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F
ive straight days she spent in front 
of the television, staring at crum

bled banks and hospitals, whole blocks 
of stores in flames, severed rail lines and 
expressways. She never said a word. 
Sunk deep in the cushions of the sofa, 
her mouth clamped shut, she wouldn't 
answer when Komura spoke to her. She 
wouldn't shake her head or nod. Ko
mura could not be sure that the sound 
of his voice was even getting through 
to her. 

Komura's wife came from way up 
north in Yamagata, and, as far as he 
knew, she had no friends or relatives 
who could have been hurt in Kobe. Yet 
she stayed planted in front of the televi
sion from morning to night. When he 
got up, Komura would make his own 
toast and coffee, and head off to work. 
When he came home in the evening, 
he'd fix himself a snack with whatever 
he found in the refrigerator and eat it by 
himself She'd still be glaring at the late 
news when he dropped off to sleep. In 
his presence, at least, she ate nothing 
and drank nothing and never went to 
the toilet. A stone wall of silence sur
rounded her. Komura gave up trying to 
break through. 

And when he carne home from work 
on Sunday, the sixth day, his wife had 
disappeared. 

K
omura was a salesman at one of 
the oldest audio-equipment stores 

in Tokyo's Akihabara "Electronics 
Town." He handled high-end stuff and 
earned a sizable commission whenever 
he made a sale. Most of his clients were 
doctors, wealthy independent business
men, and rich provincials. He had been 
doing this for eight years and had 
earned a decent income right from the 
start. The economy was healthy, real
estate prices were rising, and Japan was 
overflowing with money. Wallets were 
bursting with ten-thousand-yen bills, 
and everyone was dying to spend them. 
The most expensive items were often 
the first to sell out. 

Komura was tall and slim and a styl
ish dresser. He was good with people. In 
his bachelor days, he had dated a lot of 
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women. But after getting married, at 
twenty-six, he found that his desire for 
sexual adventures simply-and mysteri
ously-vanished. He hadn't slept with 
any woman but his wife during the five 
years of their marriage. Not that the op
portunity had never presented itself
but he had lost all interest in fleeting 
affairs and one-night stands. He much 
preferred to come home early, have a re
laxed meal with his wife, talk with her 
awhile on the sofa, then go to bed and 
make love. This was everything he 
wanted. 

Komura's friends were puzzled by his 
marriage. Next to his clean, classic 
looks, his wife could not have seemed 
more ordinary. She was short, with 
thick arms, and she had a dull, even 
stolid, appearance. And it wasn't just 
physical: there was nothing attractive 
about her personality, either. She rarely 
spoke, and her expression was often 
sullen. 

Still, though he himself did not quite 
understand why, Komura always felt his 
tension dissipate when he and his wife 
were together under one roof; it was 
the only time he could truly relax. I Ie 
slept well with her, undisntrbcd by the 
strange dreams that had troubled him in 
the past. 1 lis erections were hard; his sex 

life was warm. I Ie no longer had to 
worry about death or venereal disease or 
the vastness of the universe. 

!lis wife, on the other hand, disliked 
Tokyo's crowded urban life style and 
longed for Yamagata. She missed her 
parents and her two older sisters, and 
she would go home to see them when
ever she felt the need. Her parents op
erated a successful inn, which kept them 
financially comfortable. Her father was 

crazy about his youngest daughter and 
happily paid her round-trip fares. Sev
eral times, Komura had come home 
from work to find his wife gone and a 
note on the kitchen table telling him 
that she would be visiting her parents 
for a while. I Ic never objected. He just 
waited for her to come back, and she al
ways did, after a week or ten days, in a 
good mood. 

But the letter his wife had left for 
him five days after the earthquake was 

different: "I am never coming back," she 
had written, and gone on to explain 
simply but clearly why she no longer 
wanted to live with Komura. "The 

problem is that you never give me any
thing," she wrote. "Or, to put it more 
precisely, you have nothing inside you 
that you can give me. You are good and 
kind and handsome, but living with you 
is like living with a chunk of air. It's not 
your fault. There are lots of women who 

will fall in love with you. But please 
don't call me. just get rid of the stuffl'm 
leaving behind." 

Not that she had left much of any
thing behind. Her clothes, her shoes, 
her umbrella, her coffee mug, her hair 
dryer: all were gone. She must have 
packed them in boxes and shipped them 
out after he left for work that morning. 
The only things still in the house that 
could be called "her sntff" were the bi
cycle she used for shopping and a few 
books. The Beatles and Bill Evans CDs 
that Komura had been collecting since 
his bachelor days had also vanished. 

The next day, he tried calling his 
wife's parents' house in Yamagata. His 
mother-in-law answered the phone and 
told him that his wife didn't want to talk 
to him. She sounded somewhat apolo
getic. She also told him that his wife 
would be sending him the necessary di
vorce forms soon and that he should 
sign them and send them back right 
away. 

Komura answered that he might not 
be able to send them back right away. 
This was an important matter, and he 
wanted time to think it over. 

"You can think it over all you want, 
but I don't think that'll change any
thing," his mother-in-law said. 

She was probably right, Komura 
thought. No matter how long he waited, 
things would never be the same. He was 
sure of that. 

S
hortly after he sent the papers back, 
Komura asked for a week off from 

work. February was a slow month, and 
he had already told his boss what was 
going on in his life. He had no trouble 
getting permission. 

A colleague of Komura's named Sa
saki came over to him at lunch and said, 
"I hear you're taking time off. Are you 
planning to do something?" 

"I don't know," Komura said. "What 
should} do?" 

Sasaki was a bachelor, three years 
younger than Komura. I Ie had a deli
cate build and short hair, and he wore 
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salmon that was made of nothing but 
skin. So there may be some cases when 
it's better to have nothing inside. Don't 
you think?" 

Komura tried to imagine what a sal
mon made of nothing but skin would be 
like. But even supposing there were 
such a thing, wouldn't the skin itself be 
the something inside? Komura took a 
deep breath, raising and then lowering 
Shimao's head on his chest. 

"I'll tell you this, though," Shimao 
said. "I don't know whether you've got 
nothing or something inside you, but 1 
think you're terrific. I'll bet the world is 
full of women who would understand 
yo�, and .fall in love �th you." 

It srud that, too. 
'What? Your wife's note?" 
"Uh-huh." 
"No kidding," Shimao said. Her car

ring rubbed against the skin of his chest. 
"Come to think of it," Komura said, 

"what's the something inside that box 1 
brought up here?" 

''Is that bothering you?" 

"lt wasn't bothering me before. But 
no�, .r don't kno�, it's starting to." 

Smcewhen? 
"Just now." 
"All of a sudden?" 
"Yeah, once I started thinking about 

it, all of a sudden." 
"I wonder why it's started to bother 

you now, all of a sudden." 
. Kom�ra stared 

,
at the ceiling for a 

mmute. I wonder. 
The two listened to the moaning of 

the wind. The wind carne from some
place unknown to Komura, and it blew 
past, to ru1other place unknown to him. 

"''ll tell you why," Shimao said in a 
low voice. "It's because that box con
tains the something that was inside 
you. You didn't know that when you 
carried it here and gave it to Keiko with 
your own hands. Now you'll never get 
it back." 

Komura lifted himself from the mat
tress and looked down at the woman. 
1 my nose, moles on her earlobe. In the 
room's silence, his heart beat with a loud, 

dry sound. I lis bones cracked as he 
leaned forward. For a split second, Ko
mura felt as if he were on the verge of 
commit ting an act of incredible violence. 

'Just kidding," Shimao said, when 
she saw the look on his face. "I said the 
first thing that popped into my head. It 
was a lousy joke. 1' m sorry. Don't take it 
personally. I didn't mean to hurt you." 

Komura forced himself to calm 
down and sank his head into his pillow 
again. I le closed his eyes and took a 
deep breath. The huge bed stretched 
out around him like a noctun1al sea. I lis 
heart was still pounding. 

"Axe you starting to feel a little as if 
you've come a long way?" Shimao asked. 

"I Imm. Now I feel as if I've come a 
very long way," Komura answered 
honestly. 

Shimao traced a complicated design 
on Komura' s chest wiili her fingertip, as 
if casting a magic spell. 

"But really," she said, "you're just at 
ilie beginning." • 

(Translated, from the Japanese, by Jay Rubin.) 
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