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    The Tofu Maker
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    Kazuo stood in front of Yoshino’s Tofu, an old metal bowl under his arm.


    “Hey there, Kazu-chan,”the owner of the shop said as soon as he had spotted him.“Running errands for your mother again today, eh? That’s a good boy.”


    Kazuo grinned shyly at Mr. Yoshino. The older man had tied a towel into a headband around his closely cropped white hair. His eyes shone in his wrinkled face.


    Yoshino’s Tofu Shop was in the heart of the West Ito shopping area, in the Shinagawa Ward of southern Tokyo. It had a large tin water tank out front and a stove inside that was black from years and years of boiling soymilk.


    Four or five housewives stood before the store with Kazuo. Like him, they had come to buy tofu for the evening’s dinner.


    
      Tofu: Bean curd. Tofu is made from soybean milk that is processed and pressed into soft blocks. Tofu originated in ancient China and then spread to Korea and Japan. It is very low in calories and is often used in vegetarian dishes.

    


    As he took his customers’ orders, Mr. Yoshino dipped his hand into the tank’s ice-cold water. Slowly he drew out blocks of tofu, being careful not to break them. As Kazuo waited for his turn, he watched Mr. Yoshino’s hand. It always looked red and swollen, almost chilblained, from being plunged into the frigid tank day after day. Kazuo did not care much for tofu with its slightly bitter taste and strong soybean smell. He’d leave it on his plate, unless his mother was in a bad mood and threatened that he couldn’t watch TV until he ate it. Then he would hold his breath and gulp it all down without chewing. The good thing about tofu was that you could swallow it without tasting it and you wouldn’t choke.


    Kazuo’s father, who worked two train stops away at the Nihon Optics factory, couldn’t get enough tofu. The soft tofu from Yoshino’s store was his favorite, and it rarely failed to appear on the family dinner table. Kazuo’s mother shopped for the day’s dinner on her way home from work, but she couldn’t take the metal bowl with her. So, except on Wednesdays, when Yoshino’s Tofu was always closed, buying tofu in the afternoons was Kazuo’s job. Now that he was nine, his mother told him, he was old enough to manage this sort of thing.
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    A greengrocer’s stall in a Shinagawa Ward shopping district.


    Kazuo thought that he could be a tofu maker someday, if it meant working only in the summertime. But he’d decided that he could never handle it in the winter. He would almost certainly give in to the cold and bring the tofu out of the water too quickly, breaking it.


    “Kazu-chan, I think you were next,” Mr. Yoshino told him. Customers streamed toward the shop, but Mr. Yoshino never forgot who was next in line.


    
      -chan: A friendly and informal suffix used for younger kids or girls.

    


    His wife came out of the store and began to take customers’ orders, too. “Well, if it isn’t Kazu-chan!” She smiled. “Hello there!” Like her husband, Mrs. Yoshino had a head of completely white hair, but instead of tying a towel around it, she wore a white cloth folded in a crisp triangle.


    “I hear those grades of yours are the best in the class,” Mr. Yoshino said cheerfully and took the metal bowl from Kazuo’s hand. “Your dad was bragging about you the other night. He said you’re going to get into the engineering department of a national university!”


    Kazuo pictured his father at Chujiya, the smoky bar by the station, bragging loudly. Father liked to tell jokes and watch TV with the family, but whenever he stopped for a drink after work, he came home loud and irritable. He would start lecturing Kazuo and his little brother Yasuo as they sat watching TV.


    “I want you boys to study hard, you hear me? Your old man is working his tail off every day so you can get into good schools.”


    “The best grades in the class?” Mrs. Yoshino echoed. “Well, then, your father must be looking forward to your future!”


    “I’m not sure they’re the best . . .” Kazuo started to say.


    It was true that Kazuo’s grades were good. But he was hardly the top student in his class: section three of the fourth grade at West Ito Elementary School. The top student was probably Keiko Sasaki, who, like Kazuo, lived in company housing for the Nihon Optics factory.


    “What are you going to be when you grow up, Kazu-chan?” Mr. Yoshino dipped his hand slowly into the water again.


    “I don’t know yet.” Kazuo thought about how his father had grown up on a farm and wasn’t able to go to high school when the war started. He had gone to vocational school instead. Then, at fifteen, he’d moved to Tokyo and started work at his current company as a factory hand.


    
      The war: World War II, lasting from 1939 to 1945. Almost all the nations of the world were involved. There were two groups fighting each other: the Allies (United States, England, and Soviet Union) and the Axis (Germany, Italy, and Japan). Atomic bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki in August 1945 and large bombing attacks on Tokyo preceded the Japanese surrender in August 1945.

    


    “We’re living in good times now, that’s for sure,” Mr. Yoshino said. “There’s no war on, there’s food to eat, and anybody who wants to study can study to his heart’s content. During the war, there were air raids every day, and we had to worry about what we were going to eat before thinking about schoolwork. Can you imagine? Day in, day out, the first thing on our minds was where we’d get our next meal.”


    Every time an adult spoke this way, Kazuo felt lazy and useless. He often got wrapped up in TV and comic books and didn’t study beyond what was absolutely necessary. What really mattered to him right now was figuring out how to run like Bob Hayes, the American who’d won the gold medal in the one-hundred-meter dash at the Tokyo Olympics last year. Watching him on TV—seeing him keep his muscular body low to the ground as he shot out of the starting blocks like a bullet—was something that Kazuo would never forget.


    Ever since then, Kazuo and his classmate Nobuo, the son of the local butcher, had been going to an empty lot after school. They would crouch and try to charge into a sprint, just like Bob Hayes. But they often wound up stumbling, or, in trying not to stumble, coming up too soon.


    
      Tokyo Olympics: The Summer Olympics held in Tokyo in October 1964. For the Japanese, the Tokyo Olympics symbolized achieving international acceptance after World War II. The Tokyo Olympics were legendary in Japan for performances by American sprinter Robert “Bullet Bob” Hayes, the Ethiopian marathoner Abebe Bikila, and the Japanese women’s volleyball team. Bob Hayes later became a wide receiver for the Dallas Cowboys American football team.

    


    “I wonder if this is just impossible for us Japanese,” Nobuo had recently said in frustration.


    “Why would it be impossible?” Kazuo asked.


    “We’re built differently, that’s why,” Nobuo said. “The final hundred-meter dash didn’t have a single Japanese athlete in it. The runners were all tall black people and white people. None of them looked like us.”


    Kazuo had decided that Nobuo was right. It wasn’t just the hundred-meter dash. Even in judo, a Japanese sport that had just become an Olympic event, the great Inokuma of Japan had lost in the finals to a Dutch athlete.


    Japan had lost to America in World War II and to a European athlete at the 1964 Olympics, Kazuo realized. Maybe grown-ups were always telling children to study harder because that would finally make Japan come out on top. Thinking about it this way, Kazuo felt that adults were very selfish creatures.


    Mr. Yoshino put a block of tofu into Kazuo’s metal bowl. “You’re still young, Kazu-chan,” he was saying. “So it’s not so simple to predict what you’ll do down the road, is it?” The shop owner placed a thin piece of paper over the top of the bowl to keep the dust off.


    “Anyway, the best thing you can do for your mom and pop is grow up healthy, so they won’t have to worry,” Mr. Yoshino added.


    Then the tofu maker and his wife both smiled at Kazuo.


    He smiled and nodded back.
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    Several days later, a cold rain fell. Afterward, autumn seemed to come fully upon the town, filling it with cold air. In the midst of the chill, Mr. Yoshino’s hand grew steadily redder. Kazuo could see it swelling up so that it looked like a soggy sweet bun. Even so, Mr. Yoshino’s movements remained exactly the same. Slowly dipping his hand into the water, he carefully brought the tofu up from the bottom of the tank.


    
      Okaasan: Mother, mom, mommy. A very common variation of this is Okaachan or just Kaachan. Ojisan: Grandpa, or what you might call any elderly man whose name you do not know. Ojii­chan is a less formal form of the word. -san: San is a suffix added to names to show respect. It is used for both men and women, and can be attached to either the family name or the personal name. For example, the person we call Mr. Tanaka is called “Tanaka-san” in Japan. If his personal name is Hiroshi, his friends may call him “Hiroshi-san.” Japanese people almost always attach a suffix to a person’s name (but not to their own).

    


    One afternoon in mid-October, Kazuo grabbed the metal bowl as always and headed over to Yoshino’s Tofu. But the storefront was completely deserted. The door was closed; a white curtain hung inside, covering the window.


    A sign was posted on the old wooden door. There were several characters that Kazuo couldn’t read, but he could make out the words “today” and “closed” so he returned home.


    In the kitchen his mother had begun to prepare dinner. Yasuo was sprawled in the living room, watching a TV show called Shonen Jet.


    “Okaasan, the tofu store was closed today.” Kazuo returned the metal bowl and ten yen to his mother.


    


    “Really? I wonder if Ojiisan caught a cold,” she said. “The weather turned chilly so suddenly.” Then she added, “If you’ve got homework, Kazuo, finish it up before dinner.”


    “Okay,” he said. He took out his kanji-writing notebook and pretended to study at the table. But his eyes were fixed on the TV screen.


    
      Kanji: Japanese characters, or ideograms, originally developed in China. Japanese elementary schoolchildren must learn hundreds of kanji before they reach middle school.
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    The next day Kazuo raced home. He and Nobuo had spent a long time practicing running in the empty lot, and now he was late for his trip to the tofu maker’s shop. His mother was already home from work.


    Kazuo tossed his backpack into the living room and grabbed the metal bowl. “Okaasan, I’m going to the tofu store now,” he called.


    “Kazuo.” His mother came toward him. “You don’t have to go today.”


    “What? Why?” He stopped in his tracks.


    “Ojiisan from the tofu store died yesterday. He had a stroke and collapsed. So starting today, you don’t have to go anymore.”


    Not knowing how to respond, Kazuo exhaled softly. Then he slowly removed his shoes.


    “Ha-ha! You forgot your job!” Yasuo teased Kazuo, turning on the TV. Shonen Jet appeared in black and white on the screen.


    “Niichan, let’s watch,” Yasuo said. But Kazuo remained in the space where the entryway joined the living room, as if frozen.


    
      Niichan: Brother, used to address an older brother in a casual way. Adding “o” at the start of the word is more polite—Oniichan.
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    At dinner, their father drank hot sake and ate stew without the usual tofu in it.


    
      Sake: An alcoholic beverage made by fermenting rice. Sake (pronounced sah-kay) has a long history in Japan and is used in many rites and celebrations. It can be drunk warm or chilled.


      

    


    “So the man from the tofu store died, did he?” he said in a low voice.


    “He was getting on in years,” Mother said.


    “He must have been the only tofu maker who still used well water and boiled the soymilk on a wood stove,” said Father. “What’s going to happen to his shop now?”


    “There’s no way his wife can run it by herself,” Mother answered. “They say she’s going to close it. Apparently they had a son, but he died during the war. He was in middle school.”


    Father looked surprised at that. “I saw the old man often at the bar, but he never said a word about a son.”


    “Yes, well, everyone in the neighborhood knew him as the nicest, smartest boy in the junior high. In early March 1945, there was an air raid. He had to be at a factory instead of school to support the war effort, and the factory was bombed. He never returned.”


    Kazuo suddenly remembered what Mr. Yoshino had said: that growing up healthy was the most important thing he could do. He pictured the tofu maker’s red, swollen hand drawing out the tofu.


    From now on, I’m going to remember to chew my tofu when I eat it, thought Kazuo. And I’m going to try to do my homework without my mom telling me to do it.


    He felt bad that he’d never realized just how good Mr. Yoshino’s tofu really was until now.

  


  
    


    Yasuo’s Dog Dreams


    [image: 38337.jpg]


    Kazuo’s family lived in the Nihon Optics company housing. Companies often built homes on land they owned, renting them out to their employees cheaply.


    Kazuo could not really understand why a company would do this. According to his father, it had to do with tax strategy. Father often grumbled about it. “Figuring out ways to get more tax money out of people is the government’s job.”


    But Kazuo’s teacher, Mr. Honda, had explained taxes differently. He’d said that they were the reason that children got to go to school.


    “Tax money is used for all sorts of things: teachers’ salaries, this school building, even your textbooks.”


    That made Kazuo think taxes were a very good thing. Maybe there were good taxes and bad taxes, he decided.


    Their neighborhood was encircled by a fence with a sign: Nihon Optics Company Housing. Each of the four complexes was a plain, one-story building made up of five identical housing units in a row.


    When you opened the outer sliding door of Kazuo’s house, there was a small entryway with a concrete floor, where everybody took off their shoes before coming inside. The entryway led to the living room, about the size of six tatami mats, with a low, round table in the center. There, Kazuo and his family ate their meals and watched TV. At night, they moved the table to a corner of the room, and Mother and Father laid out their bedding to sleep. The right side of the room opened into a closet that held bedding for the entire family, along with their summer and winter clothing packed in wooden boxes for ventilation. To the rear of the six-mat living room was a four-and-a-half-mat room—Kazuo and Yasuo’s room. There was also a kitchen with two gas burners for cooking. The only bathroom was off the entryway. Naturally, there was no bathtub; every other day the family went to a public bathhouse called Fujita Yu in the center of the West Ito shopping area.


    
      Tatami: Straw mats used as flooring. Traditional Japanese floors are not wooden or carpeted but are made up of straw mats called tatami. A tata­mi mat is about the size of a sleeping body, or 3 feet by 6 feet, and the size of a room is described by the number of mats that fit in it, usually 4½ or 6 mats. Nowadays, many Japanese homes have only one room with tatami, but in Tokyo in the 1960s, homes and apartments were more traditional and had mostly tatami-mat rooms.

    


    Kazuo had never thought of his house as small. After all, his buddies lived in small houses, too. Nobuo’s had the family butcher shop on the first floor, and a space the size of Kazuo’s house on the second. That was where Nobuo lived with his older brother, parents, and grandmother—five people altogether. When Nobuo came to play at Kazuo’s, he would always say, “Wow, you’ve got your own desk and your own room, even if you have to share it with Yasuo.”


    Hearing this, Kazuo felt fortunate. But he also knew there were people in the world who lived in much bigger houses. Even in West Ito, there were houses up a slope in District 4 that in no way resembled the small company housing units strung together like cars in a freight train. Most of the District 4 houses were two stories high with yards or gardens. Kazuo figured daily life in houses like these must be just like in Leave It to Beaver, an American TV show he really liked.


    
      Leave it to Beaver: An American TV series that ran from 1959 to 1963. It was about the Cleavers, a “typical” American family with two boys, Beaver and his brother, Wally. The show was broadcast in Japan in the 1960s as Beaver-chan. Many Japanese kids who watched this show hoped to one day live like the middle-class American Cleaver family.

    


    The main character in Leave It to Beaver was a boy named Beaver because his two front teeth were big, like a beaver’s. In Beaver’s house, the mother and father had their own bedroom, and Beaver and his older brother each had their own bedroom, too. The family ate their meals in a dining room. They also had a living room with a large sofa and fireplace for sitting around talking and watching TV.


    Whenever Kazuo walked through District 4, he couldn’t help feeling a little envy. So he often repeated a pet phrase of his mother’s: “If you’re always looking for something better, you’re never satisfied.”


    His little brother, Yasuo, also wished they could live in a home with a big yard and not in company housing. That was because Yasuo wanted a dog. But pets weren’t allowed in company housing, where the most you could have was a fish in a tank, or a bird that stayed in a cage. Dogs barked, so they in particular were strictly forbidden. But Yasuo was always petting dogs he saw on the street.


    Kazuo didn’t really know why Yasuo liked dogs. Sometimes he thought it was because of TV shows such as Lassie and The Littlest Hobo and The Adventures of Rin Tin Tin. But even before last year, when his parents bought the family’s first TV to watch the Olympics, Yasuo had liked dogs and would stare at picture books with dogs in them. Mother was always telling Yasuo not to go up to just any dog, because some might have rabies. “Rabies is a scary sickness, Yasuo. If a dog with rabies bites somebody, the person will begin to drool just like a dog and die in a fit of moaning.”


    
      Lassie: An American TV series about a loyal collie and his master, a boy. The show began in 1954 and lasted 19 years. Lassie was always rescuing people and solving problems. In Japanese cities, few homes were large enough to have a dog.The Littlest Hobo: A Canadian TV series about a German shepherd that travels from town to town, helping people in need. At the end of each episode the dog would go off on his own. In the Canadian TV version (1963 to 1965), the dog did not have a name. In the Japanese version the dog was named London. The Adventures of Rin Tin Tin: Another American TV series about a dog, this time a German shepherd. In the late 1800s, Rin Tin Tin and his owner, Rusty, were adopted by troops at a U.S. Cavalry Post called Fort Apache AZ. The show aired from 1954 to 1959 and was broadcast in Japan in the 1960s.

    


    Whenever Mother told him that, Yasuo would say, “Really?” with a slightly pale face. Then he’d avoid going up to dogs for the next two or three days. But soon he would forget about Mother’s warning and go back to petting every dog he met.
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    After Mr. Yoshino died, every day a man from a shop called Imamura Tofu came to sell tofu in the neighborhood just after five o’clock. That gave Kazuo a lot of time to work on his Bob Hayes training. Today, as usual, Kazuo headed to the empty lot with Nobuo after school. Yasuo used to wait in the schoolyard for them, but lately he had started going home by himself. Again there was no sign of him.


    “Yasuo isn’t a baby anymore,” Nobuo told Kazuo.


    “I don’t care if he goes home on his own, but my mother gets all worried and says I should keep an eye on him.”


    When Kazuo and Nobuo reached the empty lot, they started on their running. Deep down, Kazuo knew that neither of them would ever be able to run like Bob Hayes, no matter how hard they tried. Both of them were starting to get a little tired of their project.


    After four o’clock, it turned chilly. Soon, they were sucking in startlingly cold air as they practiced.


    “Let’s head home,” Nobuo said.


    “Yeah, let’s go,” Kazuo answered.


    By the time Kazuo got home, it was starting to get dark. When he opened the front door, he could see Yasuo watching TV in the dim living room without the light on. Sitting on his knees, Yasuo was staring into the set at Shonen Jet. He looked up when Kazuo entered.


    
      Shonen Jet: A Japanese TV action show for kids, broadcast in the early 1960s, featuring a boy detective named Jet and his dog, Shane, who fought against evil.

    


    “Oh, Oniichan, you’re back.”


    “Hey, Yasuo, at least turn on a light.” Kazuo pulled the string of the light fixture in the center of the room.


    “Did you bring home your leftover bread from lunch?” Yasuo asked. Students who could not eat all of the bread in their school lunch had to take it home.


    “Bread from lunch?” Kazuo said, sitting next to Yasuo. “Why are you asking me? You’re the one who can never finish.”


    “Yeah, I know, but . . . ” Yasuo pouted a bit, then gazed off.


    Kazuo looked at his brother closely. “Hey, Yasuo, you’re keeping something from me, aren’t you?” He grabbed Yasuo in a headlock and squeezed his head. “Come on, out with it.”


    “Oww, stop it, that hurts! I’m not hiding anything!”


    The front door opened. Mother was home. “What are you two doing?”


    Kazuo quickly unwrapped his arms from Yasuo’s head.


    “You’ll bother the neighbors!”


    “Okaasan, Niichan’s picking on me!” Yasuo whined. He ran to hide behind her.


    “I’m not picking on you. You’re the one who’s keeping secrets.”


    “Kazuo!” Mother raised her voice again. “You’re older, so you shouldn’t pick on your brother, you understand? Now I want both of you to stop watching TV and finish your homework.”


    Kazuo stuck his lip out in a huff. “Come on! Why do I always have to be the one to get scolded? You and Dad always take Yasuo’s side.”


    But there was no arguing with the stern expression on Mother’s face. Kazuo turned off the TV. Then he took his books out of his bag and began to do his math homework.
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    The next day, after Kazuo went to the empty lot with Nobuo, he got home to find the house completely dark. The front door was still locked. He opened it and turned the lights on throughout the house. Yasuo was nowhere, and his school bag was missing as well.


    “That idiot! Where on earth did he go?” Kazuo grew anxious, thinking both about Yasuo and what Mother would say. Wondering if he should alert a neighbor, he hurried to put his shoes back on. Just then the door opened. Yasuo’s face appeared in the darkness, wearing a dejected expression.


    “Yasuo, where the heck were you?”


    “Niichan, I’m sorry.” Yasuo stepped into the living room and slipped off his school bag. “I didn’t go anywhere. I was just playing at my friend’s house.”


    It was the time of day when Shonen Jet was starting, but Yasuo made no move to switch on the TV. Instead, he sat down glumly next to the table.


    “Really?”


    “Yeah, really.”


    Kazuo could tell that Yasuo was keeping something from him again. But Yasuo looked so pitiful, Kazuo didn’t have the heart to press him about it. He just reached over and turned on the TV himself.
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    Dinner that night was boiled flatfish, miso soup with the new tofu from Imamura’s, and pickled vegetables—a very boring meal to Kazuo. He felt that dinner would be much more enjoyable if they were having croquettes or curry rice, to say nothing of the beefsteak and whole roasted turkey he saw on American TV shows. But if he said that, he was sure to get a lecture from his mother:


    “Be grateful for what you have, Kazuo. If you’re always looking for something better, you’re never satisfied. You should be thankful that you get three square meals a day.”


    Kazuo kept his mouth shut and chewed. Now, he always forced himself to chew one bite of tofu before he swallowed the rest whole.


    “By the way, Kazuo.” Mother stopped eating for a moment. “I’m going to ask you only once. You haven’t been playing in that big empty lot in Hara, have you?”


    “The empty lot in Hara? You mean the one by the Hane­to River?”


    Mother nodded.


    The Haneto was a river of sludge that separated West Ito from the town of Hara. Both of the river’s banks were packed with small- and medium-sized factories that dumped their wastewater into it, so it always had a nasty smell.


    “I never go to that place. It’s far away and it stinks, plus it’s where all the kids from Hara Grade School hang out,” Kazuo said.


    “Really? In that case, there’s no problem.” Mother sounded relieved.


    “Did something happen over there?” Father asked.


    “I heard that there are some stray dogs living there. Apparently one of them bit a child, so tomorrow the public health department is sending the dog catchers in. They say it’s better to stay away until the dogs are gone, so I thought I’d warn the boys.” Mother picked up her chopsticks again.


    Father nodded, his face slightly red from drinking beer. “I’ll take some rice now,” he told Mother.


    She put some into his bowl.


    Then the four of them finished their meal as if nothing had happened. Only Kazuo had noticed that when Mother brought up the subject of the Hara lot, Yasuo’s body had stiffened, then trembled ever so slightly.


    At nine o’clock, Kazuo and Yasuo said goodnight to their parents and crawled into their bedding. In the living room next door, they could hear the old-fashioned speech of actors in a period drama their parents were watching on TV.


    “Yasuo, you awake?” Kazuo whispered.


    
      Bedding: In traditional Japanese homes, people sleep on a futon laid out on the floor. A futon set consists of a bottom mattress (a thick cotton pad) and a top blanket (a bit like a comforter). To make the sleeping area usable during the day, the futon is stored on a shelf in a large closet until it is needed.

    


    Yasuo did not reply, but Kazuo could hear his breathing from inside his blanket.


    “You went to the Hara lot today, didn’t you?” Kazuo asked him.


    “No,” Yasuo said in a small voice.


    “Liar.” Kazuo poked his head from under his blanket and put it under Yasuo’s. “I won’t tell Mom and Dad, so out with it. What happened over there?”


    “You really won’t tell?” Yasuo said, sounding ready to cry.


    “I won’t tell. I promise.” Kazuo stuck out his pinkie finger.


    “You really won’t, right?” Yasuo hooked his own pinkie around Kazuo’s. He took a breath and then spoke. “I was feeding a dog over there.”


    “What? You mean the dog Mom was talking about at dinner, the one who bit somebody?”


    “No, no, nothing like that! My dog is just a puppy. If somebody doesn’t feed him, he’ll die.” Yasuo was almost sobbing as he explained that he had discovered the dog four days earlier. One afternoon he’d decided to go to Hara, where he and Kazuo normally never went. In the lot, he’d found a black puppy. He knew he couldn’t keep a dog in company housing, so he’d been feeding the dog in secret.


    “That’s why you asked if I had any bread left from my lunch?” Kazuo said.


    “Yeah . . . But you know what? Today I saved all of my bread and margarine from lunch again and went over there, but the lot had a wire fence around it. Somebody from the health department was there, and he said I couldn’t go in. I was worried about the puppy, so I stayed around for a really long time, trying to see him.”


    Yasuo fell silent for a second.


    “Do you think they’ll catch that puppy tomorrow?” he whispered.


    “Do you want to go and see for yourself?” Kazuo asked.


    He felt Yasuo nod yes in the dark.


    “Wait in the schoolyard till my last class is over. We’ll go to Hara right after school.”


    “Really, Niichan?”


    “Really. I’ll go with you, no matter what. So let’s get some sleep.”


    Kazuo took his head out from under Yasuo’s blanket and burrowed back into his own. The place where he laid his head felt a little cold, but not as cold as when he had first crawled in for the night. It wasn’t long before Yasuo fell fast asleep, drawing soft, even breaths.


    Kazuo lay awake a while longer. He’d said, for Yasuo’s sake, that he would go with him to the lot tomorrow. But he had absolutely no idea what to do about the puppy when they got there.


    “Maybe I’ll get an idea tomorrow,” Kazuo murmured as he closed his eyes.
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    The next day Yasuo was in a corner of the playground, hanging from the iron high-bar as he waited for his brother.


    “All right, Yasuo, let’s go,” Kazuo said. The two of them exchanged few words as they walked briskly toward the lot at Hara. It took a good twenty minutes to get there, and today those twenty minutes seemed even longer to Kazuo. He was still worried about what to do.


    Finally, they saw the Haneto River. Usually, they plugged their noses and howled, “Pew, it stinks!” But today they both said nothing as they crossed the concrete bridge and rushed toward the empty lot.


    The dog-catching operation was already underway. The lot, more like a small field, was surrounded by people who were watching, as if it were a show. Kazuo and Yasuo pushed their way through the crowd, finally finding a spot in the front row.


    In the tall, wilted grass, dog catchers were running around with big nets and poles that had wire hoops on the ends. “Over there!” they shouted. “No, over here!”


    “Have they caught any dogs yet?” Kazuo asked a man wearing a cook’s uniform.
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    Truck with cage and sign: “Animal control in progress. Please go around.”


    “They got several already. Look, they’re in that truck over there.” The man pointed to a truck parked at the side of the road. A large cage covered in wire mesh sat on the freight platform in the back.


    “Is the puppy in there?” Kazuo asked Yasuo.


    His little brother hurried over to the truck to check. He returned a minute later.


    “He’s not in there,” he whispered, sounding relieved.


    Kazuo glanced back at the lot. That meant that the dog the catchers were now trying to capture might be Yasuo’s puppy. Again Kazuo wondered what to do. If one was the puppy, he could try begging them to let it go. Or he could act like a TV hero and undo the lock on the cage, setting all the dogs free.


    He kept his eyes glued to the dog catchers running around in the tall grass. “Right there!” a man yelled, and then the dog catchers began to close in on a particular spot. The high-pitched yips of a dog came from the center of the circle they had made.


    A round of applause rose from the onlookers.


    As the applause continued, a light-brown dog was led from the lot, yanked along by a dog catcher. The dog’s eyes were wide open with fright, his tail tucked between his legs.


    “Is that the dog?” Kazuo murmured.


    Yasuo shook his head no.


    The dog stiffened its legs to resist being pulled forward any further. But there was no way the poor animal could escape with the wire collar around his neck. The dog catcher continued dragging him over to the cage and then threw him inside.


    After that, the wire fencing around the edge of the lot was taken down, and the spectators began to disperse little by little.


    Kazuo and Yasuo stayed right where they were until the truck finally left the lot.


    “I’m glad the little puppy didn’t get caught,” Yasuo murmured. “But I feel bad for that other dog.”


    Kazuo thought of the stray dog being dragged along by a wire ring around his neck and forced into the cage on the truck. “Yeah, I feel bad, too,” he said. Then he put an arm around Yasuo’s shoulders. “Maybe someone found the puppy and is taking care of him right now at home.”


    “I sure hope so,” said Yasuo.


    “Hey, maybe we can adopt a dog when we’re older,” Kazuo said.


    “Yeah, that would be great. What should we call him?” Yasuo asked.


    “Let’s think of some names,” Kazuo suggested. He rattled off every single name he could think of as they slowly walked home, the cold air nipping at their necks.
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