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         The mid-afternoon sunlight stuck, pure white, to the vertical and horizontal washing on the lines as an old man, walking through a large apartment complex in the airless, clammy heat, suddenly stopped in the middle of the road to look back over his shoulder and froze that way, and a brick-red car ground to a halt beside a mailbox as if its strength had petered out, though no one got out into the stillness of a July day at two o’clock, silent except for a distant drone that might have been either a 4dying cicada or the hum of a machine in a school-lunch factory.

         In a six-mat room beyond the railing on her balcony a housewife was making tea, stopping now and then to frown at the blank TV screen as she picked at a scab on her knee; her neighbor, who had gone to the local Culture Center, had closed her kitchen curtains but not all the way, so you could see a half-eaten apple with lipstick stains on top of the refrigerator. In one corner of this apartment complex in a modern residential area, so dull it seemed dead until the children came home to get ready for cram school, there was a large, dirty homemade sign that had been clinging to a telephone pole for a year or more, always seeming about to fall off but somehow stubbornly managing to stay on. The rain had blurred the words “Kitamura School,” written with a pink 5magic marker in Mitsuko Kitamura’s handwriting, and the telephone number was half torn off, and there was so much yellow pigeon shit stuck to the map you could hardly read it, but since all the mothers in the complex with children of elementary or junior high school age knew where the Kitamura School was this didn’t pose a problem, and although the poster had outlived its usefulness no one bothered to dispose of it, either because it was too filthy to touch, or out of loyalty to the tradition, firmly established in the thirty years since the complex had been built, of not worrying about how dirty things outside were as long as the area around your own apartment was clean, which meant that when a pigeon was hit by a car and lay splattered all over the street or some drunk left a pile of turds somewhere, people just waited for City Hall to clean it up, so naturally no one could 6have cared less about this sign, which would probably stay there until the wind ripped it to shreds and blew it away.

         
             

         

         Anyway, the children all loved the Kitamura School, which they nicknamed the “Kitabooboo School”; in fact, so many wanted to go there it had become something of a fad, and even if it failed to improve some kids’ grades, with all the stories these days about youngsters enrolled in cram schools they hated but actually spending the time in Game Centers, it was a relief to mothers, knowing they didn’t have that to worry about with the Kitamura School, so most didn’t let the strange rumors bother them, and when someone occasionally was heard saying she’d never send one of her children to a place like that, the others would tell her not to get so excited about some idle gossip which was 7only a kid’s imagination to start with, blown out of all proportion, and since children can’t really tell the difference between a little dirt and downright obscenity and tend to get things mixed up anyway, it was best not to believe everything they said, etc., etc.

         Take, for example, what some grade school kids were reporting to their mothers about “snot paper”: “Miss Kitamura says wiping your nose with snot paper you’ve already used once is nice, because it’s so soft and warm and wet, but when you use it a third time to wipe yourself when you go to the bathroom, it feels even better.” Mothers blushed to hear this from a son or daughter of theirs, wanting to scold but not sure exactly why or how, and in the end just telling them, “You mustn’t say ‘snot paper,’ it’s ‘tissue,’” only to find that, no matter how determined they were not to imagine 8their child’s beautiful teacher sitting on the toilet wiping herself with that lovely moist tissue, Miss Kitamura’s smiling face invariably rose before them. And this, in turn, would remind them what the head teacher at the elementary school had said about her: “It’s unusual for a beautiful woman to look that happy. I thought traditional beauties were supposed to be sad and lonely.” Regardless of whether rumors about the head teacher’s being distantly related to Mitsuko Kitamura were true or not, the mothers talked themselves into believing that if that straitlaced old schoolmarm said Mitsuko was beautiful, she couldn’t be all that “dirty” and some even thought Mitsuko might be telling her pupils about “dirty” things on purpose, for educational reasons. And besides, none of the kids who had heard Mitsuko talk about the virtues of using “snot paper” three times followed suit and 9picked up an unhygienic habit; on the contrary, they were as wasteful as ever, rolling out reams of toilet paper so they could use just a few sheets at the end, and compared to the stories you heard about kids who competed with their little brothers to see who could pull the most tissues out of the box in the shortest time and then sent the whole wad fluttering down from the fifth floor window, Mitsuko Kitamura’s lecture on “snot paper” began to sound like a serious lesson in frugality. So in the end no one took their children out of the Kitamura School because of the talk about “snot paper”; in fact, long after the kids had forgotten all about it, many mothers found that it came back to them every time they went to the toilet, and some wondered if there wasn’t a softer, moister kind of paper they could use instead of this machine-made stuff, which felt awfully dry and scratchy sometimes. 10

         What really stimulated their sensitivity in this area was the story the kids brought home about a princess and her dog. “Maybe the only story you know about a human being marrying an animal is ‘The Crane Wife,’ but there’s another one called ‘The Bridegroom Was a Dog’” Miss Kitamura began, and the children listened carefully until the end, but the tale was so long that the younger ones got mixed up when they tried to tell it at home, and the older ones were too embarrassed to repeat it, so curious mothers were left to piece together the fragments they’d overheard for themselves, but, anyway, the story went like this. Once upon a time there was a little princess who was still too young to wipe herself after she went to the lavatory, and the woman assigned to look after her was too lazy to do it for her, so she used to call the princess’s favorite black dog and say, “If you lick her bottom 11clean, one day she’ll be your bride,” and in time the princess herself began looking forward to that day.…

         Up to this point in the story, the children’s accounts all matched each other, but there were various versions of what happened next: some said, for instance, that one day the black dog kidnapped the princess and took her deep into the forest, where he finally married her, while others said the princess’s parents flew into a rage when they happened to catch the black dog licking their daughter’s bottom, and sent both of them into exile on a desert island.

OEBPS/images/9781803511344_cover_epub.jpg
Yoko
Tawada

AUTHOR OF THE LAST
CHILDREN OF TOKYO





OEBPS/images/logo_1_online.png





OEBPS/TOC.xhtml

    Contents


  

		Title Page


   		Contents


   		The Bridegroom Was a Dog


   		Also by Yoko Tawada from Granta Books


   		Copyright





  

