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My Essays

	He was sitting alone at ‘Two Oak Trees’, in the darkness just before sunset, at five in the afternoon, with all the blinds pulled down. The place I visited for the first time was what people call a publishing house, one of those places that make books, and from its name—impossible to forget once heard—there seemed to rise the smell of trees. He sat like a still life in one narrow corner of the publishing house, moving only the fingertips of the hand that held a pen. The two ends of the straight fluorescent tube hanging directly from the low ceiling were already spent, blurred to the color of ink wash. As if dreaming of the seat beside the future protagonist of the newspaper book-review pages, a glory not yet arrived, his face was glowing bluish, like a luminous body at midnight.

	 

	In the fluorescent light, the downy beard faintly visible on his face showed in sparse patches. He—or rather, that man—fixed his half-closed eyes on my face, just as I had stepped into the office, and for a moment wore a strange expression, as if thinking something over. A moment later, as his face tightened slightly, I could read at once what he was saying. Stroking, with deliberate affectation, the few strands of beard that were hardly there—or rather, the underside of his chin—he gazed at me as if to say, I am a grown man too. I may not be a match for you, but… would you like to see me as a man, would you…. He really was far too young to be my counterpart. He knew my history, and therefore knew that I had certainly lived more than twenty years longer than he had. That was the first reaction he showed me. I was already someone with eyes capable of seeing through everything in him that seemed feigned and exaggerated.

	 

	Looking at his face, I did not laugh or show displeasure. I must not laugh, and it was even less something to be displeased about. That would be a grave discourtesy to him. Instead, I wanted to grow very serious. Listening to his inaudible voice—I already knew what his voice was like, since I had spoken with him on the phone beforehand—I merely glanced at the precise center of the black stretch jeans that tightened around his lower body from every side, as he sat across from the tattered guest sofa with his legs spread apart. Quickly noticing my gaze, he brought together, from the tips of his feet upward, the legs that had seemed like well-grown oak trees. Then, with both hands, in a gesture very natural, a gesture that only pretended to be natural, he half-covered his precious center. I tried to become truly solemn, interpreting all at once his voice, his gaze, and his gestures. So that he would not notice I had seen through his mind, I kept unconsciously fingering the peppermint candy in my trouser pocket. At some point the wrapper had come off. I was still holding the rough candy in my hand, and with my body heat, it was slowly melting. The smell of peppermint, just as that smell was about to seep out of my pocket, he happened to touch the tip of the mimosa plant at the edge of the table, and I, with my head lowered, watched from the corner of my eye as it shrank in an instant.

	 

	After setting down a paper cup of coffee before me, he opened the cabinet near the entrance, took out a book whose cover had faded yellow, and placed it in front of me. “Please reinterpret this.” That was the end of what he had to say. The nature of the work had already been conveyed to me by phone, and I had come knowing what sort of work it was. With that concise way of speaking, saying in one phrase all that needed to be said, he tried to respect me. His attitude said that too much talk would make light of me, and that even if he rambled on about the standards for reinterpretation and other demands, in truth, he knew very well that the work would be done as I pleased. Perhaps he himself wanted to appear as if he respected me. His was also the face of someone who seemed to think that words beyond necessity might inflict fatal damage on his masculinity, or his dignity. Which of these was his real face held little interest for me. What interested me was his shining youth. When I—with my right hand still in my pocket—lifted the coffee cup with my left, he seemed for a moment to look at the position of my right hand, then said, “You must be busy.” I nodded quietly that I was.

	 

	No, I was not busy at all. But I did not want to show him anything that deviated from his expectation, and at that instant I was seized by the compulsion that I must not do so. In his black jeans wrapped around his two powerful, crane-like legs, and in his thick pale-blue T-shirt, an upper garment that seemed seasonally premature, he looked, if seen the wrong way, like a waiter from the nightclub ‘Dancing in an Empty Desert’, where I had once gone. An insult. That was an insult to my essays. Impossible. His stubborn, somewhat rough way of dressing looked as if it could not be stripped away by the point of any blade or spear. At the same time, though he was capable of saying “Please reinterpret this,” he did not seem truly capable of knowing what reinterpretation was. Unable even to bring myself to touch the moldy-smelling book lying on the desk, I asked him for an envelope to carry it in. “Ah, yes.” His answer was brief, but he must certainly have muttered to himself, ‘Ah, how could I make such a mistake….’ He put the book into a document envelope and handed it to me, then escorted me to the publishing-house door with a wordless farewell telling me I should go.

	 

	As I stepped down, one by one, the stairs from the fourth floor of a building without an elevator, I could barely support my unsteady legs. His two phrases still remained with me—perhaps there had been more than two phrases, but at any rate what remained in my memory was two. Those two phrases circled inside my ears as if they were thousands of bees, and I slowly descended the stairs while feeling, together with the moldy smell of the book, his peculiar scent—that scent which did not come from the bodies of other ordinary men. It was a sweet and suffocating scent; once it had made a circuit through the whole body and left, it could never again be felt as that first scent. It was powerfully addictive. It was like a cheap perfume that soon made a person sick of it, and yet it was also the sort of scent that not just anyone could bring into harmony with himself.

	 

	I had come all the way down the stairs, but still unable to calm the dizziness, I was walking toward the parking lot when I dropped the envelope containing the book. The book slipped out of the envelope, and when I bent down to pick it up, the large shoulder bag whose opening had been half open spilled all its contents onto the ground as well. I could not even think of picking them up. I simply wanted to sit down right there. Would someone pick those up for me…. I did not even have the strength to pick them up. Perhaps I had once again been seized by the nape of the neck by that fantasy, which I had already experienced several times, and which each time had likewise been a mirage; that thing that had approached me and stimulated all my senses, still not dulled, then vanished without fail by the time I came to remember that scent, or that sensation of contact, as something honestly and purely my own. It was always like that. Not only once…. Helpless as I was, I was still in love with them, those young ones whose beards had not yet grown dense and full, whose shaved patches, even after shaving, had not yet taken on that blue cast. I used to call them esquires or essences. My own essays, accompanied by two or more characteristics and remaining forever as they were, never aging, not permitted to age, are not so common.

	 

	I looked much younger than I really was, and I even knew their crude way of speaking, so I had a special talent for making them see me as their counterpart. But because not all of them were deceived by my talent, men who did not please me would occasionally become my sacrifices. Real men worship me—no, this reverses subject and object. To speak honestly, it means that I worship them. Because I had once read something like “a mind-reading art that pierced both mind and body,” I lived for quite a long time as someone capable of worshipping them. Whoever granted me the talent to deceive myself, even myself, may that someone please hand down to me an appropriate disposition….
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