over there and say, “I would like to give you that photograph.”

　それから二年の月日が経った、閑枝が結婚してから一年になる。

A year later Shizue got married, and another year passed.

　片山津から帰ってからの実家の一年。結婚後の一年。その二年の間未知の男は閑枝の胸に巣食うていた。その男の姿は、いろいろに形を変えた。咳に苦しみながら画筆を握っていることもあった。暗い湖辺に後姿を見せて佇んでいることもあった。時とすると不自由な身体を松葉杖に支えられていることもあった。

A year at her parent’s home after returning from Katayamazu. A year of being married. During these two years, Shizue’s heart was possessed by that unknown man. She imagined him in various forms: gripping a brush as he coughed violently; standing on the dark lake’s edge, his back turned to her; sometimes even leaning on a cane to support his crippled body.

　閑枝の結婚は、旧式の、而かも一種の犠牲婚姻であった。その結婚の当夜、まだスッキリと病気の癒りきらぬ身体を自動車にゆられているとき、閑枝の座っている前方のガラスに未知の男の顔が映った。閑枝は淋しい笑をその顔に与えた。

Shizue’s marriage was a traditional so-called “sacrificial” marriage. On the night of her marriage when, not yet fully recovered, she was being rocked back and forth in the car, the face of an unknown man appeared in the front window. She smiled at him dejectedly.

　閑枝は、藤畳の黒く光る烏丸の家から、この東山の洋館に身の置所を換えてからも、その居室には「仙人掌の花」の画をかけていた。絵のなかの仙人掌は年を経たせいかひどく黒ずんで、その醜い姿はますます醜いものになっていた。それと反対に、その頂点に咲くただ一輪の小さな赤い花は、その赤さの色は、ますますさえて気味悪いまでに美しく浮きあがって見えるのであった。

Even after moving from a house in Karasuma with shiny black fuji tatami to a Western-style house in Higashiyama, Shizue hung up the “Cactus Rose” painting in the living room. The cactus in the picture had darkened significantly, perhaps due to age, further degenerating what had already been ugly. In contrast, the vivid red color of the single tiny flower blooming at the cactus’s tip stood out with an otherworldly beauty.

　婚礼の当夜、自動車のガラスに形を現わした未知の男の顔は、そのままこの仙人掌のなかに潜んでいた。

Within the cactus was hidden the face of the unknown man who had appeared in the car’s front window on her wedding night.

　仙人掌の画に向ってなにごとかを囁いている閑枝を、女中なぞは、ときどき見かけることがあった。

Once in a while, the maid would catch Shizue whispering to the painting of the cactus.

Chapter 6

　夫は今しがた書斎を出て行ったばかりである。今自分から和服に着換えて出てゆく夫の行先は大体判ってはいるが、そんなことに労される閑枝の心ではなかった。ただじつなげに、そのままそこの椅子に腰を下した。

Shizue’s husband had just left the study. Normally she had a good idea as to the whereabouts of her husband, who was about to change into traditional clothes before going out, but she wasn’t of the mind now to worry about such a thing. She simply sat vacantly in a chair.

　秋の西陽が窓掛の隙間を通して、絨氈の上に落ちていた。

Rays of the sinking autumn sun slipped through a gap in the curtain and poured onto the carpet.

　何の気もなく、フト夫のテーブルを見ると、そこに一冊のノートが置かれてあった。手に取って見ると、それは夫の蔵書目録の一部であった。ただ無関心にその頁を繰っていった閑枝は、吸付けられるようにある頁に視線をそそいだ。そこには、「啄木詩集」と云う活字が凸版のように浮上っていた。そして、それだけではなかった。その「詩集」の部分は赤インキで抹消し、その備考欄には、同じ赤インクで、次のように記されてあった。

Shizue glanced casually at her husband’s table to find a notebook. It was part of his library catalog. Flipping indifferently through the pages, her gaze became fixed on a certain page as if attracted by an unknown force. There the title “checkered-corded poem anthology” stood out in stark relief, as if embossed. But that wasn’t all. The words “poem anthology” were crossed out in red, and the following was written in the notes column in the same red ink.

　Ｓ氏におくる。Ｋ温泉にて。昭和二年六月十八日。

Send to Mr. S, at K resort. Jun 18, 1928.

　閑枝の空虚な心は、押し潰されるような驚きに打たれた。全身がわなわなと慄えた。青白い顔に血の気が上った。

Shizue’s vacant mind received a great shock that nearly crushed her. A terrible shudder ran through her body; blood rushed to her pale face.

　閑枝は、むさぼるように頁を繰った。それは、その目録から夫の日記の索引を求めるためだったが、その目録に日記はのせてなかった。閑枝はその目録を持ったまま、その室に隣った夫の書庫に駈け入って書架の各段を注意深く見ていった。書籍の背皮に光る金文字が気を焦つ閑枝の目にチラチラとうるさく映った。最後の小さな書籍箪笥には鍵が掛っていたが、鍵はその抽斗から直ぐに見付かった。そして其下段の隅に十冊ばかりのノートを発見することができた。それを引出して見ると果して日記であった。その表紙に記された年月によって一冊ずつを繰って見ると、その日記は昭和二年の九月で終っている。一月、二月と順に繰って見た。閑枝の胸は名状し難い感情のたかぶりに波打って、一冊ずつを繰る指先は慄えていた。

Shizue flipped through the pages ravenously. She was searching the catalog for the index of her husband’s journals, but they were not listed. Catalog in hand, she ran to her husband’s library in the adjacent room and began carefully inspecting the bookshelves. The gold letters glittering on the books’ leather spines reflected brightly in Shizue’s impassioned eyes. At last she discovered a set of ten notebooks in the corner of the bottom shelf. Pulling them out, she saw they were indeed journals. She glanced at each of the dates printed on the covers, but the journals only went up to September 1928. Then she tried reading through the January and February books in order. Heart throbbing with an indescribable emotion, Shizue’s fingers quivered as they flipped through each book.

　だが、五、六、七、八の四ヶ月は見当らなかった。ただ初めの二頁ばかりを記入してあとは白紙のままの九月分を見出したままであった。何度繰返して見てもその四ヶ月分を見出すことができなかった。が、その九月分の中央に一枚のはがきが挟まれているのを発見した。そのはがきは夫に宛てたもので、差出人は加賀片山津温泉場宝来旅館、裏をかえしてみると、

But there was no sign of the four months of May, June, July, or August. She only found the September notebook that had entries on the first two pages, and blank pages for the rest. But she did discover a postcard sandwiched in the middle of the September notebook. It had been sent to her husband from the Hourai Traveler’s Inn in Katayamazu, Kaga province. She turned it over and read the message.

　謹啓、御滞在中は万事不行届の段幾重にも御詫申上候、久しき御病気も御本復被遊私方の本懐も之れに過ぎ不申、健かなる御血色にて、御乗車御出発を御見送り申上候私共にとりても、些か御看護申上候甲斐ありと、御尊父様に対しても、肩身の広き思い致候、此上とも何卒御用心被遊候様御願申上候

Dear Sir, I would like to apologize greatly for our negligence during your stay. Of course, it was our dearest wish to see you fully recovered from your long illness, and seeing you depart with such a healthy complexion made us glad to have attended to you, and to your father. We sincerely hope the very best for your future.

　尚過日は沢山の御手当を頂戴仕り万々難有御礼申上候、来年は御健やかなる体を拝し度、是非御入湯被下候様御願申上候

We would also like to thank you very much for the great contribution you provided the other day, and we hope that you can visit our hot springs again next year in excellent health.

　尚々御預り申上居り候（書籍並に画の道具類）御送付可申上候哉如何一寸御命じ被下度候

Furthermore, if possible we would like to request that you have the book and painting supplies left in our custody shipped back to you.

　九月二十七日

September 27

　と記されてあった。

　日が暮れて電気が点いていた。

The sun had already gone down and the lamps glowed.

　日記を繰って見ると、山中へ行ったのは五月十二日であった。山代郵便局のドアを開いて出てきた男は、ほんのただ一瞬間顔を見合せただけであったが、閑枝の記憶にのこるそのおもざしは今の夫に似ているようであった。永い間閑枝の胸に抱かれてきた未知の男の姿が、今現実なものとなって閑枝の前に現れた、それが夫である。

According to her journal, Shizue went to the mountains on May 12th. She had only seen the face of the man leaving the Yamashiro Post Office for a brief moment, but the features stuck in her memory seemed somehow similar to those of her husband. The image of the mysterious man whom she had long harbored in her heart had now become a thing of reality, and it was her own husband.

　机の上には四通の手紙が置かれてあった。

Four letters rested upon the desk.

　閑枝は魂を抜き去られたもののようにその前に座っていた。やがて、憤りに似た感情が閑枝の胸に湧き起った。それは二年の間を胸に抱きしめて愛撫に磨いた珠玉を、泥靴で踏みくだかれた口惜しさと、腹立しさとであった。

Shizue sat at the desk, feeling empty as if her soul had left her body. Eventually, some emotion resembling indignation rose up within her––part frustration and part irritation, as if a precious jewel she had held tightly to her bosom and lovingly polished for two years had been trodden upon with muddy shoes and shattered to pieces.

　閑枝は幾度読み返したか知れない四通の手紙を引破って了った。それを傍の火鉢に放げ入れると、マッチを摺って火をつけた。赤く弱い焔がメラメラと立のぼったが、それが消えると黒くなって残った手紙の残骸は、火鉢のなかで脹れ上った、そしてその一部は灰となって軽く天井に舞い上った。

After reading and rereading the four letters too many times to count, Shizue tore them into pieces. She tossed them into the nearby charcoal brazier, struck a match, and lit them on fire. Tiny red flames rose, but once those died down the blackened remains of the letters dispersed throughout the brazier, a portion becoming ashes that floated up to the roof.

　閑枝は、ツと立上った、そして書架の上にかけていた「仙人掌の画」に手をかけた、が、そっと静かに手を引いてその画に見入った。

Shizue suddenly stood up and touched her hand to the “Cactus Rose” painting that had been set atop a bookshelf, but a moment later she slowly withdrew her hand and gazed intently at the painting.

「仙人掌」のなかの顔は笑っていた。閑枝は、それに引入れられるようにかすかな笑を頬に浮べながら低い声でなにごとかを話しかけていた。

The face within the cactus was smiling. As if drawn in by the painting she grinned slightly and began mumbling something under her breath.

　長い間画に話しかけていた閑枝の顔は、次第に蝋の如くに蒼ざめた。

As she spoke at length to the painting, Shizue’s face gradually grew pale like wax.

「仙人掌」のなかの顔は次第に夫の顔に変っていった。

The face inside the cactus gradually transformed into that of her husband.

　荒々しく額椽に手をかけた閑枝は、またしてもツと手を引いた。

Thrusting out her hand to touch the painting’s frame, she quickly withdrew it again.

（夫がこう云う画を描くだろうか）と、閑枝は思ったのである。

Shizue wondered: could my husband truly make such a painting?

Chapter 7

　結婚後、夫が画を描いたことは一度も見たこともなく、また画を描くと云うことを聞いたことさえもない。

Since getting married Shizue had never once seen her husband painting, and never heard him talking about it.

　夫がはたして手紙を書いた未知の男であるなら、今日までそれを黙って居よう筈もない。なんのために夫はそれを語らなかったのであろうか。斯う思うと、夫の筆跡と手紙の筆跡とは、似ては居るようであったが、どこかに違ったところがあるようにも思われるのであった。しかし閑枝は、その筆跡なぞを比べてその真偽を究めようなぞとは思わなかった。また夫にそれを確かめて見ようとも思わなかった。ただ、なんとはなしに、静かな、平和な光りのなかに、思うがままに開かせてきた空想の華を、無残にも引きちぎられた悲しみとも、憤りとも、名状し難い不快な気持であった。

If her husband was truly the unknown man who wrote those letters, there is no way he would have stayed quiet about it all this time. How could he have not spoken about such a thing? Come to think of it, while there were some similarities between her husband’s handwriting and that in the letters, there also seemed to be some differences. But Shizue did not intend to compare handwriting and get to the bottom of that matter. Nor did she intend to ask her husband. She just had this indescribably unsettling feeling like indignation or sadness, as if the flower of her imagination that she had let freely blossom within a quiet, peaceful light had been brutally ripped to shreds.

　夫は、その夜遂に帰って来なかった。

That night, Shizue’s husband never came home.

　追憶と夢の一夜が明けた。

After a long night of memories and dreams, dawn broke.

　時計を見ると九時であった。

She glanced at the clock; it was 9 a.m.

　漸く床から出た閑枝は、朝の身仕舞もものうく、そこの姿見に顔を写して見た。そして蒼白く細い自分の顔に両手を当てて見た。

After Shizue finally got out of bed, she got dressed with difficulty and then walked up to the full-length mirror. She put her hands to her pale, feeble face.

　そっと襖が開いて女中がはいってきた。

The sliding door opened quietly and the maid entered.

「お目覚めで御座いますか、只今、あの………旦那様からお電話で御座います」

“Have you awoken yet, madam? We have just…received a call from your husband.”

「そう………」

“Oh really…”

　閑枝は立ち上ろうともしなかった。女中は、そこにもじもじとしていたが、

「あのう……、如何いたしましょう」

Shizue didn’t even attempt to get up. The maid stood there uneasily for a few moments before speaking again. “Well…would you like to answer it?”

「そうね………」

“Oh, yes…”

　力なく電話室に歩を運んだ閑枝が、受話器を耳に当てると、すぐに元気な夫の声が響いた。

After walking languidly to the phone room Shizue put the receiver to her ear and immediately heard her husband’s cheery voice.

「閑さんか、今朝の京都新聞を見たかい、わたしもね、お前の病気を癒してやろうと思ってずいぶん苦労したが、もうこれからは二人共幸福になれるよ、早うお見、今朝の京都新聞の三面を………」

“Shizu, is that you? Did you see the Kyoto newspaper this morning? Like the others, I have gone through much trouble to try and help you recover, but now we can finally both be happy. Quick, take a look. It’s on page three of this morning’s Kyoto Newspaper…”

　部屋に帰った閑枝は、もの憂い心で新聞の頁を繰った。そしてその三面を見ると、息詰るような驚きに打たれて、我知らず新聞をとりあげた。

Shizue returned to her room and started flipping sluggishly through the newspaper. But once she came to the third page a great shock constricted her lungs as she instinctively picked up the paper.

　その三面には、かつて片山津で盗まれたと云う自分の写真が載っているではないか。おののく心を静めながらその見出しを読むと、

On the third page appeared the photograph that had been stolen in Katayamazu. Trying to calm her terrified heart, Shizue read the headline.

『佝僂男の失恋自殺』として「美人の写真を挟んだ日記を残して」と、割注が施してあった。そして身元不明のため遺留品の写真に「加賀片山津弥生軒」とあるので同地方へ照会中であると結んであった。

“Broken Hearted Rickets Man Commits Suicide” was followed by the subheading “Leaving behind journal with beauty’s photo”. The article ended by saying the man’s identity was yet undetermined and inquiries were currently taking place in the location listed on the photograph in his possession: Yayoiken of Katayamazu.

　仙人掌のなかの顔は笑っていた。蒼白い顔に笑を浮べた閑枝はいつまでも、その画に向ってなにごとかを囁き続けた。

The face inside the cactus was smiling. A grin plastered on her own pale face, Shizue continued muttering something quietly to the painting.

（一九三二年一月）

(January 1932)


Mother

(オカアサン)

Haruo Sato

(佐藤春夫)

　その男はまるで仙人のように「神聖なうす汚なさ」を持っていました。指の爪がみんな七八分も延びているのです。それがしきりとわたしに白孔雀の雛を買えとすすめるのですから、わたしはお伽噺みたようなその夜の空気がへんに気に入ってしまったのです。そうしてわたしはつい一言、そんな高価なものを買ってもいいようなことを言ってしまったのです。が、いいあんばいに先方の値とわたしの値とは倍以上も違ったものだから、まるでお話にも何もならずにしまったのです。それでこの話はおじゃんになったのですが、しかし小鳥屋の才取をするこの仙人は、わたしに鳥を売りつけようという考は思いきらなかったものと見えます。一週間ばかりして今度はわたしに鸚鵡を買えとすすめて来たのです。

The man had a certain sacred griminess to him, the kind you would expect from a mountain hermit. His fingernails were all grown out to roughly an inch. He pestered me to buy a baby white peacock from him, and being surprisingly fond of the fairy tale atmosphere of that night I couldn’t help but tell him that I could purchase such an expensive thing. But it turned out that fortunately the price he wanted was over double what I was willing to pay, so it was all for naught. Normally this would have been the end of my story, but it seemed that this man, a dealer of small birds, was not willing to give up on trying to sell me a bird. A week later he came back, this time to try and convince me to buy a parrot.

　仙人は初めこの鳥を持って来て、これを紹介しました――十やそこらは完全に口を利く。それの発音は明確で微妙である。その上に何だかわからないが長いこと喋りもする。歌は「ハトポッポ、ハトポッポ」とそれだけしか歌えないけれども、その調子の自然なところが、この鳥の有望なところだ。まだ三歳ぐらいな若鳥だと思うから仕込みさえすれば、童謡の一つぐらいは完全に歌うだろう。この鳥の名は「ロオラ」というのだ……と、そこで「仙人」はわたしのうちの女中にビスケットを買って来させて、それを鳥に見せながら言うのです。

The hermit brought over the parrot and introduced it to me. The parrot could say around ten different phrases quite skillfully, each with a clear, yet delicate pronunciation. In addition, the bird babbled on and on saying things I couldn’t understand. As for songs, it could only sing the first part of the traditional melody “Hato Poppo”, but there was something extremely natural about the way it sang. I think the young bird was only around three years old, so with enough training it should be able to learn to sing at least one children’s rhyme all the way through. The bird’s name was Laura…or so said the hermit-like man, showing a biscuit to the bird that he had my housemaid go and buy.

「ロオラや」

“Laura.”

　すると鸚鵡は体をくねらせてあのまるい大きな嘴を胸の方へ押しつけながら（しなをつくったような形で）

After saying this the parrot twisted its body and pushed that large, round beak into its chest (as if making a flirtatious pose).

「ロオラや！」

“Laura!”

　それがわたしに三十四五ぐらいな夫人の気取ったつくり声を思わせました。

To me, that sounded like the pretentious voice of a woman in her mid-thirties.

　鸚鵡は仙人の話によると雄だそうですが、わたしにはその声と身振とのためにどうしても、女としか思えませんでした。大きな鳥籠のぐるりを、金太郎（わたしのうちの狆の名です）はぐるぐるまわりながら吠えました。ロオラは相手のその狂暴には一向驚きもしないで、彼女自身も犬の吠える真似をもって応戦しました。金太郎が躍気になって籠に顔を押しつけるとロオラはいきなり最もグロテスクな嘴でそれに立向ったので、金太郎はびっくりして後退りをしました。ロオラは金太郎の狼狽を見ると急に、

「ホ、ホ、ホ、ホ、ホ」

According to the hermit the bird was male, but based on its voice and movements I could only imagine it being female. Kintaro––that’s the name of one of my spaniels––barked as he ran around and around the large bird cage. The bird seemed unfazed by the dog’s excitement and even tried talking back with an imitation of Kintaro’s bark. When the frantic dog pushed his face up into the cage, Laura suddenly bared her most grotesque-looking beak, making Kinaro cower back in surprise. Seeing the dog’s confusion, Laura burst out into laughter, “Ha, ha, ha, ha, ha!”

　と、笑い出しました。雄鶏がときをつくる時のように、上を見上げて意気揚々としてダンスを踏みました。それから、くるりと下向きになりながら体のむきを変え、また尾を扇のようにひらいてダンスを踏み、また回転しつづけるのです。

Like a rooster crowing at daybreak, the bird looked upwards and began to dance around energetically. Then she turned to face downwards, twisting her body, and continued dancing as she spun around, flapping her tail wildly like a fan.

「ね、面白いでしょう」

　仙人が僕の目つきを見て、すかさずそういう。

“Pretty interesting, don’t you think?” said the hermit immediately, watching my reaction.

こういうわけで多少無理におしつけられた形でした。それになかなか高かったのです。わたしは多少後悔しました。妻はわたしの感じを見抜いてしまっていて、わたしを例によって調子にのって煽てられたのだと甚だ不きげんなのです。しかし、わたしはそれの世話をした仙人を、見かけこそうす汚いが霊まで垢のついている人物とは思わなかったし、それにこの黄帽子インコという種類は、一般に質のいい鳥だという事も知っていたものですから、わたしは一日や半日ではまた落胆しませんでした。かえってわたしの今までの外の鳥の経験で、いい鳥とはつまり賢い鳥のこと、また彼等の賢いというのは結局神経質ということに外ならないのだから、そういう鳥こそは得て慣れるまでは、周囲の変化などのために一時啼かなくなったりする例がよくある――いずれそのうちには面白くなって来るだろう、と自分で慰めていたのです。何しろロオラはわたしには馴染まない様子で、わたしが何を言わせようとしても少しも返答はしないのです。ただ時々、金太郎やジョオジが吠える時、彼女も亦犬の声を真似るぐらいなものでした。

And so to a certain extent, the bird was forced upon me like this. Not to mention the price was quite expensive, making it a purchase that I somewhat regretted. My wife completely saw through me and was extremely displeased, thinking that I had been unknowingly talked into this. But while the hermit who had taken care of the bird appeared grimy, I felt the man’s filth did not extend to his heart, and I also knew that the Yellow-crowned Parrot was known as a bird of exceptional quality, so my regret did not last more than a day, at most. On the contrary, in my experience with birds up to that point I felt that a “good” bird meant a smart one, and calling a bird “smart” ultimately indicated nothing more than a type of sensitivity, which is why I consoled myself by saying that while such a bird would frequently stop making sounds until it became accustomed to a new environment, eventually things would probably get interesting. After all, Laura showed no signs of being accustomed to me, and regardless of what I tried to make her say she gave absolutely no response. However, once in a while when Kintaro or George barked, she would try to imitate the terriers’ barking.

　次の日の朝、妻の話によると、ロオラはわたしが朝寝をしているうちに、鶏の「ク、ク、クク、ククク」というような声と、それから人が鶏を呼ぶような「ト、ト、ト、ト、ト、ト、ト」という叫びとを真似たということでした。

Then, according to my wife, the next morning while I was sleeping late Laura made a rooster-like “Coo, Coo, Coo-Coo, Coo-Coo-Coo,” sound, and then a “Here, here,” sound, like someone calling to a rooster.

「それから、まだ何かわからないことを申しました」

　と、おしげ（女中の名）が言います。

“And then it made some sort of unfamiliar sound,” said Oshige (the housemaid).

「わからぬ言葉って、何か日本の言葉ではないのか」

“By ‘unfamiliar sound’, you mean it wasn’t Japanese?”

「いいえ。日本の言葉でございますの。『わたし……だわよ』というのですけれど、その間が分りませんの」

“No, it was certainly Japanese. I heard it say, ‘I am…’ but I couldn’t figure out the part after that.”

「それに、オカアサン、オカアサンて呼んだじゃないの」

“And then it called out, ‘Mother, mother,’ “ said my wife.

「え、そんなに申しました。小さな女の子のような声でしたね」

“Yes, it did say such a thing, in the voice of a little girl.”

「はっきり言うかい」

“It spoke that clearly?”

「そうね。あんまりよくわからないわ」

”Yes. But I’m not sure what it meant.”

　妻とおしげとは朝の食事をしているわたしに、交々そんな説明をするのでした。

Oshige and my wife took turns explaining things to me over breakfast.

　食事を終ってわたしは林檎のきれを持って二階へ上って、食べものを示しながら骨を折ってやっと、

「ロオラや」

　を言わせて、その日は一日わたしは外出していました。夕方帰って来ると長谷川（書生の名）が

「お帰りなさいまし。――鸚鵡は、オタケサン、オタケサンとばかり言っていました」

　とわたしの顔を見るなり報告していました。

When we finished eating I went upstairs with some apple slices and, after showing the food to the bird and struggling to get her to speak, I finally got her to say, “Laura.” I was out of the house the entire day. Then when I got home in the evening, Hasegawa (the live-in student) looked at me and immediately said, “Welcome home, sir. While you were gone the parrot kept saying, ‘Mr. Otake, Mr. Otake.’ ”

　こういう風にして家内中で、いろいろとロオラの動作や言葉などを注意しているうちに、ロオラが子供の泣き真似をすることが、この上なくうまいことを皆は発見したのです。その外にロオラは割合たくさんな言葉を知っていることもわかりました。わたしは心覚えに、ロオラのいう言葉を、一つ一つ書きとって見たのです。

While observing Laura’s various behaviors and voices at home like this, we discovered that she was incredibly good at mimicking the cry of a child. In addition, we learned that Laura knew a fairly large number of words. I decided to try and write down everything Laura said.

●ロオラや。

* Laura.

●オカアサン――これは幾とおりにも言います。それぞれにアクセントが違います。そうして甘ったれるような口調や、呼び立てるような口調や、また命令するような口調のもあります。オカアサンと呼んでから泣くこともあります。また三べんほど、さまざまに違った調子でオカアサンと呼んでから、そのあとで笑うことがあります。

* Mother. She said this in various ways. Each time the tone of voice was different. There was a sweet tone, a voice used to get someone’s attention, and a harsher tone of giving a command. Sometimes the bird would say “Mother” and start weeping. Sometimes she would say “Mother” in three different ways and then laugh.

●ハトポッポ。ハトポッポ――これだけは上手に言います。ハトポッポ、ハトポと切ってしまうこともあります。ごく下手な口笛でこの童謡の調子を真似ることもあります。

* Hato Poppo. Hato Poppo. She only said the first part of the song fluently. Sometimes she would say “Hato Poppo. Hato Po,” and stop short. Sometimes she would even try to imitate the cadence of the children’s rhyme with a horribly awkward whistle.

●ロロや――これはどうも「ロオラや」の訛りであります。最も幼い子供の声であります。

* Lala. This seemed to be a badly pronounced “Laura”. For this phrase she used the voice of the youngest child.

●オタケサン――

* Mr. Otake.

●ボウヤ――

* Boy!

●ア、ココニモアッタワヨ――

* Oh, I found it here.

●ア、アソコニモオチテイルワヨ――

* Oh, it fell over there.

●オバサン――

* Granny.

●ソオネ――

* Yeah.

●ワタシオコルワヨ――

* You’re making me angry.

●ワタシオトナシクマッテ（ナッテ？）ルワヨ――

* I’ll be waiting patiently (sounded like ‘kayetly’) for you.

　これらの言葉はみんな五つから八つぐらいまでの女の子を思わせる口調であります。ア、という感嘆しを、その外の時にも時々叫びます。これ等の言葉は相当はっきりしています。

These were all spoken in a tone befitting a girl from the age of five to eight. At times the bird would yell out, “Wow!” as if in admiration. These phrases were spoken extremely clearly.

●トトヤ。ト、ト、ト、ト、ト、ト、ト――鶏を呼ぶ声です。或は子供におしっこをさせる時にお母さんが言う声です。

* Here, here. Here, here. The voice of someone calling a rooster. Or of a mother trying to cajole her child to use the toilet.

●クッ、クック、ク、ク、ク、ク、ク――鶏が雛を或は雌を呼ぶ声です。

* Clu, cluck cluck, cluck, cluck. The sound of a chicken speaking to a baby or female chicken.

●ワン、ワン、ワン、ワン、ワン――犬、（小犬でしょう）それの吠える声です。

* Woof, woof, woof, woof. The voice of a dog (likely a puppy) barking.

●笑い声。

* Laughter.

●それから、赤ん坊（というよりも三つか四つぐらいの子供）の泣き真似。

* Also, an imitation of the crying voice of a baby (or rather that of a three- to four-year-old child).

●又、出鱈目で調子はずれな歌。――これは相当長いこと歌い叫ぶのですけれども、意味はもとより音も調子も即興的で、到底捉えることは出来ないのです。

* In addition, a random, off-pitch singing voice. This would continue noisily for quite a long time, and because of both the improvised pitch and melody, the meaning of the song was obviously impossible to figure out.

●（その他にもあるかも知れませんが、大たいは以上で尽きています。）そうしてそれらのうちで何物にも優って上手なのは子供の泣き真似です。これは真に迫っています。事実、わたしは隣りの赤ん坊の泣き声と、ロオラのそれとを区別することが出来ないことが、今でもあります。

* (There might have been a few others, but this was everything for the most part.) Of these, the best by far was the crying voice of a child. This was truly realistic. In fact, even now there are times when I cannot distinguish between the voice of the bird and the crying of the baby next door.

　ロオラはおしげが好きなようです。おしげが二階に上りさえすれば、きっと物を叫ぶか、或は例の泣き声を真似ます。ロオラはわたしたち家族のなかではおしげを一ばん好いている様子です。そのくせ別におしげが餌をやるわけではなく、餌はわたし自身や長谷川がやるのです。それだのにロオラは一向、男には馴染まないのです。わたしの妻やおしげなどに対しては籠のそばへ頸をさし出して頭をさすらせることをし、それを喜ぶのに、男がそうしようとすると大てい逃げて仕舞います。てんで籠のそばへ頸をさし出すことさえしないのです。ロオラはこの通り少しも男に馴染んでいないのは、きっと以前の飼い主は女だったからでしょう。

Laura appeared to have taken a liking to Oshige. Whenever the housemaid went to the second floor, the bird would scream out something or use her characteristic children’s cry. Among everyone in the house, it seems that Laura liked Oshige the best. Nevertheless, Oshige never fed Laura, that was always either Hasegawa or me myself. And yet Laura never got attached to men. When women like my wife or Oshige brought their faces close to the cage and petted the bird’s head, she would enjoy it, but whenever a man attempted that she would usually run away. So we didn’t even try to get close to the cage anymore. The reason the bird was completely unaccustomed to men was probably because her prior owner was a woman.

「ロオラや」

“Laura!”

　あの気取った声の奥さんは、前の飼い主に相違ない。少し肥ったあごなどのくびれた人が努めてやさしげに言う声に似ている。ロオラは女のうちでおしげをわたしの妻よりも好いているが、わたしの妻は痩せていて、おしげは太っています。

That pretentious woman’s voice must be from the bird’s previous owner. It had the likeness of a constricted voice spoken by someone with a chubby chin, trying her best to sound kind. Of the women at home, Laura liked Oshige more than my wife, though my wife was skinny while Oshige was somewhat plump.

　それからロオラはまた近所の子供に談しかけられるのを何よりも喜んでいます。彼等がわたしの二階の窓の下へ来て何か一言叫ぶと、ロオラはいろんなことを喋り出すのです――そうです。ロオラに、あとからあとからさまざまなことを言わせたものは近所の子供たちでした。ロオラはきっと子供を相手に育ったに相違ないのです。これはロオラの話す片言交りの言葉によっても知れます。そう言えば男ぎらいのロオラは、男の声を少しも言うことはないのです。――どうも男のいない家庭にいたらしいと思えるのです。

Furthermore, what Laura enjoyed more than anything else was being spoken to by the neighborhood children. They would come below my two-story window and yell out something, and Laura would start saying all sorts of phrases––Yes, it was the neighborhood children who made the bird speak many different things. Laura must have been raised with a child. I could also tell this from the broken Japanese that she spoke. Come to mention it, the man-hating Laura never even once imitated a man’s voice. This makes me think she was raised in a household without any men.

　犬の吠える声や、そればかりか金太郎がロオラに挑戦する時にそれをあしらう様子などを見ると、ロオラは小犬とはもう充分に親しみがあるのです。多分は、ロオラの以前に飼われた家にも小犬がいたのです。

Her dog-bark imitations, plus how she wasn’t bothered by Kintaro’s aggression made it clear the bird was quite familiar with puppies. In all likelihood, there had been a puppy at the house where Laura was raised.

　ロオラはまた鶏を呼ぶことを知っているのです。また鶏の、ク、ク、ク、ク、クという声も覚えているのです。

Laura knew how to call a chicken too. She also remembered the cluck, cluck voice of a chicken.

　鶏がいて、小犬がいて、三十四五ぐらいの少し肥えた奥さんが子供をいくたりか育てている――子供は？　いくたりだろう。どこか東京近郊の静かな場所で、そうしてその家庭には男はいない。けれども賑やかな家庭である。ロオラは笑うことを知っている。よく笑う。調子はずれな声で出鱈目を歌っては、はしゃぐ。

At her home had been a chicken, a puppy, and a slightly chubby woman in her mid-thirties raising a handful of children––but what about the children, how many were there? The house was in some quiet suburb of Tokyo, without any men. But it was quite a lively home. Laura knew how to laugh, laugh without restraint. Knew how to sing with a random, off-pitch voice, and run around wildly.

「オカアサン」―― O'k san.

MOther

「オカアサン」―― Ok 'san.

moTHer

「オカアサン」―― Ok sa'n.

mothER

「ホ、ホ、ホ、ホ」

“Ha, ha, ha, ha.”

　こういうのを聞くとわたしは、三人の女の子がお母さんと一緒にロオラの真鍮の籠を取囲んで、口々にいろいろな呼び方の「オカアサン」をロオラに言わせてみんなして笑い興ずる縁側のありさまを、空想することが出来るのです。

Hearing this, I was able to imagine three girls sitting on the porch around Laura’s brass cage with their mother, each girl trying to get the bird to say the word “Mother” in a different way, everyone laughing and having a great time.

　――しかし、この家にはお母さんばかりいてお父さんはいない。お父さんはいないけれども赤ん坊がいるのです。――三つか精々四つぐらいの「ボーヤ」で、それが時折、泣き出すのです……

However, this household only had a mother, and no father. There was no father, yet there was a young child. A tiny boy of three or at most four years old who would occasionally break out in tears.

　わたしがこのようにロオラの以前に養われていた家庭を空想して、それによってロオラを愛している間に、わたしの妻はまたロオラの片言交りの言葉を、よく聞きわけたり、解釈したりすることを努力しているのでした。ロオラが同じ「オカアサン」を言う時にも、甘ったれるようなのや、少し不きげんなのや、またあごでこき使う調子を帯びたのや、さまざまな発音があると彼女はいうのです。子供の泣き真似や、また出任せの歌などがひどく彼女を喜ばせました。そうして初めはそんな鳥などを買った事に不平をこぼしたくせに、もうそんな事はすっかり忘れてしまったらしいのです。（――彼女、わたしの妻には子供がなかったのです。時々それをさびしがるようなことを言うことがあります）

While I was imagining the family where Laura was previously raised and developing a fondness for her based on these imaginings, my wife was striving to distinguish and interpret Laura’s fragmented language. Even when the bird said “Mother” my wife told me there were different intonations for a sweet voice, a slightly foul mood, and an overbearing attitude. She was delighted by the bird’s haphazard songs and imitations of a crying child. And despite complaining when I first purchased the bird, she seemed to have completely forgotten about that. (By the way, my wife and I did not have any children. At times, she would speak about being lonely because of that.)

　要するにロオラのきれぎれな言葉はわたしには一つの家庭を思わせたし、わたしの妻には子供たちの生活を思わせたのです。

In other words, Laura’s fragmented speech made me think of a certain family, but made my wife think of children’s everyday lives.

　きげんのいいロオラが、大きな籠の中をグロテスクな足と嘴とで這いまわり、籠の天井にぶらさがったまま、

「ワタシ、オトナシクマッテルワヨ」

Whenever Laura was in good spirits, she would crawl around the large cage with her grotesque beak and legs or hang from the top of the cage as she said, “I’ll be waiting patiently for you.”

　そうやさしい女の子の声で言い出した時には、不釣合な様子と言葉とがわたしを笑わせました。

When she suddenly began speaking with the gentle voice of a girl, I laughed at the contrast between Laura’s words and her appearance.

　わたしはロオラを愛して、いつも、懐くようにと思って、自分でものをくれてやるのです。ビスケットだの、林檎だの、バナナだの、甘納豆だのをロオラは好みます。そういうものをくれてやっているうちに、わたしはロオラの癖を一つ新らしく発見したのです。ロオラはわたしが手にまだものを持っているうちは、たとい彼女に与えてもそれを食べようとはせずに投げてしまって、わたしの持っている分を新らしく要求するのです。そうしてわたしが最後に与えたのをたべてしまうと、今度は自分がさっき捨てたのを籠の底へ下りて拾って来てやっとそれを食べ始めるのです。――わたしは考えるのですが、ロオラは貰ったものをまだ食べきらないうちから次のものをくれようとする飼主を持っていたのです。これは明かに子供のすることで、また多分ひとりの子供ではなく二三人の子供が同時に鳥籠をとりまいて、われ勝ちにロオラにくれてやったのでしょう。

I adored Laura and always gave her various food items, hoping she would become attached to me. She loved things like biscuits, apples, bananas, and sweet beans. While feeding Laura these, I discovered another of her peculiarities. As long as I still held food in my hand, even if I fed her a piece she would toss it aside without eating it, and continue demanding more. Then, only after I have given her the last piece of food does she hop down to the bottom of the cage, pick up the food she tossed there moments ago, and start eating it. I thought about this, and her previous owner must have tried to give Laura more food before she finished the food she had received. This is clearly the behavior of a child, and there was probably not a single child but actually two or three children who crowded around the cage, each trying their best to feed the bird before the others.

「ア、マダアルワヨ」

“Oh, it’s still there.”

「ソコニモオチテイルワヨ」

"It fell over there.”

　この言葉をロオラが覚えたのは、きっと、こういう風に小さな飼主たちから食べ物を貰った時のことでありましょう。

Laura must have learned these phrases from when she was receiving food like this from young children.

　一たいロオラの言葉は、たった一つ「ロオラや」という時の外には、無理に教えられたような言葉は殆んどないので、それだけに自由でいきいきとした調子を帯びているのです。だからわたしたちに余計に空想をも与えるし、またそれを覚えたろうと思える機会を想像させやすいのです。

Except for the word “Laura!” the bird was for the most part not forced to speak anything, which is why she seemed all the more free and full of energy. That was the reason she inspired us to think about so many things, and also the reason it was easy for us to imagine situations where she might have learned those phrases.

「ロロや」

　というのは、これはやっとそれだけの言葉が言えるだけらしい幼い子供の調子です。これがきっと「ボーヤ」の声なのでしょう。「ボーヤ」は「オカアサン」に抱かれてロオラのそばへ来て「ロロや」をくり返したにちがいないのです。

“Lala!” was spoken with the voice of a very young boy who could barely say anything except that. This must have been the voice of “Boy!” Without a doubt, the boy had been carried by her mother to the cage, where he repeated “Lala!” many times.

　ロオラは朝のうち早くと、午後の三時ごろとが一ばんきげんよく喋るのです。それは学校か幼稚園かへ行っている子供たちが出かける前と帰って来た時とにあたります。（――尤も、どの鳥でも朝と午後のこのころとはよく囀るものではあります）その他にロオラは夜の九時か十時ごろ、誰か階段でも上って行くとその足音をききつけて、

「オカーサン、ワーワーワーワー」

　こう、急に泣き出すことが折々あります。小さい子が目をさまして母を呼ぶ声にそっくりで思わず、

「坊や、泣かないでもいいよ」

　と言ってやらずにはいられないほどです。

Laura spoke the most cheerfully early in the morning, and around three in the afternoon. Those periods aligned with when the children would have been heading off to or coming back from school. (Having said that, all birds tend to sing around these times in the morning and afternoon.) In addition, at around nine or ten at night when someone began to climb the steps, sometimes the bird would suddenly say “Mother!” and begin to weep loudly. This was identical to the voice of a small child who, having just woken up, cried out for its mother, and so when I heard this I couldn’t help but say, “Boy, you don’t have to cry.”

　お母さんがいて、子供たちがいる。それも二三人、しかもやっと口をきけるほどの幼子までいる。このお母さんはどうしたって未亡人ではない。未亡人だとするとまだ新らしい未亡人だけれども、その人のものらしい賑やかな笑い声や、また子供たちのはしゃぎ方のなかには新らしく主人を失った家らしい影は少しもないのです。それにもし主人を新らしく失ったというだけなら、ロオラは、その主人の――男の声をも少しは言ってもいいだろうし、その声を話さないまでも、もう少し男に馴れていていいわけです。「ロオラや」という気取った声をする夫人はきっと未亡人などではありますまい。但、その人の夫はきっとふだんは家にいない人なのです。

There had been a mother and a few children. There had also been a young boy of two or three who could barely speak. I simply couldn’t imagine this woman being a widow. If she was a widow, she had just recently become one, but within the cheerful laughing of what I assume was hers and the voices of frolicking children, there was not even a hint of a family who had just lost a father. Furthermore, assuming they had recently lost their father, Laura probably should have mimicked the voice of the father––a man––at least a little, and even if she didn’t I expect she would have been more accustomed to men. The woman who pretentiously said “Laura” was most surely not a widow at all. However, her husband was certainly not usually home.

　船員！　外国航路の高級船員の留守宅！　ふと思い浮んだ自分の直覚にわたしは非常に満足したのです。――その人はもう四十前後でなければならない。船長ではないかも知れないが、事務長ではあるかも知れない。ともかくも留守宅は有福に暮しているのです。子供たちはいつもおやつにはお菓子とくだものとを充分にいただいている。ロオラはいつもおすそ分けに預かっている。小犬と鶏と鸚鵡とにつれづれを慰められる子供と奥さんとは、いつも主人の帰りを待っているのです。そうだ――

A sailor! This was a household of a high-ranking sailor absent on a ship heading overseas! I was extremely satisfied with my sudden flash of insight. The person would have to be around his forties. He may not have been the captain but was possibly an officer. Regardless, his family would be living comfortably. His children would always have sufficient sweets and fruits for their snacks. Laura would have shared those things with everyone. Comforted by puppies, chickens, and a parrot, the wife and children were always waiting for their father’s return. That must be it!

「ワタシ、オトナシクマッテルワヨ」――

“I’ll be waiting patiently for you.”

　子供たちはお父さんにそういうのです。お父さんによく言う言葉を子供たちはお友達の鸚鵡に教えたのです。

The children would have said that to their father. The children would have taught their friend the parrot the phrases they often told their father.

　時たま帰る主人は子供たちを愛し奥さんを愛するのに忙がしいので、鸚鵡などは相手にしないのです。むしろ、主人が帰るとロオラはみんなから閑却されるのでしょう。そうしてロオラは主人に馴れるひまもなく、また好まないのです。

When the father occasionally returned home, he would be busy spending time with his children and his wife, and so would not keep company with the parrot. On the contrary, when the father was home Laura would be neglected by everyone. Hence the bird would have no opportunity to become accustomed to or grow fond of the father.

　またその主人が外国航路の船員だということになると、この鸚鵡が「オタケサン」という通り名の外に、ロオラという外国流の名前を持っているわけもはっきりするのです。外国でそういう名を持っていた鳥を主人自身が自分の船に乗せて、家庭への土産に持って来たのです。

In addition, if the father was a member of the crew on a foreign ship, it would clearly explain why this parrot spoke of the commonplace name “Mr. Otake”, and why it possessed the foreign name “Laura”. The father must have taken a parrot with that name on his ship from a foreign country and brought it home to his family as a souvenir.

「ね、この鳥の名はロオラというのだよ」

“Hey, this bird’s name is ‘Laura.’ “

「おや、そうですか。可愛いわね、ロオラや」

“Oh really? What a cute bird. Laura.”

　その時、夫と妻とはそういう会話をしたことをわたしは考えることが出来るのです。それにしても「ロオラ」はまだ雛のうちに日本へつれられて来たのでしょう。名前だけは外国風だけれども、ロオラは少しも外国の言葉は知らぬらしいのです。そうして「ロオラや」という調子さえすっかり日本風の発音なのです。

At that time, I was able to imagine the mother and father having such a conversation. Even so, Laura had been brought to Japan when she was still a chick. With nothing but a name of foreign origin, Laura knew nothing of overseas languages. And so even her pronunciation of “Laura” was utterly Japanese.

　それにしてもロオラが、「ママ」と言わずに「オカアサン」と呼ぶところがわたしには此上なくうれしいのです。一体わたしは、近ごろのわが国のすこし程度の高い家庭で、父母のことを呼ばせて「パパ」「ママ」をもってすることには非常に反対なのです。今までわれわれ文学者のなかにもわたしと同意見を発表した人がありましたが、わたしはそれらのうちの何人よりも以上に、もっと猛烈に反対なのです。キザだの厭味だのという生温い問題ではないのです。――われわれ自身が幼いころに言いなれたあのなつかしい「お父さん」「お母さん」という言葉をすてて、何を好んで、どんな理由があって、その子供たちに「パパ」「ママ」などと言わせなければならないのでしょう。 わたしには一向合点がいかない。言葉を捨てるということは心を捨てることなのです。わたしは幼いころにわたしが父母に持ったと同じこころを、わたしの子供たちにも持ってもらいたいのです。――わたしにはひとりも子供はありませんが、若しあったならば、そうしてもし子供がパパ、ママの単純な口調を喜ぶのならば、わたしは一そトト、カカと呼ばせる方がいいとさえ思うのです。わたしはセンチメンタリストかも知れません。しかし人間がいいセンチメントを持っていることが何で不都合なのです。子供たちがその生涯の最初の機会に最も感動して叫び、そうしてそれ故一生涯最も深い印象を持つ筈の第一の言葉を、外国の言葉で叫ぶなどということは全く許し難い事だとさえわたしは言いたいのです。台湾では台湾籍民の子供たちに小学校内で土語を使うことを厳禁し、時にはこれを犯したものに鞭を与えた事実さえあったというのに、それほど国民と国語との権威を知っている為政者なら、何故、今日中流以上の日本人の子供たちがパパ、ママと呼ぶことを厳禁し処罰しないのでしょう――と、さえわたしは思うのです。

Nevertheless, hearing Laura saying “Mother” instead of “Mama” could not make me happier. You see, my family was a tad higher class than average for our country, and I was incredibly opposed to referring to parents with the words “mama” or “papa”. Thus far within the world of literary scholars there have been some who expressed the same opinion as me, but I am more vehemently opposed than any of them. It is not a trivial matter of me being snobbish or offensive. For what reason, for what purpose must we abandon the lovingly familiar terms “mother” and “father” that we used during our youth and replace them with the terms “mama” and “papa”? I am unable to comprehend this in the slightest. Abandoning a word is to abandon the feelings behind that word. I would like my children to give me the same feeling that I gave my parents when calling them “mother” and “father”. I do not have any children, but if I did, and if they enjoyed the simple sound of “mama” and “papa”, I even feel that I would prefer to make them use the terms “mommy” and “pappy”. Perhaps I am just a sentimentalist. But what is wrong with a person possessing a healthy sentimentalism? To take the word that a child first exclaims with the strongest possible emotion, the word that deserves to have the deepest feeling in that child’s entire lifetime, and make him or her speak that word in a foreign language––I would go as far as to say I find this utterly unforgivable. Despite the fact that in Taiwan, children that were Taiwanese citizens were prohibited from speaking a regional dialect in elementary school, and those who committed this act were sometimes punished by whipping, if our government is fully aware of their authority over the nation and the official language that is spoken, why do they not prohibit Japanese children from middle-class or greater families from saying “mama” and “papa”, and punish accordingly?

　わたしはロオラがいい子供たちのいい言葉を覚えて、「オカアサン」という言葉を、しかも幾とおりにも感情をこめて呼ぶのがうれしいのです。そうして夫は外国船の船員であって自然と外国風の空気も多かりそうに思えるのに、その奥さんが子供たちに自分のことを「お母さん」と呼ばせている事を思い浮べて、この奥さんとその家庭とをゆかしいと感ずるのです。

I was very happy to hear Laura learn good words spoken by good children and say “Mother” with an assortment of emotions. And when I remembered how the wife taught her children to call her “Mother”, even though her husband was a crewman aboard a foreign ship and naturally had a great deal of foreign influence, I felt that this wife and her family possessed a certain elegance.

　毎日聞いていると、ロオラは赤ん坊の真似をすることが一番好きなようでもあり、上手でもあります。泣き真似でも、片言の出まかせの歌でも。ロオラはきっと、外の子供たちよりも赤ん坊と一緒にいる時間が多かったからでしょう。外の子供はもう大きくなっているから、前にも言ったとおり学校などへ行っていて、家庭には一日の半分しかいない……

As I listened each day, I also realized that Laura seemed to enjoy imitating babies more than anyone else, and was quite good at it. Not to mention imitating a baby’s cry and random, fragmented singing. This was most likely because she spent more time with a baby than the other children. Because the children were already quite grown up, and as I mentioned before were attending school so were at home only half of the day.

　こうして二週間ばかり経っているうちに、例の小鳥屋の才取をする仙人がまたわたしのところへ訪ねて来ました。今度は青い白鳥の雛を買わないかというのでした。その美しい名の鳥はどんなのだとたずねると、仙人もよく知らないらしい。何しろ雛だからよくわからないが青い白鳥はありそうにもない。ブリューというのはどうも灰色のことでブリュースワンというのはひょっとするとただの鵠らしいのです。たといまあどんな珍らしい鳥であっても、わたしもそうそう鳥ばかり買ってはいられないのですから、その話にはあまりとり合わなかったのです。

After two weeks had passed like this, the hermit who was a dealer of small birds came to visit me again at home. This time, he asked if I wanted to buy a baby blue swan. But when I asked him what sort of bird had such a beautiful name, the hermit apparently didn’t know. Being only a baby it was hard to say, but I doubted a blue swan really existed. Apparently “blue” actually meant gray, and what was called a “blue swam” was just a regular swan. But regardless of how rare of a bird it was, I couldn’t keep buying birds like this, which is why I didn’t pay much attention to his offer.

「前の鳥は、どうだったかね」

“What happened to that other bird?”

　仙人はわたしが前の鳥――つまりロオラに満足していないと思ったのかも知れません。

The hermit might have thought I wasn’t satisfied with the other bird, in other words Laura.

「ロオラか。あれは面白い鳥だよ」

“You mean Laura? She’s really an interesting bird.”

「よく喋る？」

“Does she talk much?”

「うん。いろんなことを言う」

“Yeah. She says a bunch of things.”

「それはいい」

“That’s nice.”

「だが、とりとめのあることは言わない。また片言ばかりだ――言葉はどうもよくわからないが、それは鳥の罪ではなくて、先生の罪らしいのだ。――赤ん坊の言葉をおぼえたのだね。だから意味はわからないが情緒はなかなかあるよ」

”But she doesn’t speak in coherent phrases. Only broken Japanese. She doesn’t seem to understand language, but that is apparently not her fault, it’s the fault of her teachers. She has learned baby talk. Laura doesn’t understand their meaning, but there is emotion behind her words.”

　そこでわたしはロオラに対するわたしの観察と空想と愛情とを、仙人に話して聞かせて、ロオラがわたしには目に見えないが心にははっきりわかる好き一家族を隣人にしてくれ、またわたしの妻にはいくたりかの子供たちを思わせて彼女の母性を満足させていることを説明したのです。

At that point I told the hermit about my observations, dreams, and affection for Laura, and explained how she had brought a nice family to live next to us––invisible, yet seemingly real as could be––and how Laura reminded my wife of several children, thereby satisfying her maternal needs.

「教え込まれたのではなく、自然にひとりでいろんな事を覚える鳥だとすると、いい鳥だよ。賢い鳥だよ。それにその家庭で相当長く、少くとも三四年はいただろうな。それで何かね、泣いたり笑ったりする時には多少、そんな感情を鳥も持っていてそれを現わすか知ら」

“If she has picked up many things naturally without being forced to learn them, then she is indeed a good bird. A smart bird. She probably was with that family for quite a long time, at least three or four years. And when laughing or crying, I wonder if the bird even feels some of the same feelings.”

「さ。そういう点まではわからないが」わたしは仙人の問に対して答えたのです「しかし、聞く方は、ともかくもそういう感情をさそわれて聞くね――ところで、君、あれは、ロオラは今まで時々鳥屋の店にさらされた鳥ではあるまいね」

“Hm, I’m not so sure about that,” I said in response to the hermit’s question. But at least the person listening is induced to feel those things. By the way, maybe Laura had been exposed to a bird shop?”

「それはそんなことはないさ。そう、そ。あなたに言おうと思って忘れていたのだけれど、あれの爪や嘴があんまり延びすぎている。あれは何か木片かなんかを噛らせるがいい――それを見てもわかるが、大切にも育てられたがあんまり手入れはとどかなかったね、あの鳥は。つまりあなたが言うように、女と子供との家庭に育ったからだ。それに鳥屋の店にはさらさなかった証拠だね。鳥屋で半月もいたことがあるとすれば、鳥屋は注意してあの嘴を蝋燭ででも焼いてやるよ、あんまり延びすぎているものね」

“I seriously doubt it. Oh, I just remembered something. I had forgotten to tell you earlier, but that bird’s claws and beak have grown too long. You could have it nibble on a branch or something like that. You can tell from those things, but even though this bird was raised with love, it wasn’t properly cared for. That’s because as you said, it was raised by a family of a woman and children. That’s proof that it wasn’t exposed to a bird shop. If that bird was in a bird shop for even half a month, they would notice its beak and use something like a candle flame to trim it down, owing to how long that thing is.”

「君の爪も」とわたしは笑いながら言った「一つ蝋燭ででも焼いてはどうだ」

“What about your nails?” I said with a smile. “Why don’t you trim them down with a candle?”

「これは延びていちゃいかんかね」仙人は仙人らしいとぼけた顔をして、煙草をつまんだ彼の手の指を見つめていました。

“I don’t think there’s anything wrong with long nails,” the hermit said with his characteristic blank look, gazing at his fingers holding a cigarette.

　とわたしは自分の常談を打きって、わたしの日ごろの空想のつづきを、仙人に話しつづけたのです――

Having finished my small talk, I went back to telling the hermit about my usual imaginings.

　最後にのこっている疑いは、つまりあのような可愛いまたよく慣れ親しんだロオラを、何故、お母さんが鳥屋へ売ってしまったろうかという点なのです。仙人に聞くと、売ったのではなく外の鳥と取代えたのだそうです。それならば尚の事、別にすべての鳥に飽きたというのでもなく、また金に代える必要があったわけでもない事になります。そうしてわたしの想像は一そう確実性を持てることになるのです。

The final remaining doubt was, in essence, why the mother would ever sell that cute, adorable Laura to the bird dealer. According to the hermit, the bird was not sold, but rather exchanged for another bird. This meant that the mother did not lose interest in all birds in general, nor did she have a need for money. But with this, my theory took on even greater certainty.

　わたしは考えるのです。わたしの空想の夫人はきっと、可愛い子供を失ったのです。それは「ボーヤ」にちがいないのです。ロオラが夜など突然、寝ぼけたような声を張り上げて――

「オカアサン。ワーワーワー」

　と、泣く時、夫人は失われたいとし子の思い出に堪えられなかったに相違ありません。これより外に、その夫人が良人のいい土産でありその上彼女の可愛い小さな娘たちのいい友達を人手に渡そうなどと思い立つ理由を、わたしは思い究めることが出来ないのです。そうして、ロオラのあの本当の赤ん坊そっくりな泣き声を聞けば、これはきっと誰しもわたしのとおりに考えるでしょう。

The way I saw it, the mother I imagined must have lost one of her adorable children. It was, without a doubt, the young boy. Late at night, when Laura suddenly cried out with a sleepy voice, “Mother…” I’m certain that the mother could not bear remembering the precious child she had lost. I am unable to fathom any reason that the mother would want to give away this wonderful souvenir from her husband, the nice friend of her little daughters, to another person. Anyone who heard Laura’s cries that were indistinguishable from those of a real baby would surely agree with me.

　わたしは自分の想像を信じるのです。そうしてせめてはさびしい夫人が良人の留守の間に子供を死なせたのでなければいいがと案じているのです。

I believe in my imagination. But I hope that at least the lonesome mother did not lose her child while her husband was away.

　ロオラはわたしの家に来てからもう二月になります。そうして彼女は（わたしにはロオラはどうしても女の子とより外に感じられませんが）わたしが金太郎やジョオジを呼ぶ時の口笛を上手に真似るようになりました。わたしはロオラを愛しています。そうしてロオラも追々とわたしになついて来ます。ただわたしが時々心配することは、ロオラが完全にわたしたちの家庭になついた頃には、わたしの家には子供がいないのだから、ロオラは子供の真似を忘れてしまい、しかもその頃になってわたしの想像する寂しい夫人は、年月とともに愛児を失った真実の悲しみが少しずつうすらぐとともに、せめてはその児のなつかしい追憶のために、その子の声に生きうつしのロオラに逢いたいと思いはしないだろうかということです。しかもそのロオラは、わたしのところで今は別のロオラになりつつあるのです。

It has been two months since Laura came to live with us. She––I still cannot think of Laura as anything but a girl––has learned to skillfully imitate the whistle I make when calling Kintaro or Georgy. I truly adore Laura. And she is gradually becoming attached to me. But sometimes I worry that by the time Laura has fully accustomed to my family, because we have no children she will forget how to imitate a child’s voice, and by then, when the lonely mother of my imagination gradually forgets the real pain of losing a beloved child, she will start yearning to see Laura, a bird whose voice is a perfect replica of her child’s, the sole reminiscence of her loss. Besides, here at my home that same Laura is becoming a different Laura, little by little.


Acala the Immovable

(生不動)

Sotō Tachibana

(橘外男)

Chapter 1

　北海道の留萌港……正確に言えば、天塩国留萌郡留萌町であろうが、もちろんこんな辺陬の一小港などが諸君の関心を惹いていようとも思われぬ。

The Rumoi Port of Hokkaido…while technically called Rumoi City, Rumoi District, Teshionokuni Province, I seriously doubt anyone would be interested in such a backwater port.

　札幌から宗谷本線稚内行に乗って三時間、深川という駅で乗り換えて更に一時間半、留萌本線の終端駅と言えばすこぶる体裁よく聞えるが、吹雪の哮え狂う北日本海の暗い怒濤の陰に怯えながら瞬いているような侘しい漁師町と思えば間違いはない。

Sure, if I told you to take a train from Sapporo on the Soya Line towards Wakkanai for three hours, change trains at Fukagawa and then wait another hour and a half until the last stop of the Rumoi Line, it would sound like a delightful trip, but in reality the place is nothing more than a lonely fishing village, barely managing to survive as it shivers in the shadow of the furious waves of a raging northern blizzard.

　十余年前の一月半ばのある寒い日の夕方、私はここへ行ったことがある。何のために、こんな北の端れの小さな港町などへわざわざ行ってみたのか、今考えてみてもハッキリとは覚えていないが、大体その時北海道を旅行して歩いたというのが別段これぞという目的があったわけでもなく、いよいよ私も北海道を去って東京へ出ようと決心していた頃であったから、その時分気心の合っていた札幌の芸者で君太郎という二十一になる自前の妓と、しばらく人眼を避けて二人だけになりたい一種の逃避行なのであった。

Once, on a chilly evening in the middle of January over a decade ago, I traveled there. Thinking back now, I can’t clearly remember why I ever went all the way to that tiny harbor town on the northern tip of Japan, nor was there any specific purpose to my travels around Hokkaido at the time; it was just that during that period I had made up my mind to leave Hokkaido and head out to Tokyo, and the trip was a sort of an escape so I could spend some time alone with Kimitaro, a 21-year-old independent geisha who I was close with back then.

　だから行く先なぞはどこでも構わない。ただその時その時の気任せに、なるべく人眼に付かない辺鄙な静かな場所ばかり飛んで歩いていたようなものでもあった。

That’s why we didn’t care much about our destination, although it seems like we ended up walking around mostly quiet places that were as remote and secluded as possible, guided by only our feelings from moment to moment.

　その時も、大晦日を眼の前に控えた暮の二十五、六日から札幌を発って、有珠、登別、音威音府、名寄と言った、いずれも深々と雪に埋もれて眠ったような町々ばかり、今にもまた降り出しそうに重苦しく垂れ込めた灰色の空の下を、これという定めた計画もなく旅を続けていた。お互いに別段、そう熱を上げて夢中になっていたというのでもなかったが、さりとてひと思いに他人になってしまうだけの決心もつかず、ただ何となくズルズルと、一日でも長くこうして一緒に暮していたいような気持が、金のなくなるまでまだまだこんな旅行を続けているつもりなのであった。

We had left Sapporo on the 25th or 26th, only a few days before New Year’s Eve, and continued our unplanned trip through Usu, Noboribetsu, Otoineppu, and Nayoro, each city asleep under a thick layer of snow below a gloomy gray sky that seemed about to dump snow upon us at any moment. We were not particularly infatuated with one another, yet lacked the courage to freely go our separate ways, and our desire to drag things out and spend just one more day together drove us to continue the trip until we ran out of money.

　……が、まあ、そんなことなぞはどうでもいい。なにも君太郎のことを書こうというわけではなかったから。そんな余計な穿鑿なぞはどうでもいいが、ともかく私たちが留萌の港に着いたのは夕方の五時頃ではなかったかと思われる。北海道の原野はもう蒼茫と暮れ果てて雪もよいの空は暗澹として低く垂れ下っていた。

…But well, that doesn’t really matter, because I don’t intend to write about Kimitaro. I don’t want to get into such personal details, but in any case, I think we arrived at Rumoi Port at around five in the evening. Darkness had fallen across the expansive Hokkaido fields and the dark sky hung low, threatening snow.

　そして町は停車場前の広場から両側の堆く掃き寄せられた雪の吹き溜りの陰にチラチラと灯を覗かせていたが、私たちはもちろんこんな淋しい港町なぞに一人の知り人があったわけでもない。灯を翳して迎えに出ている番頭に連れられるまま、駅前の丸源という三階建のこの辺としてはかなりの宿屋に案内せられた。

In the city, lights flickered among the shadows of large piles of snow on both sides of the plaza in front of the station, but obviously neither of us knew even a single person in this desolate harbor town. Holding a light aloft as he came to greet us, the front clerk led us to a three-story inn in front of the station that was especially large for this region.

　ともかくひと風呂暖まって、丹前に寛ぎながら、夕餉の膳を囲んでゆっくりと飲みはじめたのであったが、こんな辺陬な駅への区間列車なぞはこれでおしまいだったのであろう。機関車の入れ換え作業でもしているのか、機関庫と覚しいあたりからは蒸気を吐き出す音と一緒に鈍い汽笛の響きが、雪を孕んで寂然とした夜の厚い空気を顫わせて、いかにも雪深い田舎の停車場らしい趣を伝えてきた。

After a hot bath we relaxed in our nightgowns at the dinner table and started to drink, but apparently our train was the last to arrive that day at this remote station. The locomotive car seemed to be in the middle of being swapped, and the sound of steam escaping from around where the engine car would be, together with the tweet of a dull train whistle piercing the silence of the thick, snow-filled night air, made the perfect atmosphere for a country station in winter.

　そんな空気の中で私と君太郎とは、さっき女中の焚き付けて行ったストーヴにどんどん薪を抛り込みながら、炬燵の上で熱いやつを酌み交していたが、もう十日の余もこうして場所を換えては飲み汽車の中では飲みして酒に爛れ切った喉には今更変った話があるというでもなければ酒の味が旨いというのでもなく、いい加減に切り上げて、各々床に潜り込んでしまった。そしてさあ、時間にしてどのくらいも経った頃であったろうか。

In the chilly air we drank hot saké while sitting inside a heated kotatsu table, frequently tossing firewood into the stove that the maid had just lit for us, but since we were nursing throats sore from drinking for the last ten days at every place we stopped and on the train, there was nothing interesting to talk about, nor were the drinks especially appetizing, so at some point we wrapped things up and climbed into our respective beds. After that, I have no idea how much time passed.

Chapter 2

　ふと私は、ただならぬ表の騒がしさに夢を破られて、がばと跳ね起きた。沈々と更け行く凍てついた雪の街上を駈け抜ける人の跫音、金切り声で泣き叫ぶ声、戸外からは容易ならぬ気色を伝えてくる。

I sprung out of bed when a great commotion outside yanked me out of a dream. From outdoors came the terrible sounds of people screaming and running through the deepening night across streets of frozen snow.

　てっきり火事だと私は直観した。子供の時分から、火事と聞くと一応飛び出して検分してこぬことには、どうしても気の納まらぬ性分であった。いわんや、こんな知った人もない一小都邑！　風はないようであったが、旨く行って町中総舐めの大火にでもなってくれれば有難いぞと念じながら、私は丹前の上にしっかりと帯を締め直していると、眠っているとばかり思っていた君太郎が、重そうな丸髷の下から、パッチリと眸を開いた。これもさっきから表の騒がしさに眼が醒めていたらしい。

My instincts told me this was definitely a fire. Ever since I was young, I’ve been the type of person who always had to run out and see for myself whenever I heard there was a fire. And in a small town where I didn’t know even a single person, that was even more true! I pulled my belt tightly around my gown, hoping that despite the lack of wind the fire would conveniently spread until the flames devoured the entire town, when Kimitaro, whom I was certain was asleep, opened her eyes wide below that heavy-looking oval bun. It seems that she too was awakened by the great commotion going on outside.

「火事だっていうと、こんなところへ来てまで飛び出すのねえ。方角も知らずにいて、迷子にでもなったらどうするの？」

“Even all the way out here, as soon as you hear the word ‘fire’ you go running. But what if you get lost, not knowing where you’re going?” she said with a smile.

　と微笑んだが、

「そんな恰好をして、風邪でも引かないように気をつけて頂戴！」

　と夜具の襟に頬を埋めて眩しそうに薄眼をしながら言った。

“Try not to catch a cold in those clothes!” Kimitaro said as she pressed her cheek into the bedding, eyes half-closed against the light.

　そのうちに、宿屋の者も起き出たらしい。ガラガラと大戸の開く音がしたが、途端に、

Eventually, someone from the inn seemed to wake up as well. There was the sound of a large door rattling, and a woman’s sudden screeching wail.

「あらあら、大変だ！　大変だ！　どうしましょう、番頭さん！　早く来て下さいよう！　早くさあ！」

“Oh my, this is terrible! So terrible! What should I do…Clerk, you must come now! Hurry!”

　と、涙ぐんだ甲高い女の叫びがした。

　私は、大急ぎで階段を駈け降りて、有合せの下駄を突っ掛けたが、一足躍り出した途端に思わず固唾を呑んで、釘付けになった。

I rushed down the steps as fast as my legs could carry me and put on a pair of clogs. But the instant I leaped outside I was transfixed, unable to breathe.

　街路の上、人の腰の高さほども雪は踏み固められて、そこが冬中の通路となって、カチカチに凍りついていた。そして家々の軒の脇には、屋根までも届くくらい、掃き寄せられた雪や吹き溜りの雪が小山のように賑やかに林立していた。その高い通路の上を今、こけつ転びつ、小山の陰になって、見えつ隠れつ、全身生不動のように紅蓮の焔を上げた三人の男女が、追いつ逐われつ狂気のようになって、走り狂っているのであった。

Out on the street, the waist-high snow had been trampled down to form a hard, icy path. Beside the eaves of each house stood numerous piles of snow, both natural and human-made, crowded together as tall as the roofs themselves. Upon that path three people ran around frantically chasing one another, disappearing behind piles of snow only to reappear a moment later, practically tripping over their own legs in their haste, bodies engulfed in bright red flames like living embodiments of Acala the Immovable.

　そして廻りを囲んだ人々は、火を揉み消そうとして、家から担いできた蒲団を往来に投げ出すやら、座蒲団を持ってこの三人を追い駈けるやら、必死になって口々に何か呶鳴り合っているところであった。

Meanwhile, the crowd surrounding them tried to put out the flames, tossing mattresses they had brought from their houses into the street and chasing around these three people, cushions in hand, frantically screaming out to one another.

　しかも焔に包まれた三人が雪崩を打って転がり込んで来る向う側の店々では、家に火の付くのを恐れて慌てて戸を閉め出すやら、未だかつて私は、生れてこれほどの凄じい光景を見たことがなかった。夜眼にも仄白い雪の街路を転がり廻っているこの紅蓮の焔の周囲を遠巻きにして、黒い人影は右往左往にただ混乱し切っていた。

Furthermore, each of the stores the inflamed trio rushed by quickly closed their doors in fear of the fire spreading; in my entire life, I had never witnessed such a dreadful sight. Keeping a good distance from the crimson flames rolling around in the snowy street that glowed white, even at night, dark figures moved about in utter confusion.

　幸いに、私の佇んでいたところからは家数にして五、六軒ばかりも離れていたから、こちら側へ転がって来る危険はなかったが、私の側に震えている女たちは、生きた心地もなく身悶えしながら、

「早く、どうにかして！　あ、早く消して上げて！　あ！　ああ！」

　と身も世もなくおろおろ声をふり絞っていた。

Fortunately, I was separated by five or six buildings from those people, precluding any danger of them coming all the way down here, but several of the women standing near me screamed out hopelessly at the top of their lungs, scared half to death.

“Quickly, do something! Oh, you must extinguish the fire quickly! Aaahhh!!!”

　その間にも、組んず解れつ、焔の塊は互いに往来を逐いつ転げつしていたが、私にもようやくおぼろ気ながらに、この場の様子が呑み込めてきた。走り狂っていると思ったのは私の見誤りであった。

Even as the women screamed the balls of fire stumbled through the street, grappling fiercely with one another, and at that moment I finally managed to grasp, albeit vaguely, what was actually happening here. I had been mistaken in thinking these people were simply running around frantically.

　男一人と女二人、全身火焔に包まれた年若い娘の火を揉み消そうとして、これも火焔に包まれた年増の女が必死に追っ駈けている。そのまた女を追って火焔を上げた男が、女の火を叩き消そうとして狂気のように苛っている。火の玉が三つ巴になって、互いに追っ駈け合っているのであった。そしていずれも烈しい焔を全身から放った火達磨のような恰好で、組んず解れつ街路を転げ廻っている。無残とも凄惨とも評しようのない地獄絵のような場面なのであった。

Of the three, there was one man and two women. Hysterically chasing and trying to extinguish the flames engulfing a young girl was a slightly older woman, she too covered in fire. Trying to pat out the fire on the older woman was a man, also running around frantically. The trio chased around each other in a circle, forming a spinning wheel of fireballs. And as they grappled with one another in the street, each of their bodies was covered with intense flames from head to toe, like crimson will-of-the-wisps. The scene was like a picture of hell, indescribably gruesome and tragic.

Chapter 3

　私も夢中で宿屋の中へ駈け込んで、帳場から座布団を搬び出そうとしたが、もうその時には、奥から男衆たちがどんどん蒲団を担ぎ出すところであった。

I ran frantically back inside the inn and started taking out pillows from the front desk, but by then several men were already carrying out mattresses from the inn.

「幸さん！　しっかりしなよう！　もう大丈夫だあ！　今医者様が来るでなあ！　すぐに医者様が来るでなあ！」

“Sachi, just hold on! You’re going to be alright! A doctor is coming now! He’ll be here soon!”

「お内儀さん！　大丈夫だぞう！　妹さんは助かったぞう！　気をしっかり持ちなせえよう！　大丈夫だからしっかりしなせえよう！」

“Ma’am, it’s going to be alright! Your husband’s sister was saved! Hang in there! It’s going to be alright, just hang in there!”

　喧騒の中からは、口々に勢いをつけている声が入り乱れて耳を打ってきた。そして佇んでいた女たちが堪らなくなったのであろう。ワッと泣き出す声や啜り上げる声が、一時にそこここから湧き起ってきた。

I heard several loud, aggressive voices rising above the great din. Just then, as if unable to bear it any longer, the women standing around suddenly began sobbing and wailing all at once.

　そして私が歯の根も合わぬくらいガタガタと胴震いしながら、搬び出される蒲団の後についてまた表へ飛び出した時には、もう廻りにいた人たちが、やっとのことで躍り蒐って蒲団蒸しにして三人の火を揉み消したところと見えた。ジリジリと皮膚の焦げる何とも言えぬ異様な腥さがプウンと鼻を衝いて、人垣と人垣の間や往来に散らばった土嚢のような蒲団の隙間から、ガヤガヤと黒い影が大声に罵り合っていた。

I followed behind a mattress being carried by someone and by the time I went back outside the inn, my body shuddering convulsively, the crowd had apparently managed to spring upon those three and just barely put out the fires using mattresses. The inexplicably strange, disgusting odor of burnt flesh assaulted my nose, and from gaps in the mattresses scattered on the street among the crowd, dark figures screamed out curses.

　それでもやっと助かったなと人事ならず私も吻としたが、ちょうどその時であった。ギャッ！　と悲鳴ともつかず絶叫ともつかぬ異様な叫びが挙がると同時に、提灯の光が慌しく飛び退いて私の眼前に立ちはだかっていた人波が一時に崩れ立った。

Being involved myself in this tragedy I was relieved that these people were finally saved, but then something happened. Just as a strange voice called out, something between a cry and a scream, the light of the lanterns drew back as the crowd standing before me suddenly scattered.

　その人雪崩に危うく突き倒されそうになって、身を替した途端、崩れ立った人垣の間から私は、見るべからざる物を眺めてしまったのであった。それは往来の、丸められた蒲団の下からムクムクと起き出した女が――ボロボロに焼け焦げた着物の恰好から、私も確かにそれを年増の方の女だと見たのであるが――突然に泳ぐような足取りで、フラフラと立ち出でて、二足三足歩み出したかと思う間もなくたちまち、バッタリ倒れて、

Right as I dodged to barely avoid being toppled over by the avalanche of people, I caught a glimpse through a gap in the crowd of something that should never be seen by human eyes. From beneath a rolled-up mattress in the street crawled out a woman––judging from the horribly burnt kimono it was indeed a young woman––suddenly standing up on wobbly legs and taking only two or three uncertain steps before immediately falling hard to the ground.

「いけねえ、いけねえ！　もうみんな助かっていると言うのに！　お内儀さん！　動き出しちゃいけねえじゃねえか！」

　と叱りつけるようにして、その後から一人の男が大急ぎで蒲団を広げて追っ駈けてゆくところであった。

“This can’t be! This can’t be! They said everyone had been saved! Ma’am, you must not try to move!” a man yelled from somewhere in the background, running frantically towards her as he unrolled a mattress.

　時間にして、わずか五秒かものの十秒とも経たぬ瞬時の出来事なのであったが、私の生涯忘れることのできぬ映像を焼きつけられたのは、立ち上った時のそのお内儀さんの顔であった。頭髪も眉毛も皮膚もすっかり爛れ落ちて、頭の皮が剥がれてしまったと見えて顔頭の区別もなくただベロンとノッペラボウに腫れ上って、もう視覚も失われていたのであろう。あらぬ方へ向ってフラフラと踏み出した、その刹那の顔であった。

It all happened in such a short period of time, five seconds or perhaps ten at the most, but the thing I saw then would be burned into my memory for the rest of my life: the face of the woman as she stood up. Her hair and eyebrows had been completely burned off, and because even the skin on her head was apparently peeled off, everything above the neck was swollen and featureless, leaving no way to distinguish her face, a face where vision was probably already lost. That was the face that I glimpsed right as she took an unsteady step in a random direction.

　思わず私は、眼を閉じた。しかしそれも瞬間！　倒れてパッと上から蒲団が被せられたと見ると、怖いもの見たさで一遍崩れ立った人垣はまた犇し犇しと廻りへ取り囲んで行った。方々から啜り泣きの声が一層烈しく湧き起った。

I had to close my eyes. But the next moment when I opened them again I saw the woman fall over before being covered by a mattress from above, as the crowd that had just scattered from fright crowded closely around her once again. Cries erupted from here and there in the crowd with even greater intensity than before.

「あねえになっても、やっぱり妹さんの事が気に懸かると見える。なむあみだぶ！　なむあみだぶ！　お内儀さん、案じることはねえだぞい！　お前さんの一念だけでも妹さんはきっと助かるぞい！　なむあみだぶ！　なむあみだぶ！」

“Even in such a terrible state, it seems she can’t help but worry about her husband’s sister. Namu ami dabu! Namu ami dabu! Ma’am, you have nothing to fear! Surely, your strong wishes alone will save your sister! Namu ami dabu! Namu ami dabu!“

　と口の中で唱名を称えているお婆さんもあった。

The old woman continued chanting the name of the Buddha quietly to herself.

　私はその夜着いたばっかりで、妙な抑揚のある土地の言葉に馴染みがなく、人々の叫ぶ言葉の意味がよくわからなかったが、おそらく医者や病院の名を口々に呼んでいたのであろうと思われる。振り翳される提灯の灯がますます殖えて、巡査や医者も駈けつけて来たらしく、人出と喧騒は刻一刻とその度を増してきた。懐手をしていた私の手に、突然袖口から金氷のように冷たい物が触ってきた。場合が場合だけに思わず竦然として振り向いたが、そこには君太郎が大きな眸に涙を一杯溜めて、訴えるように私を振り仰いでいたのであった。

Having just arrived that night, the strange intonation of the people’s speech in this region was still unfamiliar to me, making it difficult to understand their screams, but I guess they were yelling out the names of doctors and hospitals. The light from raised lanterns gradually increased as what looked like doctors and police officers arrived on the scene, and the commotion grew increasingly loud. Standing there with both of my arms tucked into my gown, I suddenly felt something ice-cold touch me through the cuff of my sleeve. Given the circumstances, I turned fearfully around to see who it was, but it was only Kimitaro, staring up at me with large tear-filled eyes that seemed to be begging me for something.

「見てたのかい？」

　と聞いたら、

“Were you watching?” I asked.

「ええ」

　と睫毛をしばたたいたが、

“Yes,” she said, batting her eyelashes.

「助かるでしょうか？　どうかして助けて上げたいわ」

　と潤んだ声で呟いた。

“Do you think they will survive? I wish I could do something to help,” she said softly, emotion in her voice.

　無言で頷きながらふところの中で君太郎の華奢な手を握りしめていたが、私もこの時ほど君太郎をいとおしく感じたことはなかった。

Nodding my head silently as I gripped Kimitaro’s delicate hand inside of my robe, I had never felt more strongly for her than that moment.

　この世の中というものは、何時思いも掛けぬ災難が降りかかってくるかわからぬ、一寸先は闇の世界だから、なまじっか、野心なぞ起さずに、もう東京へもどこへも行かないで、どこか北海道の涯へでも行って君太郎と一緒に世帯を持って生涯を送ってしまおうかと、胸の迫るような感慨に打たれたのであった。

In this world, the future is nothing but darkness where you never know when an unexpected disaster will strike, and I had this intense feeling that I should cast aside my half-hearted ambitions and avoid going to Tokyo or anywhere like that and instead run away to some remote part of Hokkaido, start a family with Kimitaro, and spend the rest of our lives there.

　そして、今手を握り合って佇んでいる君太郎と私との関係が芸妓とお客とか、芸妓とその情人とか言ったようなものとはどうしても考えられず、私にはまるで頼りどころない、妹の手でも曳きながら、この厳粛な人生の出来事を凝視ているような心地がしたのであった。そんな思いを胸一杯にたぎらせながら、私はそこに茫然と突っ立っていた。

But as Kimitaro stood beside me, holding hands, I couldn’t think of our relationship in terms of a geisha and a client, or a geisha and a lover; there was instead a feeling of gazing at a profound event in my life while gripping the hand of my powerless little sister. This ran through my mind as I stood there absent-mindedly.

「もう運ばれて行ってしまったわ。さあ、はいりましょうよ。ね」

“They were already taken away. Alright, let’s go back inside. OK?”

　と、不仕合せな人たちの方へしゃがんで掌を合せていた君太郎に促されて、私もようやく座敷へ戻って来たが、酷寒北海道の真夜中はおそらく零度を五、六度くらいは下っていたろうと思われる。

Urged along by Kimitaro, who had until a moment ago been squatting with hands in prayer towards those unfortunate souls, I finally made it back to our room in the inn, but the extreme cold of the Hokkaido night felt like five or six degrees below freezing.

　今までは気もつかなかったが、部屋へ戻って来ると一時に寒さが身に徹えてきてブルブルと胴震いがして、急には口もきけなかった。しかも口がきけなかったばかりか、もう眼が冴えて、床へ潜り込んでもなかなか眠れるものではなかった。ただ眼先にちらついてくるのは、たった今のあのフラフラと立ち上った時の顔も頭も区別のつかないノッペラボウなお内儀さんの姿ばかりであった。

I hadn’t realized it until that point, but upon returning to our room I began to shudder as the cold seeped into my bones, and I suddenly lost the ability to speak. Not only could I not speak, but I was wide awake and had trouble getting to sleep after crawling into bed. The image of that woman standing up awkwardly kept flashing before my eyes––that flat, featureless head without a discernible face.

「……どうしても眠れないわ。ちょいと！　起きて下さらない？　ね、起きてお酒でも飲んで話してましょうよ」

“…Oh, no matter what I do, I just can’t sleep. Hey, would you mind getting up? Let’s get out of bed, drink some saké, and talk.”

　と、これもいったん床へはいった君太郎がムックリ起き上ったのを機会に、私も蒲団を離れてしまった。

After seeing Kimitaro get up, who had just laid down, I decided to follow suit and get out of bed myself.

　ごうごうと音だてて燃え盛っているストーヴの合間合間に耳を澄ませると、表はまだざわめいて、階下でも起きて話しているらしく、まだみんな異常な出来事の昂奮から落ちつきを取り戻していないらしい様子であった。

When I listened carefully, in between the loud noises of the burning stove I could pick out the commotion still going on outside and the sound of people speaking downstairs; it seemed that no one had yet calmed down from the excitement of that strange incident.

　そしてやっと酒の仕度を整えて来た女中は、真っ青な動悸の静まらぬ顔をして、

「とんだお騒がせをしましてん」

　と自分が粗相でもしでかしたかのように、謝った。

When the maid finally returned with the saké we had requested, her face was pale and flustered.

“I’m sorry to make such a big disturbance,” she said as if apologizing for some mistake of hers.

Chapter 4

　この女中に聞くと、怪我人たちはすぐ側の池田病院とかいうのへ運ばれて行ったが、三人とも全身焼け爛れてとうてい命は取り留め得なかろうということであった。

According to the maid, the injured were immediately carried off to Ikeda Hospital, but due to severe full-body burns none of the three were expected to survive.

　発音の聞きとりにくいこの地方の浜言葉であったから、明瞭にはわからなかったが、すぐ七、八軒先の向い側の小さな時計屋の亭主とお内儀さんと亭主の妹との三人で、夜業をやっていながらふとした粗相で傍に置いてあった揮発の大罐に火が移って、三人とも頭からその爆発を浴びてしまったというのであった。亭主がお内儀さんの火を揉み消そうとせず、お内儀さんが亭主の妹の火を消そうともせずまた妹が兄の火を揉み消そうと苛らないで三人とも、それぞれに自分たちの身体についている火さえ消そうと努めたならば、まさかあんな大事にもならなかったであろうが、あんまり夫婦兄弟の情合の深いのもこういう時には善し悪しだというふうなことを、まだ震えの止まらぬらしいこの女中は、幾分腹立たしそうに朴訥な言葉で話してくれた。すんでのところ火事になりかかったのをその方だけは隣りの乾物屋の親父とかが揉み消してしまったということであった。

The harbor dialect of this region was hard to follow so I didn’t understand completely, but it seems that the three people at the clockmaker situated seven or eight houses down on the other side of the street––a man, his wife, and his younger sister––were working late when a mishap ignited a nearby pot of a volatile liquid, and their heads received the brunt of the resulting explosion. If the husband hadn't tried to put out the fire on his wife, the wife hadn’t tried to put out the fire on her husband, or if the sister hadn’t tried to put out the fire on her brother, and instead attempted to extinguish the fires on their own bodies, then surely things wouldn’t have escalated to such a terrible degree, which goes to show that in times like these such deep family bonds can have surprising drawbacks. The maid shivered as she explained this with a slightly irritated, matter-of-fact tone. As for the fire that had begun to spread, the dried goods man and a few others managed to smother that out completely.

「まあま、お酌もせんどいて、えろう済まんことしてしまいましたけん。冷えて拙うなりましてん？」

　と、女中は気がついて銚子を取り上げたが、別に酒がそんなに飲みたい気もしなかった。

“Oh my, I’m terribly sorry for not pouring you any saké yet. Would you like it warmed up?” said the maid as she picked up a bottle. But I wasn’t really in the mood to drink.

「いいよ、いいよ、自分でするから」

　と女中を帰した後で、冷えた盃を持ったままメラメラと燃えしきるストーヴの焔を眺めながら、通り魔のような夜前の出来事を考えていると、

“No, I’ll do it myself,” I said and sent the maid out, then sat staring into the flames of the stove, cold saké glass in hand, thinking about the incident from last night that had been as sudden as a thief in the night.

「世の中なんて、何時どんな災難が降って湧くかわからないものねえ、やっぱりあたし、東京へなんか行って出世してもらわなくてもいいわ。こっちで一緒に暮しましょうよ。人の命なんて何時どんなことになるかわからないんですもの」

“In this world you never know what sort of misfortune will happen, so I think that after all I don’t really need to go to a place like Tokyo and work my way up. Let’s live a life here, together. There’s just no telling what will happen in life.”

　とふだんの勝気にも似ずしみじみ感じたように、しかし幾分甘えた口調で君太郎が言った。が、それでも私が無言でストーヴをみつめて考え込んでいると、ふと気を変えたように、「明日発つ時、その池田病院とかいうのへ、ちょっと玄関だけでも見舞って行きましょうね。そうしておけば、後まで嫌な思いが残らないで済みますから」

Kimitaro's sweet voice was thick with emotion, completely unlike her usual strong-minded tone. But when I continued staring at the stove in silence she suddenly spoke again, as if having a change of heart.

“Tomorrow when we leave here, let’s stop by the Ikeda Hospital, at least the main entrance. That way we won’t regret anything later,” she said quietly.

　と、しんみり言った。

「ああ、そうしよう！　そうしよう！」

“Yes, let’s do that! Let’s do that!” I said in agreement.

　と、私も賛成した。君太郎に勧められるまでもなくそうでもしなければ、今の私にも到底このままでは、この惨たらしい記憶に幕が降ろせそうもないのであった。丸髷には結っていても一見誰にでもすぐそれとわかる君太郎なぞを連れてそんなところへ顔出しするのは、いかにも人の不幸のところへ心ない遊蕩児の気紛れな仕業と人に取られるかも知れなかったが、思う人には何とでも思わせておいて、明日はぜひそうしておいてからこの留萌の町を去ってしまおうと考えていたのであった。

Kimitaro didn’t have to suggest it; if I didn’t do something, I don’t think I would ever escape the memory of that miserable incident. Showing up at a place like that with Kimitaro, whose stylish hairstyle wouldn’t hide her occupation, might be perceived as the capricious action of a cruel, dissolute man towards those who are less fortunate, but I thought I would go there anyway before leaving this city of Rumoi and let people believe what they wanted.

　床へはいってみたり、ストーヴの前へ座を占めてみたり、そして東京へ行くとか行かないとか、ポソポソと二人でしゃべり合ってとうとう私たちは一晩中眠らずじまいであった。

We talked in hushed voices about whether we should go to Tokyo or not, laying in bed, sitting before the stove, and in the end stayed up all night without getting a wink of sleep.

　翌る朝この妙な因縁の町を発つ時には、もちろん病院の門口まで私たちは見舞に行った。停車場から二、三町足らずの距離であったが、町の世話役らしい人々が多勢詰めかけて、病院の入り口はごった返していた。そしてそこには私たちの泊った丸源の亭主もいたが、眼敏く私たちの姿を見つけると大急ぎで飛出して来た。

Needless to say, the next day when departing this city with which we shared a strange fate, we visited the front entrance of the hospital. Only a few hundred meters away from the station, the entrance was crowded with people, many of whom appeared to be important city figures. Among them was the owner of Marugen, the inn where we had stayed, and he rushed up to us once his sharp eyes picked us out of the crowd.

「とんだ御迷惑をお掛けしまして……またどうぞお懲りなく、ぜひお近いうちに」

　と、頭を下げた。それにつれてその辺にいた人々も何かは知らず頭を下げた。

“I’m terribly sorry for all the trouble…but I do hope to see you again sometime soon,” he said with a bow. For some reason several people nearby followed his lead and bowed their heads.

「とうとういけませんでした。一人残った妹の方も、つい今し方息を引き取りました」

“At last, the worst has happened. The only one who had survived of the three, the sister, has just taken her last breath.”

　と亭主は身寄りの者にでも話すかのようにしんみりとそう言った。

The owner spoke with sorrow in his voice, as if announcing the girl’s death to relatives.

　わずかばかりではあったが霊前へ供えてくれるように頼んでおいて、逃げるように私たちはまた停車場へ出て来たが、身を切るように寒い朝の町はしいんとしてまだ人っ子一人通ってもいなかった。もちろんまだ札幌へ引揚げようという気持も起らず、さりとてこれからどこへ行こうと決めていたわけでもなかったが、ともかくやっと汽車が動き出して外に相客もない二等車の中でガチガチ震えながら、だんだん遠ざかって行く国境の連山の裾にこの不思議な思い出の町を眺めていると、やっと私にも昨夜からの気持が納まって人心地が徐々についてくるような気持がしたのであった。

While it wasn’t much, we requested for an offering to the dead to be made on our behalf and then escaped to the station, but in the freezing cold the city was quiet without a soul in sight. Of course we were not inclined to return to Sapporo, nor had we made plans to go anywhere in particular, but once the steam train finally began moving we shivered in the empty second-class car, gazing outside at the base of the receding mountain range that acted as the border for this city of unusual memories, and my feelings from last night finally began to fade as I gradually returned to normal.

Chapter 5

　……あれからもう十何年かになる。私はやはり君太郎の留めるのを振り切って東京へ出て来たが、もうそれっきり彼女には逢わなかった。この頃人伝てに聞けば、彼女は今では札幌見番でも一、二を争う大きな芸妓家の女将になって、最近では裏の方に新築を始めて、料理屋も始めるらしいという噂であったが、私はこの昔馴染を思い出すごとに、いつでも決まって忘れ得ぬ留萌の不思議な一夜を思い出さずにはいられなかった。

…Over a decade has passed since then. Ultimately I ignored Kimitaro’s attempt to keep me away from Tokyo, and I haven’t seen her since. The word on the street these days is that she has become the owner of one of the top geisha houses in Sapporo and recently has even started construction on a back room where she plans to make a restaurant. But whenever I think of my old friend, I can’t help but remember that strange, unforgettable night we spent together.

　そして、留萌の悲惨な出来事を想い出しさえすればきっと決まって美しかった君太郎の俤を懐かしく想い出す。今年の夏あたりは、ぜひ札幌へ行って、一度その後の彼女にも逢ってみたいと思っているが、逢うのはいいがまたあの時の話が出るかと思うと、それだけはしみじみ逃げたいような気持がする。

Just recalling that tragic event in Rumoi always makes me think wistfully about how beautiful Kimitaro was that night. I was considering going to Sapporo this summer to visit her and see how she has been doing, but while it would be nice to see her, whenever I think of how the topic of that day will surely come up, I feel compelled to avoid her at all costs.


Translator’s Notes

Mother:

In Mother, the narrator speaks passionately about the usage of “mama” vs. “mother”, so a brief explanation will be given to help clarify this. In Japanese there are several ways to say “mother”, but one of the most common is “okaasan”, which is the original Japanese title of this story. Other places in the story where “okaasan” appear are also translated as “mother”.

Due to western influence, at some point the term “mama” began being used in Japan and continues to be used to this day. In fact, in a 2019 survey in Japan, over half of respondents said that “mama” was used in their families (with only around 34% using “okaasan”).

In the paragraph where the narrator discusses his dislike of the term “mama”, the part that is translated as “mommy” was originally written as “kaka” in the Japanese text, which is an older way to say “mother” (derived from “okaasan”).

When translating the word “mama” in this section, the decision was made to keep it as “mama”, which has essentially the same meaning in English. However, this loses the nuance of being a loanword that originally came from another country.

Acala the Immovable:

The original title of the story in Japanese is “生不動”, which is pronounced “iki fudou” and is an allusion to “不動明王” (literally “The Immovable Wisdom King”), one of the five wisdom kings in Vajrayana Buddhism and the Japanese Shingon sect of Buddhism. This deity goes by several other names, including Acala and Achala, and is known as a destroyer of evil and remover of obstacles to assist in achieving goals. Acala is often depicted with an aura of fire around his body, which is why his name is used to describe the fire victims in the story.

The Rumoi Main Line is a train line in Hokkaido that connects Fukagawa to the Rumoi Station, which was first established in 1910. Sometime after translating Acala the Immovable––a story in which the town of Rumoi and this train line appear––I came across an article about how part of the line had been closed in March 2022, and how the remaining section was scheduled to be closed in March 2026. I found this interesting because it means that the already remote town of Rumoi is actually becoming even more remote, at least in the sense of losing a direct train and forcing travelers to rely on less available transportation mechanisms such as buses and cars.
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