
[image: ]




PRAISE FOR

The Third Love
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A Tale of Long Ago




LONG AGO. Saying those words puts me in a strange mood. Long ago – what does that mean? I’m not all that young, but I’m not that old either.

Long ago. From where I stand now, that could point to a time only a few years back, or to when I was born forty-odd years ago, or to much earlier than that. Yes.

Long ago, there was a time when I fell in love. With a certain man.

I THOUGHT OF him as my big brother at first, from the time we met to when the love part began. Apparently, I called him uncle at the beginning – how many times, I wonder? I hadn’t yet turned two, you see.

‘Stop calling me uncle,’ I’m told he said as he swept me up in his arms. At that age, I didn’t know enough to wipe my own mouth, so I slobbered all over his chest as I snuggled in his arms, ignoring his request and chirping ‘Un-ku! Un-ku!’ over and over.

‘I’m only in junior high – how can I be an uncle?’ he’d teased, giving me a big squeeze. Don’t say uncle, my mother laughed, say big brother. Naa-chan is good too. Naa-chan. Naruya Harada. His name.

‘YOU LOVED HIM all along, didn’t you?’ my mother remarks every so often. ‘From the very beginning.’ It still surprises her.

She’s right, though. Even in grade school, I was sure I loved Naa-chan.

You may wonder what a child that young can know of love.

And you’d be right to wonder.

I myself had no idea why I loved him so. I only knew that for some reason I felt warm all over when he came near. A languid, enfolding warmth. I had no way to express that love, however, so I just tagged after him whenever I could, calling out ‘Brother’ this and ‘Brother’ that. I was really small then, a helpless, unformed child too young even for preschool.

I must have been four when I started kindergarten. Until then, I had spent all my time with my parents in our very happy home, so kindergarten was a huge adjustment, let me tell you. For a start, I hated my classroom. Why did other kids my age have to run around like that? Why did the organ make such a clackety-clack when the teacher played it? Why did we children have to sing all those silly songs?

The upshot was that I chose to keep my distance from the other children as much as possible, squatting in the furthest corner of the schoolyard with my eyes fixed on the ground. Ground that was teeming with plant and insect life. The green leaves radiating from the base of each dandelion. The shepherd’s purse that rustled if you shook it the right way. (My mother had just taught me how.) A cluster of pointed leaves that would prick my arms if I touched them. Light-green grass with tiny buds sprouting in between the stalks. Scurrying ants, so tiny that the grass must have felt like a jungle to them. Little grasshoppers that soared to amazing heights given their size. Grass moths that darted sideways through the air. Other insects, like the tiny grey butterflies and the pale cloudy-yellow ones who danced above my head, as well as the lethe butterflies – the ones that flattened their wings upon the soil.

Squatting there with my eyes trained on the ground, I discovered that I was able to enter into that little world, to become one with those plants and insects for extended periods of time. In that world, there were no mean kids to yank my hair or push me and the other children around. Instead, I’d found a spot where every plant and insect devoted all its energy to just trying to survive.

The time I spent with Naa-chan put me in that same frame of mind. It was warm and familiar, a bright, quiet place where I could feel calm and secure. Yet at the same time it was very lonely.

AT LAST, THE day came when I could leave that nasty kindergarten behind and move on to elementary school. I had no choice in either case, but the elementary school was certainly better than kindergarten. In school, it was only during recess that the kids could run wild and harass their classmates.

The school had a reading room, but I searched everywhere in the building to find a quieter spot. I climbed the stairs to the second floor and peeked into the classrooms, where the bigger boys and girls gawked at me, followed the corridor to take a look at the science room, where the life-size human skeleton on display glared back, climbed to the top of the staircase to find the door there shut tight, no matter how I pushed and pulled, and then back down the stairs to the basement, where the janitor’s room was located.

‘Well, well, what have we here?’ the janitor said. ‘You’re a pretty small kid to come all the way down here!’ He was a big man. I had to lift my chin to look at him, as if I were looking at the ceiling. He was beaming. ‘Call me Takaoka,’ he said. ‘I’ve been working here for some time. A janitor’s work is pretty interesting, did you know?’

I was a little surprised. None of my teachers had talked to me this way before.

‘What class do you teach, Mr Takaoka?’ I asked.

Mr Takaoka laughed.

‘I’m not a teacher,’ he said. ‘I take care of the school.’

Take care of the school? Now I was even more confused.

‘The teachers take care of you guys, right? Well, someone has to take care of your classrooms, and the schoolyard too.’

My gaze was fixed on Mr Takaoka. I liked him right away. He was looking me straight in the eye. For some reason, he seemed to have taken to me as well.

‘Come down and visit sometimes. Not too often, though. I have to look after the school, remember.’

Happy to have found at least one place in the school to call my own, I climbed the stairs back to my classroom.

THERE WERE OTHER quiet places too.

The science room with its resident skeleton was scary, but it didn’t take long to get used to. Most of the kids who used the reading room were older, so it was daunting at first to go in there, but I soon discovered an out-of-the-way desk where I could sit without being bothered. Outside the building there was the far corner of the schoolyard’s flower bed. A shady, secluded spot in the outdoor corridor that led to the gym. A hidden nook beside the school entrance.

Surprisingly, the nurse’s room wasn’t an option. Some children clustered there to jabber and run madly about, while others just wanted attention and knew how to get it. At any rate, that’s what the nurse’s room was like in my school.

Sometimes the school nurse would accost me in the halls.

‘You’re too pale,’ she admonished me. ‘And your hair’s too long. Wouldn’t you feel better if it were trimmed?’

My hair had never been cut. At first it was my mother who liked it long, but soon I was the one who resisted anyone touching it. By the time I was at elementary school it was down to my waist, and Naa-chan treasured it as well.

‘Your hair is so soft and silky, Riko,’ he would say, stroking it. I would quiver with happiness. A lid within me had somehow been opened, allowing my emotions to flow. How could I let anyone cut the hair I was growing for him to run his fingers through? It was clear to me that the school nurse hadn’t a clue how deep someone’s feelings could be, so deep they could make her shake inside.

‘You fainted during morning assembly, didn’t you?’ the nurse continued, fixing me with a stern look. ‘Are you eating a proper breakfast?’

Of course I was. My mother’s breakfasts were delicious. Fluffy white rice. Fragrant miso soup, made with a broth of dried sardines. A sweet yellow omelette. Sliced pickles. Dried seaweed. Boiled spinach with a touch of soy sauce. All topped off with a cup of roasted green tea. By the time I finished, I was practically ready to go back to bed.

No, it was the school lunch I couldn’t stand. It wasn’t the taste so much as the weirdly lightweight and slightly yellowed plastic dishes the lunch was served on. One look at those dishes and my appetite vanished. Eating with a group of children bothered me too, as did being served by whoever’s turn it was that day. I shuddered to see how they slopped food into my bowl – I just wanted to be left alone to serve myself, so I was more than happy when my turn came round.

My mother said that when she was a schoolgirl, students couldn’t leave the room until they had finished their lunch.

‘It wasn’t that bad in my elementary school,’ Naa-chan said. ‘Come to think of it, though, the stricter teachers in the other classes would keep an eye on things until lunch period was over.’

As far as I was concerned, all mealtimes should be special. It didn’t matter how good the food tasted when we were forced to eat like that – I hated it.

‘Aren’t you a little stuck-up?’ Naa-chan said, smiling.

‘It’s not that. I just like things to be pretty.’

Years later, my mother laughed at this attitude of mine. My, but you were a fussy little girl, she said. But I was dead serious.

LET ME TALK a little more about Mr Takaoka. Why? Because our peculiar bond had such an impact on my future.

The other children didn’t like Mr Takaoka very much. Perhaps they found his appearance scary. He was a big man with a massive head and a face that made one think of a demon, despite his always cheerful expression. He had a deeply furrowed brow, unusually thick eyebrows, flashing eyes and full lips. He did have a fine aquiline nose, though – indeed, had his features been better aligned, he would have looked exactly like the beautiful Indian prince in my old book of fairy tales. Sadly, that was not the case.

To me at the time, Mr Takaoka was the epitome of age and maturity, but in fact he was only in his late twenties when I started school. I found out later that his father had passed away while he was still in junior high, leaving the family impoverished. Lacking the resources to continue on to university, Mr Takaoka went out to look for work as soon as he graduated from high school, but nothing suitable was available, so for whatever reason he decided to become a Buddhist monk, moving to Mt Kōya to undertake the rigorous spiritual training the temple complex is famous for.

When he came to work as a janitor at our school, Mr Takaoka had completed the first stages of that training and had worked as an acolyte in one of the many small temples that dot the mountain. Yet the prospect of life as a monk hadn’t appealed to him – he longed to breathe the air of the profane world below, so he came down from the mountain, followed up on one of his connections and secured the janitor’s job. Perhaps what people saw as demonic about him was the result of the severe austerities he had undergone on Mt Kōya.

The fact that my fellow students shunned Mr Takaoka made me draw all the closer to him.

I WAS IN the third grade when I first told Mr Takaoka about Naa-chan.

‘Hmm, sounds like you’re in love,’ was his response. I knew that I liked Naa-chan, but that was the first time I had thought of my feelings as ‘love’. Once Mr Takaoka had suggested it, though, it became clear to me. I was indeed in love with Naa-chan.

Naa-chan would often show up at our home without warning. He seldom told us in advance. When my mother opened the front door and saw him standing there, she would knit her brow and say: ‘You again? You might have let us know.’ Despite her frown, though, I could tell from the way she sparkled how glad she was to see him.

It was right around the time that Mr Takaoka introduced love into the equation that Naa-chan, by then in high school, began to exert a powerful attraction on all sorts of women. When he was nearby, they grew flirtatious: their attitude became more light-hearted, their speech more lilting, their movements more supple, and they unconsciously leaned in his direction.

Naa-chan was a beautiful young man, no doubt about it. Nevertheless, that alone wasn’t what made him so special. There were other things. The curve of his shoulders when he looked down. The line of his jaw when he suddenly lifted up his face. His tranquil manner when talking quietly; his passion when he grew excited. Sometimes he would be flitting about, while at other times he was so still as to make you forget he was there. He was good-looking enough in his animated moods, but even more striking when he just sat there peacefully.

On top of all that, he was a great listener. You knew that you could unburden yourself to him, expose your most deeply held secrets, and he would hear you out to the end. He made all women feel that way. And not just women, either: a certain type of man, too, found him strangely seductive. My father, for example, was drawn to Naa-chan. He loved him like he might a much younger brother.

Naa-chan called my father sempai or senior, as one would call someone above them in school. How that made my father smile! In fact, it was to see my father that Naa-chan began visiting my home in the first place. That’s right. When I was two, Naa-chan had just entered junor high, thereby becoming my father’s kohai, or junior. Not only did they attend the same private school and, later, the university affiliated with it, they were both members of the same soccer club.

‘Did you ever go see them play?’ I once asked my mother. She gave me a funny look, as if the idea had never occurred to her. My mother was a real homebody. She claimed that crowds made her dizzy, and that she didn’t like socializing with other wives. These were the excuses she came up with, but really she just enjoyed spending her time quietly at home, keeping her relations with our neighbours to a bare minimum. I sometimes think that her dislike of other adults was similar to the dislike I felt for the other children at school. She reserved her smiles for my father, and for Naa-chan.

‘YOU SHOULD TAKE up a sport, Riko, or maybe take lessons of some kind,’ Naa-chan said when I entered elementary school. Thanks to his suggestion, I threw myself into studying the koto. My kindergarten classmates tended to gravitate towards calligraphy, swimming, ballet and English conversation classes, but I would rather be caught dead than do anything that involved ‘learning together’.

My koto teacher, Michiko-sensei, always wore Japanese clothes. She arranged her hair in a small chignon that shone in the light, and she was very much at home in her kimono, which she put on by herself.

‘For a modern girl,’ she said to me after we’d had a few lessons, ‘there’s something about you that smacks of the old days. Your long hair really suits you. It’s very beautiful. If you ever cut it off, let me have it, all right?’

That was the sort of thing only Michiko-sensei could come out with. I hated the idea of parting with my hair, but if I was ever in a fix and needed to do that, strangely, I felt that she would be the one I’d like to have it.

I loved studying the koto with her. I took practising at home seriously too. Sometimes, Naa-chan would ask me to play for him and I always leaped at the chance. He would lie back on the sofa, close his eyes and listen to me playing. I was so proud in those moments.

LET ME TALK a little more about Mr Takaoka.

When I was in fifth grade, the school made the decision that a full-time janitor was no longer needed, and Mr Takaoka had to go.

‘This could be a propitious moment for me,’ he told me not long before he left. I hadn’t heard the word ‘propitious’ before, but it seemed fitting coming from him.

Although four years had elapsed between when I first met Mr Takaoka and when he left the school, he seemed to have grown younger. Initially I saw him as a mature man, then gradually I came to see him as a young man, and, now that he was leaving, he seemed like a much older brother.

‘How come you seem to get younger and younger?’ I asked him.

‘It’s magic,’ Mr Takaoka replied. ‘Someone taught me how.’ I would never have associated the janitor’s room with ‘magic’ – nothing could have seemed more unlikely – yet once he said it, I sensed that magic had indeed been squatting in the corner of the neatly kept room the whole time I had known him.

‘What does magic look like?’ I asked.

‘I’ll let you know someday,’ he answered. ‘But now is not the time.’

This sounded mysterious. I wanted to know more. But he had said ‘someday’, so I knew that he would tell me eventually, for Mr Takaoka was the most trustworthy of adults.

THERE WEREN’T THAT many grown-ups I could trust. Just as my mother could feel comfortable only with a handful of people – my father, Naa-chan, and me – so were there only a couple of adults in whom I could place my faith.

Trusting so few meant that those I trusted, I loved deeply. I would burst into tears at the thought of my parents’ death, or even their physical absence.

‘Riko’s a crybaby!’ the boys jeered. When our class breaks were too short to find refuge elsewhere and I had to hole up in our classroom, I gave myself over to my imaginings while looking out of the window, and avoided verbal exchanges like the plague.

Most of those imaginings were of the pleasant variety, but on rare occasions my parents’ mortality would pop into my head, and then the waterworks would start.

Children hate to see other children cry. The kids in my class were sure to spot me getting all weepy and the catcalls would begin.

‘Riko’s a crybaby! Riko’s a crybaby!’ they would chant. I ignored them. Armed with tissues and a handkerchief, I would cry my heart out, undaunted. I wept silently, not sobbing or even blowing my nose, so you would have thought I’d be left alone, but that’s not the way children behave.

‘Why does my crying bother the other kids so much?’ I once asked Mr Takaoka.

‘Because it scares them,’ he replied.

‘What’s scary about it?’

‘Because they can’t make you stop. That means you aren’t afraid of them.’

‘Why should I be afraid of them?’

‘Because you’re the class outcast, right? And a class outcast is supposed to be afraid of the world.’

‘Of the world? No way am I afraid of something I’ve never seen.’

Mr Takaoka laughed.

‘You’re right,’ he said. ‘People ramble on about “the world this” and “the world that” without knowing the world at all.’

‘You don’t know about the world either, Mr Takaoka?’

‘No, I don’t. But I’m keen to try to grab hold of it one of these days.’

I wasn’t sure exactly what he meant, but the idea of grabbing hold of the world excited me no end. Perhaps this is why I wasn’t sadder when he left.

I felt sure that Mr Takaoka was indeed taking hold of the world out there. With the ‘magic’ he had acquired by his side, he was sailing the seven seas. I didn’t doubt him for a second.

On the day of Mr Takaoka’s departure, I picked up our family camera on my way to school. When I got there, I headed straight to the caretaker’s room.

‘Take our picture, OK?’ I asked him.

There was no tripod, so Mr Takaoka placed the camera on the windowsill of the now empty room. I was growing like a weed at that stage, but I still felt like a first-grader standing next to him. He set the timer with his back to me. ‘Hurry!’ I urged him, but he merely grinned and strolled back, cool as a cucumber. He reached me a second before the shutter clicked, but by that time I was so flustered that I blinked precisely when the light flashed.

‘Please, take another one,’ I asked.

Mr Takaoka nodded magnanimously and went to reset the timer. This time, though, he trotted back to where I was standing.

‘Think of something that makes you happy,’ he said, standing straight and tall beside me.

I still have that photograph. I had snuck the camera out of the house without permission, so I used up the roll of film and had it developed that same day. I hid the photos deep in my desk drawer and, until I was in my twenties, showed them to no one except Naa-chan. There were the two shots of Mr Takaoka and me, several taken at different angles of the skeleton in the science room and a few snapped after school of the view of the town from my classroom. All the rest were of the school garden: Madagascar periwinkles in bloom, gourd vines climbing the chain-link fence and the blurs of passing bees, butterflies and other flying insects, which flew too quickly to be caught on film.

‘These are all things you see every day at school,’ Naa-chan said. He was right. Although I didn’t try to explain, he knew me so well he understood.

‘What do you think of Mr Takaoka?’ I asked him.

‘That he’s the sort of person I’d like to be a disciple of,’ was Naa-chan’s answer.

I NEVER BECAME close to my classmates, not in junior high nor in senior high either. By then they were no longer children, yet neither were they quite adults, and they had no clue how to deal with their changing bodies. Moreover, they seemed oblivious to how much those changes were affecting them. When it came to being physically neither here nor there, though, I was in the same boat. That was why I couldn’t hate them as I had as a child, an inability that carried its own kind of pain.

‘I want to get married soon,’ I announced to my mother one day.

‘What? But you’re still in high school, Riko! Who would you marry, anyway?’

‘Naa-chan, of course.’

‘Would Naa-chan agree?’ my mother asked, incredulous.

‘You don’t think he would?’

‘He seems to have a girlfriend, you know.’

‘Yes, I’ve heard.’

That’s right. No sooner had Naa-chan been hired than he was posted to his company’s branch in Kyushu, where he had become involved with a woman.

He had shown me her photograph not long before. She was really pretty.

‘You’ve never been in love, have you Riko?’ my mother said.

Never been in love? My mother’s comment floored me. It took a moment to recover. I mean, I had loved Naa-chan since elementary school.

‘What you feel for him is just a childish crush,’ my mother declared.

But I knew differently. She could say what she wanted, but there was no way she could shake my conviction, which was as irrefutable as the earth turning on its axis.

THE NEW YEAR has always been a special moment for me. It is festive, solemn and majestic all at once, and I love it. And the New Year that marked my last year of high school was the most memorable of all.

Naa-chan was still working in Kyushu at the time, but he returned to Tokyo for the holidays, and came to visit my father on 2 January.

‘Goodness!’ he said the moment he laid eyes on me. ‘Haven’t you grown up all of a sudden!’

‘It may look like that, but she’s still a child in many ways,’ my mother put in. Naa-chan’s eyes were fixed on me, though, and he didn’t respond.

I could feel the side of my body under his gaze flush. My cheeks and ears reddened, and my palms began to sweat.

‘How is your girlfriend?’ my mother asked him.

‘All right, I guess,’ he answered offhandedly. He sounded so much like a company man it made my father grin.

Naa-chan didn’t hang around for very long. He nibbled at the special New Year’s food and shared a tokkuri of sake with my father. I wanted to spend more time with him, but my mother intervened.

‘Your entrance exams are coming up, so you can’t dawdle with us forever,’ she prodded. Grudgingly, I trudged up the stairs to my room.

I was sitting at my desk when Naa-chan took his leave, but in fact my ears had been tuned to his sonorous voice echoing from downstairs, so I hadn’t been able to focus on my studies. I heard him say, ‘Please say good night to Riko,’ followed by the sound of the front door closing. I grabbed my overcoat and scarf, tiptoed down the stairs and silently slipped out of the door. Then I ran off in hot pursuit of Naa-chan.

When I rounded the corner, Naa-chan was standing there.

‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘I didn’t have to say a word.’

‘Yes,’ I gasped. I was completely winded.

He hailed a taxi, got in, then snatched my hand and pulled me into the back seat with him. The taxi stopped in front of a building with a small light burning out front.

‘Where are we?’ I asked.

‘Where you’ve been wanting to come, Riko.’

‘Really?’

‘Yes,’ he said with a smile. ‘Back in the old days this would have been called a teahouse.’

That evening, for the first time, I was able to explore a man’s body, that strange assortment of hard and soft places. Naa-chan was warm, and fragrant. I never tired of touching him.

‘Did you know I was in love with you?’ I asked.

We were lying side by side, waiting for our breathing to slow.

‘Of course. I’ve known all along,’ he said, toying with my hair, fanned out across the sheets. On and on he played with it, stroking it, running it through his fingers, fondling it, revelling in its silkiness.

I WAS TWENTY-FOUR when Naa-chan returned from Kyushu. Throughout our separation, we had been writing letters to each other. We could have used the phone, or email, which was becoming more common – but nothing was as pleasant as writing to him, or reading the letters he sent in return. He seldom had much time to write, so most of his notes were brief:

‘I miss you, Riko.’

‘The plum blossoms are out.’

‘I dreamed of you today.’

‘The mountains here are beautiful, though I don’t know their names.’

‘Riko is not here. Not even my phantom Riko.’

‘Things are busy at work.’

‘I feel sad that you’re out of reach.’

‘I really admire my boss.’

‘A beautiful day. I wish we could go for a stroll together.’

These brief messages were written on lined paper, in handwriting that ran roughshod over the lines. How I cherished them!

There were few opportunities to meet in secret. His weekends were filled with golf with his business associates and other obligatory events, and then there was that Kyushu girl, who still seemed to be occupying his mind. All in all, he only managed to return to Tokyo about twice a year.

‘She’s someone I once made a commitment to,’ he said to me on more than one occasion.

‘A commitment? It sounds like you were married.’

‘Don’t you think it’s important to care for those you once loved, whether you were formally married or not?’

I was not entirely won over by Naa-chan’s argument, though I knew that he would never ditch a lover in a cold, unfeeling way.

The beautiful woman in Kyushu, he explained, was prone to bouts of loneliness.

‘She’d wither away if I ignored her,’ was how he put it.

For goodness’ sake, I told him, I was about to wither away too, but Naa-chan pooh-poohed my protest.

‘Come on, you’re the one I’m in love with, not her. She and I are history.’

In that case, why come back to Tokyo so seldom?

But I trusted him – always had, from the very beginning – so I could never bring myself to hate Naa-chan’s concern for the feelings of the woman in Kyushu. No, my sadness was of a purer sort. He simply wasn’t there beside me. Without Naa-chan, wherever I went, it felt like my life was leaking away. As if a hole his size occupied the spot where he should have been and all warmth and fragrance, all air, was escaping through it.

That winter, Naa-chan and I got engaged. I didn’t ask about the Kyushu woman. After all, he loved me completely, and I loved him just as much. What else could we possibly need?

My parents were beaming when Naa-chan visited us at the time of our engagement. My father especially was overjoyed.

‘Just think, you’ve been close since childhood, so you understand each other’s feelings,’ he said. ‘You can really trust each other.’

My mother was happy too, but she didn’t forget to give me a dose of reality when Naa-chan had left.

‘Naruya is a charming man, no doubt about that,’ she said. ‘I fully understand how you feel. But he will cause you hardship too, Riko.’

Hardship. What kind of hardship? With Naa-chan beside me, I could endure any sadness. How could hardship enter into it?

But I had no desire to argue with my mother.

‘That may be true,’ I said slowly.

I WONDER, DID my mother take satisfaction in having been proved right when she looked at how my marriage was turning out, or did she grieve for what had befallen the daughter she loved? My guess is she didn’t understand her own feelings.

As my mother had predicted, my marriage to Naa-chan was plagued with problems from the start. The first problem was that he had not made a clean break with the woman from Kyushu. I never attempted to pry into his activities. Never even tried to listen in on his phone calls. Nevertheless, I knew what was going on. Why? Because he never tried to hide anything. I could always tell what was going on between him and his women.

The woman in Kyushu visited Tokyo to see him once every six months. Naa-chan never tried to conceal their meetings with excuses about playing golf with his colleagues, or having to work on his days off.

‘I’m stepping out for a bit,’ is all he would say, then, as if pulled by a string, he would make a beeline to wherever the woman was.

‘Don’t go,’ I might plead, but it did no good. He was never cold to me on those occasions, of course.

‘You’re right – I love you most, Riko,’ he would say, ‘so I have no reason to see anyone else.’

Then he would take me in his arms. I could tell how much he was itching to leave, though – I could feel it in his fingers, his shoulders, his chest.

‘Do you want to go that much?’ I would ask.

‘Have a heart. You know how much she wants to see me,’ he would reply with complete honesty.

Aah, how I loved that honesty. Yet I loathed it just as intensely. Why wouldn’t he lie to protect the woman he loved most? Make an effort to understand her feelings? However warm his embrace, in the end he would hurry off to see the other woman, wherever she might be waiting.

‘It’s always to you that I return, Riko,’ he would say. That was true – he always came back home. But so what?

The man who left and then returned. That was Naa-chan. As a result, my married life never enjoyed true peace.

ONE THING I would never do was open up to my mother about the state of my marriage. Still, I bet she had a pretty good idea what was going on. After all, Naa-chan was living in our house.

This living arrangement had nothing to do with the old practice of adopting a son-in-law. Rather, my father didn’t want to part with his only child, and Naa-chan willingly agreed to his entreaties that we live together. In truth, however, I wanted to create an intensely private space for just the two of us. A small apartment, perhaps, where we could live quietly, away from the world. Yet I doubted I could preserve such a sanctuary by myself. Perhaps I lacked confidence. Looking back, I think I had an inkling that I couldn’t contain Naa-chan within such a space, and that what I hoped to be deep and intense would turn out to be shallow and cold. As long as we were all living together, my mother and father were able to fill in the gap when Naa-chan was off visiting some other woman. Yes, that is clear to me now. I was leaning on my parents, like a child.

‘Why don’t you two find your own place?’ My koto teacher, Michiko-sensei, was the only one to ask this question. My parents certainly didn’t. Both of them wanted to have Naa-chan close by – my mother was clearly as infatuated as I was, and my father doted on him.

‘You’re really old-fashioned for someone so young!’ Michiko-sensei said, laughing.

‘What was your marriage like?’ I asked.

‘Normal. My three sons are pretty normal too.’

‘Your husband is . . .’

‘He died a long time ago. He was a good man, but it was an arranged marriage, so romantic love wasn’t part of it. That’s why I want to experience it for myself one of these days.’

I couldn’t help but smile at that.

‘Why are you smiling? Does the idea of an older woman like me falling in love amuse you?’ she said, looking into my eyes.

That wasn’t why I had smiled, but I couldn’t find the right words to explain.

I had no way of knowing that, before long, Michiko-sensei would fall in love, and with a most unexpected person. There were so many things I didn’t know. It hits me now, when I talk about the old days like this. It’s scary, to be honest. Yet, as things turned out, I was fortunate to have been kept in the dark.

THE WOMAN FROM Kyushu wasn’t the only one. There was someone else.

I think we’d barely been married two years when I first sensed it. The atmosphere surrounding Naa-chan had begun to change. Do you find it strange that I would intuit the presence of other women in such a vague way? That wouldn’t surprise me. I would be the first to admit that anything so indefinite, so uncertain, is hardly likely to lead anywhere.

Sadly, though, unsubstantiated though it may have been, it turned out my hunch was right. Who could it possibly be?

I spent days turning that question over in my mind. He wasn’t coming home early. Instead, despite his junior status, he was being asked to work overtime virtually every evening, with frequent dinners with clients, so that he seldom got home before ten.

Even after his return there would be constant calls from his office, often late at night. Very occasionally, I could hear a woman’s voice on the other end. I could tell right away, though, that she was a co-worker of his, rather than someone trying to lure him away from me. I knew this wasn’t the woman with whom he was involved. Such a person wouldn’t pester him in the middle of the night. Discretion might be part of it, but I felt the main reason was that, since Naa-chan always satisfied his women, she would have nothing to gain by tracking him home to where his wife was waiting.

I knew this because Naa-chan fully satisfied me when we were together. Sure, he might see other women, I reasoned, but why complain about that when he loved me so much? Perhaps it was just a way to console myself, but I was too content to pester him. Probably the other women felt the same.

IT WAS AROUND this time that we began receiving nightly phone calls from a man.

At first, I thought it was someone from work, but it wasn’t that. He sounded older than Naa-chan, and spoke in a soft baritone.

‘My husband isn’t back from work yet,’ I told him the first time he called.

‘Thank you so much,’ he replied. ‘I will try again later. Might I ask, until what time may I phone?’

I answered that any time was all right, and he thanked me so politely I could feel him bowing at the other end of the line. The man did not call again that evening. The next time he called was a few days later, on a Sunday. I said I would get Naa-chan. Once again, I sensed the man bow in return.

Their conversation lasted a few minutes. Strangely, though, I could feel the presence of a woman at the other end. This despite the fact that I had felt nothing of the sort when the man and I were talking directly to each other.

Was there a woman sitting beside the man, who took the phone when Naa-chan came on the line? I thought so at first, but it seemed I was mistaken, for I continued to hear that gentle yet resonant baritone, however faintly.

‘Who was that?’ I asked when the call ended.

‘An old acquaintance,’ he answered.

An old acquaintance? I was about to ask for more details, but just then Naa-chan gently covered my lips with his and, though it was midday, took me to the sofa, where we began making love. He and I were occupying two rooms on the second floor of my family home: one served as our bedroom, while the second had been converted into a sizeable living room with a wooden floor and a small kitchen in the corner. How many times we embraced in those two rooms!

My body had recoiled from daytime sex at first – my parents were living downstairs, after all – but Naa-chan trained me well. We made love everywhere, in the bedroom, on the sofa, with my back or front pressed against the wall, on the cold floor. I always opened to his touch, however unbecoming our position.

Making love with Naa-chan was wonderful. There was the deep, physical pleasure, sure, but more than that, I always felt spiritually and emotionally completed, if that makes sense.

The man’s occasional late-night phone calls continued. Gradually, I began looking forward to those brief conversations in a mild sort of way.

‘I’m terribly sorry, but my husband hasn’t come back yet.’

‘Sorry to have disturbed you.’

‘Not at all.’

‘Thank you, as always.’

‘Thank you too, and good night.’

Our conversations were limited to standard greetings of this sort; yet, over time, I began to feel close to the man. At times, I even felt like asking about the nature of the relationship he and Naa-chan had enjoyed back in the old days, but I hesitated to broach the subject. It was less out of concern for his feelings, and more that I didn’t want to destroy whatever slight intimacy we might have developed.

His voice bore a slight resemblance to that of my father.

I DIDN’T HAVE to wait long, though, to discover the man’s identity.

I have mentioned that I continued practising the koto after my marriage. Now I had lessons with Michiko-sensei every other week, rather than weekly as I had when I was single.

One day – the same day that Naa-chan was dispatched on an overnight business trip by his company – Michiko-sensei asked that we change the time of our lesson from the early afternoon to the evening. Had Naa-chan been returning that night, I don’t think I would have consented to the change, but he wouldn’t be back, no matter how late I stayed up, so I agreed.

I remember once confiding to Sugawara, an old college friend, how happy I felt waiting for Naa-chan to come home at night. I’ll never forget how shocked she looked.

‘What an exemplary wife!’ she said. It may have sounded like a compliment, but I could tell there was an underlying criticism: what a boring life you lead!

I knew she was unlikely to understand, so I didn’t try to explain. To some people, the work I did for Naa-chan with such joy – keeping house, looking after his needs – was considered pure drudgery. I didn’t care, though. What they thought was irrelevant to me.

I loved thinking about Naa-chan in those hours I spent waiting for him to come home at night, it was that simple. I was completely immersed in my love for my husband and no one could interfere with that joy, with the sweet anticipation I took in waiting to welcome the man in the flesh. Where else in the world could I find such happiness?

THAT EVENING, AT five o’clock I began my lesson with Michiko-sensei. By the time we finished, over two hours later, it was already dark outside.

‘Shall we have dinner together?’ Michiko-sensei asked me. ‘There’s a small Western-style restaurant not far from here that’s pretty good.’

I had worried that I’d be causing her extra work if I stayed for dinner, but the fact that we would be going out removed that concern, so I nodded my assent.

The phone call came when Michiko-sensei was changing clothes in one of her back rooms.

‘Sorry, but could you get it, Riko?’ she called to me.

Nervously, I picked up the receiver. I had never worked in an
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