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Tsuneo Asai was on a business trip to the Kansai region when he heard the news.

Around 8.30 in the evening, he was having dinner and drinks in the banquet room of a high-class restaurant with businessmen from the food processing industry. Asai was a section chief in the Staple Food Department of the Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry. He’d arrived in Kobe the day before, accompanying the ministry’s brand-new director general on a tour of inspection. It had only been a month since Director-General Shiraishi had been promoted from a different department, and he wasn’t very familiar with the practicalities of the job as yet. For the past couple of days, he and Asai had been visiting canning facilities and ham-processing plants in the Osaka–Kobe area, and were off to Hiroshima the next day. This evening they were enjoying the hospitality of some of the local business owners.

The evening was starting to wind down. Shiraishi, who was three years Asai’s senior, was sitting across from the chairman of the Food Manufacturers’ Association. The two men were discussing golf. The director general was known for his low handicap. In addition, he was an expert at shogi – Japanese chess – and Go, and a legend within the ministry for his mah-jong skills. Asai was at his side, sipping sake, pretending to be absorbed in his boss’s story. He believed that listening faithfully to one’s manager’s idle chit-chat was a mark of respect. Shiraishi’s voice was getting louder, oiled by the whisky he was drinking. He’d made director general by the age of forty-five – a rapid rise through the ranks. Unlike Asai, Shiraishi had graduated from the law department of the elite Tokyo University, and was a favourite of the vice-minister, leader of one of the ministry’s main political factions.

In advance of the personnel change, Asai had approached the manufacturers to warn them that the incoming director general was only planning a two-year – well, maybe as little as a year and a half – temporary stop-over in the post before transferring back into one of the ministry’s mainstream departments, and wouldn’t be putting much effort into the job.

“He won’t be at all familiar with the business side of things,” Asai explained. “But don’t worry; he’ll rely on me for everything. Leave him to me. Now, it’s possible he might try to pull off some sort of impressive stunt to draw more attention to himself, but I’ll be right there as a guide. I’ll be able to rein him in, don’t you worry.”

The manufacturers, anxious to gain their government certification, were all too happy to defer to Asai’s veteran experience. Asai had developed a pretty cosy relationship with them, but he never let it show while Director-General Shiraishi was around. Shiraishi had spent his free time at Tokyo University brushing up on his Go, shogi, mah-jong and golf; Asai, the kid from a poor family who’d struggled to graduate from a small private university and work his way up through the civil service ranks, was an entirely different species.

There were also about twenty geishas in attendance; the life and soul of the party knelt on a cushion across from the director general. It turned out that she was a golfer too, and she’d joined in their conversation about scores. The party was starting to wind down, and her placement directly opposite Shiraishi looked suspiciously like the work of the vice-chairman of the local Association of Food Manufacturers, Mr Yagishita. At least that was what Asai reckoned. Yagishita was a big name in the ham- and sausage-manufacturing business. A little while earlier, Asai had seen him carefully observing the director general’s reaction to the geisha. He must have now got up from his spot by the chairman and come around to whisper in Asai’s ear.

But it wasn’t Yagishita who was whispering in his ear. It was one of the waitresses.

“There’s a telephone call for you from Tokyo.”

Asai didn’t get up right away. It would be disrespectful to the director general for him to rush off. He picked up his cup of sake from the table and took a sip. Still feigning interest in his boss’s golfing tale, he wondered what could be so important for someone to call him this late. He’d been on all kinds of business trips, but his wife, Eiko, practically never called him. And she was his only family member. Whenever Asai went off on a long trip, she would invite her younger sister to stay and keep her company. This was a five-day trip, so Asai’s sister-in-law ought to be there. He could think of no reason for Eiko to need to get in touch with him. He’d been out during the day, of course, but what could possibly be so urgent for her to call the restaurant?

After about a minute, Asai rose slowly from his floor cushion. His boss was facing away from him, in conversation with the chairman. The geisha glanced his way, but quickly turned her attention back to the director general. Around twenty-seven or -eight, round-cheeked, she was definitely Shiraishi’s type.

Outside the party room, Asai followed the waitress along the corridor, around two corners to a glass-doored telephone booth. The receiver was off the hook.

“Hello, it’s me,” he began, but there was no one on the other end. His heart began to beat harder. He could hear other voices in the background, too faint to make out the words, but there was definitely some sort of commotion. Close by, he thought he could hear a woman sobbing. He recognized it as the voice of his sister-in-law, Miyako. That was why there had been no response – Miyako was in tears.

“Miyako! What’s the matter?” There was a slight tremor in his voice. He realized that something must have happened to Eiko for her not to come to the phone in person.

“Eiko’s…”

Asai couldn’t really follow the rest. Miyako was so emotional it was hard to tell whether she was laughing or crying.

Then he thought he made out the word “dead”.

“What?” he asked. “What did you say?”

“Eiko’s dead.”

“Dead? Are you sure?”

A waitress passed by in the corridor outside the glass booth. The door was tightly closed, and she didn’t even glance at him.

“When?”

Miyako’s speech was distorted by a huge wave of sobbing.

“Just over four hours ago.”

She’d been dead for more than four hours, and he was only just hearing about it? When he left for his trip he’d made sure to write down his schedule and the telephone numbers of the hotels he’d be staying at. Miyako would have called the hotel and been given the number of the restaurant. She should have called him here right away. There must have been an accident – that would have caused a delay. And it couldn’t have happened at home – she must have died elsewhere, otherwise Miyako would have called him immediately. But if they’d taken her to hospital, surely someone would have called to let him know.

“Was it a traffic accident?” he asked.

“It’s me.” Eiko’s father was on the line. “No, not a traffic accident.”

So his father-in-law had already arrived from the suburbs.

“She had a heart attack. It was very sudden.”

Asai’s seventy-year-old father-in-law sounded shaken. He couldn’t stop coughing.

“She was walking in the street, was suddenly overcome with pain, and collapsed in a nearby shop. The owner called Miyako and she got a taxi straight there, but it was already too late.”

“Did the shopkeeper call an ambulance?”

Asai was struggling to keep his emotions under control.

“No, she didn’t. There was a private clinic about two hundred yards away, so she got the doctor to come right over, but Eiko’s heart had already stopped beating.”

Eiko had a weak heart. She’d already suffered a mild heart attack two years ago.

“Where is she now?”

“They brought her back to the house about an hour ago. Miyako called your hotel to find out where you were.”

He could still hear Miyako weeping, and what sounded like his brother-in-law in the background, too.

“So what train will you be coming back on?” Eiko’s father asked.

“There won’t be any more bullet trains this evening. I’ll fly back if I can make it to the airport in time. Otherwise it’ll be the overnight train that gets into Tokyo in the morning.”

“We’ll all be waiting. I just can’t believe it. It’s such a shock. You should…”

His father-in-law had been going to tell him to try to stay calm and come home, but his voice petered out. It was almost as if the pain of causing trouble for his son-in-law was harder to deal with than the death of his daughter.

Asai left the telephone booth and called over one of the waitresses.

“Can I make it to the airport to catch a Tokyo flight tonight?”

The waitress folded back the violet-coloured sleeve of her kimono and looked at her wristwatch.

“It’s almost ten past nine now. The last flight is at nine thirty, so I doubt it.”

The restaurant was used to hosting customers from the capital, so they knew the flight times by heart.

“Do you need to get back right away?”

“Yes. What about an express train?”

“There’s one leaving from Sannomiya at quarter past ten. It gets into Tokyo around 9.30 in the morning.”

“I’ll get that one. Could you call me a cab?”

“For one person?”

“Yes, just me. It’s an emergency.”

As he headed back towards the restaurant, he decided he’d ask Vice-Chairman Yagishita of the Food Manufacturers’ Association to take care of Shiraishi. There was no way he could ask the ministry to send a replacement. His boss was going to have to complete the last two days of the tour of inspection by himself. For a man who liked to appear grand and dignified it would be insufferable not to have an assistant on a job like this. Perhaps he should ask for someone from the Hiroshima branch office… But if it wasn’t someone from headquarters, well, it wouldn’t be respectful to either the director general or the businessmen…

Not even the shock of losing his wife could completely distract Asai from work matters.

When he returned to the banquet room, they’d reached the final, rice course. His manager was busily eating a bowl of ochazuke rice with sea bream and green tea. The round-cheeked geisha was still attending to him. She watched Asai bow to Shiraishi and reseat himself before offering him the choice of ochazuke or plain steamed rice.

Asai had been gone quite a long time, and as he looked at his boss’s profile he detected a look of displeasure. He sat and fiddled with his hot rice bowl, wondering how best to approach the subject. He didn’t really have time to waste; Miyako’s weeping still echoed in his ears.

He carefully placed the bowl of untouched ochazuke on the table, pushed himself up to a kneeling position and shuffled a little closer to the director general.

“Mr Shiraishi, sir,” he said in a low voice, “I am very sorry to have to tell you —”

His boss inclined his head almost imperceptibly in Asai’s direction.

“I’m hoping to keep this private from the rest of the party…”

Things were not quite as lively as when the alcohol had been served earlier, but the party was still in full swing.

“Anyhow, I just received a phone call from my home in Tokyo. It seems my wife passed away unexpectedly.”

Shiraishi didn’t appear to have heard properly, and leaned in a little closer, a puzzled expression on his face.

“A heart attack. A few hours ago.”

This time, the director general understood. His eyes widened and he hurriedly placed his rice bowl on the table. His gaze darted quickly around the room before settling on Asai’s face.

“Really? Well, I’m—” His voice had taken on an appropriately sombre tone.

“It’s true, I’m afraid,” Asai added, in barely more than a murmur. “I just heard it from my father- and sister-in-law.”

“Was she in poor health, then, your wife?” asked his boss, adjusting his own voice to Asai’s level.

“No, sir, she was in good health. She had a sudden heart attack while out walking, and collapsed in a nearby shop. She died on the spot, apparently.”

“Well, that’s, er…”

As Asai had asked him to keep the news from the rest of the party, Shiraishi lowered his head slightly. His earlier look of irritation had quickly turned to a mixture of sympathy and unease.

“Well, you’d better get back to Tokyo straight away.” He issued the order in a low voice.

“Oh, thank you, sir. I’m terribly sorry that I won’t be able to be of service to you any longer on this trip.”

“Oh, please. Don’t worry about it. Well…” He checked his watch. “There won’t be any more flights tonight.”

“Right.”

“Are there any trains?”

“I heard from the restaurant staff that there’ll be an overnight train at 10.15.”

“Well, that doesn’t give you very much time. I’ll be fine. You’d better get on your way.”

“Thank you very much. I’m so sorry for all the inconvenience I’m causing you.”

“No, don’t be. It’s nothing at all.”

The food-processing reps were eating and drinking as normal, but they were throwing the occasional glance in the direction of the two men speaking in whispers. The geisha had taken her cue to leave, and was quietly chatting with one of her fellow entertainers.

“I’m very sorry about this.”

“I’ll come and pay my respects to your family once I’m back in Tokyo.”

“Oh no, sir, that’s not necessary… Well, I appreciate it. I know how busy you are.”

“Anyway, you’d better get going. After you’re gone, I’ll find the right moment to explain to everybody.”

“Oh no, sir. Please don’t trouble yourself. I’ll call Vice-Chairman Yagishita out into the hallway, and explain the situation to him. I’ll get him to tell the others.”

“Oh, all right then.”

The director general accepted without hesitation. He looked decidedly relieved not to have to perform such an unpleasant task himself.

“About the rest of the tour, sir. For the Hiroshima inspections, shall I ask the director of the General Affairs division at the local office to accompany you? If that’s acceptable to you, I can ask Yagishita to arrange it.”

“Please don’t worry about all that. I’ll manage just fine.”

“But if we don’t sort it out right away —”

“Never mind. Just get on your way. You still have to go and pick up your things from the hotel, don’t you?”

“Oh, yes… Well, I suppose I’d better take my leave.”

Now everyone had noticed that something was going on. Thirty pairs of eyes followed Asai as he got to his feet. He shot Yagishita a look and hurried out into the corridor. Yagishita followed right behind.

The vice-chairman was astounded to hear Asai’s story. To save time, the two of them talked on their way towards the exit.

“I thought it was a bit strange, all that whispering between you and the director general, but I never imagined it could be anything so awful. I don’t know what to say.”

Yagishita lowered his balding head and bowed deeply to Asai.

“Thanks. It was a complete shock.”

“It must have been. Like a bad dream, I suppose. When I tell everyone I reckon they’ll all be pretty shocked too.”

“I didn’t think it appropriate for me to announce it during dinner, but could you find the right moment and let everyone know?”

“Of course I will, don’t you worry. But Mr Asai, there was no need to hold back. We’ve all known you for years! You should feel at home here.”

“I’m sorry – I do have one more request. After I leave, the director general will be travelling by himself. I don’t suppose you could suggest someone to look after him? It’s too late to get anyone from the ministry, but tomorrow morning could you give the Hiroshima office a call and get the director of General Affairs to meet him at the station and stay with him for the rest of the trip?”

“Got it. But you really shouldn’t be worrying about work at a time like this.”

There was pity in Yagishita’s voice.

“No, no. It’s fine. It’s my job, after all. I have to hand over the reins in a responsible manner. I can’t be seen to get distracted by personal matters.”

“But your wife has passed away. It’s completely different.”

“I suppose so. But I still have to make a distinction between personal and professional matters. After I leave, the director general is going to be all alone, and that’s not going to make him look good at all.”

“Yeah, well, I suppose you’re right, but —”

“Anyway, could you do that for me?”

“Sure. No problem. Have a safe trip home!”

Asai stopped walking for a moment and leaned to whisper in Yagishita’s ear.

“What do you think about the girl sitting across from Mr Shiraishi? Do you think anything’s going to come of that?”

Yagishita looked stunned. Apparently, when it came to his bosses, nothing escaped Asai’s attention.

“Mr Asai. You’re not worrying yourself about that sort of thing at a time like this, are you?”

It wasn’t until much later that Asai finally began to recover from the shock. Rattled around by the movement of the overnight train, he lay awake and began to think. Where had Eiko been when she’d had the heart attack? He’d forgotten to ask.
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Following Eiko’s funeral, Asai observed the seventh-day Buddhist memorial service, but once that was over the house felt empty. It’d be a long time before everyone would get together again. There’d be the next memorial on the first anniversary of her death, but Asai wasn’t sure how many of Eiko’s relatives were likely to turn up. He and Eiko had no children, so it felt as if the family line had ended with her death.

Asai and Eiko’s marriage had lasted seven years. They’d married a year after Asai’s first wife had passed away. He’d been thirty-five, and she eight years his junior. At twenty-seven, it was Eiko’s first marriage. The matchmaker told him that she’d been very picky early on about who she’d accept a marriage proposal from, and that gradually her chances of finding someone had faded. When they first came face to face, Asai had guessed that was true. She wasn’t all that great-looking, but he was attracted by her cheerful smile.

Asai had expressed a strong interest in Eiko, perhaps because his first wife had been rather plain-looking. However, the matchmaker didn’t bring him an immediate acceptance of his proposal. Eiko had hesitated. He hadn’t been sure if it was something to do with her age – twenty-seven was late for a first marriage – or if it had been a problem for her that it was his second. Asai also knew he wasn’t exactly a great looker himself; he’d never been popular with the ladies. The only thing really going for him was the stability of his job as a civil servant, but even that didn’t pay a great salary.

Finally, after keeping him in suspense for a good while, Eiko had agreed to marry him. Asai loved her. His second wife was much younger and more immature than his first, and he treated her more like a favourite child. Sometimes the age difference felt a lot closer to a dozen years.

Eiko, for her part, rather enjoyed being spoiled by her affectionate husband. It wasn’t uncommon for her to spend two or three days at a time lying on the sofa, claiming to be too tired to do any housework. Asai never complained. He’d go out shopping and do all the cooking and cleaning himself.

Whenever she was feeling fatigued, Eiko wouldn’t let Asai anywhere near her. She’d never been particularly into sex. This didn’t mean she wasn’t affectionate to her husband – she just wasn’t very assertive in bed. It was a little disappointing to Asai, but it didn’t stop him from adoring his young wife.

Eiko was very sociable and loved to spend time with friends. This aspect of her personality contrasted strongly with how quiet she was at home. She had two completely different sides. Asai often wondered if she was bored staying at home with him. She certainly came to life whenever she went out somewhere.

Mostly she spent time with women she’d known for years, and friends of those friends. At the beginning they’d all studied traditional Japanese ballads together. Somewhere along the line they’d quit those classes, and switched to playing the shamisen. Next it had been Japanese-style painting. Most recently, Eiko had been studying haiku with a woman poet in Suginami Ward. One of her friends who had been a pupil there for some time had invited her to join the class. She didn’t seem to be able to stick with things for long, but Asai supposed, as a result, her life was never monotonous.

Happily, the haiku infatuation seemed to have stuck. Eiko had already been studying it for two years, with no sign of giving up. She even seemed to have a small amount of talent for it, and her poems were often praised by her teacher and fellow pupils. From time to time, she’d have a poem chosen for publication in an amateur haiku fan magazine. Eiko’s teachers had praised her shamisen playing and her painting in the past, but actually seeing her own work in print had encouraged her more than anything. Being average at something was depressing; to be top of her class put her in great spirits. She always enjoyed comparing her results to other people’s. She had cleared her desk at home of all her paints and brushes, and for a while now it had been covered in books – collections of haiku poetry, glossaries of terms, dictionaries.

Apparently, the women who wrote haiku were either very old or very young; there weren’t many in between. Women around Eiko’s age – in their mid-thirties – were usually housewives with two or three children and found it difficult to get away, so Eiko and three or four of her friends were the only ones of that generation who attended the meetings.

It was about two or three years ago that Eiko had turned to her husband and asked, out of the blue, “Do you think I’m sexy?”

Asai had asked if someone had told her she was, to which she’d replied that a fellow haiku poet had told her that she was very sexy – not in any vulgar way, but that she had a kind of glamour about her. She’d clearly been delighted.

“Was it a man or a woman who told you that?” Asai was very conscious of the fact that there were far more men than women in her haiku circle.

“Of course it was a woman! I never talk to the men about anything but poetry. There’s no one who’d say anything like that to me. But this woman said that if she could see it, then it must be obvious to men too.”

Because Asai was around her day in day out, he hadn’t really noticed, but when Eiko had told him this he’d seen what she meant. The lines of her figure had softened and rounded. She’d always been charming, but as she approached her mid-thirties that sweetness had changed to a more mature sexiness.

“Ugh. I had a bad experience today. One of the women in my haiku circle told me she’d always assumed I was a bar hostess or something. She’d heard from one of my friends that I wasn’t, but found it hard to believe. Is that how people see me? I’m going to have to start wearing frumpier clothes from now on.”

But all the frumpy outfits in the world wouldn’t have disguised her sex appeal; they’d have simply served to highlight the sexiness beneath the surface. To be honest, it had nothing to do with the clothes – it was her body. What had always been her sociable and open behaviour now came across as a little flirty. Asai saw it after this conversation, even in the smallest gesture.

They say a woman in her thirties is in the prime of her life, thought Asai. It was only natural that her body would change. This exact topic had come up when Asai had been out drinking with his colleagues after work. One of his colleagues had claimed that there was nothing natural about a thirty-something woman who started to look sexier; he believed her increased sensuality was achieved through experience. The rest had agreed. There was only one way that a woman’s sexuality could mature, and that was by having more sex.

But Asai had been reluctant to agree. Sex with his own wife couldn’t possibly be responsible for her increased voluptuousness. Not only was it very infrequent, but there was nothing wild or adventurous about it either. He knew from frank conversations over drinks that his own sex life was only about a tenth of the frequency of his colleagues’. Assuming this group was an average cross section of the general public, he’d realized he was way, way below the norm. Eiko just wasn’t interested.

To make matters worse, about two years previously, Eiko had suffered a heart attack. The unexpected pain in her chest had abruptly drained all the colour from her face, and she’d broken out in a cold sweat. She’d made it to the hospital in time, and the doctor had diagnosed a mild coronary. After a week in hospital, she’d made a full recovery, but ever since then she’d been even less keen on Asai’s attentions in bed. She’d read in some medical journal that a second heart attack was likely to be fatal, so she’d resolved to take extra care. She’d said it was important to keep as calm as possible and avoid any kind of shock. That was another reason she’d taken up haiku.

The doctor had told Asai that although it was important to be cautious, that what Eiko had read in the medical journal was “textbook” advice as it were, she didn’t really need to follow it to the letter. She’d had a heart attack, but it was a mild one, and being too neurotic about a recurrence was inadvisable.

Asai agreed that being neurotic was a bad thing. And probably that was the appeal of the world of haiku poetry; it was very good for her spiritual health. However, after the heart attack, she’d completely refused all physical contact, which, to be honest, she’d never been particularly enthusiastic about in the first place.

And that was why Asai had disagreed with the opinion that experience was what caused a woman’s sexuality to blossom. Sex had nothing to do with it. He believed that a woman’s body went through natural changes as she aged. But he couldn’t express these views to other people. If he did, he’d have to cough up the truth about the woeful state of his own sex life. He realized there was no other way to make his case, but he wasn’t prepared to be that open. In the end, whenever the conversation turned to this topic, he kept a poker face.

It was curious, though – and he supposed that every case was different – that because his wife’s sex drive was so low, his own body and needs seemed to have adjusted to hers. He didn’t seem to have any strong sexual desires any more. He could easily have paid a woman to have his own needs met, or even started an affair, but he’d never been particularly interested. He supposed it was because he and Eiko were perfectly in tune.

But besides being in tune with Eiko, there were two other reasons he wasn’t interested. The first was that he was the kind of person who valued money above everything. He understood that it was vital to a stable lifestyle. He believed that being without savings was the equivalent of standing on the precipice of hell. This way of thinking came from being poor and having to work himself through college. There was no way he was going to waste a single yen of his hard-earned money on a few moments of pleasure with a prostitute. Anyway, it wasn’t as easy as it had been in the past to visit a red-light district and pick up a woman. These days you had to know the right people. If you didn’t, then you had to go to a bar at least three or four times and do your best to persuade some woman you met there to sleep with you or have her introduce someone to you. Not only was this a colossal waste of time and energy, it ended up being expensive. And it might have been okay when he was young, but it was hardly the behaviour of a respectable forty-something. What if he ran into some young guy from the ministry? Imagine the embarrassment! He’d be a laughing stock. And it might end up damaging his prospects at work.

Asai was immensely proud of being section chief at the Ministry of Agriculture. That was the other reason he didn’t want a colourful private life. There were plenty of people who had played around, valuing their private life above work, and they’d run into trouble with the powers that be. That had been the end of promotion for them. Some had even quit the ministry altogether, and after that they’d never been able to find a decent job.

It wasn’t that the ministry was the pleasantest work environment, but he mostly kept his complaints to himself. There were times when he felt extremely irritated at the elite-track types, known as “career civil servants”, but this was Japanese bureaucracy, and there was nothing rational about it. If you were going to be that enraged at the system, you might as well quit. To rebel was futile.

Rather than wasting his time banging his head against the bureaucratic wall, Asai carefully planned his own route to success. With the right care and attention he’d make division chief. There were a few people with the same academic background as himself who’d become director. And once in a blue moon someone like him actually made it to director general.

To be fair, he wasn’t aiming quite that high, but he at least meant to be division chief before he retired. And so he did his job diligently. He’d set out to become an expert in practical matters, to be something the elite-track director generals and division chiefs couldn’t. This was his only means of competing with the highly educated, career-track types.

When he said “compete”, it wasn’t exactly a contest. He simply made sure he was their go-to person when it came to practical matters. The elite tended to see their position at the ministry as a kind of temporary stopover on the highway to greatness. They had no idea about the day-to-day practicalities of the job. In fact, as they were only resting briefly on their journey, they didn’t even bother to familiarize themselves properly with the requirements of the job. They’d skate by, believing they’d grasped the fundamental principles, barely slowing down as they blindly rubber-stamped everything that came their way.

Asai was the loyal assistant, the faithful aide to these higher-ups, though admittedly he wasn’t equally helpful to everyone. He was very adept at sniffing out whether someone was likely to rise high in the ranks or not. He’d learned this both from experience and from studying the facts.

Whenever Asai did a job for someone who didn’t seem to have a very bright future, he appeared attentive enough, but his heart wasn’t truly in it. There was no going above and beyond his duties. He’d surreptitiously watch and wait for the boss in question to run into difficulties, while cleverly making sure no one noticed that he was being deliberately malicious. This way, he got some of the resentment and frustration out of his system.

However, everything changed if he spotted a superior on the career fast-track. It didn’t matter how mediocre a boss he might be, Asai would treat him with utter devotion, on occasion performing amazing feats on his behalf and allowing his boss to take the credit.

Division chiefs would become directors, and directors would become director generals. In the future, one of these bosses might well return to the department to be his direct supervisor once again, and then, Asai reckoned, he would be justly rewarded. Along with the increase in salary from each promotion would be a larger severance cheque and a much higher pension.

Asai poured all of his energy into his job at the ministry, so the dismal state of his marital relations with Eiko barely bothered him. Things had always been like that, and now she had her heart condition. He was used to taking care of her.

And then, with his wife’s sudden death, Asai seemed to have lost his way.

He had bawled as his wife’s body was laid in its coffin, and when the time came for it to pass through the little window into the crematorium furnace, his father-in-law had had to pry him off. Do all husbands who lose their beloved wives feel this way? Asai had wondered as he wiped the tears from his eyes. Does everyone feel like this? He’d surprised himself. He wasn’t normally the type to show his feelings.

Surely not all of those tears were caused by a fleeting rush of emotion – he must have loved Eiko deeply. Their seven years together may not have been the richest of married lives, but having her die on him reminded him how much he’d cared about her. He was older and had seen a lot more of life, had often treated her like a child, but he was now reminded with a jolt that they’d been equal partners in marriage.

He was still working through these emotions when one Sunday, around ten days after Eiko’s death, her sister came by. Miyako’s husband, a technician at an oil company, was away on a two-month overseas business trip, looking into future sites for development. Miyako usually stayed with her parents while he was away, and when Asai was absent on business she’d always stayed with Eiko at her place.

“You must be feeling lonely,” she said to Asai, as she lit an incense stick for her sister and offered a prayer in front of the family altar. She hesitated a little as she took a seat by Asai.

“I’ve still not completely come to terms with the fact that she’s dead,” Asai replied truthfully.
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