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sorry to mar the sweetness of these last memories by overindulgence.

Since the lieutenant had clearly desisted, Reiko too, with her usual
compliance, followed his example. The two lay naked on their backs, with
fingers interlaced, staring fixedly at the dark ceiling. The room was warm
from the heater, and even when the sweat had ceased to pour from their
bodies they felt no cold. Outside, in the hushed night, the sounds of
passing traffic had ceased. Even the noises of the trains and streetcars
around Yotsuya station did not penetrate this far. After echoing through
the region bounded by the moat, they were lost in the heavily wooded
part fronting the broad driveway before Akasaka Palace.* It was hard to
believe in the tension gripping this whole quarter, wliere the two factions
of the bitterly divided Imperial Army now confronted each other, poised
for battle.

Savoring the warmth glowing within themselves, they lay still and
recalled the ecstasies they had just known. Each moment of the experi-
ence was relived. They remembered the taste of kisses which had never
wearied, the touch of naked flesh, episode after episode of dizzying bliss.
But already, from the dark boards of the ceiling, the face of death was
peering down. These joys had been final, and their bodies would never
know them again. Not that joy of this intensity—and the same thought
had occurred to them both—was ever likely to be reexperienced, even if
they should live on to old age.

The feel of their fingers intertwined—this too would soon be lost.
Even the wood-grain patterns they now gazed at on the dark ceiling
boards would be taken from them. They could feel death edging in,
nearer and nearer. There could be no hesitation now. They must have
the courage to reach out to death themselves, and to seize it.

“Well, let’s make our preparations,” said the lieutenant. The note
of determination in the words was umnistakable, but at the same time
Reiko had never heard her husband’s voice so warm and tender.

After they had risen, a variety of tasks awaited them.

The lieutenant, who had never once before helped with the bed-
ding, now cheerfully slid back the door of the closet, lifted the mattress
across the room by himself, and stowed it away inside.

Reiko turned off the gas heater and put away the lamp standard.
During the lieutenant’s absence she had arranged this room carefully,
sweeping and dusting it to a fresh cleanness, and now—if one overlooked
the rosewood table drawn into one corner—the eight-mat room gave
all the appearance of a reception room ready to welcome an important
guest.

“We've seen some drinking here, haven’t we? With Kano and
Homma and Noguchi . . .”

“Yes, they were great drinkers, all of them.”

4. Part of the Imperial Palace complex in Tokyo.
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“We'll be meeting them before long, in the other world. Theyll
tease us, | imagine, when they find I've brought you with me.”

Descending the stairs, the lieutenant turned to look back into this
calm, clean room, now brightly illuminated by the ceiling lamp. There

- floated across his mind the faces of the young officers who had drunk

there, and laughed, and in nocently bragged. He had never dreamed then
that he would one day cut open his stomach in this room.

In the two rooins downstairs husband and wife busied themselves
smoothly and serenely with their respective preparations. The lieutenant
went to the toilet, and then to the bathroom to wash. Meanwhile Reiko
folded away her husband’s padded robe, placed his uniform tunic, his
trousers, and a newly cut bleached loincloth in the bathroom, and set out
sheets of paper on the living-room table for the farewell notes. Then she
removed the lid from the writing box and began rubbing ink from the
ink tablet. She had already decided upon the wording of her own note.

Reiko's fingers pressed hard upon the cold gilt letters of the ink
tablet, and the water in the shallow well at once darkened, as if a black
cloud had spread across it. She stopped thinking that this repeated action,
this pressure from her fingers, this rise and fall of faint sound, was all and
solely for death. It was a routine domestic task, a simple paring away of
time until death should finally stand before her. But somehow, in the
increasingly smooth motion of the tablet rubbing on the stone, and in the
scent from the thickening ink, there was unspeakable darkness.

Neat in his uniform, which he now wore next to his skin, the lieu-
tenant emerged from the bathroom. Without a word he seated himself
at the table, bolt upright, took a brush in his hand, and stared undecid-
edly at the paper before him.

Reiko took a white silk kimone with her and entered the bathroom.
When she reappeared in the living room, clad in the white kimono and
with her face lightly made up, the farewell note lay completed on the
table beneath the lamp. The thick black brushstrokes said simply:

“Long Live the Imperial Forces—Army Lieutenant Takeyama
Shinji.”

! While Reiko sat opposite hiin writing her own note, the lieutenant
gazed in silence, intensely serious, at the controlled movement of his
wife’s pale fingers as they manipulated the brush.

With their respective notes in their hands—the lieutenant’s sword
strapped to his side, Reiko’s small dagger thrust into the sash of her white
kimono—the two of them stood before the god shelf and silently prayed.
Then they put out all the downstairs lights. As he mounted the stairs the
lieutenant turned his head and gazed back at the striking, white-clad
figure of his wife, climbing behind him, with lowered eyes, from the
darkness beneath.

The farewell notes were laid side by side in the alcove of the
upstairs room. They wondered whether they ought not to remove the
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hanging scroll, but since it had been written by their go-between, Lieu-
tenant General Ozeki, and consisted, moreover, of two Chinese charac-
ters signifying “Sincerity,” they left it where it was. Even if it were to
become stained with splashes of blood, they felt that the lieutenant gen-
eral would understand.

The lieutenant, sitting erect with his back to the alcove, laid his
sword on the floor before him.

Reiko sat facing him, a mat’s width away. With the rest of her so
severely white the touch of rouge on her lips seemed remarkably seduc-
tive.

Across the dividing mat they gazed intently into each other’s eyes.
The lieutenant’s sword lay before his knees. Seeing it, Reiko recalied
their first night and was overwhelmed with sadness. The lieutenant
spoke, in a hoarse voice:

“As I have no second to help me 1 shall cut deep. It may look
unpleasant, but please do not panic. Death of any sort is a fearful thing
to watch. You must not be discouraged by what you see. Is that all right?”

“Yes.”

Reiko nodded deeply.

Louking at the slender white figure of his wife the lieutenant expe-
rienced a bizarre excitement. What he was about to perform was an act
in his public capacity as a soldier, something he had never previously
shown his wife. It called for a resolution equal to the courage to enter
battle; it was a death of no less degree and quality than death in the front
line. It was his conduct on the battlefield that he was now to display.

Momentarily the thought led the lieutenant to a strange fantasy. A
lonely death on the battlefield, a death beneath the eyes of his beautiful
wife . . . in the sensation that he was now to die in these two dimensions,
realizing an impossible union of them both, there was sweetness beyond
words. This must be the very pinnacle of good fortune, he thought. To
have every moment of his death observed by those beautiful eyes—it was
like being borne to death on a gentle, fragrant breeze. There was some
special favor here. He did not understand precisely what it was, but it
was a domain unknown to others: a dispensation granted to no one else
had been permitted to himself. In the radiant, bridelike figure of his
white-robed wife the lieutenant seemed to see a vision of all those things
he had loved and for which he was to lay down his life—the hinperial
Household, the Nation, the Army Flag. All these, no less than the wife
who sat before him, were presences observing him closely with clear and
never-faltering eyes.

Reiko too was gazing intently at her husband, so soon to die, and
she thought that never in this world had she seen anything so beautiful.
The lieutenant always looked well in uniform, but now, as he contem-
plated death with severe brows and firmly closed lips, he revealed what
was perhaps masculine beauty at its most superb, ‘
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“It’s time to go,” the lieutenant said at last. ‘

Reiko bent her body low to the mat in a deep bow. She could not
raise her face. She did not wish to spoil her make-up with tears, but the
tears could not be held back.

When at length she looked up she saw hazily through the tears that
her husband had wound a white bandage around the blade of his now
unsheathed sword, leaving five or six inches of naked steel showing at the

oint.

P Resting the sword in its cloth wrapping on the mat before him,
the lieutenant rose from his knees, resettled himself crosslegged, and
unfastened the hooks of his uniform collar. His eyes no longer saw his
wife. Slowly, one by one, he undid the flat brass buttons. The dusky
brown chest was revealed, and then the stomach. He unclasped his belt
and undid the buttons of his trousers. The pure whiteness of the thickly
coiled loincloth showed itself. The lieutenant pushed the cloth down with
both hands, further to ease his stomach, and then reached for the white-
bandaged blade of his sword. With his left hand he massaged his abdo- |
men, glancing downward as he did so.

To reassure himself on the sharpness of his sword’s cutting edge
the lieatenant folded back the left trouser flap, exposing a little of his
thigh, and lightly drew the blade across the skin. Blood welled up in the
wound at once, and several streaks of red trickled downward, glistening
in the strong light.

It was the first time Reiko had ever seen her husband’s blood, and
she felt a violent throbbing in her chest. She looked at her husband’s
face. The lieutenant was looking at the blood with calm appraisal. For a
moment—though thinking at the same time that it was hollow comfort—
Reiko experienced a sense of relief. :

The lieutenant’s eyes fixed his wife with an intense, hawklike stare.
Moving the sword around to his front, he raised himself slightly on his
hips and let the upper half of his body lean over the sword point. That
he was mustering his whole strength was apparent from the angry tension
of the uniform at his shoulders. The lieutenant aimed to strike deep into
the left of his stomach. His sharp cry pierced the silence of the room.

Despite the effort he had himself put into the blow, the lieutenant
had the impression that someone else had struck the side of his stomach
agonizingly with a thick rod of iron. For a second or so his head reeled
and he had no idea what had happened. The five or six inches of naked |
point had vanished completely into his flesh, and the white bandage,
gripped in his clenched fist, pressed directly against his stomach.

He returned to consciousness. The blade had certainly pierced the
wall of the stomach, he thought. His breathing was difficult, lis chest
thumped violently, and in some far deep region, which he could hardly
believe was a part of himself, a fearful and excruciating pain came welling
up as if the ground had split open to disgorge a boiling stream of molten
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rock. The pain came suddenly nearer, with terrifying speed. The lieuten-
ant bit his lower lip and stifled an instinctive moan.

Was this seppuku?®—he was thinking. It was a sensation of utter
chaos, as if the sky had fallen on his head and the world was reeling
drunkenly. His will power and courage, which had seemed so robust
before he made the incision, had now dwindled to soinething like a single
hairlike thread of steel, and he was assailed by the uneasy feeling that he
must advance along this thread, clinging to it with desperation. His
clenched fist had grown moist. Looking down, he saw that both his hand
and the cloth about the blade were drenched in blood. His loincloth too
was dyed a deep red. It struck him as incredible that, amidst this terrible
agony, things which could be seen could still be seen, and existing things
existed still.

The moment the lieutenant thrust the sword into his left side and
she saw the deathly pallor fall across his face, like an abruptly lowered
curtain, Reiko had to struggle to prevent herself from rushing to his side.
Whatever happened, she must watch. She must be a witness. That was
the duty her husband had laid upon her. Opposite her, a mat’s space
away, she could clearly see her husband biting his lip to stifle the pain.
The pain was there, with absolute certainty, before her eyes. And Reiko
had no means of rescuing him from it.

The sweat glistened on her husband’s forehead. The lieutenant
closed his eyes, and then opened them again, as if experimenting. The
eyes had lost their luster, and seemed innocent and empty like the eyes
of a small animal.

The agony before Reiko’s eyes burned as strong as the summer
sun, utterly remote from the grief which seemed to be tearing herself
apart within. The pain grew steadily in stature, stretching upward. Reiko
felt that her husband had already become a man in a separate world, a
man whose whole being had been resolved into pain, a prisoner in a cage
of pain where no hand could reach out to him. But Reiko felt no pain at
all. Her grief was not pain. As she thought about this, Reiko began to feel
as if someone had raised a cruel wall of glass high between herself and
her husband.

Ever since her marriage her husband’s existence had been her own
existence, and every breath of his had been a breath drawn by herself.
But now, while her husband’s existence in pain was a vivid reality, Reiko
could find in this grief of hers no certain proof at all of her own existence.

With only his right hand on the sword the lieutenant began to
cut sideways across his stomach. But as the blade became entangled with
the entrails it was pushed constantly outward by their soft resilience;
and the lieutenant realized that it would be necessary, as he cut, to use
both hands to keep the point pressed deep into his stomach. He pulled

5. The traditional suicide of Japanese military men (Japanese).
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the blade across. It did not cut as easily as he had expected. He directed
the strength of his whole body into his right hand and pulled again. There
was a cut of three or four inches. :

The pain spread slowly outward from the inner depths until the
whole stomach reverberated. It was like the wild clanging of a bell. Or
like a thousand bells which jangled simultaneously at every breath he
breathed and every throb of his pulse, rocking his whole being. The lieu-
tenant could no longer stop himself from moaning. But by now the blade
had cut its way through to below the navel, and when he noticed this he
felt a sense of satisfaction, and a renewal of courage.

The volume of blood had steadily increased, and now it spurted
from the wound as if propelled by the beat of the pulse. The mat before
the lieutenant was drenched red with splattered blood, and more blood
overflowed onto it from pools which gathered in the folds of the lieuten-
ant’s khaki trousers. A spot, like a bird, came flying across to Reiko and
settled on the-lap of her white silk kimono.

By the time the lieutenant had at last drawn the sword across to
the right side of his stomach, the blade was already cutting shallow and
had revealed its naked tip, slippery with blood and grease. But, suddenly
stricken by a fit of vomiting, the lieutenant cried out hoarsely. The vom-
iting made the fierce pain fiercer still, and the stomach, which had thus
far remained firm and compact, now abruptly heaved, opening wide its
wound, and the entrails burst through, as if the wound too were vomiting.
Seemingly ignorant of their master's suffering, the entrails gave an
impression of robust health and almost disagreeable vitality as they
slipped smoothly out and spilled over into the crotch. The lieutenant’s
head drooped, his shoulders heaved, his eyes opened to narrow slits, and
a thin trickle of saliva dribbled from his mouth. The gold markings on his
epaulettes caught the light and glinted.

Blood was scattered everywhere. The lieutenant was soaked in it to
his knees, and he sat now in a crumpled and listless posture, one hand on
the floor. A raw smell filled the room. The lieutenant, his head drooping,
retched repeatedly, and the movement showed vividly in his shoulders.
The blade of the sword, now pushed back by the entrails and exposed to
its tip, was still in the lieutenant’s right hand. :

It would be difficult to imagine a more heroic sight than that of the
lieutenant at this moment, as he mustered his strength and flung back
his head. The movement was performed with sudden violence, and the
back of his head struck with a sharp crack against the alcove pillar. Reiko
had been sitting until now with her face lowered, gazing in fascination at
the tide of blood advancing toward her knees, but the sound took her by
surprise and she looked up.

The lieutenant’s face was not the face of a living man. The eyes
were hollow, the skin parched, the once so lustrous cheeks and lips the
color of dried mud. The right hand alone was moving. Laboriously grip-
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ping the sword, it hovered shakily in the air like the hand of a marionette
and strove to direct the point at the base of the lieutenant’s throat. Reiko
watched her husband make this last, most heart-rending, futile exertion.
Glistening with blood and grease, the point was thrust at the throat again
and again. And each time it missed its aim. The strength to guide it was
no longer there. The straying point struck the collar and the collar
badges. Although its hooks had been unfastened, the stiff military collar
had closed together again and was protecting the throat.

Reiko could bear the sight no longer. She tried to go to her hus-
band’s help, but she could not stand. She moved through the blocd on
her knees, and her white skirts grew deep red. Moving to the rear of her
husband, she helped no more than by loosening the collar. The quivering
blade at last contacted the naked flesh of the throat. At that moment
Reiko's impression was that she herself had propelled her husband for-
ward; but that was not the case. It was a movement planned by the lieu-
tenant himself, his last exertion of strength. Abruptly he threw his body
at the blade, and the blade pierced his neck, emerging at the nape. There
was a tremendous spurt of blood and the lieutenant lay still, cold blue-
tinged steel protruding from his neck at the back.

A%

Slowly, her socks slippery with blood, Reiko descended the stairway. The
upstairs room was now completely still.

Switching on the ground-floor lights, she checked the gas jet and
the main gas plug and poured water over the smoldering, half-buried
charcoal in the brazier. She stood before the upright mirror in the four-
and-a-half-mat room and held up her skirts. The bloodstains made it
seem as if a bold, vivid pattern was printed across the lower half of her
white kimono. When she sat down before the mirror, she was conscious
of the dampness and coldness of her husband’s blood in the region of her
thighs, and she shivered. Then, for a long while, she lingered over her
toilet preparations. She applied the rouge generously to her cheeks, and
her lips too she painted heavily. This was no longer make-up to please
her husband. It was make-up for the world which she would leave
behind, and there was a touch of the magnificent and the spectacular in
her brushwork. When she rose, the mat before the mirror was wet with
blood. Reiko was not concerned about this.

Returning from the toilet, Reiko stood finally on the cement floor
of the porchway. When her husband had bolted the door here last night
it had been in preparation for death. For a while she stood immersed in
the consideration of a simple problem. Should she now leave the bolt
drawn? If she were to lock the door, it could be that the neighbors might
not notice their suicide for several days. Reiko did not relish the thought
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of their two corpses putrifying before discovery. After all, it seemed, it
would be best to leave it open. . .. She released the bolt, and also drew
open the frosted-glass door a fraction. . .. At once a chill wind blew in.
There was no sign of anyone in the midnight streets, and stars glittered
ice-cold through the trees in the large house opposite.

Leaving the door as it was, Reiko mounted the stairs. She had
walked here and there for some time and her socks were no longer slip-
pery. About halfway up, her nostrils were already assailed by a peculiar
smell.

The lieutenant was lying on his face in a sea of blood. The point
protruding from his neck seemed to have grown even more prominent
than before. Reiko walked heedlessly across the blood. Sitting beside the
lieutenant’s corpse, she stared intently at the face, which lay on one
cheek on the mat. The eyes were opened wide, as if the lieutenant’s
attention had been attracted by something. She raised the head, folding
it in her sleeve, wiped the blood from the lips, and bestowed a last kiss.

Then she rose and took from the closet a new white blanket and a
waist cord, To prevent any derangement of her skirts, she wrapped the
blanket about her waist and bound it there firmly with the cord.

Reiko sat herself on a spot about one foot distant from the lieuten-
ant’s body. Drawing the dagger from her sash, she examined its dully
gleamning blade intently, and held it to her tongue. The taste of the pol-
ished steel was slightly sweet.

Reiko did not linger. When she thought how the pain which had
previously opened such a gulf between herself and her dying husband
was now to become a part of her own experience, she saw before her
only the joy of herself entering a realm her husband had already made
his own. In her husband’s agonized face there had been something inex-
plicable which she was seeing for the first time. Now she would solve
that riddle. Reiko sensed that at last she too would be able to taste the
true bitterness and sweetness of that great moral principle in which her
husband believed. What had until now been tasted only faintly through
her husband’s example she was about to savor directly with her own
tongue. X

Reiko rested the point of the blade against the base of her throat.
She thrust hard. The wound was only shallow. Her head hlazed, and her
hands shook uncontrollably. She gave the blade a strong pull sideways. A
warm substance flooded into her mouth, and everything before her eyes
reddened, in a vision of spouting blood. She gathered her strength and
plunged the point of the blade deep into her throat.

1. Which feelings and motivations of the lieutenant and his wife can you share?
Do some remain foreign or incomprehensible? Which ones?



