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Ricca 1 

In the Blink of an Eye1 
A Translation of “Unmei no Mabataki” by Hoshi Shin’ichi 

 
  One day2 three inmates were sitting around3 their prison cell. 

 “Man4, I tell ya5, I’ve got some real bad luck,” began the first prisoner6.  “If I could’ve 

stayed low for just one more week I’d have gotten off scot-free7.” 

 “Yeah, well, my luck’s even worse,” replied the second prisoner.  “I’d have gotten away 

if the train had left just five minutes sooner.” 

 “Ha!  You call that bad luck?” muttered the third prisoner.  “My luck’s worse than both 

of yours put together.  I came up with a brilliant plan, only to have it be ruined in the blink of an 

eye8.” 

 “Damn,” groaned the other two prisoners.  “What happened?” 

 “Well, it happened like this…” 

*  *  * 

                                                 
1 The original Japanese title, 「運命のまばたき」, literally means “A Wink of Fate.”  In this story, the word まば

たき is used several times to refer to the clicking of a camera shutter, and though I tried to find a good English 
equivalent, I unfortunately came up empty-handed.  I, therefore, decided to come up with a new title that, aside from 
sounding natural, would have just as strong of a connection to my translation as the Japanese title does to the 
original text. 
2 This time reference was not part of the original text, but without it the sentence that follows sounds incomplete in 
translation. 
3 The original text simply reads “there were (three inmates).”  I felt that this substitution gave more depth to the 
sentence. 
4 In the original text, this read 「ああ」.  Owing to the setting and the speaker, I felt that this would be a more 
fitting expression of misery than something like “ugh.” 
5 The informal, almost jargon-like first-person pronoun ore is used throughout the story.  Because in English there is 
only one first person pronoun, much of the nuance conveyed by this simple word in the Japanese version would be 
lost if no other measures were taken to preserve it.  I, therefore, have added some colloquialisms of English 
throughout the story in an effort to prevent loss in translation, such as this one. 
6 In the original text, sentences indicating the narrator of a quote come either before or after the quote (although the 
former is more common) and stand alone as independent sentences.  While in moderation this would be acceptable, 
its use throughout the story would simply be unnatural, as we have the flexibility in English to insert them mid-
sentence and place them at the ends of a quote in the same sentence, hence what I have done here.   
7 Literally, “the statute of limitations would have run out.”  This seemed too technical and unnatural for a prisoner to 
say, though. 
8 The Japanese version reads more like, “I got caught because of a blink,” rather than “in a blink.” 
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 Back then I was living in a second-storey studio apartment9.  One night I was staring 

blankly out my window.  I didn’t have any money to go out and have fun; hell, I didn’t even 

have enough money to pay the rent.  It was only a matter of time before they’d kick me out10.  

Now, it wasn’t like I didn’t have any income or anything11; I had a day job working at a clock 

factory.  Because I’d taken out a loan to play the stock market, however, most of my salary went 

towards paying back the loan.  To make matters worse, the value of the stocks I bought had 

dropped12, so I couldn’t even sell them to help me out13.  I was in a real mess14 and I wanted out.  

The only way out, though, was money, and I was willing to do anything to get my hands on some, 

even steal15 16. 

 It wouldn’t be that simple, though.  If I snuck into some random17 house I wouldn’t have 

any idea where to look for money or if I’d even find any, for that matter.  The only place that I 

knew for sure had money and where it was kept18 was the factory.  But sneaking in would be a 

dangerous job.  If the burglary appeared to be an inside job, the police would consider me a 

                                                 
9 Literally, “a one-room apartment.”  I hesitated to use “studio apartment” at first, as I equated the phrase with a 
younger, more “hip” demographic, if you will.  Also it just didn’t seem like something a prisoner would say (not 
when he uses ore!).  However, I soon realized the universality of the phrase in today’s society and decided to go 
ahead and use it. 
10 Literally, “I was going to be evicted.”/ This was originally the last line of the paragraph.  Because it would be an 
unusually short paragraph in terms of English composition, and because the first line of the following paragraph 
continues on the same topic, however, I decided to remove the paragraph break after this sentence. 
11 The original text states this firmly and directly. 
12 This was originally part of the previous sentence, but I found it difficult to integrate in English, so I made it the 
topic of a new sentence.  
13 This was not stated in the original text, but seems implied from its inclusion. 
14 こんな状態, or “this situation” in Japanese.  The use of こんな instead of この conveys a sense of negativity 
towards that to which it refers.  This led me to use a word with an innately negative connotation here. 
15 This one sentence is actually made up of two shorter ones from the original.   
16 Originally there was no paragraph break here, but because of an earlier paragraph break omission, their 
reappearance became necessary to avoid lengthy paragraphs.  
17 Literally, “some house somewhere.” 
18 The phrase “and where it was kept” did not appear in the original text, but seemed implied by the previous line.  
Also it would sound peculiar for him to say he only knew of one place where he could find money.  I mean, it’s not 
like there’s a shortage of money or anything (trust me, I work at a bank). 
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suspect right from the start.  And if I didn’t have a way to explain myself out of their suspicions 

I’d be dead in the water19.  An alibi would be a must.   

I’d need to make it clear that I wasn’t at the factory when the crime took place, and in 

order to do that I’d need a witness to vouch that I was in my apartment the whole time.  The 

trouble was that I didn’t know anyone who’d do that for me.  Besides, even if I did know of 

someone, I couldn’t put that kind of trust in another person.  After hitting the factory he’d 

probably ask for a cut of the money and then tag along with me for God knows how long 

afterwards.  Plus, if the police came looking for him there’s a chance he might confess 

everything.  No matter what, asking that kind of favor would just be begging for trouble20.  

Nonetheless, I didn’t give up on my plan.  There had to be some way I could support my alibi21. 

 That’s when it came to me.  What if I could prove that I was in my apartment taking 

pictures from my window at the time of the burglary?  There was a street that ran right below my 

window, on the other side of which stood a bright drug store that stayed busy late into the night.  

If I could snap some pictures of the two, show them to police, and say, “I was taking these 

pictures from my apartment when the burglary took place22,” they’d let me off the hook for sure.  

After all, I couldn’t be taking pictures in my apartment and robbing the factory23 at the same 

ti

 Having thought everything through up to this point, the rest was easy.  All I needed was 

to attach a timer to the camera.  I couldn’t use a standard timer, though; they can’t be set for as 

long I needed to set my camera.  Instead, I felt that I could use my camera’s pre-existing clock 

me. 

                                                 
19 Literally, “I’d get caught.” 
20 Literally, “asking another person could not end well.” 
21 In the original Japanese text this read, “There had to be a way I could prove I was in my apartment at the time.”  
Unable to condense this, and seeing as how much of this had been stated before, I took this approach. 
22 This last part of this sentence was omitted from the original Japanese text on grounds of understood context, but 
the sentence seemed incomplete without it in English, hence its inclusion. 
23 Originally, this was simply phrased as “committing a crime.”  Though it is clear what exactly the crime is, I felt 
that the lack of elaboration made this too vague. 
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parts to hook up a clock to the shutter.  And so, the next day I worked all day on making a tim

shutter from scratch.  When I was done I gave it a test run to see how it worked.  The result

ed 

s 

hen 

 

 

ng 

 

 bills into my bag I thought to myself, “The camera 

y 

e 

along the riverbank.  At that 

moment it seemed that everything had gone off without a hitch. 

                                                

were nothing less than perfect.  With that, I decided it was time to put my plan into action. 

 The following day I returned to my apartment after work24 and waited for nightfall.  

Once it was dark I pointed my camera out the window and snapped off two or three shots.  I t

fixed the camera on the drug store and set the timer.  As I left my apartment I decided to leave 

the lights on; turning them off might’ve given people the impression that I wasn’t home.  I made

my way outside, being careful not to be seen by anyone, and headed over to the factory.  Because 

I worked there I knew where the breaks in the fence were and when the guard made his rounds,

so sneaking in was pretty easy.  Once inside the accounting department I set to work on breaki

open the locker where they kept the money, taking care not to leave any fingerprints.  When I

finally did get it open I saw that what was inside wasn’t a large amount of money, but it was 

enough to suit my needs.  As I stuffed the

should be going off right about now.” 25 

 I crept out of the factory, making sure I didn’t leave behind any evidence, and quickly 

headed back to my apartment.  When I examined the camera I was relieved to see that it had, 

indeed, gone off, and I gave the shutter one last click.  With that, I was going to lay low in m

apartment for a while, but I still had some unfinished business26 to take care of, first.  After 

removing it from my camera I tossed the makeshift shutter timer into a nearby river.  As for th

money, I packed the bills into a tin can and hid it in a stone wall 

 
24 This detail does not appear in the original text, but seems implied. 
25 This internal thought is not quoted in the original Japanese version, however I found it difficult to render as 
simply part of the sentence in English, so I chose to quote the narrator’s thought. 
26 Initially, I was going to use the phrase “cleaning up” instead of “unfinished business,” but the more I thought 
about it the more the latter seemed like something a convict would be more likely to say than “cleaning up.” 
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 As expected, the factory was in utter chaos the next day.  One of the guards discovered 

the break-in while on his rounds.  He had noticed the door to the accounting department was 

open and when he looked in to investigate he found that the safe had been broken into.  I didn’t 

panic, however.  After all, I was in my apartment when the burglary took place.  The police 

worked with the higher-ups to try and piece together what happened and one by one they began 

to investigate.  A police officer soon came up to question me. 

 “Sir27, where were you last night when this crime took place?’ 

 “I was in my apartment, officer.” 

 “Was anyone with you?” 

 “No, sir, I was alone.” 

 “You say you were in your apartment last night, but you don’t have any witnesses to 

verify that?” 

 “No, no witnesses.  But I do have proof, officer.” 

 “What’s that?” 

 “Last night I was taking pictures from my apartment window right around the time this 

burglary supposedly took place.  So if you take a look at the photos I shot, then you’ll see 

everything I’ve told you is true.” 

 “Then please, show them to us28.  If everything is as you say it is, then we’ll know you’re 

not a suspect29.” 

 Inside I was beaming at the sound of that, but I didn’t let even a hint of that joy show on 

my face.  Instead, I simply brought the camera from my apartment and handed it to the officer.  

                                                 
27 Because there is no way to directly render the polite language used in this dialogue in the original Japanese text, I 
decided to add courteous referential terms to preserve the business-like nature of the conversation. 
28 Literally, “let us look at them.” 
29 Literally, “you’ll be cleared of any suspicion.” 
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“Once he exposes the film it’ll become clear that I never left my apartment for more than thirty 

minutes,” I thought to myself, “and since it took about an hour to get to the factory and back, the 

officer will have to conclude that there’s no way I could’ve possibly committed the crime.  I’m 

as good as a free man…” 30 

*  *  * 

 Up to this point the other two prisoners had listened in silence. 

 “If that’s the case then didn’t your plan work?” 

 “If it’d worked I wouldn’t be here right now, would I?” 

 “Then I bet something must’ve gone wrong with the shutter, huh?” 

 “No, the camera took the photos, alright.  Unfortunately, what showed up wasn’t the drug 

store like I had planned; instead, it was a furniture moving truck that happened to be stopped on 

the side of the road.” 

 “That doesn’t seem like too big of a problem.  I mean, if the police could’ve tracked 

down the truck and the driver could’ve verified that you were in your apartment, ya know31.” 

 “If it was just a matter of the truck being there then there wouldn’t have been a problem, 

but there was something else unexpected.” 

 “Like what?  What one thing could’ve caused everything to fall apart?” 

 “A mirror.  In the back of the truck stood a big mirror and in it you could see the 

reflection of my window.  Once the police enlarged the photo, I was sunk, and not because they 

could see my window in the reflection, but because they couldn’t see me.  What’s more, they 

                                                 
30 Though this was not a quoted internal thought in the original Japanese version, it seemed that way when I read it, 
and no matter how hard I tried to render it as sentences without quotations, I found myself unable to do so, hence 
what appears here. 
31 In the Japanese version, too, there is this sentence “flipping,” where the first sentence should technically come 
after the second, but instead appears before it, making the second sentence appear incomplete (in grammatical 
terms). 
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also saw the timed shutter I crafted attached to the camera.  Everything made perfect sense to 

them once they saw that.” 

 “Man, talk about bad luck.” 

 “It’s all because my camera went off at the worst time.  I literally got caught in the blink 

of an eye.” 
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Prayers beneath the Stars32 
A Translation of “Kogai no Inori” by Shono Junzo 

 
Chapter 1 

 
“Aki33!  Hey, Aki34!” a voice echoed from the kid’s room.  It was his younger son Ryoji, 

a first year middle school student.  What exactly it was he wanted was unclear, but his voice was 

unusually frantic about it35.  In spite of the urgency in his voice, Akio seemed to be pretending 

not to hear his younger brother’s call36. 

 “Please, Aki!  Come on!” Ryoji beseeched him, his tone even more anxious than before. 

 His voice was so intense his father wondered if he wasn’t on his knees begging with his 

hands clasped together37.  What’s more, Ryoji seemed a bit flustered; he was scattering about 

quite a bit.  Still, Akio kept pretending not to hear him38.  The father had no idea what could 

have prompted his son to act in such a way; he was taking an after-dinner nap when the 

                                                 
32 The first title I used was a more literal translation of the Japanese title, “Outdoor Prayers.”  After a while I started 
to feel it was maybe a bit flat and could some pretty-fying, if I may make up a word.  Considering the context of the 
part of the story from which the original title came from, I came up with this new and hopefully improved title. 
33 In an attempt to imitate the diminutive effect the suffix ～ちゃん has on names in Japanese, I have shortened the 
name “Akio” to “Aki” here. 
34 「明ちゃん、お願い。お願い。」I contemplated a number of translations for this short utterance, including, 
“Aki?  Aki!” “Aki!  Aki, please!” and “Please, Aki!  Please!”  The first two almost sounded like something out of a 
cliché Hollywood death scene, and because this is the opening line of the story, I didn’t want to give the wrong 
impression from the start.  The third variant I felt wouldn’t not have worked because, being the first line of the story, 
there is no already understood context pertaining to the storyline.  I felt that such an element would be necessary 
when using a line similar to this, and so I decided against its use.  As it is now, I believe the line, while it does not 
approximate the literal Japanese well, corresponds well to natural English as spoken by a child. 
35 The sentence that follows in the original version reads, “It was a voice that rarely came from him.”  Rather than 
execute an entirely new sentence for this one piece of information, and because I felt it fit well, I elected to include it 
in the this sentence in the form of the adverb “unusually.” 
36「 知らんふりをする 」translates as “to pretend not to know,” but because Akio’s uncertainty as to Ryoji’s 
request is already explicitly stated, this would be contradictory.  Therefore, “pretend not to hear” not only works 
better, but unlike its literal translation, it logically makes sense. 
37 Originally the text read that the father wondered if Ryoji was on his knees OR had his hands clasped together.  
The image that formed in my mind when I first read this passage, however, was one of a boy both kneeling AND 
with his hands together.  Because of this hand-in-handedness, I decided to fuse them rather than leave them separate.  
38 This actually came quite a few sentences later, but the chronology seemed a bit confusing in the Japanese version 
and I felt it might lose the reader in the English version if left in that position. 
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commotion started39.  Without knowing the reason behind it, however, he was compelled to 

laugh at Ryoji’s seemingly ridiculous behavior, and yet at the same time he couldn’t help but feel 

, in spite of being in the middle of a 

what had transpired that evening and called for 

Ryoji to explain.  This is 

 

ll 

 top.  As it tumbled back down, he caught it in the palm of his hand and guessed 

 

 not 

flip the coin properly, and so, after Akio had quit and gone back to his desk, he decided to 
                                                

sorry for him. 

 “Whatever it is he’s asking,” he thought to himself

nap, “why doesn’t Akio just do it and get it over with40?” 

 He heard what sounded like his wife going into the kids’ room and soon the air grew 

quiet.  A few days later, he suddenly remembered 

how he told the story… 

*   *   * 

 The brothers had pooled their money together to buy a comic book41.  Evidently Akio, 

who was going to high school, had put in more money, so in return it was Ryoji’s job to go and

buy it, which he planned on doing the next day.  The price of the comic book fluctuated from 

time to time; this time it was seventy yen.  Akio took out fifty yen in ten yen pieces and gave a

but one to Ryoji.  He took the coin he had kept and, with a flick of his thumb, sent it spinning 

skywards like a

heads or tails. 

 People tend to think that when children42 are sitting at their desks they must be studying,

but in the brothers’ case this was far from the truth.  Unlike his brother, Ryoji simply could

 
39 At this point in the original Japanese version, Akio hears what sounds like his mother coming in the room and 
promptly leaving.  There is no further evaluation of this event, nor a reappearance of the mother in this part of the 
chapter, and so, because of its apparent lack of practicality, I felt its inclusion might seem random and distracting. 
40 Originally, there was a gap between this paragraph and the next denoting a time lapse.  Two sentences later, 
however, there is another time lapse in the form of a flashback.  Because of this, and because it separates the actual 
“present” from the recollection, I have removed this break and replaced it at the beginning of the flashback.  
41 Keeping an American audience in mind, and assuming that the reader has no prior knowledge of Japanese culture, 
contemporary or otherwise, I have changed 「漫画の雑誌」“manga magazine” to “comic book.” 
42 I initially overlooked the fact that the word used here was 子供 and not子.  Because of this, I mistranslated this 
the first time as “child” instead of “children.” 
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practice.  During the course of his practice, however, the coin flew off unexpectedly43 and ended 

up landing in a small bookcase by the doorway.  At the time, however, Ryoji didn’t know this; 

all he knew was that it flew somewhere. 

 Ryoji tried moving his desk and looking in-between his books, but the coin was nowhere 

to be found.  He also tried rummaging through the top of his desk, which was so cluttered it 

resembled a storage closet more than a workspace44, but to no avail.  At that point Akio got up 

from his own desk and came to help Ryoji, and together they combed the area around his desk45. 

 “I’m gonna try using a slide rule,” Akio said suddenly. 

 He took out a slide rule and sat down on his bed alongside Ryoji.   He then asked him a 

series46 of questions like how high and how fast the coin flew, adjusting the slide with each 

answer.  Next, he brought out a tripod from a telescope, atop of which he placed a protractor47 he 

borrowed from his brother, and pretended to make a number of calculations.  Finally, he applied 

the slide rule to the protractor angle48 and said, “It should be right around here.”  And so, 

following the direction indicated by the slide rule, Ryoji searched the bookcase by the doorway 

                                                 
43 Literally, “in an unexpected direction.” 
44 There was a parenthetic statement here that read “there wasn’t even space to spread out textbooks and notebooks 
when studying,” but because of the prior existence of the storage closet simile, and because it would be wordy 
otherwise, I left it out. 
45 After this, I originally inserted the phrase “Suddenly, Akio came up with an idea” to usher in the quote that 
follows.  I did this because I felt that, while it was not written in the Japanese version, the following line seemed too 
abrupt and dull without it.  Taking the rest of the chapter into consideration, however, I realized that Akio actually 
did not come up with an idea, at least not in the sense of the sudden flash of brilliance that I had intended it.  I, 
therefore, felt it best to remove it.   
46 I had the word “variety” here for the longest time, but when I read it aloud it didn’t seem to work as well as I 
hoped.  “Series” came to mind one day, and, for some reason, it just sounded better (possibly because I’ve heard “a 
series of questions” said before, but never “a variety of questions”) 
47 The real word used was “triangle” or “set square.”  I had no idea what that was until I looked it up, and at that 
point it seemed to me that it may be somewhat of a technical term.  This, paired with the fact that a child seems an 
unlikely candidate to possess such a tool, led me to replace it with an object similar in function, but more commonly 
associate with children, a protractor. 
48 The line between the literal and the figurative blurred for me here.  I wasn’t sure weather Akio physically applied 
the slide rule to the protractor, holding it at the appropriate angle, or simply applied the calculations he did on it to 
the angle.  The former seemed a little odd at first, but if the slide rule were to serve as a pointer to indicate direction, 
then it might not be so absurd, after all. 
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and, to his amazement, found the coin in a small space between two books.  Just how it ended up 

there was a mystery to him, but it was there, nonetheless49. 

 Books weren’t the only things in the bookcase; if that had been the case, finding the coin 

would’ve been quite easy.  On one of the shelves were a chessboard and a pinewood box, inside 

of which lied one of the knights that went with the former.  There was a set of scales and a horse 

Ryoji made out of tin plates in elementary school art class.  In front of the bookcase some 

carpenter’s tools were scattered: an old wood plane, a saw, a chisel, and a tape measure.  There 

were also a bundle of wire and some metal fittings that were used for who knows what.  A ball 

and bat and a wooden kendo sword made up the sporting equipment that decorated the bookcase.  

Finally, in the corner next to the bookcase leaned the telescope tripod that Akio had used50. 

 Ryoji truly believed that using the slide rule helped him find the coin, and so he asked 

Akio to teach him the technique behind it.  He even went so far as to do things like promise him 

chocolate if he told him.  But Akio simply ignored him and returned to his desk without saying a 

word.  Just then the boys’ mother51 entered the room to take away a kettle of water she had 

brought earlier52. 

 “What’re you two up to?” she asked. 

 “We were just looking for a coin I lost,” Ryoji replied. 

                                                 
49 At this point there was an entire paragraph dedicated entirely to listing the objects in and around the bookcase.  
Had there been additional detail about some of the items or had they possessed some functional purpose, I would not 
have excluded the paragraph.  Because such was not the case and the paragraph amounted to little more than a 
collection of sentences reading “there was…,” it would sound very dull translated into English and, perhaps, over-
detailed. 
50 The format of this paragraph in Japanese is simply “There is A.  There is B, etc.”  This would be far too lacking to 
be suitable for an English translation, and so I have given the paragraph some additional context, being conservative 
in my additions so as not to be overly presumptive. 
51 The word in the original is 細君 “one’s wife.”  Because the father has not been mentioned for a while, and 
because it is the boys that are being spoken about in this part, I thought it would be best to change it to “the boys’ 
mother,” so that it reflects her relationship to the boys and not the husband (to avoid confusion). 
52 There is never any mention of her having brought the kettle to the boys earlier, but without it something feels as 
though it’s missing. 
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 “Don’t ask53.  I tricked him,” Akio said, leaving his mother speechless. 

*   *   * 

 “I really thought he was doing the math with that slide rule,” Ryoji said when he finished 

his story.  “He lied to me54.” 

 And that’s what happened.  If it hadn’t been for that, the father might never have had to 

hear that unbearable voice.  No, he definitely would not have55. 

 

Chapter 2 
 

On the evening before the first day of spring56, the father had some matters to attend to in 

town.   When he returned home, his wife was standing in the entryway with a wooden box filled 

with dry beans57 to use in the traditional bean-scattering ceremony which commemorates the 

coming of spring58.  By this time the day was practically over and spring was fast approaching.  

He waited until about eleven o’clock and had Akio perform the ceremony.  Usually this was his 

                                                 
53 Literally, “Don’t say anything.” 
54 「ころっとだまされた」Literally, “disappointingly tricked.”  In English, this verb/adverb pairing does not 
seem to work well.  I attempted to find other adverbs with which to replace ころっと, but none of them made any 
better of a pairing.  I, therefore, elected to use the verb “to lie,” because it could not only convey the emotional 
weight of the original adverb, but also accurately represent the events of the storyline.  ***Two additional sentences 
came after this in the original Japanese text; however, I cannot make sense of them, even after multiple readings 
over not only the excerpt, but also the entire chapter.   
55 Originally, the text says, “the voice would not (have) come out.”  I found this difficult to work with, so I decided 
to shift the focus away from the occurrence of the voice and towards the father having to listen to it.  This is not too 
much of a stretch, since technically, if there is no voice, then the father doesn’t have to hear it.  Therefore, the same 
endpoint is reached by means of a different path. 
56 In Japanese, 「節分」means “Bean-Throwing Festival” or “winter’s end holiday.”  I considered phrasing this as 
“the evening before the spring equinox,” but for some reason this sounded too technical and not quite natural.  I, 
therefore, opted for simplicity and chose “the first day of spring.” 
57 To me, in modern-day Western culture it seems that the term “beans” carries a “pre-cooked” or “frozen” 
connotation.  Rarely do I, personally, ever think of the term in reference to the raw kind.  So, for the sake of those 
who may think the same way I do, I have added this distinction. 
58 The terminology used in the original Japanese is specific to 節分.  Because in simply saying “the evening before 
the first day of spring” earlier I eliminated the reference to any sort of celebration, this explanation, though lengthy, 
is necessary for an understanding of the situation. 
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responsibility, but this year he decided to have Akio do it in his place59.  As the beans rolled 

around on the entryway floor, he decided to do a little bit of scattering himself.   

Once the hilltop house was completely shrouded in darkness, the father spoke in a low 

voice so as not to be heard.  “Evil, be gone!  Good fortune, we welcome you60,” he said and then 

went to sleep. 

 The following evening everyone was talking about a rare sight they had witnessed, 

something about the moon.  Hearing this, he decided to try asking his kids just what exactly had 

happened. 

 “First,” Kazuko started, “Aki opened the entryway door and scattered the beans.  Wait, or 

did we notice it before that?  I think it was beforehand.” 

 Ryoji continued the story from this point. 

 He had heard the sound of the scattering beans and decided to go and help.  Outside Akio 

and Kazuko61 was looking up at the moon.  He was almost outside, and right as he was about to 

look Akio closed the entryway door and wouldn’t let him come out.  Ryoji began frantically 

pounding on the door62. 

 “Aw, it’s going away,” Akio said from the other side of the door. 

                                                 
59 This minor detail is integrated into the previous sentence in the original Japanese text, but because my English 
translation is already lengthy enough (owing to the culture note described in Footnote 27), keeping it in the same 
sentence would have made it too long.  Therefore, I have given it a sentence of its own. 
60 Literally, “Evil is outside, good fortune is inside.”   
61 みんな in the original, but not everyone in the family was there.  Translating the word literally and saying 
“everyone” might make some readers think that the mother was there as well, when in reality she wasn’t.  It might 
even lead some less cautious readers to think that the father was there, too.  As a safeguard, I have been very specific 
about who, indeed, was there. 
62 This paragraph was perhaps the most difficult part to work with in both chapters two and three.  The main 
problem was that I kept getting confused about who was doing what.  At first I thought it was the case that Ryoji 
went outside and Akio was about to follow suit, but closed the door and shut himself up inside when he saw that the 
ring was fading.  This seemed like unnaturally childish behavior for a high-school aged boy such as him, however, 
so I was fairly certain I was misreading the passage.  But without any other interpretation in mind, I found my 
mental imagery kept returning to this.  In the end it was probably my inability to break away from this picture that 
led to all the wailing and gnashing of teeth that accompanied deciphering these few lines…  Please forgive the 
length of this footnote.  Thank you.  –The Translator 
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 “That’s alright,” Kazuko replied, and Akio finally let Ryoji outside. 

 “The moon was almost right above us,” Ryoji recalled.  “It’d been a full moon the night 

before, so it was completely round.  Around the moon was this huuuge63… I only saw it real 

quick so I don’t know how big, but anyway, this wiiide, bright white64 ring appeared.  We were 

amazed; none of us knew why the ring was there.  We watched it for a long time until after a 

while I got cold and went back inside the house.  Aki and Kazuko went back in, too, and we all 

went to bed.” 

 “We’d never seen anything like it before, so Aki and I clapped our hands and said a 

prayer,” Kazuko said when Ryoji had finished, making clapping motions at the end. 

 “I prayed, too,” Ryoji added. 

 Their father wasn’t sure what exactly it was they prayed for, but they were certainly 

astute about the whole praying thing.  As far as why they prayed, he thought the idea may have 

come from the belief that if one sees a shooting star and makes a wish while it’s still burning, 

that wish will come true.  One winter’s night two years earlier, all three children ran out to the 

well and looked up at the sky.  The stars could be seen particularly well that night, so they called 

their mother.  Just then, a shooting star dashed65 across the sky.  Kazuko and Akio saw the whole 

thing.  Ryoji, however, wasn’t paying attention66 at that particular moment and missed it, leaving 

him feeling greatly disappointed.  This time, however, Ryoji didn’t miss a thing. 

 Returning to the topic of the halo around the moon, Kazuko had one more thing to add. 

                                                 
63 This emphatic lengthening appeared in the Japanese text as well. 
64 Literally, “very white.” 
65 Owing to the nature of the speed at which a shooting star travels, I felt a verb with more speed emphasis than 
“fly,” as appears in the original, would be more appropriate and create a better mental image. 
66 Literally, “…he carelessly didn’t notice….” 
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 There was a messenger who delivered documents from the company headquarters to the 

office where Kazuko worked67.  He was a boy about eighteen or nineteen years of age and had 

come from a mixed-blooded children’s home.  It is often thought that children raised in that kind 

of environment grow up to be quite gentle, and this young man was just that.  That morning 

when he came to the office, Kazuko was talking to her co-worker friend about the ring that had 

appeared around the moon the night before.  Her friend was completely unaware of what had 

happened; she had gone to bed early and wasn’t awake at eleven to go outside and scatter beans. 

 “I saw it.  It was in today’s newspaper,” the boy said, and he showed it to Kazuko.  It 

seemed he had been reading it on his way to the office.  “Here,” he said, and gave it to her. 

 

Chapter 3 

 One evening after dinner, Ryoji started talking about something he had seen on television 

the day before.  It was a documentary68 on some seabird that lives on a small, remote island in 

the north.  His father had just lain down for a nap and was dozing off when he began his story.  

He was only half-listening at first, but eventually he fully woke up and asked Ryoji to start over 

in detail from the beginning. 

                                                 
67 The original Japanese text describes it as “the office where Kazuko is.”  This part threw me for a few loops.  
Earlier, I thought Kazuko was around Akio and Ryoji’s age, but with this any certainty I previously held instantly 
vanished.  After all, why would she be in such a location if she were that young?  It was at this point that I started 
thinking maybe she was a college student who was still living at home, working a part time job to save up money.  
Because of this, although it is not explicitly stated, I chose identify the office as her workplace. 
68 There is no explicit reference here to any type of television program, either general or specific, in the original 
Japanese text.  Due to the nature of the topic, however, it seems logical to assign the broadcast the designation of 
documentary. 
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 “Okay, well,” Ryoji started, “the show started at 7:30.  I don’t remember what it was 

called, but it was about a seabird that lives on a faraway69 island.  I’m not sure if “seabird” is one 

word or two, though70.  Um, but anyway71, I saw it in the newspaper72 and decided to turn it on.” 

 In the beginning, there were a number of birds.  For the sake of research, one of the birds 

was fitted with a leg band, which the researchers used to track her and locate her eggs.  Once 

they found the eggs, they waited to see how long it would take for them to hatch.  After hatching, 

the chicks fed for about two weeks until they were forced to leave the nest.  Usually, baby birds 

remain in the nest for about a month, learning from and being cared for by their mothers, until 

they’re about the same size as her.  It is at this point that they must leave the nest.  For this 

particular species, however, this takes place when their bodies are still covered with soft, downy 

hair, before they’ve even sprouted their first feather. 

 The night before leaving the nest, the chicks joined their mother in a session of 

cacophonous squawking.  The fusion of their voices created made quite a noise, indeed.  Their 

nest was built into a crevice halfway up the face of a cliff overlooking the water, and it was from 

here that the chicks jumped out. 

 “And this happened in the morning?” Ryoji’s father asked. 

                                                 
69 Taking into consideration that this is a middle-school aged speaker, words such as “remote,” “isolated” and the 
like seem too advanced, making their use unnatural.  Simpler wording such as this, however, feels more age-
appropriate. 
70 In the original Japanese text, the word “seabird” is first written in kanji, after which Ryoji states his uncertainty as 
to whether the characters are pronounced according to their on-yomi (カイチョウ) or their kun-yomi (うみどり).  
Obviously, there is no way to even come remotely close to imitating this with any phenomenon we may find in 
English.  Because of this, I considered omitting this small part altogether, but then the question of whether “seabird” 
is one word or two (something I myself had to think long and hard about) came to mind and I felt that it would be an 
acceptable substitution.  Thus, I decided against omission. 
71 As a characteristic of younger children’s speech, there seems to be a frequent use of phrases expressing 
uncertainty (“um,” “uh,” etc.).  This addition is merely an attempt to make young Ryoji’s speech seem more natural 
and spontaneous (in contrast to being scripted and, subsequently, unnatural). 
72 For as simple a word as this is, it really made me think.  In English, we often shorten the word “newspaper” to 
simply “the paper,” so when I was typing this line I automatically put down “the paper.”  When I realized what I had 
done, however, I thought twice and had to ask myself, “Is that something we do when we’re that young, or is it more 
of an adult thing?”  To be quite honest, I’m not entirely certain, but to me, personally, saying “the paper” in this 
instance seems a little odd, hence why the full word “newspaper” appears, instead. 
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 “Yup73,” Ryoji replied, “I’m pretty sure it was morning.  They said it was about 7:30.” 

 The chicks fell like stones, flapping their wings frantically as they plunged into the 

churning waters below74.  Without any help from their mother, the chicks emerged from the 

water, seeming ready to give it another go.  Finally, after multiple tries, they successfully took to 

the air.  This was in the springtime.  The chicks flew far out to sea, not to return again until the 

fall.  Back on the island, the beach was littered with the fallen bodies of those who weren’t so 

lucky75. 

 

Chapter 4 
  

One Sunday morning, there was a little mizudaki, a stew-like dish, left over from the 

night before. 

 “Uh-Oh, who wants some?” his wife asked the kids. 

 “I do!” Akio said. 

 “Me, too!” Ryoji replied, to which Akio responded with a quick jab to the stomach.  

“Owww,” he groaned, squatting76. 

 In this house, “Uh-Oh” wasn’t a verbal reaction to some unfortunate event; rather, it was 

the name of a particular food which the boys were quite fond of.  When the family ate pork 
                                                 
73 Because this appears as うん in the original, rather than はい, a more colloquial form of “yes” is called for, hence 
the use of “yup.” 
74 An element of suspense is added in the original Japanese text with the use of the phrase “some tens of meters 
below.”  I initially thought about simply changing it to “some hundreds of feet below,” but thinking about it 
realistically, I realized it’s unlikely that anything could survive a couple hundred-foot fall, even into water.  Still, I 
didn’t want to leave it as was; it just didn’t sound right.  I, therefore, decided to shift the focus from the distance of 
the fall to the final destination, and concentrate the effect of peril there.   
75 I used “as successful” here, at first, but from the beginning I liked “so lucky” better (I came up with the two at the 
same time).  The earlier was more true to the literal Japanese, whereas I couldn’t really think of a good justification 
for the latter, and so I left it at that.  While revising, however, I remembered that I had heard this “so lucky” before 
on documentaries, and with that, I made the change. 
76 Ryoji originally groaned and then squatted, but when I did my first quick read-through the story I overlooked this 
detail and the image in my mind was one of simultaneous action.  Even after I realized my mistake, however, I was 
not convinced that anyone (for the most part) would naturally have a verbal reaction before a physical reaction when 
experiencing pain.  Because of this, I made the actions concurrent. 
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mizudaki, they chopped up dried seaweed and, along with a little bit of salt, seasoned the tops of 

their bowls of rice, over which they poured a coating of soup from the mizudaki.  At the end of 

dinner, when everyone was full and could eat no more, the kids would say, “Uh oh77.”  It was 

from this that they came up with a name for the leftovers, “Uh-Oh Rice.” 

 His wife heated up the soup until it came to a boil.  She then brought the pot over to Akio 

and served him first, ladling the soup over his rice and topping it off with two large pieces of 

pork.  She served Ryoji next, but unlike his brother, he received a number of smaller pieces of 

meat.  In that time, Akio took his own pieces of meat and hid them in his rice. 

 “Hey, Ryoji’s got more,” he said.  When it finally came time to eat, he thanked his 

mother and promptly dug in78. 

 Ryoji began telling a story that happened some time ago.  He had gone for a walk in the 

area with his father and Akio.  On their way back, while walking along a path perched high atop 

a cliff, they passed by a friend of his coming from the opposite direction. 

 “He looked really unhappy,” Ryoji recalled. 

 “Hmm, did he, now?” his father replied. 

                                                 
77 This part has to be one of the greatest obstacles I encountered in this entire story.  In the Japanese version, this 
sentence reads 残念だというので、「ざんねん雑炊」という名前が附いている。(“…they would say ‘that’s 
too bad,’ and so they named it ‘That’s Too Bad rice gruel.’”  Trying to find a word that functioned like残念 as an 
interjection, but that would also sound good if used as part of a name, was a daunting task, and one that plagued me 
for a good chunk of this section.  I came up with so many translations of残念 as an interjection, but none of them 
sounded good when I tried using them in the name.  The most notable one I thought of was “that’s a pity.”  As an 
interjection this works fine.  Now listen to this: “That’s a Pity Porridge.”  I rest my case. 
78 At first, I tried to find a more literary way to phrase this without recycling the word “eat.”  Unfortunately, all the 
alternatives I came up with had exactly that in common (they contained some form of “eat”).  “Dig in” came to mind 
during that time, as well, but I felt it sounded too colloquial and not very appropriate for a third person narrative 
such as this (since nothing specific is known about what kind of person the narrator is).  After examining the 
Japanese construction of the phrase more closely (食べ出す), however, I realized that there was a particular nuance 
created by the addition of 出す to the base verb 食べる.  This was caused by my recollection of the verb 泣き出す 
(“to burst into tears”) and its subtly more emphatic nature in comparison with the simple verb 泣く.  Through this 
process (and a little convincing from my fiancée, an English major) I came to accept my current phasing. 
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 “He’s in the baseball club now and soon he’s gonna compete in cross-country.  He even 

beat out the older kids79.” 

 “He80 a first year student?” 

 “Mm-hmm,” Ryoji confirmed as he tore up some seaweed and sprinkled it on his rice.  

He still had not so much as even touched his food.  Akio, on the other hand, had been devouring 

his food the whole time, shooting a sideways glance in his brother’s direction every now and 

again.  By the time Ryoji finally started eating81, Akio had already finished his first bowlful and 

was having seconds. 

 “Do you want seconds, Ryoji?” his mother asked. 

 “Yes, please!” 

 “No,” Akio protested, glaring at his brother. 

 “But I want some.” 

 “No way.” 

 “Whenever I say something you give me a mean look82.  Why?” 

 Without a moment’s hesitation, Akio, using his thumb and middle finger, started flicking 

him sharply on the shin. 

 “Hey, knock it off83,” their father ordered. 
                                                 

entence 

 

79 I thought about using “upperclassmen” here, but on second thought it occurred to me that it’s more of a high 
school term, so for middle-schooler Ryoji, “older kids” would be more age-appropriate. 
80 The omission of the verb “to be” here is intentional, done in an attempt to make the father’s speech seem more 
masculine. 
81 Even though the form that appears here in the original Japanese text is the same as the one addressed in Footnote 
4 (食べ出す), I did not feel compelled to use more emphatic wording as I did before.  This is mainly because in the 
paragraph preceding it, it is clearly shown that Ryoji is in no way hurrying at any point and is instead doing things at 
his leisure.  
82 Originally, the quote read 「ぼくが何かという度に、白い目をしてにらむの。いたい」.  While I felt that I 
could replaceいたい with something age-appropriate like “You’re mean,” given the context of the previous s
it seemed to me that in English leaving this as two separate sentences might not work, possibly even sounding 
slightly redundant or obvious.  My solution for this was to integrate the content of the second sentence into the first, 
as the function of the former appears to lie in summing up the latter.  With just one sentence, however, something
seemed missing.  Given the hurt implied in Ryoji’s voice, I thought that this plea for an explanation was an 
appropriate substitution. 
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 Not long after, Akio picked up an egg lying in front of him and, without warning, 

cracked84 the top of it on his forehead.  As a member of his school’s soccer club, he was always 

doing heading practice, so something like cracking a hard-boiled egg on his head didn’t even 

faze him.  Nevertheless, the impact sounded quite painful, indeed85.  Again using his forehead, 

he cracked the egg a second time, this time on the bottom. 

 “Soft boiled?” he said, surprised.  “Shoot86, and I already cracked both ends...”  He then 

grabbed Ryoji’s egg and struck it, tip first, against his brother’s knee. 

 “Oww…” Ryoji moaned.  He was certainly having more than his fair share of painful 

experiences at this particular meal. 

 “I’m gonna crack it for ya,” Akio said. 

 “No, I’ll do it,” Ryoji protested, but he was too late.  Akio hit the egg against his own 

forehead, just as he had before, and cracked it, the impact sounding just as painful87. 

 “I thought this was a soft-boiled egg, but it isn’t.  It’s hard-boiled,” Akio said as he 

peeled the shell off the egg. 

 “It’s because I was in a hurry,” his mother said. 

 “Really?” Akio asked.  “Shouldn’t it only be soft-boiled, then?” 

 “But because I was hurrying I used a higher flame,” she replied. 

                                                                                                                                                             
83 Literally, “Don’t be annoying.” 
84 The original text actually only says that he hit the egg against his forehead and doesn’t mention anything about it 
getting cracked in the process.  Because of later context, however, I felt that I should change this here so as to avoid 
confusion at the point where said context appears. 
85 In spite of it being understood context, the Japanese text specifies that the sound is of the end of the egg and the 
bone of Akio’s forehead colliding.  I feel that such repetition is not only unnecessary, but also unnatural in English, 
and so I have omitted it. 
86 This interjection is used to represent in English the feeling of regret that is conveyed by the ~てしまう
construction in Japanese, as appears here in the original.  I chose this one specifically because I feel it reflects 
Akio’s age, i.e. because he is still a child he probably would not use profanities, even as mild as “damn,” so he 
would likely use words like “shoot” or “darn” as interjections, instead. 
87 This sentence is more simply written in the Japanese version as “Akio again made (lit. caused) the sound and hit 
the egg against his own forehead.”  I felt it would be vague and just poor-sounding to leave it so plain in English, so 
I decided to give more dimension and vividness to said sound by restating how painful it had seemed the first time.   
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 “Oh, so that’s it88.”  With that, Akio took the egg and, without listening to his mother and 

sister’s protests, squeezed out the yolk.  He plunked it on top of his third helping of “Uh-Oh” and 

mixed the two together. 

 “Ewww89, that’s gross90,” Kazuko said repugnantly. 

 “No it’s not,” Akio retorted. 

 “You’re giving mean looks again.” 

 Ryoji was still working on his seconds when Akio finished his thirds, not to mention the 

fact that there was some miso soup he had yet to eat. 

 “Ryoji,” Akio said to him, “hurry up and finish your soup.” 

 “I will,” Ryoji replied. 

 “It’ll get cold if you leave it for too long, so eat it while it’s still hot91.”  Akio was always 

being told the exact same thing and now he himself was saying it to his younger brother.  He sat 

and watched fixatedly as Ryoji drank his soup.  “You’re gonna fill up on soup and then you 

won’t be able to eat any more.” 

 And that’s exactly what happened. 

                                                 
88 Originally, そうか.  While the literal meaning is simply “Is that so?” or “Oh, really,” translating this in such a 
way seems uninterested and, in a way, somewhat rude.  The way I have phrased my translation alone, however, does 
not seem to cure the feeling of disinterestedness.  Because of this, I have italicized the word “that,” a measure which 
I believe not only eliminates this problem, but also preserves the curiosity Ryoji seems to exhibit just a few lines 
earlier. 
89 Kazuko’s quote originally contains the sentence-final particle わ.  In an attempt to replicate its feminine-marking 
effect, I decided to use this interjection.  As a dual function, it also serves as an indicator of age.  
90 Literally, “that’s dirty.” 
91 Cooling is not the consequence of being left for too long in the Japanese version.  By literal translation, it is the 
result of merely letting it sit, period.  In addition to this seeming a bit too logically restrictive, 1) I was never told 
this as a child (the latter, that is, though I do remember being told the former), and 2) I cannot imagine saying the 
latter to my children (when I hit that stage of life).  After all, some foods do need to be allowed to sit and cool off a 
bit before eating, lest one wants an uncomfortable dining experience.  For these reasons, I added the element of 
excessiveness to this phrase. 
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 Finally, Ryoji started peeling the shell from his egg.  No matter what the task, whenever 

Ryoji did something it always took him a while to do it.  When he had peeled the last bit of shell 

away, Akio reached in from the side and snatched away the egg. 

 “Hey!  Cut it out, Aki,” Ryoji cried. 

 Akio held the soft egg between his fingers, occasionally giving it a gentle squeeze92. 

 “Stop it, Akio,” Kazuko ordered. 

 “Please give it back” Ryoji requested.  He spoke with dignity, but without any effect.  

“C’mon, you’re gonna break it.” 

 Akio opened his mouth and, still holding it in his fingers, placed the egg inside.  Out of 

everyone in the family, his mouth was the biggest.  One time, when he was in elementary school, 

he took a roll from his lunch and managed to fit the whole thing in his mouth, so an egg was no 

more of a challenge for him. 

 “Akio, stop,” Kazuko commanded, her voice far more stern than before. 

 “Enough.  Just eat it, already,” his father said, losing patience. 

 “Spit it out, Akio,” his mother said, and Akio took the egg out of his mouth. 

 “Now give it back,” Kazuko instructed him. 

 At that moment, the egg slipped out of his fingers and went tumbling towards the ground.  

It hit the kitchen table on the way down and was heading for the floor when, at the last second, 

Akio managed to catch it.  There was a small tear where the egg hit the table, from which a little 

bit of yolk was oozing.  Using his tongue, which was long like his mouth was wide, Akio licked 

up the yolk that had leaked from the egg and placed it back in front of Ryoji. 

                                                 
92 This is originally phrased simply as, “…he grasped and loosened (the egg).”  Obviously, these two motions as a 
whole make up a squeeze, so for the sake of avoiding wordiness, and because the literal translation does not sound 
even remotely close to natural English, I opted for this replacement.  Also, seeing as how there is no indication that 
the squeezing has any detrimental effect on the egg, I decided to insert the adverb “gently” in order to make this fact 
clear to the reader. 
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 “You’re mean,” Ryoji pouted. 

 “What?  I gave it back, didn’t I?” Akio replied. 

 “Did any yolk get on the tatami?” his mother asked. 

 “Nope,” he answered.  “I caught it before it hit the floor.” 

 

Chapter 5 

 One evening, his wife said something that struck everyone as odd.   

 “I think everyone has at least one or two strange experiences in their lifetime.  It’s rare93 

that you ever actually get to hear somebody talk about theirs, though94.”   

 “Yeah, but we don’t get to know all that many people95,” he responded.  “Even when we 

do, there’s no guarantee they’ll share what’s made the greatest impression on them96.” 

 “Very true,” she agreed.  “Kids, do any of you have a strange story?” 

 They all thought long and hard about it, but, judging by the look on their faces, couldn’t 

think of any.  Finally, Akio broke the silence. 

 “One day at school,” he began, “there was a kid from the judo club in the shoe room.  

He’s a third year now, but back then he was in second year.  Anyway, I saw him after class 

before I went to the soccer club room.  On one side of the room there’s a judo hall, and when I 

looked over that way, there he was, practicing.” 

 Everyone stared at Akio in surprise. 

                                                 
93 Literally, “it’s hard to…” 
94 Following the mother’s quote there was, in the Japanese version, a sentence that that read, “This is more or less 
what she said.”  Because what she said was quoted, however, it seemed a bit contradictory to me to say that it was 
all approximate.  For this reason I chose to omit that sentence. 
95 This sentence and the one that follows were originally not quotes.  Instead, they appeared together in one 
paragraph which was followed by a separate paragraph reading, “He responded in this way…”  Because of this latter 
element, I felt that this thought would, on the whole, work best as a direct quote. 
96 This would have easily been a run-on sentence in English if all of its original content was kept intact, but at the 
same time I found no good way of breaking it apart into two or more separate sentences.  Therefore, I omitted a few 
choice words whose absence would not detract from the integrity of the original sentence in translation. 
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 “It was his twin,” he continued.  “I had already been at the school a year and just then 

realized it.  I had seen him before, though.  Below the judo hall there’s a bunch of little windows 

and outside there’s a fence around the pool.  Well, one day there was a judo uniform someone 

had thrown over the fence to dry.  When I looked at it, he called out from one of the far windows, 

‘Hey, could you grab that for me?’  I took it and brought it over, thinking that he had ducked 

back inside, but then I saw the same face at another window far away, telling me, ‘Nevermind, 

don’t worry about it97.’” 

“They really do look alike,” he concluded.  “I still can’t tell ‘em apart.”

                                                 
97 Literally, “You don’t have to get it.” 
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The Voice 
A Translation of “Koe” by Kojima Nobuo 

 
Chapter 1 

 
 Sasahara always started walking a little quicker once he reached the top of the cliff; in 

some ways98 it was almost a full-out run.  From there the road sloped steeply downhill, cutting a 

straight path to the railroad tracks just twenty meters below.  There he would wait for the bus, 

whose swaying and crowdedness he would have to endure for a half hour before finally getting 

off.  From there it was a two minute run to work.  Even then, however, he could not let up, not 

unless he wanted to clock in late99. 

This was the tension Sasahara felt every time he approached the top of the cliff.  All the 

way down the road the only thing he could think about was the bus.  There were even times 

where he would have to chase the bus down100, calling out to it as he ran along and across the 

tracks.  Because of this, if he hadn’t been paying attention to what was happening around him, he 

wouldn’t have noticed who was out walking.  He couldn’t afford to take a minute to talk and be 

late101. 

                                                 
98 The sentence seems to be missing something without this element (in one way, shape, or form), even though there 
is no such thing in the original. 
99 Literally, “without clocking in late.” 
100 In the original Japanese version, the concept of chasing the bus down in embodied in Sasahara calling out to it 
and running down the tracks.  When I tried to express this in English without explicitly saying “chasing down the 
bus,” however, it didn’t seem complete, hence why explicit mention of it is made here. 
101 (a)The structure of this sentence gave me trouble at first.  Primarily this was because of the phrase それより.  I 
kept on trying to translate it more literally as something like, “being late was more unforgivable than taking a minute 
to talk.”  After stumbling across an example sentence using the verb 許されない on the Internet, however, which 
was roughly translated as “cannot afford to do,” I abandoned that approach, finding this translation easier to work 
with, not to mention better-sounding. (b) The start of this sentence in the Japanese text reads, “(F)rom the time he 
came out on the cliff until he reached the tracks…”  Being difficult to incorporate and poor-sounding when I finally 
managed to do so, I elected to omit it, citing no loss of information or stylistic effect. 
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 Then one morning, as he tucked his briefcase under his arm and prepared to run, 

somebody called out to Sasahara, stopping him dead in his tracks102.  Naturally, he turned 

around, and there, about two or three meters in front of him, stood a man.  Seeing as how he 

didn’t look very familiar, Sasahara somehow couldn’t bring himself to just keep running. 

 “Excuse me, you there,” the man beckoned. 

 “I’m a bit busy,” Sasahara responded. 

 “Don’t worry, I won’t keep you long.  I just have something I’d like to ask you.  It’ll only 

take a minute.” 

 “A minute, you say?”  Without even looking at his watch, Sasahara knew how important 

that minute was. 

 “It’s alright.  C’mere a bit.” 

 Without even retracing his footsteps, Sasahara ran off, waving his hands, and with that, 

he forgot all about the man by the end of the day. 

 The next morning, as he was about to start his run across the top of the cliff, Sasahara 

noticed the man from the previous day standing in his path. Having caught sight of the man 

before he could call out to him, Sasahara planned on pretending not to see the man and trying to 

simply pass by him.  But the man, it seemed, had been waiting for him103, for just as Sasahara 

was about to put his plan into action, the man suddenly turned around and, in a soft voice, said, 

“Excuse me, you there.  C’mon104, please don’t humiliate me like this105.”  His voice was barely 

                                                 
102 I had a bit of trouble translating the verb here, 呼び止める.  The dictionary I used translated it as “to call to a 
halt,” but having never heard this before, to me, it sounded completely unnatural.  After this encounter I realized that 
two actions would be necessary to express, in English, what one verb does in Japanese. 
103 This was said as something like “set up waiting for him” in Japanese, however I could not find a way to 
incorporate the “setup” element into the English translation that sounded good. 
104 This is an original addition mainly because, in this sentence, it adds an element of disappointment.  Without it, 
the sentence merely sounds like he’s asking someone to not humiliate him almost as a precautionary measure, and 
not because he thinks that it will happen. 
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audible, no more than a whisper.  Sasahara was caught off guard106 and, to his disadvantage107, 

found himself unable to run away. 

 Sasahara was surprised to see the man standing there; he had forgotten all about him until 

then.  But the man, it seemed, had anything but forgotten about Sasahara.  To make matters 

worse, the path Sasahara followed to get to work each day was not only the route he usually 

took, it was the only route he could take.  Sasahara couldn’t believe his predicament.  Usually he 

felt a bit irritated as he chased downhill trying to catch the bus108, but this daily routine wasn’t 

one he got no enjoyment out of whatsoever. 

 “Don’t bother me, please,” Sasahara said, and he started to approach the man, all the 

while thinking to himself, “That should put an end to that.” 

 “Can’t you hear that?” the man asked.  “It really will only take a minute.” 

 Sasahara started to grow annoyed and took a blatant look at his watch.  “So you hear 

something, do you?” he asked.  He didn’t feel like he could hear anything particularly 

noteworthy.  “Listen, buddy, if I see you standing here tomorrow morning, or ever again for that 

matter, I’m just gonna109 ignore110 you.”  He was about to tell the man off and this was how he 

planned on doing it, but just then, [in attempt to change his attitude, the man showed him his 

                                                                                                                                                             
105 This sentence originally simply reads, “Please don’t humiliate me.”  Because it sounds more like something one 
would say as a warning, to me, it is not an appropriate translation.  Adding what I have at the end, however, gives it 
more of an air of imploring, and the mood of the scene is preserved. 
106 The word used here actually translates as “shocked,” but in English I feel this has a slightly different connotation, 
one more along the lines of a reaction to something disturbing rather than simply being surprised. 
107 This accomplishes in English what the auxiliary verb しまう does in Japanese.  Although the translation 
probably could have done just fine without it, I felt that it added a dimension of Sasahara’s feelings, so with it the 
reader can feel more like he does, even though the reader knows this is an unfortunate turn of events for him. 
108 Literally, “trying not to be late.”  I could not find a way to smoothly integrate it in that form, however, so I opted 
for a rewording that still arrived at the same point in terms of overall meaning. 
109 The masculine sentence final particle ぞ appears in this sentence, so in an attempt to recreate the tone it gives the 
original Japanese sentence, I have shortened the more literary “going to” to the more colloquial and, as is 
appropriate in this case, rough “gonna.” 
110 Literally, “I won’t acknowledge you.”  This seems too literary considering the tone that is supposed to be 
conveyed here. 
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selfishness111] and Sasahara lost his opportunity.  “Look, do you hear something or not?  I’m 

very busy.” 

 “Ah!   But a busy man like yourself is exactly the kind of person I want to listen,” the 

man said.  He angled his ear downward at the foot of the cliff and, turning his face towards 

Sasahara, smiled.  Sasahara didn’t have much choice but to follow the man’s example. 

 “So what is it you want me to hear?” Sashara asked. 

 “Listen closely,” the man instructed, “It’s that, that command.  Surely you can hear it?  

What kind of command do you suppose it is?” 

 “Look, I’m really busy…” 

 “Now that won’t do.  Whether you’re busy or whether you’re not busy, it’s a trivial 

matter, really.” 

 “Alright, fine” Sasahara muttered112, “I’m already late, anyway.  But only today, you 

hear?” 

 “If that’s the case, let’s talk a bit more leisurely, shall we?  You know, I wasn’t trying to 

be a bother to you by waiting here.  It’s just that I thought you of all people would be able to 

understand.” 

“The issue,” the man continued, “is, in essence, that command.  Doesn’t it bring 

something to mind113 when you hear it114?” 

                                                 
111 This was as close as I came to an even remotely functioning translation here.  Admittedly so, I did not, and even 
now feel that I still do not understand what was going on here, although I think I may have a slightly better idea now 
than I did before.  The section in question from the original text reads: 「（相手は）彼のそんな気持を危く裏切

るような自分切手な様子を見せた」  
112 The literal translation of the word here is “tut,” but this seems to be a word not commonly used in American 
English, so I fear its use may leave some readers unsure of what to make of it.  Because of this I have opted to 
translate 舌打ち as “mutter,” as it seems to carry at least a similar connotation. 
113 For the longest time I was translating this in a more literal fashion as “to remind (someone of something).”  A 
few lines later where this word reappears, however, this translation does not fit well.  Seeking an alternative that was 
compatible in both instances, I eventually came up with this as a solution. 

 



Ricca 29 

 “Lots of things,” Sasahara replied.  “I understand what you’re saying.  And I get what 

you’re trying to make me think of.  It’s conformity.” 

 “Conformity?  No, that’s not it at all.  Listen very carefully, okay?”  The man seized 

Sasahara’s arm and grasped it tightly.  Sasahara quickly115 broke free.  “What do you hear?  Is it 

‘Starboard arch!’?” 

 “I think it’s ‘Forward march116!’  Why ‘forward march,’ though?” 

 “Well, that may be true, but what I’m trying to say is that command is so beautiful, so 

resilient, echoing again and again, that it leaves nothing that can be said.  Do you see what I’m 

saying?  My, but isn’t it amazing?  It’s such a long and difficult term of service before one can 

give orders in such a way, and yet in the end the voice always ends up being mediocre, doesn’t 

it?”  

 “I’m always hearing that command.” 

 “Of course you would.  After all, your employer does have connections with the Defense 

Agency, as I understand it.  But in a good voice like that?  It’s doesn’t happen much these days.” 

 “Why would you need to know anything about my employer?” Sasahara asked curiously. 

 “Well, I wanted to talk to the people that pass through here, and incidentally I took a bit 

of an interest in you which led me to do a little investigating.  The thing is, I want to be able to 

say that I really hate that command, so I want you to make me understand the feeling.” 

 “I don’t quite get what you’re saying.  Please look for someone else.” 

                                                                                                                                                             
114 I almost omitted this last part (“…when you hear it”), thinking that it seemed to unnecessarily overload the 
sentence with readily understood context.  After giving it some thought, however, I came to realize that, while it is 
not a critical element, its inclusion was not detrimental to the translated sentence, and I decided to retain it. 
115 This is not part of the original, but there seems to be a sort of flatness and disjointedness in the second sentence 
without it. 
116 This was a bit of a challenge.  In the original Japanese version, the man thinks the command is マヤーススマ, 
while Sasahara believes it’s 前進め.  Translating the second was quite simple (“forward march”), but finding 
something to replace マヤーススマ that 1) sounded like “forward march” and yet 2) didn’t sound completely made 
up or non-English, that took some time and thought. 
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 “I’m afraid I can’t do that.  You came to me.  I told you my secret.” 

 “Just what exactly are you getting at?” Sasahara asked impatiently. 

 “Did you feel it117?  That command, ‘Starboard arch,’ it’s a fascinating thing, and yet 

there’s this sense of extreme danger about it…” 

 “So what in the world is over there, anyway?” 

 “You don’t know.  It’s a police station yard.  The reason you can only hear the command 

is because there’s so many tall trees growing down there that tower above it.  Soon there’ll be a 

whistle, ya know.  You pass by here everyday, and yet you didn’t even know what it was.  I’ll 

bet you were surprised, huh? 

 Sasahara became very tight-lipped118.  “I was.  So then, this whistle you mentioned, what 

about it?” he asked obstinately. 

 “That, my friend119, is a police whistle120.  It blows once every morning.  Right now 

they’re all lined up down there in two rows, each one right-facing away from the other.  Next, 

they’ll turn and face one another so that they can inspect each other’s uniforms.  Once they’ve 

finished this routine, that’s when the whistle will blow.  You can’t see the yard at all, no matter 

where you look from; all you can do is hear the sounds and the voices.  It took me three days to 

figure out what was going on down there.” 

                                                 
117 Literally, “did you understand it?” 
118 I was unable to find much information on the phrase that appeared here in the original Japanese text, ムッとする, 
so the choice I have made for the translation is, admittedly so, shaky and not one with which I am completely 
satisfied. 
119 Originally, simply “you.” 
120 Unfortunately, because of the dual meaning of the word “whistle” in English, both as a sound and the instrument 
which makes said sound, I ran into a problem here.  I didn’t want to have the same word appear earlier as it did 
(referring to the sound) and then again here (meaning the object), both fearing confusion on the part of the reader 
and not liking the sound of it in general.  To remedy this, I decided to distinguish the latter by calling it a “police 
whistle,” even though this is not done in the original Japanese version (where two different words are used to avoid 
ambiguity). 
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 “I get it now.  You’re just uneasy in general.  Forgive me, but I really can’t stay and listen 

any longer.  So, if you’ll excuse me…” 

 “Uneasy?” the man echoed, seeming somewhat surprised.  “I see.  Well, even you only 

understand that much, at least I’ve made an acquaintance.” 

 “What exactly do you do, anyway?  Everybody else is busy with work or something or 

other, and yet you have enough free time to go and tell me this kind of stuff.  So how in the 

world do you make a living121?” 

 The man broke out in a grin.  “What do you think I do?  I do a job that bothers no one; I 

make toys.  I spend all day in front of a small hearth firing them and then I sell them at night 

fairs.  Here, let me show you a sample of my work.  This one’s a dog.”  He handed the toy to 

Sasahara who, deciding this was his chance to escape, took off running down the path. 

On the bus, he took out the toy dog and examined it.  It was nothing particularly unique, 

and at a length of about five centimeters, it was actually quite small.  The expression in its 

upward turned eyes bore an eerie resemblance to that of its creator, a notion that sent a chill 

down Sasahara’s spine122.  He threw the toy dog out the window; he couldn’t believe he was so 

late for such a stupid thing.  Having done that, Sasahara straightened up his posture123, opened 

his newspaper, and tried to forget about the whole ordeal. 

 

 

 

                                                 
121 Literally, “(W)hy in the world do you eat?” 
122 Literally, “the feeling became bad.” 
123 I originally put “sat up” here, thinking that the more literal translation “straightened his posture” may sound 
somewhat flat.  When I reviewed this paragraph, however, I realized that he could either be sitting or standing, as 
there is no indication either way in the Japanese text.  In both situations one could straighten their posture, but one 
can only sit up if sitting.  Not wanting to make any assumptions, I decided on the former and safer alternative. 
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Chapter 2 
 

Sasahara often heard the command at work; it would always ring out whenever they124 

lined up or saluted, along with a variety of other occasions.  Although Sasahara was an office 

clerk, he sometimes also had to move when the command was given.  On that day, too, even 

from the distant courtyard he could hear the voice yelling, but unlike every other day it echoed125 

in his ears.  When he first started working there, the voice actually frightened him a bit when he 

heard it.  No one else seemed to feel the same way, however, so he quickly got used to it and it 

became nothing more than a daily routine. 

This lost feeling from within lifted Sasahara’s head; it seemed that he would have to 

erase the man from his memory once and for all126.  It was an annoying feeling, bordering on the 

edge of being downright irritating.  In standing in the road127 and turning to Sasahara the man 

had somehow managed to get inside of him and now occupied a corner of his mind.  Sasahara 

spent hours trying to figure out how it had happened128, and by the time he left the office the 

thought had become quite irritating, indeed. 

                                                 
124 Here, I initially tried to mimic the nuance of the original Japanese text, which was that of “whenever saluting or 
lining up happened” or “whenever it was time to salute or line up,” the latter ending up being as close as I could get.  
I felt that this did not have quite the right connotation, however, so I opted to give the actions human embodiments 
as I have here with “they.”  Unfortunately, this, too, has its flaws, the greatest by far being how it is unclear to whom 
“they” refers.  This is an obstacle in translation that I found myself unable to completely overcome.   
125 Originally simply “remained,” I was initially divided between using “rang” and “echoed.”  Realizing that I had 
already used the former in a different sense just a few sentences earlier, however, I ended up choosing the latter by 
default. 
126 The sentence says that Sasahara would have to “completely forget (about the man), no matter what.”  I debated 
including the latter element after this, but giving it a second thought I realized that “once and for all” seems to carry 
both the connotations of completeness and imperativeness present in the original text.  Thus, I decided against 
inserting it. 
127 The conjunction “moreover” leads off this sentence in the Japanese version, but because of how I have translated 
and ordered the surrounding text, it would not have fit, so I deleted it. 
128 My first thought was to translate this as “how he did it” (仕方 in the original).  It seemed to me, however, that the 
scope was not just how the man got inside of Sasahara, but how all the factors surrounding the situation where he 
got inside led to that result.  To convey this, I decided on the wording “how it had happened.” 
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 When it came to getting to work, the hill road wasn’t necessarily the only route Sasahara 

could take129.  There was also a path that ran straight down from the cliff and came out at the 

railroad tracks.  The only problem was that it was extremely steep, so Sasahara would slide a bit, 

not to mention there was a ditch partway without a bridge for him to cross it.  There should have 

been a bridge but it had collapsed130.  Since there was no one to build131 a new one, however, 

perhaps people had stopped taking that path.  Fortunately for Sasahara, the path that ran along 

the top of the cliff was a little winding, so the man wouldn’t be able to see him from where he 

usually132 stood.  Thus, he could make his way down to the steep, second path that would act as 

his shortcut.  Though it might take a bit longer, he decided that starting the next day he would 

make his escape through this path, and with that resolution came a feeling of relief that he was 

finally taking a big step towards getting revenge.  On that note, Sasahara set off for home133. 

 On his way back, Sasahara decided to try taking the shortcut instead of his usual route.  

Since it was only in the morning that the man stood in the road, he still planned on taking the 

latter to get home in the evening.  Alight with the thought that change was coming134, Sasahara 

blew off the trouble he had endured since the previous day. 

 Sasahara got off the bus and entered the damp alley that was the shortcut135.  He followed 

the narrow road, still level at this point, until finally, after two or three turns, the ditch came into 

                                                 
129 Literally, “(W)hen asking if there is no other course besides the hill road, this is not necessarily true.”  
130 In the original, this was left more general as “broken.”  Because the following sentence says there was no one to 
“install (a new bridge),” however, I felt that the bridge’s state would be best expressed as one of having collapsed, 
rather than simply having broken.   
131 Literally, “install.” 
132 My native speaker’s intuition told me that, for some reason, “usually” would work better here than the original 
word, “always,” although both would probably function equally well. 
133 A run-on sentence would have been inevitable had I left this as part of the previous sentence, as in the original 
text, so to avoid this problem I decided to make it a sentence of its own. 
134 Previously the first sentence of a new paragraph. 
135 This last phrase is an original addition on my part.  I was afraid that if I were to end the sentence right after 
“alley,” some readers may not understand that the “damp alley” is actually the shortcut, thinking that he went 
somewhere else, instead.  To make the connection clear, and thereby avoid this potential problem, I created and 
incorporated this phrase. 
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view.  At this time Sasahara noticed a stone wall to his right.  From its location and appearance, 

he knew it was the wall that surrounded the police yard.  Partway down was the back gate, which 

appeared to be made of wood136.  There was a gap in the gate through which a brilliant white 

light shone, seeming to beckon him137. 

 “What’s that?” Sasahara wondered, and without a word, he fixed himself in front of the 

gate. 

   There didn’t appear to be138 anything unusual about the gap, so, driven by his curiosity, 

he peeked through it.  It might be more plausible to say that it wasn’t so much the gap itself that 

attracted him, but rather the command that leaked from it.  This would be more accurate than 

simply saying that the white light caught his eye.  Being attracted by the command, however, 

meant commiserating with the man, and so Sasahara wholeheartedly139 denied this.  Having 

thrown the man’s toy out the window, he refused to share too many sentiments with him. 

 Sasahara surveyed the area, finding the whole business quite annoying, and once he was 

sure there was no one coming, he softly crept140 up to the gap.  Once there, he took one more 

                                                 
136 This word “gate” created an interesting situation here.  In the Japanese text, two words are used,  門 (“gate”) and 
裏門 (“back gate”).  If I were to literally translate the phrase in which they appear together (裏門とおぼしき木造

の門), it would sound something like “the rear gate and the apparently wooden gate.”  This duality between gate as 
a conceptual opening and gate as a physical frame is where the complications in translation originated from.  I found 
a suitable solution, however, in the current wording, which incorporates both the physical and conceptual nuances of 
“gate.” 
137 I reversed the order of this sentence and the one that follows for clarification of focus.  Rendered into English 
with the original Japanese order, it seems that Sasahara’s “What’s that?” is aimed towards the gate and not the light 
shining from it.  Reversing the order prevents the former from happening. 
138 This incorporates the conveyances of both 何も珍しいことなどありはしない and そういうことは分かって

いながらfrom the original text. 
139 “As much as possible” in the Japanese version. 
140 My original intention in using the word “creep” instead of “approach,” as in the Japanese version, was to 
encompass the action of approaching and the careful manner in which it was done (そっと, or “softly” in the 
original text) in one word.  In isolation, however, “creep” left the sentence seeming incomplete, though adding some 
depth to the situation.   Because of this, and because I realized on second thought that it would not necessarily be 
redundant to do so, I decided to reintegrate “softly.” 
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look around; he couldn’t141 even imagine how he would react142 if someone were to see him in 

such a position, especially if that someone were the man.  Sasahara clicked his tongue loudly at 

the fact that he was thinking so much about the man and tried to move away from the gate, 

though in spite of it all he thought it a pity to do so.   

Fatigue finally set in and Sasahara decided to sit down on a flat rock in front of the gate 

for a minute and have a cigarette.  In sitting there, however, it would have appeared to anyone 

who would happen to see him143 as though he were plotting something.  And so, he abruptly 

stood up.  Sasahara wandered around a bit until he reached the ditch, at which point he gauged 

whether or not it was too wide for him to jump across; at a mere two and a half meters, it 

wouldn’t be impossible if he ran fast enough144.  What’s more, although it would be faster than 

necessary, if could manage to build up enough speed and slide straight down the hill, and then 

tuck his legs up when he jumped, he would be able to clear the ditch with ease.  With that in 

mind, he returned to the gate.  It was then that he realized what he had done145. 

“I just went to the ditch to have a look, only to come right back to this gate, didn’t I?” he 

thought, and let out an exasperated sigh146. 

                                                 
141 The Japanese text goes a little deeper and says that Sasahara “didn’t think (he could even imagine)...”  In English, 
however, we usually speak with greater certainty in regards to whether we can or cannot imagine something, so 
from an English-speaking audience’s perspective, this would sound a bit peculiar in translation.  For this, I simply 
omitted the first part. 
142 “(W)hat kind of attitude I would take and if I could deal with it” in the original version.  Wordiness seemed 
inevitable when it came to translating this and keeping both actions separate, so I chose to lump the two together 
under the more general phrase “how I would react.” 
143 Literally, “to anyone’s eyes.” 
144 Literally, “if he ran vigorously.” 
145 I found working with the original structure of this sentence (the quote followed by “he noticed…”) a bit too 
difficult to render into any semblance of natural-sounding English.  My solution was to place the quote after the 
statement of Sasahara’s realization and fill the former’s original position with the general phrase “what he had 
done.” 
146 Literally, “‘Oh!’ he coughed.” 
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In turning and going towards the ditch, Sasahara was really planning on simply crossing 

over it and going up the cliff; in playing innocent and returning to the gate, however, he was 

merely fooling himself. 

“This is ridiculous147,” he thought.  “I need to figure out why the hell I have such an 

attachment to this damned gate148.”  On that note, he stopped peeking through the gap and, as he 

walked away, started thinking about the source of his obsession.  In reality, however, he didn’t 

do any thinking at all; instead, he simply recalled how he had heard the voice behind the 

command coming from the yard for quite a long time. 

After getting hired at his job, Sasahara took up residence in a house on top of the cliff, 

and from the time he first ran across the cliff, it seemed that he was always aware of his 

surroundings.  The reason he always had to hurry through the area was a combination of the fact 

that there was a hill and that he didn’t leave home early enough.  That much is certain.  But in 

the end, once he saw that there was a way he could leisurely walk down the hill and that it would 

be good for him to leave home a little earlier, it also became clear that he read the paper while 

drinking his tea and paying attention to what time he left149. 

To say that Sasahara read the paper in depth is a bit difficult.  This is because some 

mornings he would, for one reason or another, read the paper from the previous day instead of 

that morning’s edition.  He wouldn’t so much read the paper as he would just kill time, and 

seeing as how he wouldn’t actually read the paper, one could go so far as to say that he would 

                                                 
147 Literally, “I can’t allow this.” 
148 A) While this is not explicitly stated as being the object with which Sasahara has an obsession, lack of 
clarification, to me, seems to indicate that this is the case (I cite the concept of understood context in defense of this 
move). B) This sentence was originally not presented as a direct quote in Japanese, but feeling that it would work 
better as such in English, I decided to make it that way. 
149 I felt that I had a decent grasp on this sentence up until the last phrase (彼は出かける時間を…) which 
completely threw me off and, I fear, compromised both my understanding of the original Japanese sentence and its 
integrity in translation. 
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merely open it.  This so-called reading150 was merely a front aimed at himself more than anyone 

else.   

Sasahara wasn’t exactly thinking about this as he wandered around.  Though he wasn’t 

thinking about it, however, he did understand it.  Day in and day out he already understood it, 

knew it completely, and because he knew it, he ran…  And so, while Sasahara told himself151 he 

needed to think hard about why the gate attracted him so, he simply couldn’t concentrate on it.  

This is because he was trying to think about why he averted this “thought” that floated around152 

inside his head everyday.  This was easier said than done, however, and because of this, Sasahara 

simply got irritated and, as might be expected, ended up feeling bitter towards the man.  He 

wanted to get the upper hand and spy on him, this troublesome acquaintance of his (at this point 

the situation had left him with no choice but to call him an acquaintence), who stood atop a cliff 

for three days, gazing at a yard he couldn’t even see, and burdening himself with contemplating 

it all, and this irritation only made the feeling grow stronger. 

His anger rising, Sasahara was trying to inch his way towards the gap when suddenly he 

heard a voice.  Unlike the voice behind the military commands that lured him so, which was 

strong, manly, and grand, this was a shrill voice.  Also, this voice was coming from outside the 

wall, in contrast with the former which originated exclusively from inside the wall.  He looked 

                                                 
150 In the original text, this was written as 読んでいるふり, or “appearance of reading.”  I thought that this did not 
sound quite right in English (citing an unusual use of the word “appearance”), however, hence why I opted for the 
current wording. 
151 Literally, “think.”  The difference in wording is to avoid potential confusion due to the ambiguity of the word 
“think,” another instance of which appears later in the sentence. 
152 Literally, “was inside his head.”  The original Japanese wording makes it seem like the thought is at the forefront 
of Sasahara’s mind, while the wording I have used, to me, feels like it focuses more on the unconscious presence of 
the thought.  I find this important because Sasahara says that he keeps brushing the thought away, so there is a 
feeling of it coming back, and to come back to something, it must first move away from it.  If the thought were 
simply “in his head,” it would seem to me that, in spite of Sasahara’s efforts, it would not go away even temporarily, 
at which point I would expect some contextual indication of this. 
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up at where the voice was coming from and let out a faint sigh that seemed to say, “It’s all over.”  

It was the hopeless sigh of one who understands something all too well153. 

“Hey, Sasahara!” the voice called out from the top of the cliff.  Just as Sasahara had 

feared, it was the man.  Sasahara had no idea how long he’d been standing there. Atop the cliff 

there stood a grove of trees, so if the man were looking down from the shadows, Sasahara 

wouldn’t have caught sight of him.  What’s more, because he was looking down at Sasahara 

there was no doubt he was trying to stay out of sight as much as possible.  As Sasahara watched, 

still not answering, the man did exactly as he expected and came down the steep hill from the 

cliff at top speed.  From there he proceeded to jump across the ditch and, with that energy, ran 

straight up to Sasahara. 

Everything Sasahara was planning on doing from the next day on had unfolded right 

before his eyes one day early.  He stood motionless holding his briefcase, dumbfounded by the 

deep affection with which the man approached him, thoughts of escape and the like no longer 

occurring to him.  At that time, he felt a terrible pain in his heart; so much did it hurt that he 

unconsciously clutched his chest with his free hand154. 

                                                 
153 Although this appears simply as “everything,” I feel that its manifestation in the phrase “(understand) something 
all too well” adds psychological depth to the regrettable nature of the situation. 
154 This was originally written as “the hand that wasn’t holding his briefcase.”  Unnaturalness and wordiness seemed 
inevitable, however, so I relocated mention of the briefcase to earlier in the paragraph.  This enabled me to simply 
call the hand in question Sasahara’s “free hand.” 
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The Strolling Pair 
A Translation of “Samayoi Aruku Futari” by Shono Junzo 

 
Chapter 1 

 One day, Ryoji, a first year middle school student, and Kazuko, who was in her first 

month155 of service at a company, went to go see an exhibition.  They left home at around ten 

thirty, about the same time the spring rain that had been falling all morning finally let up, and 

came back just after five that evening. 

 The children never156 wanted to leave the house on their free days and their father didn’t 

know why.  All he knew was that ever since they were little they would always stay inside and 

waste the day away157 relaxing and doing as they pleased.  More than actually going somewhere, 

this seemed the best way to spend a free day.  With a father like him, who stayed inside all year 

thinking about the book he was writing with a solemn look on his face, perhaps it was only 

natural that they became that way.  So characteristic had it become that now it almost seemed 

like they were homebodies by birth. 

 Part of the problem158 was that they had moved to the countryside, setting up house in a 

place that was anything but grand159 (that’s how it was at first, but even now, looking all fixed 

up, there are still some things that haven’t changed)160.  This made going into town seem very 

                                                 
155 Literally, “hadn’t yet reached one month.” 
156 This “never” is not part of the original sentence, but due to the static nature of the children’s lack of desire, I feel 
that it emphasizes this point.  Also, the sentence seems to be missing something in its absence.   
157 I initially phrased this as “spend the day,” but when I reread my first draft, I realized that I had unconsciously 
used the same wording again in the very next sentence.  Finding that its use in the latter sentence sounded better, I 
was obligated to change the wording here so as to avoid repetition.  
158 Literally, “for one.”  Because there is no second point being made in connection with this, however, it would 
have seemed a bit odd. 
159 This sentence proved to be quite a challenge, one for which it took me a good amount of time to find a solution.  
When I first translated it, I wrote it as, “…they had moved to a house in the country that was far from grandiose…”  
This wording, however, makes it seem like the fact that the house wasn’t the best was the issue, when in reality it 
was moving to the countryside in the first place that was the problem.  Therefore, rearranging and slightly changing 
the wording to reflect this was crucial, the result of which is seen here. 
160 This sentence and the one that follows were a single sentence in the original Japanese text, but because it would 
have been a run-on sentence in English, I had to split it as I did here.   

 



Ricca 40 

troublesome to the children who knew every inch of the property.  And so, had the father and his 

wife not gone to see the exhibition beforehand (it was a collection of copper woodblock prints 

and oil paintings by a seventeenth century Dutch painter) and strongly recommended it, Ryoji 

and his older sister, who happened to like paintings, probably wouldn’t have gone together to see 

it. 

 Akio, a second year high school student, had soccer club practice, so he had gone to 

school early that morning and still wasn’t back yet. 

*   *   * 

 Upon returning home, Kazuko161 relayed the day’s events to her father. 

 “We waited at the entrance for about fifteen minutes, but after that we were able to go 

right in.  There were lots of people inside, so small things like the copper woodblock prints were 

hard to see.  The oil paintings were large, though, so they were easy to see even from the back.  

There was a painting of an old woman sitting in a chair that was very nice.  Even Ryoji said, 

‘Wow, that’s good.’” (Judging from how Kazuko spoke, it must have really been a fine piece162.) 

 “We ate sandwiches in the cafeteria.  They were a hundred and fifty yen163.  We went to 

the zoo.  Ryoji said he wanted to see the birds.  We also saw some monkeys.  We were going to 

go to the aquarium, but we wouldn’t have been able to go back to the zoo once we entered, so we 

decided not to164.” 

                                                 
161 Here, the Japanese version adds the distinction “older sister” before the name Kazuko.  Seeing as how it has 
already been established that she is the older sister, however, this comes across as peculiar and out of place in 
English, and so I chose to omit it. 
162 Literally, “Kazuko spoke in a way that suggested it really was good.” 
163 This sentence initially seemed somewhat incomplete to me, so I thought about adding some clarification as to 
what the price actually covered (was it for just one sandwich or both?).  Seeing as how there is no evidence to base 
any conjectures off of, however, I would simply be making guesses.  Because of this, and because a second look 
made me realize that the sentence didn’t sound so incomplete, after all, I decided to leave it as is. 
164 a) Paragraphs of simple sentences such as this one seem to be part of Shono Junzo’s writing style, so my lack of 
efforts to combine them or expand upon them is a result not of lack of innovation, but rather of preservation of the 
style in which it was originally written. b) This sentence was worded quite differently in Japanese (“If you enter the 
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 “We bought two bags of peanuts and gave them to some pigeons.  When we did that, a 

whole bunch gathered around us and perched on our arms and shoulders.  This was the most fun 

part.  I only ate two peanuts, and when I asked Ryoji how many he had eaten he said, ‘One.’  We 

gave them all to the pigeons.” 

 “We started coming home and as we were walking a lone pigeon flew up to Ryoji and 

landed on his shoulder.  There were even times where we had as many as three birds perch on 

our arms.  At home I’m always letting Java sparrows perch on me, so when the pigeons landed 

on me it was a bit heavy...165” 

  “One of the monkeys was lying down, looking at his open hand,” Ryoji said in the 

middle of Kazuko’s story.  “The sacred baboon was looking grumpy, and his kid raised his arms 

and shrieked166 when it came towards us167.” 

 By the way the kids were talking it sounded like the exhibition was all well and good, but 

walking together through the park afterwards was more fun.  Seeing paintings at and exhibition 

and walking through a park, however, are two different things, so they can’t really be compared.  

From the time they got home, they spoke in greater detail about what they did after the 

exhibition168 than they did about the exhibition itself, and they couldn’t say enough.  The father 

and his wife had let them go see the exhibition after much anticipation, but in the end it wasn’t 

the least bit interesting to them.  They were even a bit disappointed, but they didn’t say that. 

                                                                                                                                                             
aquarium, you can’t return to the zoo, so we stopped.”).  I couldn’t really come up with a good translation that 
stayed close to this, however, so I took some liberties with my wording, at the same time making sure that I retained 
the original overall meaning. 
165 The order of the sentences seems somewhat disjointed and spontaneous in this paragraph, but because it is in 
quoted speech, I opted to preserve it for its natural, on-the-spot feel. 
166 Literally, “scold.”  This seems too personified of an action to be carried out by an ape, however, so I replaced it 
with a more primitive action that has common associations with ape-like behavior. 
167 I would like to reiterate here the comment I made in Footnote 11 (see above), and add that Ryoji’s age more than 
likely plays a factor in the somewhat haphazard construction of each of the sentences in this paragraph. 
168 The word used here in Japanese is 自由行動.  Unfortunately, I couldn’t come up with a concise phrase in English 
to equate this to, so I decided to spell out what 自由行動 was referring to in as few words as possible, instead. 
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The father asked Kazuko and Ryoji about the portrait of the old woman sitting in a chair, 

which he and his wife had found it hard to pull away from.  They both remembered it very well 

and it seemed that it had struck a chord with them.  In that case, wasn’t it worth it?  For the 

father, even if there was just that one painting, he would have gone to see it all the same. 

When the father and his wife left the house about ten days earlier169, it was mid-morning 

on an ordinary day.  Subsequently, there weren’t that many people at the exhibition, and 

although they mixed with a group of high school students, they were able to diligently view each 

of the paintings on display one by one.  Among the many copper woodblock prints was a scene 

with170 a Dutch farmer and a riverbank, both of which had a particular charm about them.  Aside 

from that was a sketch of two beggars, a man and a woman, walking down the street and a man 

catching mice (some people make a living doing some pretty eccentric things) that drew the 

father’s attention. 

 The copper woodblock prints were small, so the father and his wife couldn’t see them 

very well through the crowd of people.  Because of this, it’s possible that they both simply let 

their eyes skim over the prints171 as they passed by them.  But even if they had overlooked the 

beggars and the mouse catcher, it was okay as long as they got to see172 the painting of the old 

woman sitting in the chair from the artist’s later years. 

And so, the father was satisfied. 

 

                                                 
169 I originally placed this phrase at the beginning of the sentence.  When I reexamined it (my translation), however, 
it sounded to me like there was a connotation of the father and his wife having left the house with no intention of 
coming back that day.  In its current form, however, this problem seems to be avoided.  
170 The particle の is used here in the Japanese text (“a scene of…”).  Because the conjunction や is used to link 
“Dutch farmer” and “riverbank,” however, there is an implication that there is more to the scene than just these two 
elements.  In order to convey this, I worded the phrase “a scene with…” 
171 Literally, “without stopping their eyes.” 
172 This loosely translates as “if they saw…that was better.”  I had some difficulty trying to figure out how to render 
this phrase into more natural-sounding English, however, and as a result some minor restructuring and rewording 
was necessary.  Nonetheless, I feel that the basic meaning of the sentence has remained intact in spite of this.  
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Chapter 2 

 After dinner, the father called for Ryoji to give him a detailed account173 of what took 

place after he and his sister left the museum where the exhibition was being held. 

 “We were done looking around the exhibition,” Ryoji promptly began, “so we went to the 

cafeteria and ate some sandwiches.  Kazu174 then said, ‘Wanna go to the zoo175?’ and so we 

went176.” 

 “Right before you enter the zoo177,” he continued, “there’s a big park with little food 

stands178 everywhere.  There were a whole bunch of pigeons in the park, so Kazu bought two 

bags of peanuts. ‘Pigeons like peanuts,’ she said, and we took them over to where all the pigeons 

were.” 

 “In the beginning, we only tore open one of the bags, which we spread in a circle, but 

because we were worried the peanuts might get stuck in their throats, we broke them in half.” 

(When the father and his wife went to the museum, they bought some rolls filled with red bean 

paste afterwards at one of the stands in the park.  They sat down on a bench to eat them and they 

were delicious.) “The pigeons were a little scared at first, but they soon came close to us, though 

they wouldn’t eat right from our hands.  But after we gave them about five or six handfuls of 

                                                 
173 Literally, “talk in detail.” 
174 This corresponds to 和ちゃん, the Japanese diminutive of Kazuko. 
175 This was originally worded as “shall we go?”  This seems too stiff to be used in addressing someone of Ryoji’s 
age, however, so I felt that phrasing it more colloquially would better fit the situation. 
176 The original Japanese text says that they “left and then went,” but the former action, both in this situation and in 
English in general, seems embedded in the word “went,” so I avoided explicitly stating it. 
177 To me, it seems that younger children tend to speak in the second person more often than they do the third person 
in English (in situations where either one is acceptable).  Because of this, while the Japanese text words this as 
something like “right before entering the zoo,” I thought using the second person and saying “right before you enter 
the zoo” sounded more natural. 
178 The word “stand” was used here without any modifications in the original text.  In English this seems more like a 
suffix (e.g. “fruit stand,” “hot dog stand”) than an independent word, however, so I decided against such a literal 
translation.  I was able to come up with alternative words, but none of them seemed to fit in one way or another (e.g. 
“kiosk” sounded too advanced, “little shop” didn’t paint the right mental image). For lack of a better solution, these 
dead ends prompted me to go ahead and use “stand,” but with modifications, which I did by specifying it as a “little 
food” stand. 
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peanuts179, they got a lot tamer and started eating from our hands. They quickly gathered all 

around us and we threw handful after handful180 of peanuts.  One of the pigeons perched on my 

arm, and then a few more did, too; I had about three pigeons on my arm at the same time.  Then 

they got mean.  They shoved their heads into the bag of peanuts and gobbled them up181.” 

 “Since the first bag was all gone, we opened the second bag and started giving it out.  We 

stopped partway through and ate one or two peanuts, and then we started throwing them even 

faster.  The pigeons landed on our shoulders and all over our bodies.  I held out five or six 

peanuts in the palm of my hand and three pigeons flew up and landed around my wrist.  In the 

blink of an eye, the peanuts were gone.” 

 “In the middle of that, the peanuts fell and scattered on the ground.  The pigeons 

swarmed around them, clustered together in a circle, and then broke up again.  It looked like 

fight.  Now that the second bag was gone, too, I said, ‘Let’s go,’ and we started walking away.  

But before we got very far, one of the pigeons flew up to us and landed on my shoulder.  I told 

him, ‘Sorry182, I don’t have anymore,’ and after a minute he flew back to where he came from.” 

 “Then we walked a looong183 way to get to the zoo entrance.  There, we put in our 

money, pushed through the turnstile184, and entered the zoo.  Kazu said I could go in as an 

                                                 
179 This clause was worded “after we had given (peanuts) five or six times” in the original Japanese text.  When I 
first translated it like that, I pictured Ryoji and Kazuko leaving the park and coming back to feed the pigeons five or 
six times (on different occasions).  Once I realized what was actually happening, however, I changed my wording 1) 
because the original phrasing would have sounded odd in English, anyway, and 2) because I feared that readers may 
make the same mistake that I did. 
180 Literally, “rapidly.” 
181 Because of the strength of the other elements in this sentence, it seemed a bit out of place to simply say “eat,” 
even though this is how it appears in the original text. 
182 Though it is not part of the original text, the situation reminds me of what my mother used to say to my cats when 
they would beg for table scraps during my childhood.  Aside from simply being natural-sounding, I feel this also 
acts a strong indicator of Ryoji’s age. 
183 The corresponding word is also lengthened in the Japanese text. 
184 The original wording (お金を入れて押して) simply states that the two “put in money and pushed (and 
entered),” with no elaboration on what they pushed.  At first I thought maybe it was that they pushed the money (i.e. 
put it into a drawer and pushed it to the cashier), but with no mention of any sort of attendant, I quickly dismissed 
this possibility.  Then my wife had an idea, that maybe they put their money into a turnstile machine (like in a 
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elementary schooler185, so I did (I was wearing a yellow hat with a baseball patch and going to 

elementary school until last month, after all).” 

 “First, we went by the birdcages and there was a big eagle, a falcon, and some other 

birds186.  After the birdcages187 was a place where there were monkeys doing some tricks.  One 

of them was a chimpanzee that was riding a bike.  Not far from there were a bunch of monkey 

cages, but there was nothing inside, just nameplates.  We saw a sign188 that said to please go 

around to the back if the monkeys aren’t inside, so we did and there they were.  We watched 

them for a long time and then moved on.” 

 “There was one monkey called a mandrill that looked like a sacred gorilla without a 

mane.  The sides of his eyes were red and his mouth was all crumpled with black and white 

wrinkles that went up and down189.  He looked like he was in kind of a bad mood and was 

leaning against the bars190, turned to the side.  There was a tiny monkey that I thought was the 

other monkey’s kid, though I don’t know for sure, and it went towards him, raised his arms over 

his head, and made like he was scratching himself.  He didn’t get close to the other monkey at 

all, though.” 

 “Was it a male?” the father inquired. 

                                                                                                                                                             
subway station when tokens were still in use) and pushed through the turnstile, thus entering the zoo.  Considering 
the time in which the story takes place, I found this to be most probable, and so I went with this interpretation.    
185 “Elementary school student” sounded too professional, so I opted for the more colloquial (and, as I feel, more 
common) “elementary schooler.” 
186 This conveys in English the meaning of “X and other things” that the conjunctive particle とか conveys in 
Japanese. 
187 Literally, “(A) little way from there.” 
188 In the original Japanese text, the phrasing “there was a sign” appeared here.  Looking back on my translation up 
until this point, I noticed that I had occurrence after occurrence of “there was” and “there were.” In an attempt to be 
more innovative, I decided to change it to “we saw a sign.”  My justification for this is that if Ryoji’s talking about 
the sign being there, then unless he heard about it from someone else, he must have observed it first-hand. 
189 The word “vertical” is used in the original text, but I was unsure whether or not it suited either Ryoji’s age or the 
relative informality surrounding the scene (Ryoji talking to his father).  I found what I consider to be a safe solution 
from both perspectives in the phrasing that appears here. 
190 Literally, “fence.” 
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 “I think it was a male,” Ryoji replied, “It was pretty and all191.” 

 He also simply had the same unhappy expression on his face as the other monkey. 

 

Chapter 3 

“Not far from there192,” Ryoji continued, “was a monkey mountain.  There were a whole 

bunch of monkeys there, too.  At the highest spot there was one that looked like he was the boss 

monkey, though he wasn’t very big at all.  Behind him was a tiny monkey.  While we were 

watching, the boss monkey laid down a bit at first, but then he sat up and had the tiny monkey 

start picking fleas out of his fur193.  Near the bottom of the mountain there was another194 

monkey who was lying down.  As he lay there, he rolled onto his side, looked at his hand, and 

stared reeeal hard at his fingers as he wiggled195 them.” 

“After that, I said, ‘Let’s go to the aquarium.’  We crossed a bridge called the Aesop 

Bridge and went towards the aquarium, but when we got there we saw a sign that said we 

wouldn’t be able to go back to the zoo once we entered the aquarium.  So I said, ‘Let’s not go, 

then,’ and we went up another set of stairs next to the ones we came down196.” 

                                                 
191 In the Japanese version, Ryoji literally says, “It’s because he was pretty.”  This, and variations of it that I 
came up with, seemed quite unnatural in English, however, so, feeling it was close in essence to the sentence final 
だから in Japanese, I decided to use this “and all.”   
192 Literally, “(W)e left there and went a little…” 
193 There is no mention of where the fleas are being picked from in the original text, but I feel it is important to 
indicate this in English; the sentence seems peculiar without it, otherwise.  This is because, to me, talking about 
picking something and not saying from where the object was picked sounds like something one would do when the 
conversation is focused on, say, fruit.  In all other cases, however, I feel specification is necessary. 
194 Simply “one” in the Japanese version.  Because there is more than one monkey (a fact that, at this point in the 
story, has already been established), however, this sounds somewhat odd in translation. 
195 Literally, “moved.”  This wording puts emphasis on Ryoji’s age. 
196 These last few words are an addition on my part.  The original text says, “we went up another set of stairs that 
were to the side.”  When I read this for the first time I had to stop and ask myself, “Next to what?”  I soon realized 
that, logically, it was next to the stairs they took to get down to the aquarium.  Leaving this question unanswered in 
the English translation leaves the sentence with something missing and, it seems, an opportunity for readers to get 
tripped up.  And so, to avoid both problems, I decided to answer this question in my translation. 
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“Down below there was a giraffe, so we went to the side where we could see him better 

from.  He seemed a bit shy, and just when I thought he had come out a bit, he slipped197 back 

inside his home.  We watched for a little while and then went over to the rhinos.  The ground had 

gotten all muddy because of the rain and the rhinos were having fun198 rolling around in it.  After 

that, we watched some birds for a looong time.  When we went away from there, we got lost and 

couldn’t figure out where the exit was.  We wandered around and around until we finally found 

it.  Then we came home.” 

*   *   * 

On that note, Ryoji’s story came to an end.  Two years had gradually passed since the 

father199 recorded the account of this strolling pair like a memory.  The day before, while reading 

a collection of Grimm’s fairytales, he came across200 a story about a discharged soldier who, 

during the course of his wanderings, befriended a lost boy hunter he met in the middle of the 

forest.  It was a very pleasant tale entitled “The Water Buffalo Hide Boots.” 

*   *   * 

A fearless soldier appeared. 

Although he was called a soldier201, he had been discharged, so he wasn’t actually a 

soldier anymore.  He had never learned any sort of trade, and no matter where he went no one 

                                                 
197 Because of the nuance associated with this word (used in contexts such as this), I have used it to represent the 
entire phrase “immediately went completely (inside)” (literally translated) from the original Japanese text. 
198 Literally, “happily.” 
199 The original text says, “two years had passed since the day the father recorded…”  This sounds unnaturally 
precise in English, and so, with nothing lost or changed in its absence, I omitted “the day” from the phrase. 
200 Literally, simply “there was.”  The alternative proposed here sounds more natural in conjunction with the 
concurrent action (reading the fairytales), as the father is the agent of both actions.  The connection between the two 
seems somewhat weaker when “there was” is used, instead. 
201 My translation takes the original wording slightly out of context.  The Japanese text reads 兵隊さんと云っても 
(lit. “Although I say ‘soldier’…”).  In keeping with the convention of third person narrative, I could not use this 
reading in my translation.  Unfortunately, this is about the only acceptable way (from my experience) to translate 
this phrase without straying too far from its original meaning.  And so, for the sake of consistency (and, 
subsequently, naturalness), I changed the focus and made it so that the soldier was referred to as such in general, no 
mention being made of anyone in particular. 
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would give him work.  Because of this, he had no choice but to walk around and panhandle202.  

When it came to possessions, all he carried with him was a pair of water buffalo hide riding 

boots wrapped in a worn out raincoat and nothing more. 

When he was in the army, he came face to face with all sorts of perils every time he went 

into battle, but in exchange for that he never had to think about having food to eat or a bed to 

sleep in.  In that regard, the commanding officer made everything quite comfortable203 for him.  

However, that all ended once he stopped being a soldier.  Having become a free man, his 

appearance was good, but from that day on he suddenly had to worry about having bread to eat.  

To advance204 under a shower of bullets is no easy task, but in this vast world finding the means 

to eat is back-breaking work. 

At this point, some people may be wondering why he didn’t simply return to his parents’ 

house.  The story, however, doesn’t say anything about whether or not he even had parents.  

Could it have been that he had parents but they had died while he was at war?  Or were they still 

alive but he wouldn’t have been able to stand it even if he had returned home?  Maybe it was the 

case that only his body had matured to adulthood and his parents told him to hurry up and go get 

a job.  Just then, maybe he heard that soldiers were being enlisted to fight in the war, so it was 

merely a godsend that he become one.  If that were the case, and either the war ended or he went 

on leave, then even if the commander told him he could go anywhere he pleased, he most likely 

would have been compelled to return to his hometown as fast as he could. 

                                                 
202 My first instinct was to use the word “beg” here.  However, I’m not entirely sure why, but for some reason it 
didn’t sound quite right when I tried to implement it.  After consulting a thesaurus I found “panhandle” and, again, 
inexplicably, it felt better when I incorporated it into my translation, even though I know it is the least commonly 
used out of the two words. 
203 The word that appears in the Japanese version is (いい)塩梅, meaning “condition.”  I could not find a good, 
natural-sounding way to word this sentence using “condition,” so at first I used “nice,” instead.  This, however, did 
not seem to quite fit the bill.  “Comfortable” was the next word that came to mind, and I found myself satisfied 
enough to stay with it.  
204 Literally, “advance.” 
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Luckily, the soldier205 is described206 as being a carefree, happy-go-lucky person, so 

there is no cause for concern.  Just leave everything to him. 

                                                

 

Chapter 4 

 One day, while roaming around, the soldier went deep into the forest.  There, he came 

across a boy sitting atop a fallen tree.  There was no mistaking that he was a hunter, though he 

was dressed in splendid garments the likes of which the soldier had hardly seen before.  Without 

giving too much thought to the latter, he shook the boy’s hand and the two immediately became 

friends. 

 “Your shoes are truly first rate and polished to a shine,” the soldier said to him, “but if 

you walk here and there like I do, they won’t last you very long.  Now look at mine.  They’re 

made of water buffalo hide.  I’ve been wearing them for quite a long time now and they still do 

me well.”  He didn’t mean to brag; he merely said what he was thinking as he looked at them, no 

ill will intended.  The hunter didn’t appear to have taken offense, either.   

Before long, the soldier stood up. 

“I can’t stay here forever,” he said. “My stomach’s growling.  Which way do I go to get 

out of this forest, my shiny-shoed brother?” 

“I’m lost, myself,” the hunter replied, “so I don’t know.” 

“Then since we’re in the same situation, let’s join up and look for the road together,” the 

soldier proposed.  And so, the two set off. 

 
205 In addition to simply referring to him as “the soldier,” here, the original text includes the distinction “the main 
character” right before that.  Because at this point it has already been established that the soldier is the main 
character, this seems redundant and unnecessary in English.  Thus, I deleted it 
206 Literally, “written.” 
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Night fell as they walked.  In the total darkness of the forest, the two firmly held on to 

one another’s hand, so as not to get separated.  In order to avoid tripping and falling on the roots 

of the trees, they also had to move slowly and carefully. 

Overhead they heard the hooting of an owl. 

“Don’t threaten us, you!” the soldier growled.  “Damned beast, calling out all of a sudden 

with that idiotic voice…” 

The hunter didn’t say much, so it was up to the soldier to make conversation.  With his 

empty stomach, however, he couldn’t set the mood no matter how hard he tried. 

“At this rate,” he thought, “It might just be foolish to think about getting out of this 

forest.”  He was about to give up, when suddenly he saw a light off in the distance.  

Overjoyed207, he went to see what it was, and there stood a house made of stone.  He knocked on 

the door and an old woman poked her head208 out. 

“We’re looking for a place to stay,” the soldier said, “and we want something to tide our 

stomachs over.” 

The old woman waved her hand.  “Not here209,” she replied. “This is a thieves’ den.  

You’d be killed if you were caught here.” 

In spite of the woman’s warning210, the soldier wouldn’t leave. 

“I haven’t had a bite to eat in two days, so whether I’m killed here at the hands of thieves 

or die of starvation in the middle of the forest, it’s all the same.” And with that, he tried to enter 

the house. 

                                                 
207 Literally, “in high spirits.” 
208 Literally, “face,” but I feel that saying “to poke one’s head out” is somewhat of a fixed expression in English, so 
using “face” in translation may have come across as a bit strange. 
209 At first, I planned on writing this as, “You won’t get any of that here.”  In the framework of the overall story, 
however, this came across as too severe and contrary to the tender nature of the old woman (as is revealed shortly 
after this point in the story).  And so, I decided to go with a more neutral wording. 
210 Literally, “in spite of being told this…” 
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“I don’t want to go into such a frightening place,” the hunter said. 

“It’s okay,” the soldier replied. “Come, brother,” and he grabbed the hunter’s sleeve and 

pulled him inside. 

The old woman must have been surprised that they came in despite her having stopped 

them.  “It must be because they’re so hungry,” she thought. “In that case, I’ll find a way211 to 

hide them so that they don’t get caught212 and give them something to eat.”  She then told the 

two to get behind the stove.  “Now just stay there and don’t move.  After everyone’s finished 

eating and gone to bed, I’ll bring you some leftovers213, okay?” 

*   *   * 

 Just why was this tender-hearted old woman playing caretaker214 at a thieves’ den in the 

middle of the forest?  Being a band215 of men, the thieves would have naturally been troubled 

without a woman’s hand to cook their food and mend their clothes216, so the fact that she was 

there in the first place was understandable.  But why did she have such a kind disposition? 

                                                 
211 Literally, “somehow.” 
212 Literally, “so that they aren’t found.”  I debated about making this change for a little while before finalizing my 
decision.  Although this wording seemed better than the literal translation of the phrase from the original text, I had 
to wonder, at one point, if it painted the wrong mental image (i.e. one of being chased down, rather than simply 
located).  After further consideration, however, I felt that given the surrounding context, such a misinterpretation 
would be difficult to make. 
213 The verb used earlier in this sentence, which I translated as “finish eating,” was 食い残す (“to eat and leave 
food”) in the Japanese version.  I was unable to reword this in a way that avoided wordiness, maintained naturalness, 
and preserved both verbal elements, so I had to resort to some minor restructuring.  I carried this out by displacing 
from the verb phrase the element of leaving food and relocating it as a noun (“leftovers”) to later in the sentence.  In 
this way, there is no context lost in translation. 
214 Literally, “doing caretaker-like things.” 
215 The word that appears here in the Japanese version, 世帯, translates as “house, household, family.” 
Unfortunately, this cannot be translated so concisely into natural English, so I decided to go with a word that appears 
with some frequency in old stories like this involving a group of thieves (e.g. “Robin Hood”). 
216 Literally, “sew the tears in their clothes.” 
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 When one mingles in blood, they become stained217 red.  With their own hands, these 

thieves broke into peoples’ houses, stealing their money, and ambushed travelers, sneaking up on 

them from all sides and pushing, stabbing, hanging them, and more218.  Living with men219 like 

these220, the old woman ought to have become a scoundrel, herself.  Although it wouldn’t be a 

mystery even if she weren’t simply a touching old woman, how was it that she hadn’t lost her 

benevolent heart? 

 In the same collection of Grimm’s fairytales there was another story called “The Ogre’s 

Three Golden Hairs221.”  Here, too, there appeared a pair of kind old women.  Much like in the 

first story, one of these old women lived in a thieves’ den in the middle of the forest. 

 There was a young boy who was on his way to deliver a letter to the queen when, just as 

the king had schemed222, he lost his way and stumbled223 into the middle of a large forest.  

Through the darkness he saw a light.  He made his way toward it and there stood a small house.  

                                                 
217 The original text simply leaves it as “become red.” In English, this seems to be more of a synonym for blushing 
than anything else.  And so, to avoid this mistake and achieve the intended meaning, I modified the phrase to read 
“become stained red.” 
218 This represents the context conveyed by the grammatical structure Verb + たりする (“doing Verb, among other 
things”). 
219 連中, the word that originally appears here, translates as “those guys,” carrying a derogatory connotation.  
“Guys,” to me, sounds like more of a modern colloquial term, however, and not really one which one would expect 
to find in a fairytale.  With no other good alternative, I decided to simply use the word “men,” instead.  Even though 
some of the negative attitude towards the thieves is lost in doing this, I feel that the words “like this” preserve at 
least a small portion of it. 
220 The previous sentence was originally a clause that modified “guys like these” (“living with guys like these, who, 
with their own hands…”).  Translated as such, this would have naturally resulted in a run on sentence, so a split was 
necessary.   
221 The original Japanese title was「金の毛が三本はえているおに」(literally, “The Ogre with the Three Shining 
Gold Hairs”).  Aside from being too long, this simply does not sound like a title characteristic of one of Grimm’s 
fairytales.  Since gold is shiny by nature, it seems a bit redundant to explicitly say “shining gold hairs.” Eliminating 
“shining” from the title makes it slightly less wordy, but it still doesn’t sound quite right.  A minor rearrangement, 
however, takes care of this. 
222 In both the Japanese version and my initial translation, this appeared at the beginning of the sentence.  Due to 
awkwardness in sentence flow, however, I decided to relocate it, at the same time adding a better introduction of the 
boy where the phrase originally was. 
223 There is no explicit indication that the action was incidental in nature; the Japanese text simply says that he “went 
into the forest.”  Given that it does say that he got lost and then went into the forest, however, this is implied.  In 
order to connect the two actions as being incidental, I decided to use a verb that inherently carries this nuance. 
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Inside, an old woman was warming herself alone by the fire.  She was surprised to see the young 

boy and inquired as to why he had come to such a place. 

 “Gracious, you poor dear,” she said. “You’ve stepped into a thieves’ den, you know.  If 

everyone were to come back right now they’d kill you for sure.” 

 In spite of this, the boy said, “Maybe they are coming, but I’m exhausted and can’t walk 

any further.”  With that, he lied down on the couch and fell asleep at once.  Could it have been 

that he was hungry like the soldier with the water buffalo hide boots?  He shouldn’t have been, 

but even if he were, more than anything else he was probably just tired and couldn’t stay awake 

any longer224.  The old woman was concerned, but she didn’t wake the slumbering boy.  As she 

looked at his adorable sleeping face, she folded her arms and pondered. 

 Before long the robbers came home, accompanied by the bustling sound of their 

footsteps.  “Who is that boy rolling around there and where did he come from225?” they cried, 

flying into a rage, but the old woman managed to calm them.  Spurred on by his curiosity226, the 

leader of the robbers took the letter addressed to the queen, broke the seal, and examined227 it. 

“Kill this child as soon as he arrives,” it read.  He thought about the letter’s contents and looked 

on the boy with pity.  And so, he wrote a second letter and secretly switched them.  “Upon this 

boy’s arrival,” the new letter read228, “he is to be wed to the princess immediately.”  Even among 

people that live by crossing dangerous bridges, there are those who manage to do things of this 

flavor. 

                                                 
224 Literally, “he was probably sleepy and it was intolerable.” 
225 The original quote went, literally, “From where is that boy who is rolling around there and that we’ve never seen 
before.”  “Who is that boy…,” to me, encompasses the sense that they’ve not seen him before. 
226 There is no explicit mention of curiosity in the original sentence.  This phrase represents the context that the 
auxiliary verb みる in the phrase 読んでみる(“to read and see what it’s like”), which appears later in the sentence, 
conveys in the original Japanese text.  I originally had this worded as “(O)ut of curiosity,” but I didn’t find it to my 
liking, so I came up with this alternate wording, instead. 
227 Literally, “read.”  Because “it read” appears in the next line, I opted for alternate wording here, so as to avoid 
having similar-sounding constructions in such close proximity to one another. 
228 Originally, “he wrote.”  This seemed out of sequence, coming after the mention of the switch. 
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 There was one more deeply affectionate old woman that appeared in the story.  This one, 

however, wasn’t human; rather, she was an ogre mother. 

 When the evil king returned from his travels229, he was under the belief that the boy had 

already230 been killed.  He was shocked to learn that the boy had been married to the princess, 

instead.  And so, the king ordered him to travel231 to the underworld232and pluck three golden 

hairs from the ogre’s head. 

When the boy went to the ogre’s house, the ogre wasn’t home.  His mother, however, was 

there, sitting in a large easy chair.  The area in which she was sitting was nice.  By that alone, he 

could see the homely character of the ogre’s house and how he and his elderly mother lived. 

 “What brings you here?” the ogre’s mother asked. 

 “I want three golden hairs from the ogre’s head,” the boy replied.  “Without them, I 

cannot be with my wife.” 

If she had been a typical mother, and someone came barging into her house unannounced 

saying that they wanted three hairs from her precious only son’s head, she probably would have 

roared233 at him, “Get out, you crazy wretch234!”  But this ogre mother said nothing of the sort. 

                                                 
229 In the Japanese version, this is written as 旅から帰った心のよくない王様, which translates as “the evil king, 
back from his travels…”  Due to the passage of time between the events at the thieves’ den and the king’s return, it 
is necessary to set up the time frame here.  The literal translation, however, does not really seem to accomplish this, 
rather it delves right into the situation.  Rearranging the clause and adding “when” at the beginning, however, takes 
care of this problem. 
230 This can also translate as “long ago,” which was my initial choice here.  Seeing as how there is no indication of 
how long the king’s travels lasted, however, I felt that this would have been a bit too presumptuous on my part, and 
so I decided to err on the side of caution and use “already.” 
231 Literally, simply “go.” 
232 Literally, “hell.”  I decided to make the substitution that I did for two reasons.  First, it seems to me, thinking 
back to my childhood, that the word “hell” is rarely (if ever) used in English fairytales.  Hearing “the underworld,” 
however, is actually quite common.  The second reason is on a slightly less serious note.  In my first translation of 
this sentence, I did use the word “hell” and didn’t give it a second thought.  When I read this out loud, though, I 
realized how it came across…and had a good chuckle about it.  And so, in order that the reader not think that the 
king is simply being vulgar in expressing his dissatisfaction about the boy’s marriage to his daughter, I opted for 
this. 
233 This encompasses the feeling of both “shout” and “threaten” into one, concise verb.  
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 “Well, that’s a bit covetous of you,” she calmly admonished. “I must warn you235, if my 

son were to come home and find you, it’d be most unfortunate, indeed.”  But then she thought to 

herself, “Am I going to just turn him away?”  Realizing she wouldn’t, she said to him, “I feel 

sorry for you, so I will help you in any way that I can.”  Could it be that this person, who looked 

so comfortable sitting in the large easy chair, had a big heart? 

The boy had come to the underworld from afar in search of the ogre’s house.  For this, 

she immediately realized that it was appropriate, and so, in order that he wouldn’t be found, she 

turned him into an ant right then and there.  Having done that, she had him crawl into the folds of 

her skirt. “You’ll be safe there,” she said.  In this way, quickly turning him into an ant and hiding 

him in the creases of her skirt, she had the air of an important person.  Instead of giving him an 

unnecessary explanation, she took a necessary action, and she managed to do this without a 

moment’s hesitation.  With a mother like her, even her son, the ogre, must have acknowledged 

her authority.   

The transformed boy told the ogre’s mother about some questions three adults had posed 

him before he came.  “Those are difficult questions, aren’t they?” she said. “Well, just stay there 

and keep quiet.  When I pull the hairs, listen carefully to what my son says.”  A trustworthy 

person has a trustworthy way of speaking. 

 Night fell and the ogre came home.  Immediately, he noticed something out of the 

ordinary. 
                                                                                                                                                             
234 野郎 most often translates as “bastard” in English, although this is certainly not the only sense in which it is used 
in Japanese.  This instance is a prime illustration of this.  While the strength of a profanity is intended, being a 
fairytale, the vulgarity so commonly associated with profanities is not.  For this, I chose a word which not only fit 
these criteria, but was also somewhat appropriate to the age in which the fairytale takes place. 
235 At first, I translated this sentence without even thinking about including something like this.  When I reread the 
original sentence from the Japanese text, however, I realized that I had overlooked an element which, although it 
was a simple emphasis marker, had a profound impact on the sentence as a whole.  This emphasis marker, the 
sentence-final particle よ, is often translated as “you know” in English.  I couldn’t quite find a way to naturally 
incorporate such wording into the sentence, however.  So, based on the advisory nature of the sentence, I 
constructed this phrase. 
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 “It stinks, it stinks!  It reeks of human flesh!” he said as he scoured the house from corner 

to corner, trying to find if someone was hiding inside.  There was no way the ogre, even with his 

keen sense of smell236, would have noticed the transformed boy in the creases of his mother’s 

skirt.  Sure enough, although he smelled the boy, he couldn’t find him anywhere. 

 The ogre’s mother scolded him harshly. “What do you think you’re doing?  I just got 

done cleaning and already you’ve gone and made a mess, again.  The smell of human flesh is 

always hanging in your nose, you know.” (Evidently he ate humans while he was away from 

home, so it seems he was a cannibalistic ogre). “Come now, enough of trifling matters.  Why 

don’t you sit down over there and eat your dinner?”  The ogre did as he was told.   

The ogre grew tired as he ate his dinner and drank his liquor (whatever kind of job he did, he 

must have done a great deal of work each day). He then rested his head on his mother’s lap and 

asked her to pick the lice out of his hair.  The soothing237 feeling put him to sleep, and as his 

mother picked the lice, she plucked the gold-colored hairs out of his head.  Every time she pulled 

a hair, the ogre awoke from the pain and said extraordinary things.  Through this, the ogre’s 

mother was able to get the answers to the three difficult riddles from him.  Even in this fairytale 

of so many ups and downs, this scene was by far the highlight of the story.  But now, let us 

return to our original story.  

Chapter 5 

 When we last left the soldier and the hunter, the two had stumbled upon a thieves’ den in 

the middle of the forest238. 

                                                 
236 Literally, “good nose.” 
237 Literally, simply “good.”  The fact that this “good feeling” puts the ogre to sleep seems to imply that the feeling 
is more than just that, or at least it would in English. 
238 This sentence originally read こちらは森の中で道が分からなくなり、盗賊のすみかへ辿り着いた二人―

兵隊と狩人である (literally, “(T)his is the two who lost their way in the middle of the forest and made their way to 
a thieves’ den, the soldier and the hunter”).  From the perspective of English, this is an odd structure for an 
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 Just as the kind old woman had them hide behind the stove, the bandits, numbering 

twelve in all239, returned home.  They sat down at the dining table and chanted in unison, “Food, 

food!  Bring us food!”  The old woman brought out a heaping240 plate241 of fried meat, which the 

bandits, having waited impatiently, immediately tore into.  Behind the stove, the soldier’s 

patience had run out242, as well243. 

“I can’t take this any more!” he said. “I’m going over to that table and eating with them!”  

Alarmed244, the hunter seized him by the arm, but he was too late.  Without warning, the soldier 

started loudly clearing his throat.  The bandits dropped their forks and knives and jumped to their 

feet, but once they discovered the hiding pair, they promptly settled down again. 

[“Who are those guys in the corner, there, boss245?”] they said. “What do they want246?  

Are they spies of the emperor247?  [We’ll be captured and flown from the dead branches before 

long, I tell you248.”] 

                                                                                                                                                             
introductory sentence.  Therefore, in lieu of simple rearrangement, I decided to employ a different construction 
altogether, one which I have seen multiple times in narratives.  I opted for this because I felt that while the former 
could make the sentence flow better, only the latter could make it sound truly natural.  Although I wanted to 
preserve as much of the original sentence as possible, I did omit the modifying phrase “who lost their way” on 
account of wordiness. 
239 I initially translated this as, “the twelve bandits returned home.”  The impression I got when I read this out loud, 
however, was that it was already known that there were twelve bandits.  For this, I needed to find a way to present 
the tally of how many bandits there were as new information.  This was the solution I came up with. 
240 Literally, “large.” 
241 The original text simply calls it “a large fried meat.” In English, however, it seems there is a tendency towards 
quantifying food in terms of the object in which it is being served.  And so, I decided to add the distinction “a plate 
of.” 
242 This sentence originally read ストーブのうしろにいた兵隊は、たまりかね (literally, “(T)he soldier behind 
the stove was unable to bear it any longer…”).  At the same time, the following sentence read もう辛抱できない
(literally, “I can’t endure/be patient any longer”).  To me, reversing the phrases (i.e. the narrator mentions the 
soldier’s patience having run out and the soldier says that he can’t bear it any more) not only sounds better, but it 
also sounds more appropriate.  I say this because the latter (being unable to bear something) sounds more emotive 
than the former, so in a quote I would expect it to appear more than the other. 
243 After my initial translation of this section, I realized that I had used variants of the word “patience” twice in close 
proximity to one another.  Rather than come up with an alternative for one of the variants (something I thought 
might be a bit difficult), I decided to relate the soldier’s patience to that of the bandits through this small addition. 
244 Literally, “he was surprised/frightened.” 
245 Ever since I first encountered this sentence, I have fluctuated between two different translations of it.  The first 
translation I came up with was, “Is there someone in the corner, there?”  Seeing as how the previous sentence says 
that the bandits found the soldier and the hunter, however, this does not make sense.  And so, I came up with my 
second translation, which appears here.  However, there is a problem with this translation, as well.  The original 
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 [Capturing them and flying them from the dead branches would be good.  Put simply, 

they were going to hang them, but of course they were just men who lived targeting life and 

whose after-work speech was refined.] 

 If the soldier had been an ordinary person, he would have turned pale at these words, but 

this young man, with his worn out raincoat and water buffalo hide boots, was far from 

ordinary249.  “I’m hungry,” he said, “so give me something to eat, and when I’m finished, do 

whatever you want with me.”  Reluctantly, the bandits invited him to the table.  Like the thieves 

from the second story250, it seemed that they, too, were not completely without generosity. 

The soldier took as much fried meat as he wanted and began filling his empty stomach.  

As he ate, he beckoned the hunter to come and eat with him, but the hunter made no effort to do 

so. 

 “Now, bring me some of your finest liquor!” the soldier said after he had eaten up the 

meat.  Although the leader of the bandits was amazed at his lack of restraint, [thinking that either 

way he was going to be taken to the dead branches and flown immediately afterwards], he 

decided to hear all of his requests and ordered the old woman to bring up their finest liquor from 

the cellar.  But something unexpected happened here. 

                                                                                                                                                             
Japanese sentence ends with かい, a colloquial yes-or-no question marker, but my second translation is in the form 
of an open-ended question.  Because of this, I have ended up in somewhat of a perpetual cycle of uncertainty with 
regards to which of my sentences is more accurate.  Finding the context stronger than grammar, however, I have 
tentatively decided to use my second translation here, although, again, I am unsure of its accuracy.   
246 Literally, “(W)hat business have do they have?” 
247 Literally, “(D)id they come as spies of the emperor?” 
248 I was unable to completely grasp the meaning of this sentence, so the translation I have provided is simply an 
educated guess on my part.  From what I have gathered, however, it seems to me that the bandits are talking about 
being apprehended and taken to the gallows. (Note: This footnote applies to all text that appears in brackets within 
this chapter.) 
249 Literally, “he wasn’t like that.” 
250 This distinction is not explicitly made in the Japanese version.  While some readers may pick up on the implied 
connection (with the English sentence reading, “(T)hese, too, were not thieves completely devoid of generosity”), I 
feared that there would be many more that would not.  And so, I decided to make the connection clear. 
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 The soldier pulled the cork from the bottle (so maybe this “fine liquor” was actually 

champagne), making a delightful sound, and waved the bottle around above the heads of the 

twelve bandits. “Live long, all of you!  Open your big mouths and raise your right hands!” he 

chanted, and he drank the entire bottle in one gulp251.  At that moment, the bandits, their mouths 

agape and their right hands held high, simply stopped moving.  When the soldier went into the 

army, the only thing he became good at was waging battles, and without any sort of 

apprenticeship, he shouldn’t have any sort of learned trade.  So how in the world did this young 

man have such a special skill?  Had the gods secretly bestowed it upon him without him realizing 

it? 

 Having narrowly escaped from death, the hunter said to the soldier, “I’m sure you still 

have other magic you can use, but let’s leave it at this and go.” 

 “What do you mean, brother?” the soldier replied. “It’s still far too early to be moving on.  

Besides, these guys are frozen in place252 and won’t move a muscle until we give them 

permission.  Now then, come to the table.”  He had the old woman bring another bottle of fine 

liquor, and after he had eaten about three day’s worth of food, day broke.  And so, even the 

gluttonous soldier finally decided it was time to leave.  The old woman told the soldier and the 

hunter a shortcut to the capital, and with that they left the forest. 

 Upon arriving in the capital, the soldier paid a visit253 to his old army friends, and then, 

accompanied by a platoon of soldiers, he went back into the forest.  He even invited the hunter to 

tag along254 with him once again and watch them capture the bandits255.  In this way, they tied 

                                                 
251 Literally, “drank in a breath.” 
252 Literally, “feel paralyzed.”  Coming from the soldier, and given the situation, this sounds like too technical of a 
word for him to use.  My alternative, however, feels more complimentary to both the soldier and the situation. 
253 Literally, simply “went.”  This doesn’t sound quite natural in English, however, so I chose to use a phrase that 
carries the same meaning. 
254 Literally, “follow.” 
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up the twelve bandits, loaded them onto a cart, and took them to jail.  The soldier and the hunt

were delayed by all the people in their procession, and walking slowly, they made their way to 

the capital.  There, a large number of people had gathered in the streets

er 

                                                                                                                                                            

256 and were shouting for 

joy.  Even the imperial guards had been sent out. 

 “What’s going on?” the soldier asked the hunter. 

 “You mean you don’t know?” the hunter replied. “The king’s been away for a long time, 

but today he has returned.” 

 “So where is this king?” 

 “Why, he’s right here,” and the king opened the front of his hunting clothes so that the 

soldier could see his garments.  Even the fearless soldier was surprised and amazed by this.  He 

kneeled before the king and apologized for treating him in such a familiar way257.  The king 

shook the soldier’s hand and expressed his gratitude for saving his life.  “From this day on, you 

will never want again,” he promised him. “If you wish to eat fine fried meat like you ate at that 

thieves’ den, you may come to my kitchen whenever you please.  However, if you wish to 

celebrate someone’s health, you must first obtain my permission.” 

*   *   * 

 At this point, the story came to an end.  There was just one thing that bothered the father, 

however.  By this time, the twelve bandits from the thieves’ den had committed all sorts of 

wrongdoings like murdering people and pillaging treasure, so whatever the punishment they 

 
255 The original text simply says “everyone.”  Although it could probably be deduced that “everyone” refers to the 
bandits, seeing as how they were the only people they came across in the forest (less said for the old woman), I 
decided to err on the side of caution and give the reader the benefit of the doubt. 
256 Literally, “came out.”  The original wording sounds somewhat plain to me and does not really reflect the 
celebratory nature of their coming out. 
257 This actually reads 気安く仲間あつかいしたこと(literally, “having treated (him) familiarly like one of his 
own) in the Japanese version.  Translated into English, the presence of both elements of intimacy would make the 
phrase redundant.  The word “familiar,” however, sums up both of the elements from the Japanese phrase, and so I 
decided to use it exclusively. 
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received, he had no complaints.  But when they were tied up, loaded into the cart, and taken to 

jail258, what became of the old woman?  Was she left behind all alone in the middle of the forest?  

If there had been something written, even if it were along the lines of the king having made her a 

royal cook, that would have given the father peace of mind. (Her delicious fried meat alone was 

certainly enough to ensure her ability.)  

Even though she was in a thieves’ den, the old woman took pity on the hungry soldier 

and hunter that came in.  She hid them behind the stove and was going to try and quietly give 

them some leftovers after the bandits had fallen sleep.  This plan, however, was completely 

ruined because the soldier, who couldn’t resist259 the smell of the fried meat, started clearing his 

throat.  Nevertheless, one mustn’t forget what the old woman tried to do for the pair.  As for why 

in the world this old woman was in a thieves’ den and had come to look after such violent men, 

this, too, was unclear. 

 The one who answered the boy’s request for help and plucked three golden hairs from the 

ogre’s head, in spite of his complaints of pain, was the ogre’s own mother.  But what kind of 

person was this old woman?  [Could she have been kidnapped from somewhere when she was a 

lot younger and made to cook260?] 

Could her face have resembled the one from the portrait of the old woman sitting in the 

chair, the one by which the father, his wife, first year middle schooler Ryoji, and his older sister 

Kazuko had all been charmed?  No, probably not.  She was an older, more tired-looking old 

                                                 
258 This is specified as “the castle’s jail” in the Japanese version.  I initially translated this as “dungeon,” but when I 
learned that there is a specific word for dungeon in Japanese, I had to wonder why it wasn’t used here, instead.  
Because of this, I decided against using “dungeon,” and seeing as how the first appearance of “jail” on the previous 
page made no mention of a connection with the castle, I decided to remove the word “castle,” as well. 
259 Literally, “endure.”  In this instance, using “endure” seems to carry the connotation that the smell was displeasing 
to him.  With “resist,” however, there is an element of temptation present that adds psychological depth to the 
soldier’s actions. 
260 I am uncertain whether this sentence applies to the old woman from the thieves’ den or the ogre mother.  Judging 
by the order of the sentences, I initially thought that it referred to the ogre mother.  After further consideration, 
however, I am not so sure, anymore. 
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woman.  Living with twelve bandits, the old woman from the thieves’ den was surely a robust 

person. 

While the soldier with the water buffalo hide boots being able to live forever in comfort 

at the king’s castle was certainly a joyous thing, not knowing the whereabouts of the old woman 

is truly regrettable. 

 


