er character, is not so much a
monster as a character so
weakly grounded to any per-
sonal moral code that he be-
comes capable of monstrous
acts. His crimes are unspeak-
able, his personality without
any redeeming qualities of
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ing on society.

It may be an unrepentant
Fujio Uno who mounts the
gallows at the end of Sono’s
novel, but it is society, she
seems to imply, that is the
real culprit in the crime.
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on the same page,” says Newsweek.

His work, says the New York
Times, “gets better and better.”

But his books are not for
everybody.

He writes straight-ahead-on of the
nitty-gritty city where some people
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deaths. He writes of worki
heroes and villains of all ¢
backgrounds. In “Hard Re
he tells of Derek’s out-of-§
brother, Dennis: “Dennis
Alvin Jones from nine yea
through Kenneth, but it se

TO LOVE AND BE BOLD

A different kind of matrimony

The Asian Bookshelf

DONALD RICHIE

TWINKLE, TWINKLE, by
Kaori Ekuni, translated by
Emi Shimokawa. New York:
Vertical Inc., 2003, 172 pp.
$19.95 (cloth).

This is an excellent transla-
tion of Kaori Ekuni’s 1991 nov-
el, “Kira Kira Hikaru,” a pop-
ular best seller that was made
into a very good film by Joji
Matsuoka the following year.

1t is, like most comedies of
manners, about a marriage —
though of a rather different
kind. Neither bride nor groom
is marriageable material. He
has a boyfriend to whom he is
faithful, and she is an alcohol-
ic, faithful mainly to her bottle.

"When the two discover, dur-
ing their “arranged” meeting,
their mutual lack of qualifica-
tions, they both decide that this
is an excellent reason for mar-
riage because it at least gets
their parents off their backs.

Both sets of parents know of
their own child’s undesirabili-
ty, but not that of the marriage
partner and so the stage is set
for a farce. And most amusing
are the results, too, but at the
same time Ekuni ensures that
we begin to believe in the hap-
py couple as much more than
figures of fun.

Her means are various. One
is to tell the story from two
points of view, his and hers,
each perfectly consistent with-
in its own limitations. The
bride soon comes to love her
undemanding and considerate
husband. The groom learns to
love and care for his emotion-
ally needy wife. At the same
time neither of them makes
any attempt to “reform.”

“So you see how things
stand,” she writes. “Yes, alco-
holic wife and gay husband —
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real partners in crime!” He
tolerates the drinking, know-
ing it is necessary for her. She
likes the boyfriend and goes
to some lengths to ensure a
happy trio — such as trying to
mix their sperm for a ménage
a trois artificial insemination.

Yet, such details are never
off-putting in this delectable
novel. Medical matters are a
part of the story, just as they
were in Junichiro Tanizaki’s
superb “Kagi” of 1956, trans-
lated in 1961 as “The Key,” a
possible inspiration to Ekuni.
Here, too, husband and wife
alternate chapters but with a

further layer of their diary
accounts. An amount of ironic
paralleling occurs in both
novels. One such parallel is
the arranged meeting of the
couple in “Twinkle Twinkle,”
set during the Tanabata Fes-
tival in July, when the celes-
tial lovers — ideal, just made
for each other — mythologi-
cally meet.

Also, in both novels, social-
ly dreaded “aberrations” are
treated as what they are —
normal. This calls for some
authoritative bravery, and in-
deed Tanizaki ran into heavy
criticism and attempted cen-

sorship. Forty years later,
Ekuni encountered no such
obstacles, but the film version
of the novel has never been
accorded the praise it de-
serves nor the showings it
merits.

There are some differences
between the novel and the film,
but no accommodations were
made to popular prejudice. In-
deed, some of the differences
are improvements — such as a
magical sequence when the

‘married couple and the hus-

band’s boyfriend, while out for
an evening drive, go into a sa-
fari park and silently gaze at
the animals illuminated by
their headlights.

Now, another kind of trans-
lation, one different from film
adaptation, makes this fine
work available to a different
audience. Here both novel
and author benefit from an
English translation that
seems uncommonly right.

It captures a consistent tone.
“Why did it always have to be
like this? Mutsuki [the hus-
band] was so kind and sweet.
It was kind of hard to take at
times.” Here, the wife speaks
the way she would if she were
a native English speaker: the
hypothetical question, the ba-
nality of “kind and sweet” and
the forthrightness of “hard to
take,” which is so typical of a
would-be independent person.
We recognize the tone and it is
convincing.

The publication of this trans-
lation is also something of an
experiment. Vertical Inc. is a
new house that is devoting it-
self to the publishing of popu-
lar Japanese literature — pop-
ular in distinction to the “pure”
literature of junbungaku. One
of the results of the publication
of this book, however, is to in-
dicate that the distinction is
perhaps academic. Good books
are good books.
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lishers, 2004, 340 pp., $26 (clotl
Reviewed by
MARK SCHREIBER

A full listing of novels and sh
ries set in the International
ment of Shanghai between th
and second world wars, an
again up to China’s 1949 rew
would fill a book in itself. Thi
reputation as a paradise for ad
ers, however, largely masked
tus as a haven for waves of 1(
who fled to the city from Chin
internal strife; from the civil
Russia; and from Nazi Gel
Most lived in abject misery.

“Shanghai Station” tells the|
two members of the Russian |
racy who fled to Shanghai in tf
of the Russian Revolution. In
tumn of 1918, Young Alexand
lov abandons his family estaf
approaching Bolshevik forces
companies his mother and §
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_ MAN CODE, by Robert Lu
Gayle Lynds. New York:
_ tin's Paperback, 2004, 196

(paper). .
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. “Robert Ludlum’s The Alii
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tion of a veteran writer {
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