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English:

In the morning, taking a sip of soup in the dining room, Mother softly gasped, “Oh.”
“A piece of hair?” I thought there may be something unpleasant in the soup.

“No.” Mother, like nothing happened, gracefully took another spoonful of soup, calmly turned
her face to the side, looked out the kitchen window at the blooming cherry blossoms, and with
her face still turned, again gracefully taking another sip between her small lips.

The description of ‘graceful,” in the case of my Mother, is not an exaggeration. Her way
of eating is completely different from what you see in women’s magazines. One day, my younger
brother Naoji, while drinking sake, faced me and said this:

"Just because someone has a title doesn’t necessarily make them a noble. There are fine
nobles who possess something called 'heavenly nobility,' even without a title. But there are also
people who, like us, only hold a title and are far from noble, almost like commoners. As for
someone like Iwashima (referring to Count Iwashima, a classmate of Naoharu), he honestly feels
even more vulgar than the manager soliciting clients in Shinjuku’s red-light district. The other
day, too, referencing Yamai (a friend of my younger brother, the second son of a Viscount), at his
older brother’s wedding, that showed up wearing a tuxedo. Why on earth did he have to show up
wearing a tuxedo? But setting that aside, when that guy used the incomprehensible word
gozaima-suru during the table speech, I was like, yuck!' The act of being pretentious is a
completely unrelated, despicable pretense compared to elegance. Signs saying 'High-Class
Boarding House' were often seen around Hongo, but in reality, the majority of nobles could
almost be called 'high-class beggars.' True nobility would never put on such a poor act as
someone like Iwashima. Even in our family, I’d say that, well, Mother is probably the only true
noble. She’s the real thing. There’s something about her that cannot be matched.”

Even in the way of eating soup, if it were us, we would lean slightly over the plate, hold
the spoon sideways to scoop up the soup, and bring it to our mouths to eat. But Mother, placing
her left-hand finger lightly on the table’s edge, without bending her upper body, keeps her face
raised proudly, swiftly scoops the soup without even properly looking at the plate, and, as lightly
and gracefully as if like a swallow, brings the spoon to her mouth at a right angle, pouring the

soup between her lips from the tip of the spoon. And then, seemingly without a care, she glances



around, holding the spoon lightly, as if it were a small wing, without spilling even a single drop
of soup and without making a single sound of sipping or of the plate.

It may not be a formal way of eating, but to my eyes, it is very pretty and authentic.
Also, in fact, drinks are surprisingly delicious when you let them flow into your mouth.
However, since I am, as Naoji says, a high-class beggar, I cannot hold a spoon as lightly as
Mother does. Reluctantly, I lower my head over the plate and, unable to help it, eat in the
so-called proper but gloomy manner of formal etiquette.

Not just soup, but Mother's way of eating in general is utterly out of line with proper
manners. When meat is served, she quickly cuts it all into small pieces with a knife and fork,
then sets the knife aside, switches the fork to her right hand, and eats each piece one by one,
leisurely and cheerfully enjoying herself. Moreover, when it comes to bone-in chicken, while we
struggle to separate the meat from the bone without making any noise with our plates, Mother
effortlessly picks up the bone with her fingertips, lifts it, separates the meat from the bone with
her mouth, and carries on as if nothing happened. Even such a savage gesture, when performed
by Mother, appears not only endearing but even strangely erotic, proving that the real deal is
truly different. Not only in the case of bone-in chicken, but Mother occasionally even picks up
lunch items like ham or sausage with her fingertips and eats them."

"Do you know why rice balls are so delicious? It's because they’re made by being firmly
shaped with human fingers," they once said. I sometimes think that if you ate them with your
hands, they’d probably taste even better. But for someone like me, a so-called refined beggar,
trying to imitate that poorly would end up making me look like a real beggar instead, so I hold
myself back. Even my younger brother, Naoji, says, 'l can't compete with Mom.' And honestly, 1
too often feel that imitating Mother is incredibly difficult—sometimes to the point of despair.

One evening, early in autumn, under a beautiful moonlit sky in the backyard of our house
in Nishikatamachi, I was sitting with Mother by the edge of the pond in the garden pavilion,
enjoying the moon-viewing. We laughed together, discussing the differences between the bridal
preparations of a fox's wedding and a mouse's wedding. Then, suddenly, Mother stood up and
walked into the dense cluster of bush clover near the pavilion. From within the white blossoms
of the clover, her face—paler and even more strikingly white than the flowers—emerged. She

smiled faintly and said, 'Kazuko, can you guess what I’'m doing right now?'



When I answered, 'You’re picking flowers,' she let out a small laugh and said, 'I’'m peeing.' [ was
surprised, as she wasn’t squatting at all. But still, there was an utterly endearing quality about her
that I could never hope to imitate.

We’ve strayed quite far from this morning’s soup, but the other day, I read in a book that
during the era of the French monarchy, noblewomen of the Louis dynasty would casually relieve
themselves in palace gardens or even in the corners of hallways. I found that unselfconsciousness
truly charming, and it made me wonder if my mother might be one of the last true noblewomen
of that kind.

Now then, this morning, when she took a sip of the soup, she let out a small 'Ah.'

I asked, 'A hair?' but she replied, 'No.'

‘Was it too salty?” This morning’s soup was something I made by blending a can of green peas
from an American ration into a sort of potage. Since I’m not confident in my cooking, even when
Mother said, ‘No,’ I still felt uneasy and asked nervously.

“You did a wonderful job.” She said this earnestly, finished the soup gracefully, and then picked
up a rice ball wrapped in nori with her hands and ate it.

Since [ was a child, I’ve never enjoyed breakfast, and my appetite doesn’t usually come
until around ten. Even then, I somehow managed to finish the soup, but eating the rice ball felt
like a chore. I placed it on my plate, broke it apart with my chopsticks, and then picked up a
small piece. Holding the chopsticks at a right angle to my mouth, much like a spoon, I slowly fed
myself as though I were feeding a bird. By the time | had eaten only a little, Mother had already
finished her entire meal. She quietly stood up, leaned her back against the wall where the
morning sun was shining, and watched my awkward way of eating for a while.

‘Kazuko, you’re still no good,” she said. “You need to learn to make breakfast the most enjoyable
meal of the day.’
‘What about you, Mother? Do you enjoy it?’
‘Of course. I’m not sick anymore.”
“But I’'m not sick either.”
“No, no, you’re not there yet.”
Mother smiled sadly and shook her head. I remember how, five years ago, I was said to

have tuberculosis and was bedridden for a while. But I know now that it was really just an illness



born of selfishness. However, Mother's recent illness—that was truly worrisome, a heartbreaking
sickness. Even so, Mother was only ever concerned about me.

"Ah,"

I said.

"What is it?"

Mother asked this time.

We looked at each other, and there was a feeling that we understood everything without words.
When I chuckled, Mother smiled gently as well.

When you're overcome by an unbearable sense of embarrassment, that faint, peculiar cry
of "Ah" escapes your lips. Suddenly, vivid memories of my divorce six years ago came flooding
back to me, making it unbearable. Without thinking, I let out an "Ah." But what about Mother?
Surely, she couldn’t have a shameful past like mine. Or could it be... something else?

"Mother, you remembered something just now, didn't you? What was it?"
"I’ve forgotten,"

she replied.

"Was it about me?"

"No."

"Was it about Naoji?"

She started to say, "Yes," but then tilted her head slightly and said,
"Perhaps."

My younger brother, Naoji, was called up midway through university and sent to a
southern island. However, all communication was lost, and even after the war ended, his
whereabouts remained unknown. Mother has resigned herself to the belief that she will never see
Naoji again, or so she says. But I have never once made such a "resignation." I am convinced
that we will meet again.

"I thought I had given up," she said, "but after enjoying some delicious soup, I found myself
thinking of Naoji and felt unbearably sad. I wish I had been kinder to him."

Ever since Naoji entered high school, he became deeply engrossed in literature, to the
point of living almost like a delinquent. I can't even begin to count how much trouble he caused

for Mother. Even so, as she sips a spoonful of soup, she thinks of Naoji and softly lets out an

HAh.H



I stuffed a bite of rice into my mouth, feeling my eyes grow hot.

"Don’t worry. Naoji will be fine. People like him—scoundrels like Naoji—don’t die so easily.
It’s always the quiet, beautiful, gentle ones who die. But Naoji? Even if you hit him with a stick,
he wouldn’t die."

Mother laughed and teased me, saying, "Then does that mean you, Kazuko, are the type to die
young?"

"What? Why? I’m a scoundrel myself! I’ll live until I’'m 80 without a problem."

"Is that so? Then I suppose that means I’ll make it to 90."

"Of course," she began to say, but then seemed a little troubled. Scoundrels live long lives.
Beautiful people die young. Mother is beautiful. Yet, I want her to live a long life. I was utterly
bewildered.

When I said, "You're so mean!" my lower lip began to tremble, and tears welled up in my eyes
before spilling over.

Shall I tell you a story about a snake? One afternoon, four or five days earlier, some
neighborhood children had discovered about ten snake eggs in the bamboo grove by the garden
fence. The children insisted,

“They’re viper eggs.”

Thinking that having ten vipers hatch in the bamboo grove would make it too dangerous to step
into the garden, I said,

“Let’s burn them.”

The children jumped with excitement and followed me. Near the bamboo grove, we piled up
some leaves and twigs and set them on fire, tossing the eggs into the flames one by one.
However, the eggs didn’t burn easily. Even when the children threw more leaves and small
branches onto the fire to strengthen it, the eggs still didn’t seem to burn.

A young woman from the farmhouse below called out from beyond the fence, laughing,

“What are you doing?”

“We’re burning viper eggs. It would be scary if vipers appeared,” I replied.

“How big are they?” she asked.

“They’re about the size of quail eggs and completely white,” I answered.

“Well, then, they’re just regular snake eggs, not viper eggs. Snake eggs are tough to burn, you

know,” she said, laughing as though she found it all very amusing before walking away.



Even after thirty minutes of burning, the eggs refused to burn. I had the children retrieve the eggs
from the fire, bury them under the plum tree, and then I gathered some small stones to create a
gravestone for them.

“Now, everyone, pray,” I said.

As I squatted down and clasped my hands together in prayer, the children quietly followed suit
behind me. After parting ways with the children, I slowly climbed the stone steps alone. When I
reached the top, I saw Mother standing in the shade of the wisteria trellis.

“What a cruel thing to do,” she said.

“They weren’t vipers, just regular snakes. But it’s okay; I made sure to give them a proper
burial,” I replied, though I thought to myself that it might not have been a good idea for Mother

to see what I had done.



