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A Hearty Present

It was a cold snowy day. Nobody except a girl in shabby kimono with a parcel wrapped with furoshiki was
plodding along the road leading to a prison. Her footprints were soon covered in snow. At last she saw the building
surrounded by fences. She stopped walking for a while and looked up the high fence as if she wanted to see inside.
Actually she was thinking about her father who was staying inside. Her father used to be a good carpenter. The girl
remembered the happy days she spent with her parents. But one day her father fought with a man after drinking
too much and killed the man by mistake. That was like a bolt from the blue for his wife and daughter. Their lives
were changed dramatically. She knew that the happy days with her parents wouldn't come again. She wiped her
tears away and resumed walking toward the gate of the prison. She asked a guard at the gate,
“Would you do me a favor? Could I see my father? He is serving time here.”
“Sorry, young lady. But you should have come here a bit earlier. You know today is the last day of the year. So the
visiting hour is a bit earlier than usual. And we have New Year holidays. Please come again on January 4.” The
guard's voice sounded very cold.
”Sir, I'd like to give this parcel to my father. So I only need a short time. Would you, please?” she was pleading in a
tearful voice. Just then the chief of the guard happened to pass by.
“What are you doing here at this time of the day? You should go home and have hot meal with your family,” he
said to her gently, and looked at her desperate expression and shabby clothes. She said,
“Thank you for your concern. My father is serving here, so I'd like to see him, and give him this parcel. If you can't
let me in, would you hand it to him instead of me?” She removed the snowflakes from the parcel and held it out to
him. The chief, who felt sorry for her, said to her,
“The rule is the rule. We allow no exceptions. But——um, all right, I'll hand it to him for you. Count on me. Now that
it's getting dark, stop crying and go home, young lady.”

Her father was in a solitary cell, because he was always disregarding the rules, and caused trouble with warders.
His heart was becoming rougher and rougher and his behavior becoming violent. But when he got a parcel, he felt

something warm from it. He untied the furoshiki, and found a letter and a box in it.

My dear Father,
I must tell you something. My mother finally left home. People talked behind our back and ignored us. So she
had a hard time. She decided to move somewhere to start a new life. She told me to come with her. But I said
I would wait for you to come home.
I'm alone. But I won't cry. Please come home as soon as possible.
Today is the last day of this year. | wanted to get something for you. But I don't have any money. This is the
only thing I could give you as a present.
It must be cold in jail. Take care not to catch a cold.
With love,
Your daughter

The father hastily opened the box. In it he found a bunch of hair. His daughter had been proud herself of her hair.
He could imagine how hard it'd been to cut off her beautiful hair. In fact she cut it in order to encourage him. He
took it out from the box, smelt it, and held it to his teary cheek.

The daughter’s love for her father seemed to have melted his warped heart. He gradually changed his attitudes.
Soon everyone around him noticed the changes. At first they were just surprised. Then they started treating him
as if he were a totally different person. He had been a violent man in the prison. But since then he became
obedient. Finally he was known as one of the well-behaved model prisoners.

Several years later, he finished serving his term, and came home to where his daughter was waiting patiently.



People still acted coldly toward him because of his criminal record. But he didn't lose his heart. He decided to work
hard and not to indulge in drinking again. His new life with his daughter had just started.

“Long, long ago, there lived a little girl with her parents in a suburb of a town.” An old woman is telling a story to
her granddaughter. She is going to tell the little girl the memories of her own father who was once a prisoner
because he'd killed a man. But after he finished his serving, he worked hard as a carpenter. People finally called
him 'a master carpenter.(2004.12.1)
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The Chains of Goodness

Long, long ago there lived a poor young carpenter in a village.

One day, he was on his way home from work helping to build a house in a town. Walking along a lonely road with a
carpenter’s toolbox on his shoulder, he was remembering his old friends. Most of them had left their village to get
more money to feed their families, or to make their dreams come true. But he had been living in the village since
he was born, where his parents were laid to rest.

It was getting dark, and what was worse, it began to snow. He quickened his pace. Just then he saw a rickshaw
getting stuck in a gutter ahead of him. Even in the dim light, he could see them in trouble. An old lady was standing
by the road at a loss, watching a rickshaw man trying to pull it up. The young man rushed to them to give him a
hand, and cooperated with him in pulling the rickshaw up out of the gutter. Finally they made it.

“Thank you, for your help,” said the rickshaw puller.

But he couldn't pull it smoothly no matter what he tried. The carpenter found that one of the wheels had just
come out of the body which made it impossible to move. He took out a hammer and some nails from his toolbox
and crawled under it. Although he got some scratches on his hands and his clothes became dirty, it was repaired
perfectly.

When he finished the work and put the hammer back in his toolbox, the old lady said to him,

“Today is my mother's anniversary, so I visited the village where my mother is laid to rest in the grave. As you see,
on my way home, my rickshaw got stuck. I can’t thank you enough for helping me. How much do I owe you?”
He'd never expected to get money from such a job. He only wanted to help someone in need. He remembered a
lot of people who helped him in the past. He said,

“If you really want to pay for it, remember me sometime and please be kind to a person in need the next time you
come across. That'll make you involved in the chains of goodness.”

Standing still there, he saw them off. It was becoming colder, when he headed home but he felt warm in his heart.

A few kilometers up from that place, the old lady made the rickshaw stop in front of a teahouse. She wanted to
have tea and something to eat to warm her against the chill before she got home. As soon as she sat at a table, a
young woman wearing plain clothes came over and offered a dry towel to use. The young woman smiled at her,
“Please wipe your wet hair with this towel. It's very cold out there, isn't it? Keep yourself warm near the fire.”
“How kind she is!” the lady thought. She noticed that the young woman was nearly nine months pregnant and

looked not so rich. She remembered the carpenter’'s words.



Finishing a snack, she handed the young woman money for her snack and slipped out of the restaurant soon
after the waitress went away to prepare the change for her. When the young woman came back with the change,
she couldn't find her customer in the room. She wondered where the old woman was, but soon noticed a memo
and money which was left on the table. It said,

On the way here I was helped by a man and when I tried to pay for his work, he said to me, “If you really want to
pay for it, remember me some time. Please be kind to a person in need the next time you come across. Thatll
make you involved in the chains of goodness.” This money is for you. I hope it will help you. You can keep the
change too.

When she got home from work that day, she talked to her husband about the old lady and showed him the
memo and the money she found on the table.

“How could she know we need money?” said the husband.

Indeed their life would become tighter as their baby due was coming soon. She knew that her husband was very
worried about that. That night she gave a soft kiss to her husband lying by her and whispered gently,
“Ilove you. Everything will be all right.” (2009/11/1)
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A Bowl of Kake—soba

It was the 31 in December, or New Year's Eve. It happened in a soba restaurant 'Hokkaitei'in Sapporo,
Hokkaido. For every soba restaurant, the last day of the year is the busiest and the most prosperous season.
At Hokkaitei, they were also extremely busy working from morning till night. However, after 10 o'clock in the
evening, there were only a few customers left in the restaurant, and no more new customers came to Hokkaitei.
Thinking it was a good time, instead of the owner, a person who was truly kind but unsociable, the owner’s wife,
who was called 'Okami—san’ by their regular customers, let their part—time workers go home with a full-house
bonus, special money for a busy day, and some soba—noodles for their family.

The door was opened slowly when the soba restaurant was ready to close as the last customer left. A woman
in a checkered half length coat which was out of season, and two children, one boy who was about 6 years old, and
the other 10, wearing matching new sweat suits, entered the restaurant.

“Hello. May I help you?” the owner’s wife said. The woman hesitantly said,

“Uh,...could we have..kake—soba (soba in hot broth with no topping)..a bowl of kake—soba..please?”

At her back, two children were anxiously looking up at their mother.

”Oh, well, okay. Come this way please.”

She led them to the table nearest to the heating, and said to her husband at the counter out loudly.

“One kake!”

Glancing at the three people, he answered her,

"“Okay, one kake!” and boiled one ball of raw saba and a half in a pan.

One ball of raw soba is for one serving. Without letting them notice, he finished boiling one and a half ball of soba
for a serving bowl.

A few minutes later, three people at the table were putting their head together, and chatting over the bowl of soba.
Their voices slightly reached the counter.

“Mm, it tastes good,” said the older boy.

“Have some, Mom,” said the little one, and held one piece of noodle to his mother’'s mouth.

After finishing it, they paid 150 yen for a bowl of soba, said, “Thank you very much. We enjoyed it,” bowed and left.
The owner and his wife said unanimously,

“Thank you very much! Have a Happy New Year!”

They were busy as usual every day the following year, and soon the day of December 31 came around again.

It was a busier day than the one in the previous year. When the clock struck ten, and just when they were going to



finish working, the door opened and a woman with two boys came in.

The owner’s wife remembered the last customer of the previous year when she glanced at her checkered half
coat

“Uh,...could we have..kake—soba..a bowl of kake—soba..please?”

”Oh, well, okay. Come this way, please.”

She led them to the same table they'd sat the previous year and said to the owner loudly.

“One kake!”

“Okay, one kake!” and relit the stove he'd just put out.

“Hey, how about making three servings for them as a discount?” she whispered into his ear.

“No. If I do that like that, they'll be concemned about it.” he said, boiling one ball and a half of raw soba in the pan.
Seeing it, the wife smiled and said,

“You are a good guy, even if you look sullen.”

He said nothing as usual and served one and a half balls of soba in one serving bowl.

The two, standing on each side of the counter, overheard what the mother and her sons were saying over a bowl
of soba at the table.

“Mm, tastes good,” said one.

“Mom. We have been able to eat soba at Hokkaitei again,” said the other.

“I hope we can have it next year,” said the woman.

After finishing it, they paid 150 yen, and left.

“Thank you very much! Have a Happy New Year!” the owner and his wife said to them: the same greetings they

repeated many times that day.

Their business had been going well the next year, too, and New Year's Eve came again. It was over half past nine
in the evening, since around that time, they didn’t talk with each other, but Hokkaitei's owner and his wife were
both nervous and couldn't settle down.

When it was past 10 o'clock, the owner let his workers go home, and flipped over the price cards on the wall one
by one which were raised in price just this summer: '200 yen for kake—soba’ was quickly changed into 150 yen.
The 'Reserved’ seat card had already been put on the second table by the wife.

It was 10:30 when the three——the mother and two boys——entered as if they had been waiting for the stream of
customers to end. The older boy was in a junior high school's uniform, while the little one was in his brother's
hand—me—down jumper; though it was a little larger for him. But the mother wore the same faded checkered half
coat.

'Hello. May I help you?” the owner's wife smiled at them.

“Uh,...could we have..kake—soba..two bowls of kake—soba..please?”

“Ah, well, okay. Come this way, please.”

She led them to the same second table, while subtly removing the 'Reserved card. She said to her husband loudly.
“Two kake!”

“Okay ;two kake!” and put three balls of raw soba into the pan.

From the three people’s cheerful laughing, they must have had a lively conversation over two servings of soba.
The wife exchanged glances with her husband and smiled when she heard their lively conversation. The owner
nodded with a sullen face.

“Sons, I'd like to say thank you to both of you,” the mother said.

“ .Thank us? ..What for?” said the little one.

“To tell the truth, eight people were injured by the accident your late father had caused..I've paid them 50,000 yen
every month that wasn't covered by the car insurance.”

“I've known about it,” said the older son. The owner and his wife couldn’t move but just listened to them.



“The due date for the last payment is next March. But I paid all the debts today.”

“Wow! You really did it, Mom?” said the older son again.

“Yes, I did. Jun has shopped and made supper every day, and you have delivered morning and evening newspapers.
Thanks to both of you, I've been able to work without worrying about anything. They gave me a special allowance
for my hard work. That's why I could finish paying all of our debt.”

“Mom, Bravo! I'm very happy to hear that. But I'll keep making supper from now on,” the little one said.

“Tll keep delivering newspapers, too. Jun, let's do our best!” the older one said.

“Thank you, thank you very much, guys!”

“Now I think it's time to uncover our secret. Jun and I have kept a secret from you. That's..do you remember the
information from Jun’s classroom teacher? It said there was a parents’ visiting day on a Sunday in
November...Jun's teacher handed him one more letter to you the same day——"Jun’s essay was chosen among the
ones in Hokkaido, and it will be sent to the National Essay Competition. So I'm planning to have Jun read his essay
on parents’ visiting day.——Jun hid the letter from you as he was afraid if you knew, you'd be absent from work.
But Jun'’s friend told me about that, so..] went to his class that day instead of you.”

“Oh..] see..and then?”

“The teacher said that she'd told all of her students to write an essay titled 'What do you want to be in the future?
and that Jun wrote 'A bowl of kake—soba’ as his essay. Then she had him read his essay.

When I heard his title, [ understood that he'd written about us at Hokkaitei. I thought in my mind why he'd written
about such an embarrassing thing.

In the essay he wrote about our Dad who died in a traffic accident, and that it caused a large debt; Mom worked
from morning till night; and I delivered newspapers..he read about all these things.

And then at night on December 31, three of us ate one bowl of kake—soba... How delicious it was! One bowl of
kake—soba for three people..but the owner and his wife said to us with a loud voice, "Thank you very much. Have a
happy New Year! It sounded to him as if they were telling us '‘Don't give in! Good luck! Manage to survivel

Then Jun read it out loud that when he grew up, he would become a soba restaurant owner who could say to his
customers with a loud voice, 'Good luck and a happy life!”

The owner and his wife, who had been overhearing their conversation behind the counter, were crouching down
and sharing both ends of a towel to wipe their tears.

” After Jun finished reading his essay, his teacher said, instead of Jun's mother, his brother is here. Let's ask him
to give us some words.”

“Well then, what did you do?”

“It was an unexpected request, so I couldn’t speak a word at first, but... Boys and girls, Thank you for getting along
with my brother Jun*-*he makes supper every day, so I’ m afraid he gives you a lot of trouble because he has to
return home in the middle of club activities. Just after he started reading his essay 'A bowl of kake—soba’, I felt
embarrassed.

But when I saw Jun holding his head high, and listened to him reading his essay loudly, I realized- - ‘the more
embarrassing thing must be--- the fact that a bowl of kake—soba was embarrassing my mind...

I have to remember our mother’s courage to have ordered a bowl of kake—soba that day..Jun and I will cooperate
to help our mother. And then I asked them, 'Will you keep having a good friendship with Jun?”

They were eating their New—Year's Eve soba merrily: quietly they held their hands with each other; Laughing and
patting each other’s shoulders—totally different from previous years——paid 300 yen and bowed deeply, saying,
“Thank you very much. We enjoyed it.”

The owner and his wife said to the last guests of the year with loud voices

“Thank you very much. Have a Happy New Year!” (2011/12/01)
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