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What time is it now?

In the Edo era, there were soba stands here and there called 'Ni-Hachi soba,’'or '2-8 soba.’

Because a cup of soba—noodles were served for 16mon (Mon was a fractional monetary unit in old days in Japan.)
One evening, a soba seller pulled his yatai (a small movable booth with a small equipped counter and a bench) to
the road and waited for customers.

A man approached the soba booth, and said, “Hey, Soba man. ”

“Good evening, sir, may I help you?” the soba seller said.

“What kind of soba are you serving? Oh, you are serving shippoku and hanamaki? I'd like a cup of shippoku. It's
cold out, isn't it? I need something hot to warm me up.”

”All right sir.”

“How is your business?”

“Not so good,” the soba man answered.

“Is that so? That's good for you?”

“Good? I said not so good.”

“That's why I said it's good. After a good business, follows bad things, and vice versa. Everything in the world is
rotating. Don't let it get you down too much. What you need is patience.”

“You are right. I'll keep it in mind.”

”Oh, look at your andon. (a paper—covered lamp stand) It has a good sign on it, a target and an arrow. I have plans
this evening. Because I've just encountered this sign, I'm sure Ill be a lucky man. As I like soba noodles, whenever
I see this sign, Ill come again.

“Thank you, sir. And here's your soba.”

”0Oh, so soon? Every soba man should serve like you do. We are quick—tempered. If the order doesn’t come soon,
we complain. If it still doesn’t come, then we eventually lose our appetite.” In this way he continued talking.

”Oh, you're using disposable chopsticks. I'm impressed. Most soba—sellers have used-chopsticks. I don't like the
ones someone has already used, especially the ones whose tips are wet. Yucky! But these are nice—. (The man
began to eat blowing on his hot noodles.) You use a good bowl. Soba in a good bowl gives you a good appetite,
because it makes the food you serve look delicious. Even restaurants around here might not use bowls as good as
this one. —Smells good. You must use a lot of dried bonito for the stock. They say making good stock is a hard
job. It isn't easy to make this taste. Some 'Ni—Hachi soba’ is pretty salty—. I've tried soba here and there——
But—— uh, these noodles are really thin, very good. Soba noodles should be thin, but sometimes I encounter such
thick soba noodles they are like udon. We don't eat soba as a substitute for rice, so they should be thin. I don't like
thick ones—T've never eaten such good soba as this. Oh, I'm not making lip service to you ——. Uh, your chikuwa
(steamed fish cake) is thick. Do you make a profit from serving this thick chikuwa? You said all right, huh. Uh,
somewhere I ate soba that was served with imitated Chikuwa—fu. (Fu is wheat—gluten bread.) I didn't like it. But it's
all right for patients, you know. Yours is genuine——oh, how nice. To tell you the truth, the soba noodles here are
so good, but I came here to kill the bitter taste I've had before. So I don't need another cup. Sorry.”

“Oh, that's all right.”

“How much do I owe you?”

“Well, it has some ingredients on the top, so it's 16mon.”

“I only have small change, so I'll put them into your palms. Hold out your hands.”

“Yes, sir, here you are.”

“You said 16mon, right? One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, what time is it now?”

“Well, nine, isn't it?

“Ten, eleven, twelve, thirteen, fourteen, fifteen, sixteen—— See ya,” he said, and left.



Another true—bomn foolish Edo man, who was standing near the booth, saw it from the beginning.

“What a man he is! He spoke too much. He kept talking to the soba man from the beginning to the end. I wonder if
he could eat soba noodles without talking,” he thought to himself.

“He said, 'Hey, soba man. It's cold, isn't it?” Then what did he say? The low temperature isn't the soba man'’s fault.
"How is your business?

'Not so good,” he answered.

'Is that so? That's good?’

'Good? I said not so good’

"That's why I said it's good. After a good business, follows bad things, and vice versa. Everything in the world is
rotating. Don't let it get you down too much. What you need is patience.’ He is clever, isn't he? 'Oh, your andon has
a good sign on it, a target and an arrow. I have plans this evening. Because I've just encountered this sign, 'm sure
I'm going to be a lucky man. He's going to be a lucky man? I don't think so. All his talk was nonsense. About
disposable chopsticks, a good bowl, good stock, fine noodles, and thick chikuwa—. He talked so much I thought
he would leave without paying his bill. If he'd left without paying, I'd have given him a lesson. But he paid. Ruts! |
didn't enjoy it very much——. He asked, '"How much do I owe you? Why did he ask the price? You know soba is
always 16mon for one cup. Thave some small change, so I'll put them on your palm. Hold out your hands.” The way
he counted was— like a child.

"You said 16mon, right? One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, what time is it now?' 'Well, nine, isn’t it?” 'Ten,
eleven, twelve, thirteen, fourteen——_' Gee—whiz! He asked the time there. Very unusual. Why did he ask the time in
the middle of counting? If I were him, I'd have miscounted. Very strange. 'How much? '16mon..’ 'One, two, three,
four, five, six, seven, eight, what time is it now? 'Well, nine.” "Ten, eleven, twelve—'I can't get why the guy asked
for the time there. Wait a minute. How much? '"16mon.’ 'One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, what time is it
now? 'Well, nine. Ten—" Ten! It's not "Ten', is it? See, he miscounted! Ten, eleven, twelve, thirteen, fourteen,
fifteen, sixteen——_"He counted one less! Actually he saved 1mon. How sly he is! The soba man will never notice. It
went really smoothly. 'How much? '16mon. 'One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, what time is it now?’ 'Well,
nine. "Ten— Hmm, it sounds easy. Il try it.”

But he had to wait until the next evening because he had no change on him that night. The next day, he prepared
some change and went out earlier than he did the previous night and waited for a soba man to come along.

“Hey, Soba man. I'm here. I've called you a couple of times, but you're going ahead so fast. What kind of soba are
you serving? Oh, you are serving shippoku and hanamaki? I'd like a cup of shippoku. It's cold out, isn't it? I need
something hot to warm me up.”

“Well, sir. It's rather warm this evening.”

“Oh, actually, it's warm. It's warm all right. But it was cold last night.”

“You are right. It was cold last night.”

“How is your business?”

“Not so bad. I have some good customers. So the business is going well.” the soba man answered.

“Is that so? ——Oh, boy. I can't handle this conversation——. But you see, don't feel at ease. After a good business,
follows bad things, and vice versa. Everything in the world is rotating. Don't let it get you down too much. What you
need is patience.”

“I think so too. I always keep it in mind.”

“You seem like you know everything 'm about to say. Oh, your andon has a good sign on it, a target and an—. No.
Your sign is kanji $& (mago, that means grand children) in a circle. What do you call it? Hmm, Magoya, or
something? That’s good. I have plans this evening. Because I've just encountered this sign, 'm sure I'll be a kind of
magnet this evening. Never mind——. We are quick—tempered. What we ordered should come soon——. If it doesn't
go that way— Well, it’s all right. Some Edo men can't wait, but I'm one who can wait. I can wait. I can wai——t. [

can wai——t. Hey, you haven't finish yet?



“I'm terribly sorry, sir. I didn’t have enough hot water. That's why I needed extra time. Here are your soba
noodles.”

“Well, I finally got my noodles. Oh, you're using disposable chopsticks. I'm impressed. Most soba—sellers have
used—chopsticks. | don't like the ones someone has already used, especially the ones whose tips are wet. But
these are——. Boy, mine are a pair of used—chopsticks! Yucky—— Well, come to think of it, I don't need to break
them. The most important thing is the bowl. Soba in a good bowl gives you a good appetite. It makes the food you
are served look delicious. Even restaurants around here might not use bowls as good as—. Wow! It's dirty, and
has some cracks. How does it keep soba in it without leaking? Well, it's all right if the soba is good. Smells good.
You must use a lot of dried bonito for the soup. I was so sure that. (He slurped the soup. He almost threw up, but
he just held himself.) Give me some hot water. The taste is rare. Sometimes I've had salty one, but this one is
bitter——. They say good medicine is bitter. It must be good for my health——. Soba noodles should be thin, but
sometimes I encounter such thick soba they are like udon. We don't eat soba noodles as a substitute for rice, so
they should be thin. I don't like thick ones——. Look, my noodles are thick. They must be udon. What! You say that
they are soba noodles? All right, all right. But these noodles look swollen. Maybe they are developing beriberi. Don't
worry about that. I can eat thick noodles for a change. But too soft! They are as soft as oatmeal. Great! —— I have
a weak stomach, so they are good for my stomach. Uh, where is my chikuwa? I can't find it anywhere. You really
put one in the bowl? Oh, here it is. It's too thin. Maybe you planed the chikuwa. What did you say? You chopped
the chikuwa with a kitchen knife? Really? How can you chop chikuwa this thin? Um, somewhere I once tried soba
that was served with imitated Chikuwa—fu. I didn't like it. Oh, no! It isn't chikuwa, but imitated fu. [ can't believe
it——. (He finished eating.) Well, how much is it?”

“It has some ingredients on the top, so it's for 16mon, sir.”

"I only have some small change, so I'll put them into your palms. Hold out your hands.”

“Yes, sir, here you are.”

“You said 16mon, right? One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, what time is it now?”

“Well, it's four.”

“Five six, seven, eight nine—"

Oh, oh——it seems like he paid far more than 16mon!(2005.11.1)
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A Sanma from Meguro

In the Edo period, the shogunate, the feudal government, was in Edo, and every lord in this country had to live in
their fief for one year, and live in Edo the next year alternately.

One clear autumn day, a young lord went out on a horse for a bit of relaxation with a dozen of his men. As is often
the case, he knew little of the real world. When they came to Meguro, one of the suburbs of Edo, the lord got off
the horse and said to his men,

“I'm tired of riding a horse. I want to run a race with you. Whoever defeats me shall have much reward.”

“Ready, steady, go!”

Since it was the lord’s request, they couldn't help obeying it. The lord and his subjects started running. The young
lord ran through a field for dear life, while the old subjects ran after him, losing their breath.

“How woeful it is! Look! Our lord has already been seated on a stump looking at us,” they said.

“What slow runners you are!” The lord looked proud of himself in triumph.

“By the way, where are we now?” he asked.

“This is the place called Meguro,” one of them answered. Then a good smell of grilled fish drifted out of a shabby
house near there.

“Oh, smells good. I feel so hungry after running hard,” the lord said.

"It seems like someone is grilling fish near here,” one of them said.

“You're right. Someone must be grilling a sanma, or a Pacific saury,” they whispered with each other.

“What is sanma?” overhearing the conversation, the lord asked, “T've never heard such a name in my life.”

“It's the name of the fish,” one of them answered, “In autumn, sanma put on fat and become much more delicious.
It's a popular fish for people, but not a fish for you.”

“TI'd like to have a sanma. Serve one for me right now,” the lord insisted.

Soon they found an old man grilling a fish on a shichirin (a small round charcoal stove made of clay or
earthenware), fanning charcoals desperately.

“Excuse me, but the lord sitting over there has smelled your sanma, and wants to have it. Would you mind sharing
it with him?”

“Why not, with pleasure.”

The lord had sanma for the first time in his life. The good smell and soy—sauce flavor pleased the hungry lord so
much.

It's delicious! I've never eaten such delicious fish. Give him much reward”

After the outing, not a day had passed when he didn't think of the taste and the smell of the sanma. At that time,
the only fish the lord had eaten were expensive ones like a tai or a sea bream, which was known as king of fish’
with big eyes on a red, oval body. Now he knew another fish called sanma, he fell in love with the fish; small eyes on
a grilled slim body.

“I want to eat a sanma, I want to eat a sanma, again,” he was murmuring all the time.

His attendants noticed his wish and got the best sanma from the fish market at Nihonbashi.

They steamed it fully to get rid of much fat and pulled all the fish bones with tweezers not to stick them in his
throat.

“Here you are. This is your sanma. Please enjoy tasting it.”

Looking at the fish, the lord said,

“What? You call this a sanma? My sanma should be grilled. You must have gotten the wrong fish.”



The lord smelled the fish. He smelled the faint scent of a sanma.

“Humm..It is true that this smell really belongs to a 'sanma’.”

The lord tried to put a piece of it into his mouth with a pair of chopsticks. But the taste he had was different from
the one he was expected.

“Is this really a 'sanma’?” He tilted his head in doubt.

“Yes, it surely is.”

“Hmm, where did you get it?”

“It's from the fish market at Nihonbashi.”

“0Oh, I see. That's the reason it's not good. The best 'Sanma’ must be from Meguro.”

(2009.10.1)
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Shibahama, Was It Really a Dream?

In Edo era, a fish peddler named Katsugoro lived in Shiba, Edo. Although he was a skilled fish peddler, he couldn’t
pay rent for months. He was such a heavy drinker that almost all the money he earned was spent for sake.

The last day of the year would soon come, but Katsu didn't work: he had drunk sake and then went to bed as usual.
His wife, who reached her limit of patience, woke him up, saying,

“Hey, Darling, wake up! It's high time to go to the fish market.”

“0Oh, don't cry loudly at midnight. You woke me up when I was sound asleep.”

“It's almost dawn. You should go to the fish market.”

“It's still dark, isn't it? I'm sleeeepy..”

“Hey! The end of this year will be coming soon. If you don’t want to work, how do you think we will be able to pay
all the debt that we owe?”

“That is worth mentioning. But it is not only us who will have the last day of the year.”

“What are you talking about? You, lazy guy! Hurry up!”

”Okay, Honey, you won. But where are the tubs for carrying fish I always use?”

He was looking for his tubs with a sleepy face. The moment he asked her, she answered,

“Here they are with water in it so that the fish won't be dry.”

“And I need a knife for cutting fish with.”

“Here you are. You sharpened it a few days ago, remember? And I prepared a pair of new straw sandals there.
Good bye, have a nice day.”

Katsu reluctantly stepped out with a carrying pole on his shoulders with two tubs at each end.

“Oh, it's cold outside. She may be satisfied to see me out. At any rate, what a dull business it is to deal with fish! I
must get up early in the morming while others are still sleeping. But unless I work, I can't support our life. ..My wife
said it's almost dawn..but it's still dark...possibly she miscounted the time. What a scatterbrain she is! It isn't
worthwhile to be here. I'll go to the beach to kill time. It's been a long time since I last came here..what a nice smell
the sea has!”

While he was strolling around the beach, he found something between the stones on the beach.

“What is this..? Oh, it's a wallet. How dirty it is..! Wow! It's so heavy..gee, so much money in it. Hurray! It must be a
windfall!”

He hastily put the wallet into the pocket of his workman’s apron and hurried back.

“It's me, open the door quickly.” he cried.



“It's you, Darling, so soon? Wait a minute, I'll open it now.”

She opened the door and looked at him.

“What's up..? You look pale. Did you have a quarrel with someone?” she asked doubtfully.

“Listen. I picked up a wallet on the beach. You won't believe it but I found a lot of money in it. Look, here...”
“Money?” she opened it and started counting, “One, two, three..My, my, there are 50 ryos.”

"I don’t have to work for a while. Go get some sake and food. Have a party here with my friends.”

He cried with joy, invited some of his friends for drinks, and whooped it up.

The next moming, he was still sleeping while his wife came over, and cried as usual.

“Hey, Darling, wake up..”

“Oh, what's the matter? Didn't I tell you not to wake me up while 'm sound asleep? Let me sleep a little more.”
“What are you talking about? It's another momning; the time you go to the fish market.”

“Fish market? I don't have to work any more. We have 50 ryos, remember?”

“Don’t be stupid. How can we greet a New Year's Day if you don’t work? How can we pay for the last night's party
you and your friends enjoyed having?”

“It's pretty easy to pay the bill, isn't it? Because we have 50 ryos.”

“50 ryos? Where would we get such a large sum of money?”

“In the wallet I found on the beach yesterday. Didn't I hand it to you?”

“You found a wallet on the beach? How foolish you are! You didn’t go anywhere yesterday. You were in futon
sleeping almost all day at home.”

“What? Didn't I go to the beach? It's unbelievable you said so. You woke me up and forced me to go to the fish
market. But the market hadn't opened yet. To kill time, [ went to the beach and found the thick wallet. 'm sure I
remember handing it to you. But you insist you don't have it?”

”Oh, now I see why you had such a fuss yesterday. Everything you did was caused by a foolish dream. How woeful
you are! Even though we are so poor, you shouldn’t dream that you picked up money..!”

“A dream?”

“Yes, it's a mere dream. Yesterday, I tried to wake you up many times, but you never woke up. When you got up, it
was about noon. Then you went to the public bath, and you brought your friends when you came home. You were
crying, Tm so lucky. I'm so happy. Buy some sake, eels, tempura... Seeing you drinking and singing so much, [
thought you had gone mad. At last you got dead drunk and fell asleep. That’s all you did yesterday. You see, you
didn’'t have time to go to the beach.”

“You are saying it was a mere dream?”

“Do you doubt the truth of my words?”

“Well, you may be right, but..was it really a dream...? What a strange dream [ had when the last day of the year is
coming soon..You are saying that the wallet I found was a dream, and the party [ drank and ate too much at wasn't
a dream, right? How miserable I am to have such a dream! All that has happened to me is due to sake. I swear not
to drink sake any more, and from now on I'll make the best effort in my job. Money is not what it is given to you but
what you eamn by yourself. I've come to my senses now.”

Since then, he started working from early in the morning till late at night. As he was skilled in dealing with fish, he
got a good reputation as a fish peddler among customers.

Three years had passed since then. Finally he succeeded in being a fish dealer having his own shop on main street.
One day in December the wife said to her husband,

“Darling, when you finish work, why don’t you come over to talk with me?”

“T'm finished working right now. I'll be coming soon. How comfortable I am to greet a New Year's Day on the new
Tatami mats!..An old saying says, 'New Tatami and a new wife is.. Sorry, an old wife is better.”

“You need not apologize to me,” she smiled.

Feeling happy, he said to his wife, All I want to say is 'Thank you.” How nice it is not to have any debt collectors!”



“Listen, I have something to tell you. In advance, promise me not to get angry with me until I finish my talking.”
Puzzled, Katsu looked at her serious face and said,

“I don't know what you are trying to tell me, but anyway I promise not to get angry.”

“Do you mean it?”

“Yes, I mean it.”

"If so, please look at this wallet.”

“Oh, dirty as it is, it is a wallet. What does this mean?”

“There are 50 ryos in it. Don't you have any idea about 50-ryos and the dirty wallet?”

“Oh, now I remember, I had a terrible dream three years ago. In that dream, I found a wallet in which there were
50-ryos.”

“It wasn't a dream. You really found this wallet.”

“"What? You'll pay for it! Damn you!” saying, he raised his hand.

“Do you want to hit me? You promised me you'd never get angry with me until I finished my story, didn’t you?”
“It's true, indeed.”

“ At that time I got worried about you. You said you didn't have to work and you would live an enjoyable life,
drinking sake everyday. So while you were fast asleep, I took it to the landlord to get some advice. He said, 'If he
used that money, he would be arrested sooner or later. I'll bring it to the police and report it instead of him. All you
have to do is make him believe that it was a dream.” Because you are an honest person, you believed me that it
was a dream and decided to stop drinking and work hard for us. Thanks to you, we were able to get our own
store..But whenever | saw you working hard, [ always felt uneasy. I got this money back from the police two years
ago because nobody appeared nor claimed ownership of the wallet. But I hardened my heart against pity and kept
it in my mind. Now that you had your shop like this, I've decided to show you this money as a token of my apology.
You may well be angry with me, deceived by your wife..Now you can hit and kick me if it makes you feel better.”
“How could I hit or kick you? You've impressed me a lot, you are a wonderful woman! If I had had the money at
that time, I would have spent it up drinking and eating and wouldn't have worked any more. That might have made
me a beggar in the end. As the landlord said, [ might have been caught and beheaded.. It is all thanks to you that we
can have a New Year's Day safely with no debt. I'll express my sincere thanks to you from the bottom of my heart
again. Thank you!”

“Do you really forgive me?”

“Whether I forgive you or not, 'm expressing my gratitude to you.”

"I feel so happy. I've prepared some warm sake here for you today. [ want you to drink it for the first time in three
years, and talk about our future.”

“"What? Sake? Warm sake? I've noticed something smelling good from the kitchen..Now I see what it is.”

“And I cooked this. How do you like it?”

“It's true that an old wife is better. How long haven't I drunk? Thank you..Thank you. Well, I'll accept your offer and
have a drink of it..Pour it into this teacup..Oh, it's a long time since I drank last. Oh, the mere smell of it makes me
happy. [ can't wait..but,” he suddenly stopped drinking,

“It may be a good idea not to drink it.”

“Why? What's on your mind?”

“Nothing, but I'm afraid that this will become another dream.”(2008/12/1)
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