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Izumi Kyoka

I zum Kyoka lived and wote in Tokyo during the Meiji, Taisho
and Showa periods (the late 19th and early 20th centuries),
when Japan was rapi dly accommodati ng western infl uences.
Hghly respected by the big nanes in literary circles, he was a
strong influence on Akutagawa, author of the well-known short
story, "Rashonmon”, and friends wth Soseki, perhaps Japan' s
nost fanmous nodern witer. Tanizaki later called his work
"purel y Japanese ...native-born, borrowed neither fromthe Vést
nor fromChina. " Mshina |ikened himto "a peony garden send-
ing forth blossons in the desert of nodern literature.”

Kyoka wote in the old style, using Kanji characters that a
generation later were outdated, if not unreadable, to nany Japa-
nese. And his stories vere often a kind of Gthic fantasy, filled
wth superstition and spirits and traditiona ways -- hardy fash-
i onabl e when nachi nery, nass advertising, and the Jazz Age hit
Japan. Sill, his works endured and his nane survived, and even-
tually a few books were translated into Engli sh.

The Saint of M. Koya was originally published as Koya
Hjiri, in 1900, sone fifty years after Kyoka had died. The En-
glish translation was printed in 1990, by a private group in
Kyoka' s honetown. "Any witer whose work continues to be read
nearly a century after it was witten and a full fifty years after
the author's death occupies a significant place in any country's
literary tradition,” wote translator Sephen W Kohl. Here then,
isasignificant piece of Japan's literature, witten by an author
qui ntessential |y Japanese.
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Jzuni Kyoka / Transiation by Seohen W Kol

1.

“I thought to nyself, it wll surely be of no use to get out ny
Arny Gorps map and check it again, but the road seened end-
less and the day was stiflingly hot. Bven the sleeve of ny travel -
ling cloak felt hot as | raised ny asmand funbl ed for the nap
case.

“There | was on an isolated track deep in the nountains
between Hda and Shinshu. There was no tree in sight to give a
weary pilgrima shady place to rest; all around, nothing but
nount ai ns. Sone of the peaks seened so close, | felt | could
al nost reach out and touch them and yet | could see the tower-
ing ranges rising one behind the other in end ess succession into
the distance. The sky above was equal |y enpty, show ng never a
sign of bird or cloud.

“l stood al one between the earth and the sky. It was high
noon, as | recall, and the sun scorched the earth wth nercil ess
intensity. The only protection | had fromthe sun's glare as |
pored over the nmap was the shadow cast by ny deep-bri nmred
plgims hat.”

Wth these words the itinerant priest clenched his fists to-
gether on the pillow and placed his forehead on themin the
nanner of religious ascetics.

This venerabl e holy nan had been ny travel | ing conpani on
coning fromMNagoya across the nountains to this wayside inn at
Tsuruga on the rugged north coast of Japan. As we prepared for
bed in our nodest traveller’s inn, it occurred to ne that on the

whol e of our long journey, | had never once seen the priest put
on the snug airs one so often sees in pious nen. Nor to ny
know edge did he relax even in bed, but, rather, crouched at his
pillowvin an attitude of prayer, as | have described.

I had been on the train taking the nain trunk line al ong the
coast, and | renenber he boarded ny car when we stopped at
Kakegawa. Fromthe beginning | could detect in himall the
signs of one who is al oof fromthe concerns of the world. He
took a seat in the corner of the coach and kept his head bowed.
He was in no way conspi cuous. |ndeed, his eyes, when | noticed
them showed no hint of hunman passion, but were like cold
ashes. | paid no attention to himat the tine.

Reachi ng Nagoya all the other passengers, |ike |enmm ngs
driven by sone inexplicable and irresistible urge, got off the
train, leaving only the venerable old priest and nysel f to share
the coach.

M train had left Shinbashi Sation in Tokyo at nine-thirty
the previous evening and arrived in Tsuruga this evening. It had
been just noon when we reached Nagoya, so | bought a snall
box lunch froma vendor at the station. By chance the priest
ordered the sane sort of lunch as |I. Wen | opened the box, it
turned out to be cheap fare consisting of rice wth alittle sea-
veed sprinkled over it, but no fish

“Why there’s nothing here but bits of carrots and gourd
shavings. Were's the fish?” | blurted out indignantly. Seeing the
look on ny face, the priest chuckled softly to hinself.

Snce there were only two of us in the coach, we presently
becane acquai nted. Inquiring about his destination | |earned
that he was bound for the great Zen nonastery, the Bheiji.
Though it belongs to a different sect fromhis omn, he was on his
vay tovisit afriend H planned, he said, to spend the night at
Tsuruga and continue on the next norning.

I nyself was returning hone to Vékasa, and since | too
woul d be spending the night in Tsuruga, we decided to travel
t oget her .

The priest said he bel onged to the nonastery on M. Koya.
He appeared to be in his md-forties and seened quite genial. H
was attired in a woolen travelling cloak wth anpl e sl eeves, a
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vwhite flannel muffler, a pill box cap, and wool en gl oves. H wore
white socks and | ow wooden clogs. Indeed, his dress, while ol d-
fashi oned, remnded ne not so much of a priest, but rather
suggested the apparel of a naster of tea or of poetry; that is, of
one who is devoted nore to worldly pursuits than to religious
practi ces.

“Were wll you spend the night?” he asked. This question
brought a deep sigh fromny lips as | contenpl ated the no-
notony of spending the nignt aone in a strange city. | coul d just
picture in ny mind howit woul d be —the naid who served ny
di nner woul d doze off wth the rice paddi e in her hand. The desk
clerk would surely be full of cynical and neani ngl ess flattery,
and yet, as soon as | left ny roomto go to the bath, the clerk
and nmai ds woul d wat ch ny every nove w th suspicion, con-
vinced, no doubt, that | was about to steal everything in sight.
And vorst of all would be that the instant | finished eating ny
dinner, the naid woul d take away the bright reading | anp and
replace it wth a dmnight light, bid ne good-night, and go of f
leaving ne in sem-darkness. It is not ny customto sleep early,
and it is quite inpossible to describe the feeling of disnay I
experienced at the thought of being abandoned like that in a
dinhy Iit room It is even worse at this tine of year when the
nights are so long. Bver since | eaving Tokyo | had been preoccu-
pied wth the thought of how!| would nake it through the dreary
night. The priest’s question about where | woul d spend the night
brought all this to mind once again, and | asked the priest if he
woul d mind sharing a roomw th ne.

He nodded his cheerful assent and said that whenever he
nade a pilgrinage to this part of the country he nade a point of
resting his pilgrims staff for the night at a place called the
Katoriya ‘Resting his pilgrims staff for the night,” was the quaint
vay he phrased it. He explained that originaly the Katoriya had
been an ordinary inn until the proprietor’s only daughter, who
had been the nost attractive feature about the place, died. Ater
that, the famly took down their sign, and although they no
| onger encouraged custoners, they would still accommodat e
their old custoners when the need arose. They were an old
coupl e who provided sinple hospitality for occasional travellers.

The priest said that | would be welcone, if | liked, to put up wth
himthere. “But,” he cautioned putting down his |unch box, “you
nay have to get by wth nothing better to eat than carrots and
gourd shavings.” Wth that he burst out |aughi ng.

Apparently the priest had a sense of hunor beneath his
nodest | ooks and bearing.

2.

Wiile our train rolled through Gfu Prefecture the sky renai ned
bl ue and clear, but crossing the nountains we encountered the
familiar gloony overcast of the north coast; a change that oc-
curred gradual |y but steadily. At Miibara and Nagahana there
was only a thin layer of clouds naking the weak wnter sunlight
even bl eaker. Gadually the icy chill seeped into ny very bones.
By the tine we reached Yanagase it was drizzling, and presently,
as the world outside the train grew dark, the drizzl e becane
mxed wth sleet, and finaly wth white flakes of snow

“Sow” | sad

“So it seens,” was the only comrment ny |aconi c conpan-
ion nade. Apparently he was wthout interest in what was hap-
pening outside. He did not even bother to look up at the sky. And
this was not the first tine the itinerant priest had responded
thus; earlier, when | had pointed out the site of the ancient
battlefield at Shizugatake, and again when | had conmented on
the scenery around Lake Biwa, he had only nodded his head
sayi ng not hi ng.

The irritating, alnost frightening thing about visiting
Tsuruga i s the clanorous insistence of the hotel solicitors. They
hang around the station in swarns, each trying to |ure custom
ers to his own hotel . As | had feared, when we alighted fromthe
train we were confronted by a solid wall of solicitors lining the
road fromthe station al the way back to the streets of the town.
Each one carried an unfbrella and a lantern wth the nane of his
hotel printed onit inlarge letters. This cromd of sdicitors closed
in around the di senbarki ng passengers | eaving themno avenue
of escape. Each solicitor shouted |oudy, denanding that travel-
lers stay at his hotel or inn. Sone of the nore enthusiastic ones
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woul d actual ly snatch a person’s luggage out of his hands wth a
phrase such as, “Thanks for choosing our establishnent.” Re-
gardl ess of how indignant the victimof this behavior becane, he
found it inpossible to retrieve his luggage and could only fol |l ow
al ong.

As usual ny conpani on seened utterly al oof fromthe up-
roar of the world around him Head bowed, he cut through the
noi sy throng without trouble, and I followed cl ose behind. M-
raculously none of the solicitors tried to clutch at the priest’s
sleeve or snatch at his luggage. Sill, when we reached the de-
serted streets of the tomn | heaved a great sigh of relief.

The snow continued wthout respite, only now there was no
drizzle mixed wthit, only dry, fluffy flakes brushed ny face as
ve val ked along. Though it was early in the evening, the streets
of Tsuruga were deserted and the shops were cl osed and shut -
tered for the night. V& crossed two or three broad intersections
and continued for about eight blocks through streets that were
rapidy piling deep wth snow Wen, at |last, we cane to a hal't,
ve were standing in front of the inn called Katoriya

Both the al cove and the sitting roomof the ol d house were
Sartan and devoid of decoration, but | could tell that the place
was well built. The pillars and the beans were inpressive, the
nats were firm and the hearth spacious. Fromthe ceiling above
the hearth hung a | ong, hooked rod of iron cast in the foormof a
carp. This was used to suspend pots over the fire, and the carp's
scales glowed in the dimlight naking ne wonder if they were
perhaps nade of gold. In the kitchen area were two enor nous
kettles, each capable of cooking a bushel of rice at a tine

The naster of the inn had cl ose-cropped hair in the nanner
of a priest and nade a practice of keeping his hands w thdrawn
inside his henpen jacket. | noticed that he never brought his
hands out even when sitting close to the fire. He was a phleg-
natic and stubborn old man, but his wfe was the cheerful sort
who enj oyed doi ng things for people. Wen ny conpanion the
priest told the story about the carrots and dried gourd strips, she
chuckl ed nerrily and prepared a neal of dried fish and soup for
us. Judging fromthe way they talked, | could see that the ol d
coupl e had known the priest for along tine and I, as the priest’s

conpani on, felt very nuch at hone wth them

Presently we were shown to our sleeping quarters on the
second floor. The ceiling was | ow supported by huge, rounded
beans that slanted down fromthe ridge pole. The ceiling was so
lowat the side of the roomthat we were in danger of bunpi ng
our heads there. The house was so stoutly built it woul d have
w thstood an aval anche sweepi ng down fromthe nmountai ns that
towered behind it.

S nce our bedding had been specia ly fitted wth a heater at
the foot to keep us wvarm | was happy to craw under the covers.
Qur quilts vwere spread out at right angles to each other so that
our feet would be warned by the sane heater, but the priest did
not use his bed; instead, he |ay down beside ne, shunning the
varnth and confort of the heater.

I noticed that the priest did not even |oosen his sash, nuch
|ess renove his robe. Dressed as he was, he curled hinself into a
bal | and, wth the blankets around his wai st he crouched down,
sl eeves covering his shoul ders, wth his head face domn; just the
opposi te of the way ordinary peopl e sl eep.

Before 1 ong he stopped stirring and appeared to be falling
asleep. As | had nentioned repeatedly on the train that 1 amone
who is not able to sleep until late, | had hoped he woul d feel
sorry for ne and refrain fromsleeping for a while in order to
keep ne conpany. So, like a child denanding a bedtine story, |
asked himto tell ne about sone of the interesting experiences
he had had in his wanderings throughout the Iand.

The priest nodded and observed that since niddl e age it
had been his habit not to lie on his back in bed as ordi nary
peopl e do, but to crouch face down in the manner | have j ust
described. He went on to say that he, |ike ne, was not sl eepy,
and agreed to tell ne a story. “You nust not al ways expect to
hear religious stories froma priest,” he cautioned, “Nor sernons
and platitudes either. Listen carefully, young nan, to what | am
about totel you”

Later | nmade inquiries and learned that this nan was none
other than the renowned and revered priest Shucho, of R ku-
mnji Tenple, one of the great teachers and preachers of his
saect.
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3.

“They tell ne there is another young man who wll spend the
night here wth us. He is fromVekasa the sane as you; he's a
peddl er of lacquerware. He is just a young fellow but a good
nan and very serious.

“As | have already told you at the beginning of ny story,
| encountered a very different sort of young man once when |
was crossing the Hda nountains. He was a nedi ci ne peddl er
from Toyama whom | net at a tea house at the foot of the
nountai ns. He was rather offensive and an al t oget her unsavory
young character.

“It had been ny original intentionto try tonake it to the
pass that day, and with that in mind | had set out fromny
| odgi ngs at about three o' clock in the morning so that | might
get a good start. | covered six mles or nore while it was still in
the cool of the norning, and nade it al the way to the tea house
w thout pausing to rest, but by then the day had dawned cl ear
and sunny and it was rapidy becomng very hot.

“As | had been single-minded in ny attenpt to nake good
progress, it was inevitable that ny throat was feeling parched
and dry. | decided to stop at the tea house for a quick cup of tea
before hurrying on ny way, but it was too early and they tol d
ne they had not yet got the tea water boiling.

“That’s the way it was done in those days. A the best of
tines there were fewtravellers on that road and it was unrea-
sonabl e to suppose that rest stations al ong the way woul d be
open so early. The saying was that the shops don't open while
the norning g ories are still in bloom

“There was a cold nountain streamflowng just in front of
the tea house and | was about to scoop up a ladle full of water to
drink. Just then, however, | reneniered that it was the height of
the hot season and there was a w despread epi denmic of some
horribl e di sease goi ng around. Sone di stance back | had passed
through a village called Tsuji and had seen that the villagers had
spread qui ckline everywhere.

“‘Bxcuse ne, miss,’ | said self-consciously. ‘Is this water
fromyour vell?

“‘Wly no. It cones fromthe stream’

“Quddenly | was very cautious. ‘| have heard there is a ter-
rible epidemc sweeping this area. Doesn't this streamflow
through Tsuji ?

“‘Np, it doesn't,” saidthegrl indifferently. A first | vas
happy to hear this, but listen to what happened next.

“It turned out that the nedicine pedd er | nentioned earlier
had been resting here at this tea house for sone tine before |
arrived. He was just one of those seedy travel ling sal esnen; you
know how they dress. He wore a striped, unlined kinono tied
w th a Kyushu sash. He strutted around with a pocket watch;
you see that a lot these days. Hs legs were wapped in ol d-
fashi oned | eggings and straw sandal s. Srapped to his back was a
square nedi ci ne chest wapped in a yellowsh linen cloth. He
also had an oilskin rain cape wapped in a tight bund e, and
attached to his right wist by a braided cord was an unforella. In
other words, he was dressed |ike a typical nedicine peddl er.
They all look the sane wth that serious, sophisticated expres-
sion on their faces.

“You know the sort of person | amtal king about. They af -
fect a sophisticated world-weariness while on the road, but the
nonent they arrive at an inn for the night, they change into a
gaudy kinono and then with the sash hal f undone, they |oll
around in the nost slovenly way drinking cheap wne and trying
to pinch the naids.

“‘Hey you, priest,” he caled, naking ne feel like a fod from
the very first. ‘Db you reaize what you said just now? Db you see
the paradox of it? You are one who has taken a vow not to taste
the pleasures of this world. You ve shaved your head and becone
a priest, and yet you still seek to protect your life. It doesn't
nake any sense, but that’s hunan nature. Cone on, admt it.
You claimto have renounced the world, but you really want to
hold on to your life after al. You see, Mss, he has not yet freed
hinsel f froman attachnent to the things of this world.” Wen
the peddl er had said this, he turned to the naid and they both
burst into raucous |aughter.

“I was young then, you know and | burned red wth shane,
and yet | was still reluctant to drink the water | had al ready
scooped up.
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“The peddl er knocked the dottle fromhis pipe and said,
‘Wiat’s the natter, nan? Don't hol d back; go ahead, drink up.
Dink your fill. Wat does it natter if you get sick, | have plenty
of nedicine here. Qurely fate brought ne here just for this pur-
pose, don't you think so, Mss? Ch, but don't get ne wong, the
nedi cine won't be free. | have sone Mankitan pills here, but out
of respect for the nedicine | give you, you wll have to pay three
sen a pack for them You' |l have to pay for themalright. | have
never yet comitted such a sin that | had to atone for it by
giving sonething free to a priest. And how about you, Mss? |
wouldn’t mind coomitting a fewsins with you.’ Wth these
vords he poked the tea house nai d suggestively in the ribs.

“Shocked by the nman's | ewd behavior, | hurried anay down
the road.

“An elderly priest like nyself has no business telling you
i ndecent stories about poking tea house naids, or about pinch-
ing themeither, but |1 guess it wll bedl right this tine since thet
is the supject of ny story.”

4.

“I was incensed by the nan's insol ence. Furious, | hurried anay
along the path through the fields that cut across the nountain. |
had only gone a short distance when the path began to rise
steeply and | could see the road clinbing above in a series of
sharp sw tchbacks. So high and so steeply did the path rise,
curving like a bow that it seened to arch out over ne |ike sone
fabul ous, heavenly bri dge.

“I had just started to clinb the slope with ny eyes up-
turned, fixed on ny goal, when the very nedicine peddl er 1 had
encountered earlier cane hurrying al ong, overtaking ne. V¢ did
not exchange words, not even a greeting. In fact, | was deter-
mned not to reply even if he spoke to ne. As before, the nan
was conpl etely insolent and nerely cast a defiant |ook in ny
direction as he hurried past and went on ahead. For a brief
nonent his unfrel |l a seened to bl ossomon the ridge line at the
top of the hill, then disappeared domn the far side.

“l followed the sane trajectory, up the hill, over the hunp,

and down the other side. The peddl er had preceded ne, but had
cone to a halt at the bottomof the slope and was | ooki ng about
inal directions. | was on ny guard thinking he nmight be plan-
ning sone mschief, but when | cane closer, | saw what he was
w to.

“At that point there was a fork in the road. Qhe path |ed
straight up the steep slope and was quite overgrown wth grass
on both sides. There was an enornous cypress tree there, so
large it would have required four or five nen joining hands to
encircle its girth. This narrow path di sappeared behind the cy-
press, then reappeared w nding anong three or four enornous
boul ders that clinted the slope in a steady line. | considered all
this and decided it was not the path for ne. U tothis point in
ny journey | had always felt that the wder path was surely the
proper way to go, and fromthe looks of things, in this case too,
by followng the wder path for another couple of nmiles | woul d
be well up into the nountains and on ny way to the pass.

“l paused for atine at the fork, |ooking over the situation
wondering which path to follow The huge cypress conpl etely
bl ocked the wder path, its branches arching out over the sur-
rounding rice fields like a rai nbow spanni ng the sky. And not
only its branches, its roots too, were renarkable. They broke
through the ground in nany places, fornming fantastic patterns
like a mass of squirming eels. | also noticed that a spring of
water was flowng fromanong the roots and spread out over the
ground formng a large puddie. In fact, the water was flow ng
right down the wder of the two paths, the one | had intended to
follow transforming it into a stream

“lI thought it odd that the surrounding rice fields had not
becone a lake. Wth ny eyes | followned the torrent of the stream
and saw that sone distance in front of ne stood a grove of trees
that seened to forma barrier stopping the water. Neverthel ess,
the two hundred yards between where | stood and the grove of
trees was a rushing current. Here and there in the streambed
vere rocks that coul d have been used as stepping stones if one
took large strides. Athough they seened nost natural, | was
sure these stepping stones had been pl aced there by hunan
hands.
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“The ford was not so difficult that the traveller would have
to renove his travel ling robes in order to cross, but on the other
hand, it seened an excessively difficut crossing if this was realy
the main road. It would be difficut for a horse to nake his way
aong here, nuch less a foot traveller |ike nyself.

“The nedi ci ne pedd er, too, had stopped here for a nonent
inuncertainty, but then he resol utely turned anay and set off at
a brisk pace to the right followng the narrower path that led up
the hill. BEven as | watched, he di sappeared behi nd the huge
cypress only to reappear a few nonents |ater on the sl ope above
| ooki ng down on ne.

“‘Hey you, priest,” he caled, ‘Thisis the road to Mitsu-
noto.” Wth that he set off again aong the path he had chosen. A
nonent |ater he | eaned over a large boul der and called again to
ne, ‘Be careful or you might find yourself bewtched by a tree
spirit. | knowit's broad daylight now but you can't be too care-
ful.” Wth these sarcastic words he di sappeared anong the shad-
ows of the boul ders and was conpl etely lost fromsight in the
tall grass beyond.

“Anonent [ater when | glanced up at the sl ope above, |
caught a glinpse of his unbrella, but it soon di sappeared anong
the thick brush and trees of the nountai nside.

“‘Ho there!” cane a cheerful voice and | |ooked around to
see a peasant approachi ng, hopping across the stones in the
river. He wore a rush mat around his waist and in one hand
carried a shoulder pole wth nothing attached toit.”

5

“Needl ess to say, apart fromthe nedicine pedd er 1 had not net
a sou fromthe tine | had left the tea house until now A that
nonent | was rather confused; having heard the peddier’s part-
ing cooment, and thinking that since he was a travelling sal es-
nan he nust know the way even in this renote area, | was
about to consult ny map once again even though, as | nen-
tioned before, | had already studied it carefully that norning.
“‘Excuse ne,’ | saidtothe farner, ‘I nust ask your hel p.’
“‘Vdat can | do for you, sir?

“These nountai n peopl e nay be rustic, but when they see
that | ama priest, they are invariady pdite.

“*] guess | really don't need help; | was just wondering if
thisis the main road that goes straight a ong here.’

“‘Ae you heading for Mitsunoto? Vel | sir, thanks to all
the rain we had during the rainy season, the nain road, as you
can see, has becone sonething of a river.’

“*Is the road flooded like this dl the vay a ong?

“‘hno. Thereis alot of water right here, but it only goes
as far as that grove of trees over yonder. After that the road is
clear. Al the vay to the nountains it is wde enough for freight
wagons to pass each other. That grove, by the way, is the site
where a certain doctor had a nansion in the ol d days, and there
was once a village right here where we are standing now | be-
lieve it was thirteen years ago that we had the heavy flood and
everything was washed away making this a wasteland. A lot of
peopl e died then. Snce you are a priest, sir, wuld you be good
enough to offer up a prayer for the poor departed soul s as you
val k al ong?

“l enjoyed the old rustic’s cooments even though | had not
asked himto tell ne about the history of the area. A any rate, at
least | knew | was on the right road, but at the sane tine |
realized that the pedd er had taken the wong road.

““\Mere does the other road go? | asked, |ooking off to the
right along the narrow path taken by the pedd er.

“‘Qnh yes, well that’'s the old road that peopl e used to take
fifty years ago or nore. It is only a foot path. Bventually, of
course, it ends up in Shinshu the sane as the nain road. It saves
about seven miles overall, but it is virtually inpassabl e these
days, no one can get through. Last year a famly was on a pil -
grinage and took that route by mstake. That was a terrible
thing. They were a pretty poor |ot, no-account people, but, as
you know sir, every soul is precious, so ve felt we had to try to
help them Three of the local constables and twel ve villagers
forned a search party and went up into the nountains after
them Bventually we found themand brought them back, but |
can tell you it was touch and go for a while. You seemvigorous
enough, but | warn you, don't take that path just because it is a
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bit shorter. You wll do better to stick to the nain road even if
you becone exhausted and end up having to sleep in the open.
Ve |, Gd go wth you sir. Farenel.’

“l parted with the peasant and was about to set out across
the flooded path on the stepping stones when suddenly | paused,
wonderi ng what m ght becone of the peddl er who had chosen
the wong pat h.

“The peasant’s story sounded a bit nel odramatic, but if it
vere true, | would be leaving the peddi er to die on the wong
road. It occurred to ne that | ama priest who has renounced
the confiorts of the secular world and therefore it nattered little
which route | followed. Wen evening falls | have no need to
find the confiorts of an inn as other travellers do. Wth this in
mnd, | decided to set out in pursuit of the peddler and, if |
could overtake him to bring himback to the correct path. If |
did not overtake him on the other hand, and ended up fol I ow ng
the ol d road the whol e way, there woul d be nothing wong wth
that. After all, this was not the season when wol f packs are on
the prow, nor are the forest spirits active, and so | thought to
nysel f, ‘Wy not go after him’ Having nade up ny nind, |
paused for a nonent before setting out and | ooked around, but
the kind peasant had di sappear ed.

“‘@od,” | thought to nyself and resolutely set off up the
hill al ong the narrow path. M decision to pursue the peddl er
was not based on any desire to becone a hero, nor was it the
result of youthful exuberance or folly. FFomwhat | have said you
nay think that at that tine | was al ready sone sort of enlight-
ened saint, but the fact is that | was really a rather covardy
person. After all, | valued ny own life so highly I had been
| cathe even to drink the water fromthe river. Uhder those cir-
cunst ances you nay wel | wonder why | chose to foll ow the ped-
dier in hope of bringing himback to the proper way.

“I'f he had sinply been another traveller wth whom! had
exchanged a casual greeting, | would certainly have left himto
his fate, but since he was a person toward whom| had hel d
angry feelings, if | had sinply abandoned hi mw thout resol ving
that anger, ny heart would not have been at ease.”

As he related all this Shucho renai ned crouching with his

face to the pillowand his hands fol ded as though in prayer.
“I felt that to do nothing woul d belie the prayers | was
always so piously saying wth ny nouth.”

6

“So, listen to what happened. | followed the narrower path be-
hind the huge cypress and clinbed the sl ope beyond, naking ny
way anong the huge boul ders until at last | cane out on the
nount ai nsi de above. Fromthere the road passed through sone
woods and continued end essly through fiel ds of deep grass.

“Before | knewit | had crossed the first nountai n and was
approaching the second. Al around ne was a broad prairie. It
turned out that this path was w der and nore gently sl oping
than the main road | had been foll ow ng before.

“For the nost part the path | was followng nowran paral -
lel tothe minroad | had been on earlier. Qne road passed east
of the nountain in front of ne and the other road passed to the
west. In any case, the road | was on was w de enough to have
accormodat ed a dai nyo’' s processi on.

“Bven in this wde open area | could see no sign of the
nedi ci ne peddli er, not the least trace. The only signs of nove-
nent were the occasional insects that flewup into the nolten
sky as | passed along. In this enpty, barren prairie | felt a one
and a bit anxious. There was nothing famliar in the | andscape
to console ne. 0 course | knewall the old sayings that on the
Hda crossing inns and stopping pl aces are few and far between,
and | knewthat even when one finds aninn, it is only rarely that
the traveller wll be served even such poor fare as rice nixed
wth mllet. Sol had expected this, and as ny legs are strong, |
continued on ny way w thout resting. Gadually, however, the
nount ai ns began to close in on both sides. Soon the path
seened to be clinbing straight up and the nountain walls were
so close on both sides | could spread ny arns and touch both
sides of the canyon through which | was wal ki ng.

“l knewthat fromthere on | woul d be ascendi ng the notori-
ous A Pass. Already | was panting heavily in the fierce heat,
but | paused only to retie the laces of ny straw sandd s.
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“Years later | heard thet there is anatura flueinthet vicin
ity which carries the cool nountain breeze all the way fromthis
defile to an opening beneath the Rendaiji Tenple in Mno, where
it serves as a formof air conditioning. A that tine, however, |
was too preoccupi ed wth clinbing the pass to take tine out for
sightseeing or |ooking at natural phenonena. So intent was |
that | paid no heed to natural surroundi ngs; indeed, | hardy
knew whet her the day was clear or cloudy. Al ny attention was
focused on clinbing the pass.

“The real story | want to tell you is what happened after
this. | was conpletely al one on the road, and the thing | hated
nost about travelling through here were the snakes. They |ay
across the path wth their heads buried in the grass on one side
of the path and their tails disappearing in the grass on the other
side. The first tine | encountered one of those snakes, ny knees
turned to jelly and gave way beneath ne. | sat on the ground, ny
straw hat still on ny head and ny wal king stick still clutched in
ny hand. | was paralyzed wth fear. It was not just that | find
snakes | oat hsone, | actually have a pathol ogical fear of them |
al ways have had.

“As | sat transfixed wth terror, the snake, fortunately for
ne, slithered across the path and, raising his head, di sappeared
intothe grass. | felt as though | had been saved

“A last | managed to get to ny feet and resuned ny jour-
ney along the path, but five or six hundred yards further on |
saw the sane thing agai n; the snake was warning its stomach in
the sun vhile its head and tail were hidden in the grass on either
side of the path. | leaped back wth a shout of surprise, but this
snake, too, slithered away into the grass with a sinister,
susurrant whisper. Next | encountered the third snake, but it did
not nove away so quickly, and judging fromthe great size of its
body and the sl uggi shness wth which it was noving, | estinated
it wouldtake at least five mnutes for the huge serpent to cross
the path. | felt | had no choice but to junp over the snake. As |
did so, however, | suddenly had a feeling that all ny body hairs
and pores were nonentarily transformed into scales, and ny
eyes felt cold and glassy as though even ny face had becone the
face of a snake.

“I felt ill and a cold sweat began to formon ny skin;, ny
legs turned to rubber. | tried totell nyself that it would never do
to be so terrified each tine | saw a snake because there are so
nany of themin this area, and frightened though | was, | tried
to hurry along the path only to encounter yet another snake
alnost immedi ately. This one had been torn in tw and all that
renai ned was the midsection and tail of the serpent. The part of
the snake' s body that had been sundered was tinged wth bl ue,
and a yellow sh fluid oozed fromthe gapi ng wound. The snake
vas still withing and twtching.

“A that point | conpletely lost ny head and tucked up ny
robes, preparing to run back the way | had cone, but then I
renenipered the snakes | had encountered earlier on the trail
and knew | could not go back to where they were waiting. |
woul d rather have died than to have to junp over that huge
snake again. | knewin ny heart that if the old peasant had tol d
ne in advance that | would find all these snakes on this road, |
woul d never have taken it even if it neant suffering in hell for
eternity for abandoning the pedd er.”

Pressing his head wth his hands the ol d priest concl uded,
“I was weeping tears of fright and reciting prayers to the Lord
Buddha, and even now just the thought of that experience terri-
fies ne.”

7.

“There was no way to avoid the encounter if | continued on ny
vay, and it was inpossible to turn back, so | tried to get a grip
on nysel f. Wen | |ooked again, the body of the snake was still
inthe road confronting ne. | ran off the path into the grass
naking a wde detour around it. Even as | did so, however, | was
inapanic, fearing that the front half of the snake mght be
pursuing ne. Just the thought of this paral yzed ny | egs and
caused ne to stunble over a stone. Apparently that is when |
twsted ny knee.

“Fromthen on | continued wal king al ong the road, but it
vas difficult. | felt like just collapsing where | was and dyi ng
fromheat exhaustion. Nevertheless, | nade up ny mind to get
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hol d of nyself and to continue toward the pass no natter how
difficut that proved to be

“The grass was rank beside the road and gave off a terrible
stench. Unhderfoot | was continual ly stepping on the renai ns of
what appeared to be the eggs of sone sort of large bird.

“For the next two mles the path wound up the slope in
serpentine coils. As | nade ny way, sonetines | found nyself
pressed flat against the side of the nountain, while at other
times | clanbered over |arge boul ders or clung to vines and
roots, and at last paused to consult ny nap, as | said at the
begi nni ng.

“There was no doubt that the road | saw on ny map was
the sane road the peasant had told ne about earlier. | found
precious little confiort in knowng for sure that this was the ol d
road, and | knew ny map was authoritative, but the road
narked on it was only a fine red line drawn across a fuzz of
altitude narkers.

“l realized that | could not expect the hazards of the jour-
ney such as the snakes, the hairy caterpillars, the bird eggs, and
the stench of the rotting grass to be narked on the nap, so |
folded it up and replaced it inits case. Al | could do was to try
to fortify nyself by chanting prayers. Yet no sooner had | drawn
a breath than another snake energed fromthe grass and crossed
the path. By now!| felt | had already suffered too much and
decided this nust be a nanifestation of the nmountain spirit.
Throw ng aside ny wal king stick, | knelt and pl aced both hands
on the baking ground i n obei sance. ‘I amtruly sorry to bother
you,” | said, ‘Buit please allowne to pass. | wll go discreetly so
as not to bother you while you are napping. As you can see, |
have throan away ny wal king stick.” | renained for a tine in ny
crouched attitude of prayer, but when | finally |ooked up, I
heard the snake hissing at ne.

“The snake departed and just as | had thought, he was an
enornous one. Hs novenent nade the grass ripple sone four
or five yards in all directions. Indeed, the grass continued to
rippleinastraight line all the way down into the valley bel ow
vhile the encircling peaks above trenbl ed and shook. M/ body
vas rigid and cold wth fear. Regaining ny senses, | noticed that

a cool and refreshing wnd was bl ow ng down fromthe peaks
above.

“l quickly realized that the wnd was reverberating through
the nountains and creating an echo. Certainly the wnd cur-
rents in the nountains are always uncertain, but | had a feeling
that this wnd was blowng through sone sort of natural w nd
chi nmey.

“I wondered if this was the reply of the nountain deity to
ny prayer. In any case, the snake was gone and the heat seened
torelent alittle and | once again resuned ny journey in better
spirits. Soon | was able to see wiy the wnd was suddenly codl er,
for there spread out before ne was a great forest.

“l had aways heard that Ao Pass is a strange and disturb-
ing place, where it rains even when there are no clouds in the
sky, and according to people | had talked to, there had not been
a woodcutter in these forests since the beginning of tine, yet up
tothis point innyjouney there had been very fewtrees.

“BEntering the dark and shadowy forest, ny feet grew cold
wth the fear that land crabs night creep onto the path instead
of the snakes | had encountered earlier. As | penetrated deeper
into the forest it began to grow dark. Down anong the pines and
cedars | could barely nake out the distant shafts of sunlight
filtering between the branches of the trees. The earth | wal ked
upon was conpl etely bl ack, but where the rays of the sun were
filtering through the trees, the color of the earth was changed to
red

“Wter dripping fromthe | eaves overhead spl attered on ny
feet and forned a thin trickle al ong the ground. The evergreens
vere dropping their needles in a steady rustle, and trees unfa-
mliar to ne creaked and groaned, dropping their |eaves sud-
denly either onto ny broad pilgrims hat, or onto the path
behi nd ne. The forest was so dense the | eaves fell frombranch
to branch and it took years before they finally reached the
ground.”
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8.

“I cannot tell you how frightened | was. | amcowardy by na-
ture, and | was not at all well-versed in the austere practices of
religious training, so venturing into such a dark and di snal
place as this, | was relieved to be able to rely on ny sinple
prayers for support. Indeed, | even felt refreshed after the heat
of the open road. The weariness went out of ny legs and | pro-
ceeded briskly. Soon | had gone nore than hal fway through the
forest, when suddenly | felt sonething heavy fall froma branch
overhead and land with a plop on ny hat. It was sonet hing
heavy and sodden, so | supposed it was an overripe fruit of sone
sort, but when | shook ny head to get rid of the thing, it contin
ued to cling to ny hat. Wthout thinking | reached up and
plucked at it wth ny hand only to find that it was cold and
sliny.

“Neverthel ess, | picked the thing off and looked at it. It vas
a strange creature resentl ing a sea slug, having neither eyes nor
ears, but it was definitely alive. | was repelled by the horrid
creature, yet wen | tried to throwit anay, it clung to the tips of
ny fingers and just dangled there. Wen at last | cast it off,
beautiful, bright, red blood dripped fromthe finger to which it
had clung. Sartled, | held the finger up before ny eyes to exam
ineit. As | didso, | noticed that a sinilar creature had attached
itself totheinside of ny elbow It |ooked |ike an enornous sl ug
about half an inch wde and three inches |ong.

“Bven as | gazed at the thing in stupefied anazenent, |
could see it swelling ever larger as it sucked the |iving bl ood
fromny aam It was a soft, black thing wth brown stripes cov-
ered wth spines like a cucunber. A last | recognized it to be a
bl ood- sucki ng | eech.

“There was no mistake, anyone woul d have recogni zed t he
creature, but the disgusting thing was so large it took a nonent
before | realized what it really was. | had never supposed a sl ug
of this size existed either inthe rice fields of today, or in the
| egendary swanps of ol d.

“I waved ny armfrantically trying to shake the thing off,
but quickly realized that it was stuck fast inits desire to con
sune ny blood. | had to pluck it off wth ny fingers, and in

the process it broke in two. | could not stand to have the aw ul
thingonne, sol flungit tothe ground. | tried to squash it wth
ny foot, but in this deep and sunl ess part of the forest, the
ground was soft and it nerely sank into the nud. | was unabl e
tocrushit.

“Suddenly the back of ny neck began to itch and | realized
there was another leech there. | tried to brush it off wth ny
hand, but it was too sliny to get agrip on. Then | noticed that |
was covered wth the things. Qhe was on ny chest and anot her
was working his way beneath the sash around ny stonach. |
bl anched with horror only to find that there were nore of them
on ny shoul ders.

“Sarting up wth a frightened | eap and shaking nysel f furi-
ously, | noved out fromunder the branch fromwhich the
| eeches had dropped. G azed wth terror | plucked frantically at
the | eeches wherever | could find them

“Believing the | eeches had corme fromthe branch under
whi ch | had been standing, | now paused to | ook back at it and
saw that the whol e surface of the tree was a squirming nass of
| eeches. | shouted out in terror as | sawthe ravenous, bl ack,
sliny things dropping down fromthe tree like rain.

“Looki ng down, | sawthat they had conpletely covered the
top of ny foot. So thick were they | could not even see ny toes.
The whol e living nass was throbbing and pul sing as they sucked
blood fromny foot. Just the sight of it nade ne feel faint and
queasy. In that nonent an extraordinary fantasy cane to ne.

“I't occurred to ne that these frightful |eeches had been
here since the beginning of tine waiting for travellers to cone
al ong. How nuch bl ood, | wondered, had they sucked fromtrav-
ellers over the long years of tine? It seened to ne that once they
had reached their fill, the leeches would vomt up their store of
hunan bl ood in such vast quantities that the whol e earth woul d
be turned to nud; whol e nountai ns woul d sink beneath an enor-
nous swanp of nud and bl ood. Here in this dark, dank, and
di snmal pl ace where the sun never penetrated, even the trees
woul d toppl e over and be transforned into | eeches. Such was
the terrible vision that cane to ne in ny distraught condition.”
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9.

“Certainly the destruction of nmankind will not begin wth the
earth bursting into eruption and fire rai ning down fromthe sky,
nor yet wll it cone fromthe waves of the ocean washi ng over
the earth. The very seeds of the destruction of nankind are to be
found in those | eeches of the forest of Hda. Inthe end al that
Wil remain wll be these bl ack | eeches swnmng in an end ess
swanp of nud and blood. Gadually it cane to ne that this was
indeed a vision of the world to cone.

“Naturally | had entered this forest not supposing it was
anything unusual, but as | went further and proceeded deeper
into these dark woods, | could see that the very roots of the trees
vere turning into tangl ed nasses of |eeches and that there was
no hope of salvation for ne, that ny death here in this place had
been fated fromthe begi nning. Thoughts such as these flitted
through ny nmind and suddenly | knew | was on the brink of
deat h.

“Resigned to ny fate, | decided it nade little difference
when or how | net ny end, and so, putting one foot in front of
the other, | went forward, determined to see at |east the edge of
this vast swanp of nud and bl ood —a scene so terrible no
ordinary person could inagine it. Having reached this resol ve, |
vent forward oblivious to the disgust | had experienced earlier. |
pi cked of f and discarded the | eeches that still clung to ny body
like fat rosary beads. Vel king rapidly and flailing ny arns, |
proceeded on ny vay in a sort of nad . Mtus dance.

“At first ny body felt puffy and swollen and the itching was
unbearabl e, later | felt gaunt and wacked wth pain. | was being
assailed on dl sides; there was no respite.

“Aready ny sight was gronnng dmand | felt on the verge
of collapse; | had reached the limt of ny suffering, and yet,
paradoxically, it was just at that nonent that | caught a faint
dinpse of the distant noon, like the light at the end of a tunnel,
and presently energed fromthe forest of |eeches.

“Gomng out of the darkness and finding nyself under a
bl ue sky, | flung ny body violently to the ground as though I
wi shed to crush nyself to dust. Not caring whether the ground
vas covered wth stones or needles, | roledinthedirt toridny

body of the leeches that still clung to ne. A length, trenbling
vioently, | got tony feet and conti nued on ny vay.

“Looking now at ny surroundings | felt | had been naki ng
a fool of nyself wth ny earlier fears. In the nountains all
around | could hear the song of the cicada, a song that was even
comng fromthe dark woods behi nd where | had i nagi ned such
a swanp of nud and bl ood. The sun was setting and the bottom
of the valley was aready in darkness.

“I went down the gently sloping road thinking that even if |
vere to be eaten by wolves, it would at |east be a conventional
vay to die, and so, light hearted as a young and carefree appren-
tice, | strode briskly along wth ny walking stick riding jauntily
on ny shoul der.

“Had | not been troubled by the pain, itching, and tickling
of the leeches | would surely have broken into sone nad, hea-
then dance with the sutras for ny acconpani nent, right there
on the solitary path through the nountai ns of Hda

“l chewed one of ny Seishintan pills, mxed it wth saliva,
and plastered it on the wounds |eft by the | eeches. Then, once
again, | was able to enjoy the beauty of the world around ne.
Indeed, | felt as though | had been restored to life. A the sane
tine | began to wonder anew about what had happened to the
nedi ci ne peddl er from Toyana. Surely he was in the swanp
behi nd ne, reduced by nowto nere skin and bl ood. No doubt
his wasted corpse was | angui shing in sone dank part of the
forest, covered with hundreds of those filthy creatures who
woul d be devouring his very bones. Even if | were to go back
and find himand pour vinegar on the | eeches to renove them |
woul d be too late to save him Reasoning thus, | did not | ook
back, but continued down the slope at a rapid pace.

“I heard the sound of rushing water at the bottomof the
hill, where I found a streamspanned by a short, earthen bridge.
As soon as | heard the sound of the stream | wanted to throw
nysel f into the water to cleanse ny body of the effects of the
swarns of |eeches. Thinking only of hownice it would be to
i rmerse nyself in the water, | did not even worry about the
bridge col l apsing under ne. | went straight across wthout re-
gard for the danger, and although it trenbled a little, | passed on
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wthout difficulty. Qnthe other side, the slope started upwards
again and | gathered ny resolve to neet the chall enge of the
clinp.”

10.

“By this tine | was thoroughly exhausted and not at all certain
whether or not | would be able to nake it to the top. Suddenly,
infront of ne, | heard the sound of a horse neighing. Thinking it
mght be a teanster on the road, it occurred to ne that | had not
seen another person since | had parted wth that peasant early
inthe norning. It felt as though years had passed since | had
enj oyed the conpany of others. | reasoned that if there was a
horse in the area, there nust be a village nearby. This thought
revived ny spirits, and once again | set out briskly.

“Fromthere it was no great effort to make ny way to a
single, lone hut perched high in those lonely and desol ate noun-
tains. As it was surmer none of the doors or w ndows were
closed and there was no fence surrounding the house. | saw a
nan sitting on the saggi ng and dil api dated veranda, but coul d
not nake out what sort of person he was.

“‘Bxcuse ne, | wonder if you can help ne,” | asked in a tone
of supplication knowng that there was no one el se to ask. ‘Ex-
cuse ne, please,’ | repeated, but still there was no reply. The
nan’' s head had | ol I ed over so that one ear rested on his shoul -
der, and he had a blank, inbecile look on his face. He just sat
there staring at ne wth his puffy eyes as | stood in the doorvay.
He seened too lethargic even to nove his eyes.

“Hs robes were short, the sleeves did not even reach to his
el bons, and he wore a child s diapers. Yet all his clothing ap-
peared to have been freshly washed and starched. Hs vest was
knotted over his stomach with a cord, but his belly was gro-
tesquely distended like a fat drum and his belly button pro-
truded grossly like the stemof a punpkin. Wth one hand he
fiddl ed mnd essly with his navel while the other hand lay Iinply
a hissidce

“The nan sat wth his legs thrust straight out in front of
himas though he was not aware that they existed, and | had the

inpression that if his buttocks had not been firnhy placed, he
woul d have toppl ed over. He appeared to be in his early twen-
ties. Hs nouth hung slackly open, his upper lip pulled back; his
nose was broad and thick. He had a | ow sloping forehead, and
his hair, once closely cropped, nowgrewin wld, spiky tufts and
hung long over his collar and ears. The nan nade no response
tony inguiries, only stared at ne blankly like a toad, causing
ne to suspect that he was retarded or nute or sonething. | was
surprised, even startled, to encounter such a person, and al -
though | did not feel in any personal danger, the nan did
present a bizarre and disturbing spectacl e.

“‘Bxcuse ne, 1'd like to ask you sonething.” | had no choice
but to attenpt once nore to communicate with this creature,
but he nade no reply. Hs only response was to flop his head
over so that it rested on the other shoulder. Hs nouth renai ned
slack and open as before.

“l felt rather uneasy, not know ng what such a person night
do. | was afraid that by way of response he mght suddenly
snatch at ne and try to lick ny navel. Gautiously | stepped back
alittle. And yet, when | thought about it a bit, it seened that
deep in the nountains like this it was unlikely that such a per-
son woul d be left all aone, unattended, so | stood on tiptoe and
called louder, ‘Excuse ne, is there anyone at hone here?

“Once again | heard the horse neighing. This tine it
sounded as though the sound cane fromthe rear of the shack.

“‘Wio is it? came a wonan's voi ce fromone of the inner
roons of the house. | retreated another step at the sound of this
di senbodi ed voi ce. Wiat sort of wonan would be living in a
place like this, | wondered. For all | knew she mght be sone
great, scaly serpent lurking in the depths of the house; a horrid
creature speaking in a wonan's voice. | had heard tal es of such
things.

“‘Qh, youre a priest,” said the woman energing fromthe
house. She was very beautiful, slightly built, and her voice was
pure and linpid as the nountain air.

“She seened very gentle, and, heaving a sigh of relief, | kept
ny eyes on the ground and rerely nodded ny head without
sayi ng a word.
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“The worman was kneeling on the floor in an attitude of
formality, but she |leaned forward peering through the twlight
goomto get a better look at the forlorn figure | cut standing
there travel -weary and al | alone. ‘Wat do you want? she asked.

“Snce she did not invite ne to cone in and rest, | assuned
that her husband was away and that she was reluctant toinvite a
stranger to spend the night. | quickly stepped forward, deter-
mned to ask for lodging for the night before | lost the opportu-
nity. Bowng politely, | said, ‘I amatraveller wo is crossing the
nountai ns to Shinshu. Gan you tell ne howfar it is to the next
imn? "

11.

“‘l amafraid you still have nore than eight mles to go,” said the
woman.

“‘Is there any sort of private hone or other sort of accom
nodat i on nearer?'

“‘I"'mafraid there isn't.” She held ny gaze wth her |inpid
eyes.

“‘I"'msorry to hear that. The fact is that | coudit goa step
further even if you told ne there is a wonderful place just a few
yards ahead where | could find a place to sleep and where they
woul d do ne the favor of fanning ne the whol e ni ght through.
Actually, | don't mind where | spend the night. Guld you just |et
ne use a shed or a corner of the barn. Hease.’ | said this because
it had occurred to ne that the horse | had heard earlier surely
bel onged to this house.

“The wonan consi dered ny request for a while, then turn-
ing sideways, she took up a cloth bag and poured rice into a
wooden bucket beside her knee. Ladling up the rice in her
hands, she kept her eyes riveted on the floor as she said, ‘VE I, |
suppose you coul d stay here for the night. V& have enough rice
to go around. V¢ do not have bedding for you, though, and it
gets quite chilly here in the nountains at night, but since it is
sunmer, perhaps it will be all right. Pease cone in and nake
yoursel f at hone.’

“Bven before the wonan had fini shed speaking | stepped

forward and seated nysel f on the veranda. The wonan suddenl y
cane close to ne and said urgently, ‘Even though you are a
priest, there is one thing | nust warn you about if you plan to
spend the night.’

“She spoke very clearly and | was afraid she was about to
i npose sone inpossi bl e condition on ny spending the ni ght
there, but | sad ‘Grtainy, just tel newet it is.’

“‘VEI,” shesaid ‘It’sredly not al that inportant, but you
see, the fact is that | amal ways hungry to hear news of what is
happening in the capital, and no natter how | try to restrain
nyself, | wll goto any lengths to find out. You nust renenier
not togiveintony pleading on this sugject. | amgiving you fair
warning, no matter how | plead, you nust renenber not to
redy.’

“Her strange request seened | aden wth uncertai n nuances
and inplications. Here was a wonan living in a house sur-
rounded by naj estically high nountains and incredibly deep val -
leys, and | felt her words had sone significance unknown to ne,
but since it was no difficult condition to agree to, | nerely nod
ded ny assent and nurnured, ‘Very well, then, as you w sh, |
wll not say a word about the news of the capital .’

“No sooner had | finished saying this than the wonan re-
narked, Vel now the house is filthy, but cone inside and nake
yourself at hone. Shall | bring water to wash your feet?

“‘no’ | said ‘Youneedn't gotoal that trouble, but |
would like to borrowa wash cloth. It would be nice if you have a
danp cloth. | had aterrible tine of it on the road today and feel
dirty and sticky al over. | would like towpe ny back if it is nat
too nuch troubl e.’

“‘Yes, | can see that you are soaked wth sweat. You nust
be very hot. Hease wait a nonent. The best part about stopping
at aninnis that the first thing they dois invite you to have a
bath. 1 amafraid | cannot serve you so much as a cup of tea,
mich less a bath, but there is alovely streamat the foot of the
hill behind the house, and if you don't mind bathing there, | am
sure you wll find it very refreshing’

“Hearing these words | was ready to fly to the streamand
bathe. ‘Venderful,” | sad ‘That will be spendid’
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“‘Sal | showyou the way, then? It’s no trouble, | amgoi ng
there in any case to wash the rice.” Qutching the bucket to her
hip and | eaving the veranda, she slipped on her sandal s. Draw ng
an old pair of wooden clogs out fromunder the veranda, she
clapped themtogether to knock the dirt off. Hacing thembefore
ne, she said, ‘Here. Wiy don't you wear these and | eave your
travelling sandd s here.’

“I gave a deep bow of gratitude saying, ‘Thank you, | am
sorry to troud e you.’

“*They say that when two peopl e spend the night in the
sane lodging it is the result of the karna of a previous life, so
pl ease don't be so formal wth ne. Just nake yoursel f at hone
here’

“And so although | had at first been dubious about staying
here, things seemed to have turned out very well indeed.”

12.

“‘Followne, please. V€11 go this way,” she said. As she stood up
to go, she held the rice bucket under her armand tucked a towel
into her narrow sash. Her rich, beautiful hair was tied up in a
bun and held in place by a conbb and pins. Al | can say is that
she had a beautiful figure.

“dnce | had already taken off ny travelling sandal's, | now
slipped on the old clogs. Getting up fromthe veranda, | gl anced
over at theidiot boy only to discover that he vas still staring at
ne. Apparently he had sone sort of speech inpedinent, but he
seened to be trying to say sonething. At last the words cang,
but all he could get out was ‘Sster, ah... ah...” He seened quite
intrigued by ny shaven head and in his own bew | dered way he
raised his hand to his head and asked, ‘Riest? Fiest?

“A this the wonan's full face was weathed in smles and
she nodded her approval several tines. The nan nerely nur-
nured sonet hi ng i nconpr ehensi bl e and returned once again to
playing wth his protrudi ng navel .

“I felt so sorry for the wonan that | averted ny eyes and
pretended not to notice the intinacy and affection that passed
between them but the wonan seened quite unconcerned by the

whol e thing. Then as | followed her anay fromthe house, an ol d
nan suddenly appeared from behind a clunp of hydrangeas.
Apparently he had come fromthe back of the house. He wore
travelling sandals and a snall, |eather nedicine bag dangl ed
fromhis sash. Apipe jutted rakishly fromhis nouth.

“He stopped in front of us and greeted ne saying, ‘You are
vel coe here, sir.’

“Before | could nake a reply the woman turned to the ol d
nan asking, ‘Howdo you think it wll turn out?

“‘W | you knowhowit is, for amule heis too snart, but |
can do sone pretty hard bargai ning and use a good go between.
Anyway, | wll get enough for himthat you will be able to get
by for two or three nonths. | wll bring the noney by for you
tonorrow ’

“‘| appreciate what you have done for ne.’

‘Qre, sure. | understand. VMere are you goi ng anyway?
‘W re just on our way domn to the river,’

*Sp, you' re on your way down to the river wth the young
priest here, are you? Be careful you don't get into sonething
over your head. I'll just wait here until you cone back.” Wth
these words the ol d nan seated hinsel f on the veranda

“*Dd you understand what he neant? asked the worman
looking at ne wth a knowng snl e.

“‘Perhaps it would be better if | went down to the river by
nyself,” | said stepping back a little, but the o d nan just snick-
ered lewdly and said, ‘Vél| hurry up then, you two. Don't take
too long’

“‘Hease vait here until we get back,’ said the wonan. ‘Vé
have al ready had two guests visit us today and who knows but
what we mght see another. If soneone were to show up and
only Jiro was here to greet him the guest woul d not know what
to do, so please vait here until we get back.’

“*Al right. Al right.” The dd nan sat dow beside the idi ot
boy and gave hima terrific whack on the back wth his fist. The
idiot’s stonach rippled wth the force of the blow but the boy
only grinned and drool ed.

“l shuddered and turned away enbarrassed, but the wonan
paid no attention to howthe boy was being treated.
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“The old nan jokingly said, ‘You be careful or I'll kidnap
this husband of yours while you are gone.’

“‘“You go right ahead and do that. Cone, sir, let us go down
totheriver.’

“As we val ked anay | had a feeling that the old man was
watching us closely, but 1 had no choice but to follow as the
worman | ed ne around the house. Qur path |ed away fromthe
hydrangeas fromwhich the old nman had energed and presently
we cane to the back of the house. Gf to the left | could see a
horse stable. | heard the horse stanping and ki cking the sides of
the stall, but the deepening dusk nade it hard to see.

“‘Vé wll take the path down to the river fromhere,’ said
the wvoman. ‘It is not slippery, but the path is rough, so watch

your step.’”

13.

“At the point where the path appeared to | ead down the sl ope
there stood a slimpine tree of extraordinary height. The trunk
was slender and it had no branches up to sone fifteen or twenty
feet above the ground. | paused to ook up as | passed under this
tree, and there, through the uppernost branches of the tree, |
coul d see the silver noon. It was the thirteenth night of the new
noon, and al though it appeared to be the sane noon | had
always seen, tonight it nade ne realize howfar anay | was from
the world of ordinary hunan habitation. The wonan, having | ed
ne down the slope, suddenly di sappeared fromsight. Presently,
by clinging to the trunk of the tree and searching the sl ope be-
low | caught sigt of her.

“She | ooked up at ne saying, ‘Be careful, the slopeis very
steep right here. It nay be difficult for you to nanage in those
odclogs. Shall | give you ny sandal s to use? She thought | had
fallen behind because of the rough path, but the fact was that |
was anxi ous to get down the slope as quickly as possible in order
to wash of f the effects of the leeches. | was in such a hurry |
even considered just letting go and raolling down the hill.

“‘Never mind,” | said ‘It’s al right, | can go down baref oot
if necessary. Sorry to have troubled you, Mss.’

“‘h. S you call ne Mss, do you? she exclained wth a
I ovel y, high-pitched | augh.

“‘Wy yes,’” | stammered. ‘That’s what the ol d nan cal | ed
you earlier. Wy? Are you narried or sonethi ng?

“‘l guess it doesn't natter, but the point is that | amold
enough to be your aunt. Anyway, hurry up. It would not do to
give you ny sandal s since your feet are bigger than mne and the
rocks on the path mght hurt your feet if you tried to wear them
Besi des, ny sandal s are wet and you woul d not feel confortabl e
inthem’ She turned away as she spoke and tucked up the hem
of her skirts into her sash. Her white thighs, luminous in the
gat hering dusk, were swallowed up in darkness as she wal ked
ahead of ne.

“W went quickly down the slope until we noticed a toad
that energed froma clunp of grass beside the path. ‘h, what a
disgusting thing,” said the wonan, and in a trice she had | eaped
conpl etely over the creature. ‘Wat’'s the natter,” she asked
speaking to the toad, ‘Gt you see that | have a guest? It is
really going too far for you to cone out like this and cling to ny
feet. You should be satisfied eating flies. You deserve nothing
nore. Hease sir,” she said to ne, ‘@ne right along. Pay no at-
tention to the likes of this creature. In aremote place like this
these creatures seek one’'s affection. 1t’s realy disgusting, don't
you agree? Turning to the toad she concluded, ‘I woul d be
ashaned i f anyone thought we were friends. M ease | eave e
doe’

“Wth that the toad crept back into the grass and hid itself
whil e the wonan turned and wal ked anway. Soon we carme to a
log bridge conposed of a tree trunk that was all but hidden by
the tall grass. The wonan said, ‘Here, we wll have to cross this
bridge, but be sure not to step on the earth that has been packed
inaoudthe log, for it is soft and wll not hdd your weght.’

“Wen | nounted the log, | found that the clogs | was wear-
ing presented no difficulty, for the log was surprisingy large and
| was able to val k right across. Reaching the other side, | could
hear the sound of rushing water quite clearly.

“I't seemed we had cone quite a |long way fromthe wonan' s
house. Wen | turned and | ooked back up the sl ope down whi ch
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we had cone, | could see no sign of the pine tree and the noon
was by now |l owon the horizon, alnost at the top of the slope,
and it was so clear | felt | could a nost reach out and touch it
although inreality | had no idea how high the noon was.

“*(onme this way, please,’ said the wonan stopping sone
di stance bel ow ne. There stood a | arge boul der and the water of
the streamcascaded over it forming a backwash. The river was
only about three feet wde, and | found that when | was near it,
the sound of the running vater was not really all that loud. Near
at hand the flowng water resenbled liquid crystals, but in the
distance it thundered agai nst jagged rocks.

“The far side of the river was forned by the | over slope of
the adj acent nountai n whose peak was obscured in the dark-
ness. The flanks of the nountain, however, were illumnated by
the noon. | could see in the spectral noonlight that the sl opes
vere strean wth stones, large and snall, in a weird and fantas-
tic variety of shapes and sizes. Sone were shaped |ike sea shells,
sone |like crystal's, others perfectly round. Werever | |ooked
there were stones and nore stones. ne of them larger than a
house, thrust out into the water of the stream”

14.

“‘\Vé are fortunate today that the river is high. V@ won't have to
go al theway out intoit, we can wash right here.” Saying this,
the wonan stood on the | arge boul der and dabbl ed her snow
white feet in the water in a nost seductive way. Oh the ot her
side of the river, the slope of the nountain cane right to the
water’s edge and the boul der reaching out into the streampro-
vi ded a good pl ace to stand.

“lI could not see very far either upstreamor down, but the
river varied in wdth fromplace to place and seened to withe
and twst about the great stone nountain on the opposite shore.
Fnaly the flowwas lost fromsight, threading its way anong the
rocks and boul ders. The silver noonlight on the broken flow of
the river nade the surface of the water |ook |ike overlappi ng
plates of armor mail. Near at hand the fl ow was snoother, re-
senbl i ng 1 oose white strands that were bei ng conbed.

“‘Wat a beautifu viewd theriver,” | cried out in ddight.

“‘Yes. This river has its source in the waterfall upstream
Travel lers in these nmountai ns al ways report hearing a roar
whi ch they suppose is the sound of the wnd. Ddn't you hear
sonething |ike that when you were on the road through here
earlier today?

“Now that she nentioned it, | recalled that | had heard
sonething like that just before I encountered the | eeches in the
forest. ‘Isn't that just the sound of the wnd blowng through the
forest? | asked

““No. That’s what everyone says, but there is a waterfal l
about three nmiles up a side road fromthat forest. They say it is
the largest waterfall inall Japan, but the road is so terrible not
even one in ten travellers nakes it through there. That waterfall
is known to be a very violent one and just thirteen years ago
there was a terrible flood al ong here. The water was higher than
where we are standing now and the village at the foot of the
nountai ns and the nountai ns thensel ves and the houses were
all swept away. Before that there were al nost twenty houses
located around here. It was the flood that brought the river into
its present course as you see it now Al the stones and boul ders
you see junbl ed up over there were all washed down by the
river.’

“By this tine the wonan had fini shed washing the rice, but
in the process her kinono had becone a bit di shevel ed and one
of her breasts was visible. Inthe noonlight | could see her well-
formed nose and nouth as she gazed up at the nountai n peaks
wth aglint of ecstasy in her eyes. The light of the nmon gave a
dreamlike illumnation to the side of the nountain.

“*“Even now, seeing the nmarks on ny arns where the
| eeches sucked, | amfilled wth horror and revulsion,” | said as |
began to wash ny arns.

“‘There now sir,’ said the wonan, ‘If you are as nodest as
al that you wll end up getting your kinono wet and it wll nake
you unconfortable. You should just take off your clothes and
bathe properly. Here, | wll wash your back for you.’

“‘Nol” | criedout indam ‘For heaven's sake don't do thet.’

“‘“Ch don't be so nodest. Look. You' ve al ready gotten your
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sl eeve soaking wet.” Wth these words she snatched at ny sash
frombehind and in a nonent, despite ny struggles, she had
stripped off ny kinono. You should know that | had done ny
religious training inavery strict sect, and as a foomof austerity,
| had never taken ny clothes off fromthe tine | had becone a
priest. Nowhere | was stripped neked as a snail wthout its shell,
and in front of a wnan no less. | was nortified wth shane. Al
| could do was crouch over and keep ny |egs together as best |
coul d. Meanwhi | e the wonan nonchal antly hung ny ki nono on
the branch of a nearby tree.

““1"Il leave your kinono here,” she said. ‘Nowlet ne attend
to your back. You gave ne a very nice conplinent a little while
ago when you cal led ne Mss, so | wll repay the favor now Hdld
gill.’

“Hol di ng back one of her long sleeves wth her teeth, she
pl aced both her beautiful hands on ny back, but seeing the con-
ditionit was in, she hesitated, saying, ‘M goodness, wt’s this?

“‘\Mat's the natter? | asked

“*1t looks like bruises al over your beck.’

“‘On yes, those. | had a very difficult trip.” As | spoke |
relived the horror of the | eeches.”

15.

“The woman was shocked when she saw the condition of ny
back. ‘ Apparently you had a very hard tine of it in the forest.
Travel l ers say that when they cross the Hda nountains, that is
the place they encounter the | eeches. You evidently nissed the
bypass and wal ked right into the thick of them You nust be
favored wth divine protection to have survived. Those | eeches
even kill cows and horses that pass that way. These wounds nust
fed very painfu anditchy.’

“‘It isnat sobed now Just painfu, that’s dl.’

“‘Bven so, | amafraid that if | scrub you wth this rough
townel, it wll do further danage to your skin.” Wth these words
she began scrubbi ng ny back with her hands. Her soft hands
caressed ny shoul ders, then noved down over ny back, ny
flanks, and buttocks. Al the while she was sl uicing ne down

wth clean vater.

“I had thought the water woul d be nunbingly cold, but it
was not. @ course it was just the hottest part of the sunmer,
but that was not why the water wvas warm The truth is that ny
bl ood was boiling, and the wonan’s own warm passi on as she
scrubbed ny body with her bare hands rmade the water feel
warmand soot hi ng. The sensation | experienced was so pl easant
thet although | did not exactly fall asleep, | didforget al about
ny earlier enarrassnent and seened to fall into a sort of rev-
erieinwhich | forgot al ny aches and pains. The warm pliant
body of this wonan pressed to ny back nade ne feel as though
| was in the entrace of sone |ovel y and exotic fl ower.

“The wonman hardly seened the sort you woul d expect to
find in these renote nountai ns. I ndeed, a wonan of her beauty
and refinenent would be rare even in the capital city. She was
like a gentle and delicate flower. Athough she nade every effort
not to breathe on ne while washing ny back, and even though I
was trying ny best to ignore her presence, | nust confess | felt
carried anay by a transport of ecstasy as she bat hed ne.

“There was al so the exquisite fragrance; | was uncertain
whether it was the nountain air or the woman's own fragrance,
but | felt it like a zephyr of her bresth on ny back.”

Hre the old priest interrupted his narrative and said to ne,
“Here, you are closer to the lanp than | am Trimit and nake it
burn a little better. | amafraid you mght be overly stimil ated
hearing a story like this in the dark. Nevertheless, | wll try to
brazen ny way through the rest of the story.”

The light had i ndeed grown so feeble that even though the
priest was lying just beside ne, | could hardly nake himout in
the darkness. | quickly adjusted the lanp, and in the new bright-
ness the priest smled at ne and continued his story.

“At any rate, that is howit was; the whol e experience
seened like a dream As | say, | had the unreal feeling that | was
being enfol ded by a gentle, fragrant flower. It seened to twne
around ny legs, then ny waist, ny hands, shoul ders, neck, and
finaly even ny head. Suddenly | fell flat on ny buttocks on the
boul ders and ny legs thrust out into the flowng stream For a
nonent | thought | would surely slide off the rock into the river,
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but the wonman flung her arns around ne from behi nd, huggi ng
ne to her breast and thus saving ne fromthe swft current.

“‘Aen't you offended by the snell of perspiration when |
amclose to you like this? | have al ways been a hot - bl ooded
person.’ Hearing these words, | quickly recovered nysel f, and
breaking free fromher entrace, | stood stiffly upright and very
enbar r assed.

“‘Hease foogve ne,’ | said.

“‘Don't worry. There is no one around to see us,’ she sai d
cheerfully. A sone point she had taken off her own cl othes and
stood before ne perfectly naked, her skin snooth as silk. You
can inmagi ne how surprised and flustered | was.

“‘l amso fat | have trouble enduring the heat. During this
season of the year | cone here two or three tines a day to wash
anay the sweat and to refresh nyself. | woul dn’t know what to
do if there was no water. Here's the towel for you,’” she said
winging out the tonel and bringing it to ne. ‘You can use it to
wpe your feet.’

“Before | quite knew what was happeni ng, she had w ped
ny body dry. | amafraid this is arather disturbing story I am
telling you,” said the priest wth a laugh.

16.

“Nowthat | could see the wonan, | realized that she was quite
different than she had appeared when wearing cl othes. She was
vol upt uous and her skin was silken.

“*Alittle bt ago| vas inthe stade taking care of the horse,’
she explained, ‘1 have that horsey snell all over ne and feel quite
unconiortable. This will be a good chance for ne to bathe as
vel .’ The wonan spoke quite casual ly as though | were a nem
ber of the famly rather than a stranger.

“Hol di ng back her hair wth one hand, she raised her arm
and scrubbed the side of her body wth the wash cloth. Then she
stood bathed in the noonlight, the figure of sone pal e goddess,
winging out the wash cloth. It seened to ne, perhaps | only
inagined it, that the wonan's sweat as she washed it away was a
pal e pink, alnost red in color. Afterwards she conbed out her

long, vet locks of hair.

““Wat would happen if | fell inthe river and drowned?
she asked. ‘It entarrasses ne to think what the villagers down-
stream woul d say when they fished ny nude body fromthe
rive.’

“‘Lovely as a peach blossomis what | should think they
would say.” | blurted this out wthout thinking, and before I
knewit, our gaze net and | ocked. Her snile was so radiant, she
| ooked younger by seven or eight years, but she quickly dropped
her gaze to the ground in naidenly nodesty. | al so | ooked away,
but inny mnd | could still see the wonan's beautiful figure
under the transformng noonlight, weathed frombehind by the
swrling mst and outlined by the black junble of stones on the
far shore. Just then fromout of a cave sonewhere there cane
large, dm flitting shadows of several enornous, bird-like bats.
They darted and dived about us.

“The wonan swiftly turned and cried out to them °‘Here,
youl @ away. Gan't you see that | have a guest wth ne now?

“*1s sonething wong? | asked, regaining ny conposure
after | had gotten ny clothing back on.

“‘No,” said the wonan curtly, turning her back on ne.

“Just then a smal| rodent-1ike creature appeared and | eaped
fromthe riverbank straight onto the wonan's back. It clung to
her hips and twned itself around the | ower part of her body.
‘Gt anay fromne, you beast,’ she cried angrily, ‘Gn't you see |
have a guest with ne? Your behavior is outrageous.” She hit the
creature roughly on the head as it peeked under her arm The
rodent bounded away squeaking shrilly and | anded on the
nearby tree branch where ny ki nono had been hung. The thing
only paused there for a nonent, then scurried quickly up the
tree. | realized it nust be sone sort of nonkey. Even as |
watched, it clinbed steadily frombranch to branch until it
reached the very top of the tree. Through the thin | eaves and
branches | could see that the noon had risen fromthe top of the
cliff and vas nowas high as the top of the tree.

“The wonan appeared to be quite put out wth the mschi ef
that was being done; first by the toad, then by the bat, and now
the nonkey. Her irritation at these repeated pranks by the ani-
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nal s suggested the nood of a young not her when her chil dren
are too rowdy.

“The worman continued to be angry as she put on her ki-
nono, and | stood aside wthout saying a word.”

17.

“l stood anxi ously by, watching the woman’s nood. She seened
gentle, yet strongwlled, light hearted yet cam coniortabl e, yet
fearsone at the sane tine. | felt she was the sort of wonan who
would renain calmin any sort of energency, so | told nyself |
shoul d be careful and by no neans take liberties with her. |
could not bear the thought that she might turn her scorn on ne
just as she had on the nonkey. | was filled wth anxi ety.

““You nust have found that quite a spectacle indeed,” she
said, once again favoring ne wth a smle. ‘I'mafraidit was just
one of those things that can't be helped.” She vas light hearted as
ever as she quickly retied her sash. ‘Wy don't we go back up to
the house,’ she said, taking the bucket of washed rice under her
armand slipping on her sandal s as she started up the slope. ‘Be
caefu,” she cationed, ‘It’s tricky dong here.’

“‘That’s al rignht. | can nanage, |'msure.’ | had been quite
confident of nyself fromthe beginning, but the further we
clinbed, it turned out that the steep hill was quite a bit higher
than | had renenbered. BEventual 'y, however, we cane again to
the great tree lying a nost buried under the tall grass. It seened
tone that its rough bark resenbl ed the scal es of sone terrible
serpent lurking there. Indeed, the trunk itself, inits length and
girth, reminded ne of the large snake wth its head and its tail
hidden in the grass | had encountered earlier. The uncertain
light of the noon nade it appear very much |ike a snake. M
knees grew weak wth dread as | recalled the snakes | had en-
countered earlier on the nountai n path.

“Fromtine to tine the wonan | ooked back over her shoul -
der to nake sure | was coming along al right. ‘As you cross the
log,” she said, ‘Be sure not tolook dow. It is along way down to
the floor of the valley, and it would not be wse to nake yoursel f
di zzy by | ooki ng down.’

““Thank you.” Snce it would not do to hold back, | triedto
laugh at ny fears and bravel y nounted the log. It had notches
cut intoit, soas long as | was careful about what | was doing, |
could val k across it even wearing clogs. Neverthel ess, once | got
up on the log it seened to withe and squirmlike a living ser-
pent. | cried out inadamand fell down astride it.

“‘Wat a conard you are,” cried the wonan. ‘It is the clogs
that are causing you all that trouble. Here, trade wth ne, wear
ny sandals. Gne on, do as | say.’

“Sonehow | had all along been aware of the tone of author-
ity inthis wonan's bearing, and for better or for worse | felt
conpel led to do just as she said. Thus, | obediently changed
sandals with her. But listen to what happened next. \Waring the
cl ogs, she took nme by the hand and led ne up the path. Sud-
denly ny body seened weightless as | floated al ong behi nd her
and before | knewit, there we were at the back door of the
wonan' s shack. There we net the old man we had seen earlier.

“*Vell, | guess you sure took your tine about goi ng down
totheriver. | trust the young priest was able to maintain his
vovs of chastity.’

“‘Wiat are you tal king about, Uhcle? Ws everything all
right here while you were | ooking after the house?

“‘Brerything vas fine, but it is getting late, so | had better
be going or | wll have trouble finding ny way. | amgoing to
take Od Bue out of the barn and get himready for the trip.’

““Sorry we kept you waiting.’

“‘You had better go | ook after your husband. Don’t worry,
though, he's al right. | didn't kidnap hmor anything.’

“The old nan set off toward the barn, laughing like anidiat.
The retarded boy was still in the sane place, in the sane posi-
tion. Snce the sun never shone on the veranda, it seened he was
unconsci ous of the passage of tine and thus never changed in
any way.”

18.

“Fromwhere we were on the veranda we coul d hear the nei gh-
ing of the horse and the sound of its hoofs as the ol d nan
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brought himfromthe back of the house around to the front
gate. There he paused for a nonent hol ding the horse by the
bride and said, ‘Vél| then, Mss, I'll be going aong. You be sure
to give the young priest plenty of wat he vants.’

“Meanwhi | e the wonan was crouchi ng before the hearth
wth the lanp close to her as she worked busily to get a fire
started beneath the kettle that hung there. She | ooked up when
the ol d man spoke, and still clutching a pair of netal chopsticks
she used in the fireplace, said, ‘Thanks for al your help. Hease
cone agai n soon.’

“‘You're wel cone,” he called. Turning his attention to the
horse, he led it anay. Od Bue was a spotted horse without a
sadd e, and its nane was thin. | amnot particuarly interested in
horses, but as | was just sitting there behind the idiot boy wth
nothing to do, when the old nan led the horse out, | noved to
the edge of the veranda to watch.

““\Mere are you taking the horse? | asked.

“*To the horse narket at Lake Sma. It is alittle bit further
along the path you wll be taking tonorrow norning.’

“Suddenly the wonan interposed, ‘Hy, you re not planning
to go aong wth himnow while he takes the horse to narket are
you?

“‘No, no. @ course not. There would be no point init. It
would violate ny religious vows to performny pilgrinage at a
horse's expense. No, I'l1 do al the va king nyself.’

“The old nman joined in saying, ‘You couldn’'t ride this
horse anyway, he's in no condition for it. Besides, you have had
a hard and dangerous journey today. You had best |et the young
| ady here minister to your needs tonight. God-bye, then, 1I'll be
ging’

“‘Oay,’ | sad

“‘Gddyup!” the old nan cried, but the horse did not nove.
Instead, it turned to | ook back at us, waving his head and
chanping at the bit as though trying to say sonething. ‘Woa,
boy. Seady now’ The old nan jerked the reins both left and
right, but the horse did not budge, it was as though he was
rooted to the spot. The old nman grew angry, shouted at the
horse, and beat him but the horse only noved around in a snal |

circle while the old nan foll oned grow ng angrier by the no-
nent. At last the old nan bunped the horse’s flank with his
shoul der to force it onto the path, and the horse lifted its forel eg
as though about to start, but then planted it again and stood
firm A last the old nan called to the wonan and asked her to
step out of sight so the horse could not see her.

“She hurried behind the soot-bl ackened pillar and con-
ced ed herself. Fomwhere | sat, al | could see was a glinpse of
her snow white foot, which seened disturbingly erotic agai nst
the bl ackened pillar, but apparently she was hidden fromthe
horse's view

“The ol d nan paused for a nonent to pull a dirty, sweat-
stained rag fromhis sash and nopped his creased forehead.
Qnce again he stepped to the horse’'s head. This tine he took the
reins in both hands, planted his feet firnmy, and pulled on the
reins wth all his strength. WMat do you suppose happened?

“Wth a loud whinny the horse reared back on its hind | egs
and the ol d nan was thrown flat on his back, raising a cloud of
dust in the noonlight. The idiot boy seened to find this hilari-
ous. Throw ng back his head, he opened his thick lips revealing
an uneven row of thick, stubby teeth. He waved his arns and
l'aughed | oud y.

“‘“Wat a nuisance,” said the wonan slipping on her sandal s
and hurrying out of the house to hel p.

“‘It’s not you, Mss. |I've noticed fromthe beginning that the
horse has been | ooking at the priest. Miwybe there was sone
connection between themin a forner Iife and now the horse
vants the priest to pray for him’

“I was shocked to hear the old man suggest that | might
have had sonme connection wth the horse in a forner life, but
the worman turned to nme and asked, ‘Excuse ne, sir, did you
neet anyone on your way up here today? ”

19.
“‘Wy yes,” | said, ‘A the fork inthe road at the foot of the
nountains | net a nedicine pedd er from Toyana. He canme up
this road ahead of ne.’
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“‘M, sothat’s it,” sadthe wonan wth a snile as though |
had just explained sonething to her. Her smile deepened and
becane al nost a smirk of satisfaction as she | ooked again at the
hor se.

“The wonan seened quite open to conversation, so | ven-
tured to ask, ‘Ddn't you see the pedd er? H nust have cone
right by here since thisis the ony road”’

“‘Wy no,” she said. ‘I sawno sign of him’ Qice agai n she
assuned an air of fornality, so | did not pursue the subject. The
wonan was now | ooki ng at the ol d nman who was standing in
front of the horse patiently dusting hinsel f off. ‘Sorry the horse
acted up,” she said. ‘I guess there is no other vay. She began to
roughly undo her sash and when it dangl ed and began draggi ng
inthe drt, she paused to tuck it up.

“‘A, ah,’ criedtheidiot boy in a husky voice. He reached
out his arns as though clutching for her | oosened sash. She gave
it tohimand he spread it inhis lap and foded it and devoted a |
his attention to it as though protecting a thing of great val ue.
Meanvhi | e, the wonan, clutching the front of her kinono cl osed
beneath her breasts, quietly |eft the house and approached the
hor se.

“l was astounded to see what she did next. Sanding on
tiptoe, she gently stroked the horse' s nane severa tines wth her
open palm She was standing directly in front of the horse’ s
| arge nuzzl e and suddenly she seened taller, nuch taller than |
had renenbered her. As | watched, her eyes went blank, her |ips
closed, and her browrel axed, she appeared to have | apsed into a
state of unseeing ecstasy. She had lost al of her self-consci ous
playfulness and informality. It seened to ne that she had been
transforned i nto sonethi ng superhunan, either a goddess or a
seduct ress.

“The darkness of the deep nountai ns seened to intensify.
The peaks all around seened to tilt their heads to catch a
glinpse of this pal e goddess under the specter noon, wth the
ol d nan kneeling at her feet and the horse before her awaiting
her pl easure.

“Awarm caressing breeze envel oped us as the wonan slid
the kinmono fromher |eft shoul der, baring her breast covered

only by a thin undergarnent which she clutched to her body
wth her right hand. The next nonent she was conpl etel y nude.

“The horse twtched its back and flanks, and soon was drip-
ping wth sweat. Its stiffened |egs began to trenble. Sowy the
horse’'s mizzle | owered to the ground and it began to froth at the
nouth. Its forel egs seened about to crunpl e at any nonent.

“The wonan ran one hand caressingly al ong the underside
of the horse’s jaw and wth her other hand, she threw her ki-
nono over the aninal’s eyes. Like a playful kitten she noved to
the horse's side, clothed only in the ghostly light of the noon.
She slid her nude body between the horse’s forel egs, then,
snat ching her kinono fromthe horse’s eyes, she ducked away
along his flank.

“Seeing his chance, the old nan now pul l ed the rei ns and
the horse began to wal k quickly up the road. Soon they were out
o sigt.

“The wonan qui ckly put on her kinono and returned to the
veranda where she tried to snatch her sash anay fromthe idiot
boy. He treasured the thing, however, and would not let go of it.
He raised his hands and tried to push her away. The wonan
brusquel y shoved himaside wth a scornful |ook and the idiot
boy gave in and nerely sat wth his head drooping. | watched all
this happen in the phantastic and uncertain light of the dimand
flickering | anp.

“Just then the brush in the hearth burst into flanes and the
vonan qui ckly went to tend the fire.

“Faintly, inthe distance, | thought | heard the song of the
hor senan, but the eerie sound seened to be coming from sone-
where beyond the noonlit sky.”

20.

“After the old nan and horse had gone, we enjoyed a supper
of succulent nountain food. It was nothing so ordinary as car-
rots and gourd shavings; there were pickled peppers and gi nger,
boi l ed greens, and mso soup with sonme sort of nountain
nushr oons.

“The food itself was ordinary, but the wonan had prepared
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it al herself, and of course, it vas nade tastier by the fact that
this lovel y wonan served it wth her own hands. She sat wth the
wooden tray propped on her knees, her el bows resting onit, her
chinin her hands. Asnle played across her face as | ate. Man-
while, the idiot boy had been left to hinself on the veranda.
Apparent!ly he did not |ike being alone, for like a cripple he
dragged hinself into the roomwhere we were seated and
pl opped hinsel f down besi de the woman where he sat cross-
legged. The whole tine he stared at the tray fromwhich | was
eating and pointed at it wth his fingers, naking whi npering
sounds.

“‘What are you doi ng?" scol ded the wonan. ‘ You can eat
later. Gn't you see that ve have a guest?

“The idiot nade a nournful face, turned down the corners
of his nouth, and shook his head.

“‘“Wat? You don't want towait? VeIl then, | guess you wi |
have to eat wth the gentl enan here. Hease excuse him’ she said
to ne.

“Wthout thinking, I put ny chopsticks down. ‘Ch pl ease go
ahead. Don't mind about ne. | don't want to cause you any
trode’

“‘Qrno, it’snotroubdle’” Turning to the idiot, she sad, ‘It
wll be better if youwait and eat later wth ne. Qherw se you
wll just be naking a nui sance of yourself.’ She seened quite
pl easant about the whole thing, but a short tine later she had
prepared for hima tray of food that was the sane as nine. She
was very wife-like in the way she served his food, but at the
sane tine, there was sonething el egant, refined, and aristo-
cratic about her.

“The idiot raised his dull gaze tothe level of the plate and
[ ooki ng about nuntl ed, * That one. Gve ne that one.’

“The wonan gave hima firmlook and said, ‘That’s all right
now You get to eat those things al the tine. Tonight, though, we
have a guest.’

““No, no, please, please,’ he said quivering and whi nper-
ing. The wonan was evidently distressed by this and | felt sorry
for her that she was in such an awkward and enbarrassi ng
Situation

“‘1 don't know what he wants, Mss, but please do as he
asks. It wll nake ne feel uneasy if you do too nuch for ne,’ |
sadpditdy.

“The wonan tried once nore, saying, ‘Don't you like this
food? Is it no good?

“The idiot boy still seened on the verge of tears, so the
wonan wth a reproachful look at himwent to the broken cup-
board and got sonething froma bow for himand placed it on
histray. ‘Al rignt, then, have this.” She spoke peevishly, but had
a snil e on her face.

“l watched wth fascination and disgust to see what sort of
thing the idiot would be eating. Vduld it be tasty broil ed snake,
or perhaps steaned, pregnant nonkey, or, perhaps, |ess spec-
tacular, would he be cramming his mouth full of dried frog
neat ? Even as | watched, he took up the bow in one hand, and
wth the other he took fromit only an old, dried up pickle. It vas
an enornous pi ckl ed radish that had been sliced | engthw se and
the idiot boy seened to gnawon it as though it was an ear of
corn.

“The wonan seened conpl etely at her wt’'s end about how
to deal wth the boy. She stole a glance at ne and her face
qui ckly reddened. She bowed her head and chewed the edge of
the towel she held in her lap. Al these actions reveal ed the ex-
tent of her enfarrassnent.

“It occurred to ne that this pickle was the nost appropriate
food for the idiot boy since he was plunp and his skin had the
sane yel |l ow sh tinge as the pickled radish. In a nonent he had
greedily eaten the whol e thing, but though it nust have been
very salty, he did not even ask for a cup of water. He nerely
turned anay and began to breathe heavily.

“ *Sonehow | feel congested and do not feel like eating. |
guess | wll eat later.” Wth these words the wonan cl eared avnay
our two trays wthout ever taking up chopsticks hersel f.”

21.

“The wonan | ooked dej ected for a tine, then said, ‘I expect you
nust be quite tired, wouldn't you like to go straight to bed?
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“‘l appreciate al the troubl e you have gone to, but | don't
feel the least bit sleepy. After bathing | seemto have revived
fromny earlier exhaustion.’

“‘That river is known for its healing waters; it can renedy
any ailnment. Wien | am overworked and have becone worn
anay to nothing but skin and bone, | find that if 1 soak in the
river for half a day, | cone back feeling conpl etely restored.
Bven in wnter when the whol e nountain is covered wth ice and
snow that place where you bathed is the only spot that is not
frozen over. The steamrises fromthere all year around. Mn-
keys that have been wounded or injured by hunters, and herons
who have broken a leg, and all sorts of other aninals cone here
to take the water. By followng their tracks you can a ways find
your way down the cliff. In any case, the bath seens to have
done you a world of good. If you really aren't too tired, please
stay here and chat wth ne so | won't be lonely. | amreally
qui te enbarrassed; being shut away deep in the nountains
like this | amafraid | have a nost forgotten howto carry on a
conver sat i on.

“‘But if you feel sleepy, please say so. | amafraid we do not
have a specia guest roomfor you in so poor a place as this, but
on the other hand, we don't have any nosquitoes either. They
say that once when one of the peopl e fromup here in the noun-
tains went down to the village to spend the night, they put up a
nosquito net for himto sleep under, but he did not know howto
get intoit and ended up asking for a | adder so he could clinb up
and sleep on top of it. No matter how late you sleep in the
norning, there is no tenple bell to anaken you, and no roosters
to crowat dawn, and no dogs either, so you can be sure you w |
be able to sleep as late as you like wthout being disturbed.’

“Turning to the idiot boy, she continued, ‘This fellow was
born and rai sed in these nountai ns, so he knows nothi ng about
the world outside. Sill, heis very good-natured, so you can put
your nmind to ease on that score. Besides, he knows howto rec-
ogni ze a guest when we have one, and he has all the necessary
nanners for entertaining a guest —oh ny, he hasn't yet greeted
you fornmally and wel comed you to our hone. Here, you,’ she
saidtotheidiot, ‘You have grown |azy recently,’ Then she ex-

plained to ne, ‘No, sir, heisn't conpletely stupid, he is anare of
everything that goes on.

“‘Here now please say hello to the priest who has cone to
visit us. Wat's the natter, have you forgotten your nanners?
She approached the idiot and putting her face quite close to his
inanintinate nmanner, |ooked at himclosely and tried to en-
courage him The idiot placed his palns on the nat, but instead
of abow he nerely flopped forvard on the floor like a rag doll.

“‘Thank you,” | said, feeling a surge of pity as | nodded ny
head i n acknow edgnent .

“The idiot renained face down on the floor, but he seened
to lose his balance and was about to fall over sideways when the
vonan gently hel ped himback into sitting position. ‘There, you
did that very well,’ she said sounding pl eased with what he had
done. To ne she said, ‘I believe he is able to understand anything
you tell himto do, but you see, he has suffered an illness and
nei ther the doctors nor the healing waters of the river were able
to restore him He has lost the use of both his [egs and has no
feeling in them As you have seen, | have taught himhowto bow
bu thet isthelimt.’

“*Bven when | teach himthings, he has a very hard tine
renenbering them and since he finds it painful to nove his
body, | have nade a point of not asking himto do things. Gadu-
aly he has also lost the use of his hands and has forgotten how
totalk. But he knows howto sing. Bven now he still renenbers
two or three songs. Here, won't you sing a song for our visitor?

“The idiot boy |ooked at the wonan, then turned his gaze
again to ne before finally shaking his head as a way of saying
no.”

22.

“A first the wonan had to coax and encourage the idiot boy in
every possible vay, but at last he tilted his head to one side, and
wth his hands still playing wth his navel, began to sing:

Even the sunmers are col d
O M. Ontake in Kiso.
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Let ne give you
A doubl e |ined ki nono
And tabi socks as vel | .

“*1 told you he could sing well,” said the wonan wth a
brignt snile.

“I't was weird. You cannot inagine what the idiot boy's song
vas like just fromhearing ne tell about it. It was as different as
day fromnight fromwhat | had expected. The dynamcs, the
contrast, the purity of tone were so wonderful it seened i npos-
sible that they had cone fromthe nouth of one such as this. Hs
song had a renarkable, unvorldy quality about it. | had to think
it cane froma forner life and that this was his forner self
transmitting the nusic fromthe depths of Hell to this present
sel f through an invisible tube to his stonach.

“| sat fornally at attention while he sang, and when he had
finished, | continued to sit wth ny hands on ny knees, sone-
how unabl e to | ook up at the nan and the wonman before ne. |
felt alunprising inny throat and tears sprang to ny eyes.

“Apparently the wonan noticed ny tears, for she said,
‘Here now what’s the natter?

“I was unable to reply for a tine, but at |ast nanaged to
munbl e, ‘No, nothing is wong wth ne. | won't pry into your
personal affairs, and please don't ask nme to comment on his
singing.” | could say no nore than this, but it was clear to ne
fromher behavior that she was a wonan better suited for the
rich and lavish life of sone great enperor’s court with all the
riches and finery that go wth it. Bven though | ama priest who
has renounced such worldy things, | felt deeply noved by the
voman' s sinpl e display of tenderness and affection for this idiot
boy; so noved, in fact, | wept.

“Apparent |y the wonan understood how | felt, for she im
nediately said, ‘You are a very kind and sensitive person.’ As she
spoke she hel d ny gaze and there was an indescribable | ook in
her eyes whi ch reflected sone deep enotion which | could only
interpret as sexual desire. | quickly averted ny gaze, and she,
too, |ooked avay.”

The priest said, “Qice the |anp began to gutter and burn

low | wondered if this was sonehow caused by the idiot boy of
vwhom| have been telling because just then the great singer gave
an enornous yawn that practically sucked the flane fromthe
lanp that was sitting before him

“He began to squirmand fidget, and at last said, ‘Bed.
“‘Ae you sleepy? Do you vant to go to bed now? asked the
wonan, straightening up and | ooki ng about as though her mnd
was on sonething el se. Qutside it was as bright as day in the
light of the noon, and since the house was al| open, the noon-
light penetrated the inner roons as well. Bven the hydrangeas in
the garden were a vivid blue in this light.

“‘Are you ready for bed too? asked the wonman turning
to ne.

“‘Yes, but | amafraidit isqite abaher for you’

““Wll, | amgoing to put ny husband to bed now, but
pl ease take your tine and stay up as long as you like. This room
is near the front of the house, but it is large and cod in sunmer,
so | think you wll be confiortable here. M husband and I wl
sleep in the inner room so you can have this roomall to your-
self. You can stretch out and nake yourself at hone.” Wth these
words she quickly got to her feet and vent to the entry hall. Her
novenents were so brisk that her black hair that had been
neatly coiled into a bun fell |oose about her shoul ders. Hol di ng
the coil of loose hair in her hand, she opened the door and
| ooked out, murmuring, ‘I seemto have lost ny conb earlier in
al the excitenent.’

“l knew she was referring to her earlier encounter when she
had slid her body beneath that of the horse.”

Sep

23.

Lying in the darkness of the innin Tsuruga |istening to the
priest’s story, we heard footsteps in the corridor dowstairs.
Soneone was taking long but stealthy steps, yet in the stillness
of the lonely night, they sounded al|l the |ouder. Apparently
soneone had gotten up to go to the toilet, and a nonent later |
heard one of the heavy rain shutters rattle open and the sound of
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soneone washing his hands. | recogni zed the voice of the | and-
lord as he nurnured, “Qh, the snowis really piling up tonight.”

“WIl1,” said the priest, “Apparently the Vékasa nerchant
we were expecting is spending the night el sewhere. | hope he
has sweet dreans.”

“@on" | said, “Tell ne what happened after that.” By this
tine | was interested in his story and did not want to be dis-
tracted by other things. | urged himto continue on wth his tae.

“So there | was in that |onely house in the nountai ns and
the night was growng late,” said the priest resuning his story.
“You can inagine the situation. | was quite tired of course, yet
found it difficult to sleep in such an isolated and | onely house
deep in the nountains. In the first place, so nany things had
al ready happened to get me excited and keep ne awake, but
when | went to bed and closed ny eyes, | began to feel a bit
drowsy. | lay there half asleep waiting for the dawn to cone.

“At first, quite unconsciously, | found | was lingering ex-
pectantly for the tenple bell to toll, but after waiting fromno-
nent to nonent, there was no sound to be heard, and | began to
feel uneasy. At last | renenbered there was no tenpl e near by
ad | felt the londliness and isdation still nore intensey.

“The night was already at its deepest ebb, so to speak, and
even the idiot boy's heavy snoring could no | onger be heard from
the other room suddenly | realized sonethi ng was novi ng
around outsi de the house.

“I't sounded |ike aninmal footsteps and they seened to be
quite near the house. A first | tried to camny anxiety by re-
mndi ng nysel f that there were nany nonkeys and frogs in this
area, and yet sonehow that did not seemto explain the noise |
was hearing. Presently, | realized that whatever it was had cone
right up to the front door of the house and was bleating like a
sheep.

“As | was lying wth ny head toward the door, it sounded as
though the creature was right beside ny pillow Soon | heard
anot her sound; the beating of a bird s wngs which cane from
beneat h the hydrangea that were growng off to the right of the
front door.

“Next | heard sonething on the roof that sounded Iike it

mght be a flying squirrel, and then sonethi ng huge approached
the house naking ny blood run cold; it nooed |ike a com Next,

sonme creature cane running up froma distance wth quick,

short steps; it sounded as though the thing was wearing straw
sandals on its feet. And so onit went as groups of anina s con-

tinued to surround and assault the house. Al told, | could hear

perhaps twenty or thirty of themwth their ragged, rasping
breath and frantically beating wngs. It was |ike a scene from
one of those painted screens that depicts the sufferings of ani-

nlsinHll. Inthelight of the noon | coul d see the silhouettes
of ghastly figures cavorting and dancing across the front door of

the house. | wondered what sort of evil spirits they were, for in
their frenzy they sounded |ike fallen | eaves restlessly fluttering in
the w nd.

“This was not the worst of it, though. | stopped breathi ng
entirely when | heard a long, |ow sobbing noan fromthe inner
room A first | thought it was the woman in the other room
having a nightnare. But then she cried out, ‘Hw nany tines
nust | keep telling you, we have a guest tonight? After a short
pause, | heard her cry out again clearly, ‘& have a guest wth us
tonight.” And then, again, a third tine, in a very |ow husky
voice, alnost a noan, ‘Not tonight. Hease not tonight. V& have a
guest.” Aong wth these sobs and noans | coul d hear her tossing
and turning in her bed in the next room | could hear the ani-
nal s outside al so stirring restlessly and wth such force the
whol e house trenbl ed. Not know ng what el se to do, | took up
ny rosary and began to chant the sutra

“Qrer and over | recited the sutra wth all ny heart and
soul . Then, suddenly the wind seened to drop and everythi ng
was qui et outside. Inside the coupl € s bedroomas wel | every-
thing ves still.”

24,

“Around noon the followng day | found nysel f beside a water-
fall near the village. There | net again the old nan who had
gone off yesterday to sell the horse. A thetine | was planning to
give up ny pilgrinage in the perfornance of religious austerities
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and return to that |onely house deep in the nountai ns where |
voul d spend the rest of ny life living wth the wonan there.

“To tell the truth, this single idea had dom nated ny
thoughts ever since | had departed fromthat house. Fortunately
I had encountered no snakes across ny path that norning nor
any forests of bl ood-sucking | eeches, but the road had been hard
going and | was sweating heavily and did not feel confortable.
This led ne to question whether ny pilgrinage was real ly worth
the effort. Vlat would it avail ne to live the life of a holy nan,
even to soneday wear the purple robe of the highest clergy and
tolive in an abbot’s fine quarters? Bven if | were to becone a
I'iving Buddha and peopl e thronged around to worship ne, |
knewin ny heart | was a sinner and that | had experienced the
sane |usts as ordinary nen.

“l suppose | had better explain what | nean and tell you the
part of the story | have | eft out. You see, that night, after the
wornan put the idiot boy to bed, she returned to where | was
sitting by the hearth. She suggested that instead of being an
eternal pilgrimtravelling through this world of anguish and tra-
vail, wouldn't | be better off to stay there wth her in that place
where the river was cool in sumer and warmin wnter. VE 1, if
| had sinply accepted that, | amsure you would say | had sol d
ny soul to the devil, but in ny own defense let ne say that |
truy felt sorry for the wonan. There she was, al aone in that
desol ate house in the mountains with no one to share her bed
but that idiot boy wth whomshe could not even have a conver-
sation. She was afraid that under these circunstances she her-
self would eventual |y forget howto talk; that seened terribly sad
to nel

“lI had been particularly noved by our parting at dawn that
norni ng. She had said how sad she felt, with no hope for any-
thing but to growald in that renote place wth no chance of ever
seeing ne again. She said that whenever in ny travels | chanced
upon a snall streamand saw the white peach bl ossons fl oating
init, | was to renenber her, for the bl ossons woul d be enbl em
atic of her own tragic condition. Despite her obvious despondence
over our separation, she was ever the thoughtful hostess and tol d
ne that if | followed the course of the river, | would eventual ly

cone to a village. She said | would know | was approachi ng the
village when | sawthe water beginning to run swfter and finally
forma waterfall. She said the waterfall woul d be a sign that
would put ny mind at ease. Wth those words she acconpani ed
ne along the path till we were out of sight of the house.

“Bven though we could never narry, | fantasized what our
life together would be like: norning and night we woul d be as
one and tal k about things as we sat at the table and drank our
nushroomsoup, or | would light the fire and she woul d set the
kettle over it; | would gather fruits and nuts in the forest and she
woul d shel | and peel them or we would be one of us inside the
house and the other outside, chatting and | aughi ng though the
paper screens, then the two of us would go down to the river
together. She woul d be naked and | would feel the fragrance of
her breath on ny back and be enfolded in the strange, alluring
varnth of her flower-like entrace. Yes, these were the dreans |
had, and for theml would glady have forfeited ny life!

“Preoccupi ed by these fantasies, | stood watching the roil -
ing, boiling water of the vaterfall, and vhen | think of it, even
now | break into a cod sveat.

“By that tine | was at ny |owest ebb both physically and
spiritually, and as | had been wvalking at a rapid pace al norn-
ing, | was very tired. Bren though | found that by good fortune |
was, at |last, approaching hunan habitation, | was not happy
about the prospect of returning to civilization. Al | coul d expect
tofind at the traveller’s rest stop would be a cup of poor quaity
tea served by an old wonan with bad breath. So | sat on a stone
for atine gazing at the waterfall and nulling over ny thoughts
and feelings. Later | learned that this was the ‘ Hisband and Wfe
Fls’

“Thrusting out into the mdd e of the falls was a |arge,
bl ack rock shaped like the head of an enornous shark. The wa-
ter of theriver fell and broke upon the point of this rock, divid
ing into two streans. The waterfall itself was no nore than
fifteen or tventy feet high, but the water was like a bl ue brocade
on awvhite cloth, and the river itself surged on belowthe fals,
penetrating the village like an arrow Were the two streans
vere sundered by the rock, one streamfell straight and snooth
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as glass, while the other, narrower stream fell tunbling and
spl ashi ng anong the nany rocks of the riverbed, creating a jew
eled curtain of froth down the face of the cliff where it broke
agai nst the sharp rocks.”

25.

“The snal ler of the two streans, called the Wfe Falls, seened to
twst and withe in agony, and athough it was delicate and thin,
it produced an uncanny sound |ike a wonan crying or wailing in
jealous rage; it seened to reach out, even by a single thread of
vater, across the shark stone, to clutch at the Hisband Falls. But
the two streans were sundered inevitably by that unnoving
rock, and even the spray that rose fromthe two streans did not
mngle until they nerged together again far bel ow

“The Husband Falls was quite the opposite; it was an im
posi ng streamof water, powerful enough to pul verize rocks and
pound its way into the earth. As | watched the river fall and
divide into the two streans, | was overcone by a deep and per-
vasi ve sense of nelancholy. It seened as though the Wfe Falls
was breaking her heart as she flowed trenbling and di straught,
like a beautiful woman sobbing in a nan's |ap. Though standi ng
safely on the bank of the river, | too trenbled at this sight and
was even nore noved by the thought that just upstreamon this
sane river | had bathed last night with the woman of ny
dreans. Perhaps it was ny febrile inagination, but for a no-
nent the Wfe Falls itself was transforned into the inage of the
wonan who haunted ny nmenory. This inmage floated up in ny
mnd only to be swallowed by the rising mist. Again it took
shape in ny mnd only to be dashed to pieces agai nst the rocks
bel ow and scattered like the petals of a beautiful flower. Inthe
next nonent, her inage floated up again, her face, her neck, her
breasts, her arns and legs floated up, then di sappeared, dashed
to pieces once again. Tine after tine, no sooner had the inage
shattered than she reappeared. Uhable to endure the sight of this
seductive vision, | was about to leap into the stream to clasp
this Wfe Falls in ny arns and hold her in ny enbrace. Just in
tine, however, | regained ny senses and becane aware of the

Husband Fall's flow ng down with such massive dignity that the
nount ai ns shook and reverberated with the sound of its pound-
ing. But, | thought, if the Hiusband Falls is so powerful and
strong, why, why indeed can he not save his poor wfe from her
m sery?

“Rather than fling nyself into the waterfall, | nade up ny
mnd to return to that lonely house in the nountains. | had
hesitated to take this step because | knewin ny heart that ny
notives were inpure. Sill, | made up ny mnd to go back,
thinking that if |1 could only see her face and hear her voice, if |
could just lay out ny beddi ng beside the bed she shared wth her
husband, that would be far better than to spend the rest of ny
life sveating over the religious austerities of being a priest. Rs-
ing fromthe boul der on which | had been sitting, | turned back
and was about to retrace ny steps when soneone thunped ne
onthe beck and said, ‘W1, if it isnt the priest.’

“I was startled fromny reverie, as nuch because of ny
guil ty conscience as anything else, but as it turned out, it was
not the devil’s nessenger who had found ne, but the old nan |
had net the night before.

“Bvidently he had sold the horse, for he seened i n good
spirits and was carrying a snall bundl e on his back. Fomone
hand dangled a large carp with gol den scal es. The fish seened
quite fresh and was still noving its tail as it hung wth a straw
rope though its gills. It was about three feet |ong.

“l was so surprised at his appearance that | coul d think of
nothing to say and just stood dunibly while the old nan gave ne
agood looking over. A last he broke intoa grin, but it vas not a
friendly one, rather | had the inpression that he could read ny
thoughts and was smrking.

““VMat are you doing here? | thought you were supposed to
be practicing religious austerities, not resting by the river and
taking it easy. It's not that hot and you have only cone five niles
fromwhere you spent the night. If you had really nade an ef-
fort, youd beinthe next village by now praying to the statue of
Jiza

“*1 can see you have been thinking about ny girl back there
inthe nountains. h, don't try to fool ne. | nay be ol d and
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bl eary-eyed, but | can still tell vhite fromback wen | seeit.

“‘But let ne tell you, if you were an ordinary nan, you
woul d no longer be human after being caressed by her hands
and bathed in that river. Ch no, you woul d have been trans-
forned into a cowor a horse or a toad or a bat or sone ot her
such creature, and woul d have spent the rest of your life hop-
pi ng and danci ng about. Wen you cane up fromthe river |ast
night you still had your hunan form | was astounded. You obvi -
ously have a strong will and firmdetermnation. It was that
vi rtue whi ch saved you.

“*] guess you saw the horse | took anay fromthere yester-
day. W1, | expect that on the road before you reached the house
you nust have net a nedicine pedd er fromToyama. He was a
| echerous fellowand right anay he turned into a horse, and then
| took himto the market and changed hi mfroma horse into
noney, and then the noney was changed into this carp. Ater al,
thisisny girl’s favorite food. You [ ook surprised, but wat did
you think she was anyway? ”

Wthout thinking | blurted out, “VMat was she?’” rudely in-
terrupting the priest’s story.

26.

The holy nan nodded his head as though he knew what | was
thinking and nurnured, “Wat was she? you ask. Listen and |
wll explain. Asit turned out, | had | earned sonething about the
vonan of that isolated house even before | actually net her. You
renenber that on the flooded road before | took that terrible
bypass | net a peasant who told ne about a doctor’s house that
had once stood there in a grove of trees; well, this wonan was
the daughter of that doctor.

“In the early days there was nothing strange or unusua in
all the region of Hda, the only renarkabl e occurrence was the
birth of this beautiful, gemlike daughter to the doctor. Her
not her had fat cheeks, squinty, slanted eyes, and a flat nose. Her
breasts had droopi ng nippl es of the nost disgusting sort, and
everyone wondered how a child who had nursed at those breasts
coul d have grown up to be so radiantly beautiful.

“The child was so lovely indeed that it was often runored
that she was just the sort you read about in the old fairy tales
where a god wll shoot a white feathered arrowinto the roof of
a house as a sign that he wshes the daughter to be offered up
to him or the stories about a nobl enan hunting in the country
who di scovers a charming girl and takes her into his pal ace as
a princess.

“This girl’s father, the doctor, had sunken cheeks and a
nust ache; he was a proud and posturing sort of person. Never-
thel ess, he knew sonet hi ng about opht hal nol ogy si nce he often
was called on to treat cases of eye disease caused by the chaff
and dust of the rice harvest. But what he knew about internal
nedi ci ne was | ess than nothing, and when he perforned surgery
he did nothing nore than mix a bit of his hair ol wth water and
apply it to the afflicted place. S nce there are al ways sone
peopl e vho w il believe anything, and since those of his patients
who did not die eventual ly recovered, and since there were no
other physicians in the area, he inevitably becane respected as a
doctor.

“Especially when the girl was sixteen or seventeen and in
the full bloomof her young wonanhood, true believers and un-
bel ievers alike thronged to the doctor, saying that she was surely
a nanifestation of the healing Buddha, born to the doctor for
the purpose of hel ping peopl e.

“So that was howit all began and soon she was bei ng seen
daily by the nost regular patients, and they devel oped a fond-
ness for her. If someone had a pain in his hand, she woul d
inquire about it and rub it gently wth her fingers. Frst there
was a young nan naned Ji saku who had a severe case of rheu-
nati smwhi ch was entirely cured by a touch fromher hand, and
next a nan suffering fromwater poisoning found hinsel f to be
conpl etel y cured when she stroked his stonach wth the pal mof
her hand. A first her cures were only effective on young nen,
but gradual |y she began to cure ol d people as well, and finally
she was even able to work her cures on fenal e patients. Even
when she was not successful in aleviating the pain, she was able
to reduce it. The foolish old doctor would lance a patient’s boil
wth a rusty scal pel, causing the patient to withe and cry out in
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pain, but they said that if the daughter woul d press her breasts
agai nst the patient’s back and hol d his shoul ders, he woul d be
able to endure the pain nore easily.

“n one occasion a swarmof hornets built a nest in an
ancient loguat tree that stood in front of the grove surrounding
the doctor’s house. At that tine there was a young nan naned
Kumazo who was an apprentice to the doctor and who al so
vworked as a servant cleaning house, preparing nedicine, digging
potatoes in the garden, and pul ling the doctor’s riksha. The
young man was in his md twenties and had stolen fromthe
doctor’ s pharnacy a bottle containing a mxture of hydrochloric
acid and sugar water. He hid this in the closet under his fornal
clothing know ng that the doctor was a stingy nan and that he
vwoul d be scolded if the theft was discovered, but the boy |iked to
drink the concoction, so he kept pilfering it. Qe day while
cl eani ng the garden Kunazo di scovered the hornets’ nest.

“He came to the veranda and called into the house telling
the girl she should cone and see what he had found, that it was
sonething very interesting. He told her that if she woul d hol d
his hand for a while, he would then thrust that hand into the
vasps’ nest and let themcluster onit. He insisted that even if he
was stung on a part of the hand which she had touched, he
would feel no pain. Qherwse, if he were to swat the nest wth
hi s banboo broom the wasps woul d scatter in all directions and
cluster around his body killing himwth their stings.

“The girl nerely smled at his bravado, but he inpl ored her
and finally nmade her grasp his hand. Then he approached the
wasps’ nest where there was the sound of angry buzzing. M-
nents later the young nan returned to the veranda with seven or
eight wasps on his left hand beating their wngs and tw tching
their legs, and crawing around between his cl enched fingers.

“The upshot of this episode was that the girl’s reputation
grewlike a spider’s web, spreading rapidly in al directions. It
was said that anything she touched wth her divine hands woul d
be protected even fromthe bullets of a gun.

“Fromthat tine forward she was recogni zed as havi ng spe-
cial powers, and over the years and nonths since she cane to
live wth that idiot boy and noved anay wth himdeep into the

nount ai ns, she has worked to perfect her supernatural powvers.
I'n the begi nning she woul d cast her spells by pressing her entire
body against that of her victim later, as her powers increased,
she woul d use only her legs and then her hands, and now she
can use nerely her breath to bewtch a traveller who is lost on
the road, and transformhiminto anything she pl eases.

“This, then, was the story the old nan related to ne beside
the waterfall. ‘You,” he continued, ‘probably saw the nonkeys
around the house, as well as the toads and bats. There are al so
rabbits and snakes. Al of themare travellers the girl has be-
wi tched and taken down to the river to bathe, and there she
transforned theminto aninal s of one sort or another.’

“Wen the old nan told ne this, | recalled the odd way the
toad had foll oned the wonan, and the way the nonkey and the
bat had clung to her. | renenbered those nonstrous denons
that had attacked the house during the dead of night. Now at
last all these peculiar happeni ngs nade sense to ne.

“The old nan went on, however, saying that the idiot boy to
whomshe was narried had cone to the doctor’s house for treat-
nent when the girl was at the very height of her reputation. H
was just a young boy then, acconpanied by his rustic father and
a long-haired brother who carried himdow fromthe roun-
tains. They had brought himfor treatnent of a tunor on his leg
that nade it difficut for himto va k.

“They were given a roomat the house where they coul d stay
while the boy was being treated, but it turned out that the tunor
was a serious one and the doctor had to drain off a large quan-
tity of blood. Snce the patient was just a child and needed to be
in good health in order to undergo the operation, he was given
three raw eggs a day to eat, and a poul tice was pl aced over the
tunor to relieve the pain. Wen the poultice was peel ed off, it
had dried on the tunor so it pulled the flesh off, causing the boy
tocry out ingreat pain. Neither the father nor the brother was
able to quiet the boy, but when the girl renoved the poul tice, he
ddnat cryou a dl.

“The truth is that the doctor did not know howto treat the
boy, and saying that the child was too weak to undergo an opera-
tion, put off the treatnent fromone day to the next. After three
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days the father had to return to the nountai ns, |eaving the other
son behind to ook after the boy. As he took his |eave, the father
bowed to the floor wth great humlity and backed out of the
house. After putting on his straw sandal s, he even bowed to the
ground in the earthen-fl oored entry hall asking the doctor to do
everything possible to save the life of his second son.

“Soon a week had passed and still no progress had been
nade. At that tine the brother who had been | eft behind said
that since it was harvest tine, his fanmly was extrenely busy and
since the weather |ooked like rain, and since the rice woul d rot
inthe fields if they did not get it harvested before the rain, and
since he was the best harvester in the famly, wth a great nany
tears he explained al this to the child and returned to the noun-
tans as vel.

“Fomthat tine on the child was all alone. According to his
officia record he vas six years dd, but infact he vas eleven. Hs
parents, thinking that if he reached the age of twenty after his
parents had turned sixty, the child would not be conscripted into
the arny, waited five years before registering the child s birth.
A'so, since he was raised deep in the nountai ns, he coul d not
understand the peopl e of the village when they spoke to one
another, though in reality he was quite clever and bright. A the
doctor’s house, he continued as before eating three raw eggs a
day, convinced that this was hel ping hi mproduce excess bl ood
whi ch woul d make up for that which would be lost during his
forthcomng operation. He did sob fromtine to tine, but since
hi s brother had adnoni shed himnot to cry, he nanaged to keep
from breaki ng down conpl etely.

“A the daughter’s request the boy was invited to eat his
neals wth the rest of the famly, but he woul d crouch in a
corner of the roomand gnawon a bit of pickled radish.

“At last it was the night before the operation was to be
perforned. The whol e house was silent and when the daughter
got up to go to the bathroomshe heard a faint sound of the boy
veepi ng. Feeling sorry for the child, she took himin her arns
and slept wth him The follow ng day as the operation began,
the girl as usual stood behind the patient and clutched himto
her breast. The child, a though he sweated heavily, bore the pain

of the operation wth admrable fortitude, but apparently the
doctor nade an error, for the flow of bl ood could not be
stanched. The boy's color began to fade, and it was clear that his
life was in danger. The doctor, too, grew pal e and becane very
agitated. By the grace of heaven the henorrhagi ng stopped af ter
three days and the boy's life was saved, but he had lost the use of
his legs and was conpl etel y di sabl ed.

“The boy could only drag hinsel f about and ook forlornly
at his useless legs. Wen he wept he | ooked |ike a grasshopper
who carries its torn-off legs inits nouth, and the expression on
his face was of such utter nisery it could scarcely be endured.

“The doctor nerely | ooked on with an angry expression,
fearing that if the boy continued to cry, his reputation as a doc-
tor would be harned, but the girl felt pity for the child and hel d
himin her arns while he buried his face in her bosom The
doctor who had treated many patients in his career could do
nothing in this case but fold his arns across his chest and snort
hi s di sapproval .

“Bventual |y the boy’s father cane for himand, accepting
the boy's condition as aninvalid as an act of fate, did not appear
dissatisfied wth the way things turned out. But when it was
tine to return hone, the boy would not |eave the girl’'s side, so
the doctor, taking advantage of this fortunate turn of events,
arranged that the girl shoul d acconpany the boy hone as a way
of apologizing to the boy's famly for the botched operation.

“The house to which she acconpani ed the boy was that
sane | onel y shack where you stayed last night. In those days
there was a whol e village there conposed of perhaps twenty
snal | houses.

“The girl had planned to stay there only a day or two, but at
the inploring request of the boy's famly, ended up staying
longer. On the fifth day a heavy rain began to fall; so heavy was
the rain it seened as though waterfalls had been turned | cose al |
over the land. There was no sl ackening of the rain and the
peopl e had to wear raincoats even inside their houses since re-
pairing the thatched roofs was out of the question. People coul d
not leave their houses, and it was only by calling aloud to their
nei ghbors that they were able to know that there was anyone
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else aliveinthe world. It seened as though eight centuries of
rain had fallen in the space of eight days, and in the nmdd e of
the night of the ninth day a great wind arose turning the whol e
vorld into a vast sea of nud whi ch swept everything anay.

“By chance, the only ones to survive this terrible flood were
the girl, the boy, and the ol d nan who happened to be wth them
at the tine. This sane flood al so killed everyone in the doctor’s
househol d at the foot of the nountain. It was runored among
the people of the area that it was a sign that there would be a
change in the land that such a beautiful wonan had been born
in so renote a place.

“A any rate, the girl no longer had a hone to return to, and
the boy was an orphan al one in the world, and so they ended up
living together alone in the nountains just as | found them She
had been caring for the idiot boy in this way for the thirteen
years since the tine of the flood.

“Here the old nan's story cane to an end and he favored
ne wth one of his omnous and disturbing smles. ‘Now that
you have heard ny story,” he said, ‘perhaps you feel sorry for the
girl and think you would |ike to hel p her chop wood and haul
water. O, you nay say you feel sorry for her and have conpas-
sion, but cal it vhat you wll, the fact is your atractionto her is
notivated by lust and nothing nore. | knowthat you are deter-
mned to go back to the nountain, but | warn you not to do that.
She may be the wife of an idiot and she nay not covet worldly
things, but she nakes up for this by taking whatever nan
cat ches her fancy, and when she has used himand tires of him
she casts her spell and transforns himinto a beast. That very
nountain stream forned as a result of the flood, was heaven' s
gift to her, and the nagical power of its water enables her to
seduce nen. Indeed, before you cane, there have been none who
escaped wth their lives. You are the first.

“‘As you know it is terribly difficult and physically de-
nandi ng to practice sorcery, and there are tines when her hair
becones di shevel ed, her face grows pal e, her features are sunken
and gaunt, but she has only to bathe in that streamto regain her
forner beauty, and then even the fish will cone when she beck-
ons and the fruit fromthe trees will fal into her lapif she only

wrks at it. Wen she flutters her sleeve, the rain begins to fal,
and when the fromn | eaves her face, the wnd begins to rise.

“‘The fact is that she was born wth an unquenchabl e | ust,
and she is especial ly fond of young nen. Perhaps she sai d sone-
thing of a suggestive or anorous nature to you, but the truth is
that when she gets tired of you, you wll begin to sprout a tail,
your ears wll twtch, and your legs wll growlong; before you
knowit you wil be transforned into sone sort of creature.

““Inagine if you wll what she will look Iike shortly when
she dines on this carp, spreading her |egs apart in crude fashion
as she drinks its blood. Seen in her true formshe is a denon of
the vorst sort.

“‘Don"t occupy your mind with lenwd and enpty thoughts.
Do yourself a favor and get away fromhere. It is already a
mracl e that you have been saved. You see, she felt sorry for you
and gave you special treatnent after all. You are young and have
been bl essed, go now and devote yoursel f tirelessly to your reli-
gious austerities.” Wth these words the ol d nan once agai n gave
ne a stunning thunp on the back and set off up the nountai n
road, the carp still dangling fromhis hand. He never once | ooked
back.

“I watched as he grewsnaller in the distance, and just as
he was conpl etely hidden by the towering mountai ns into whi ch
he wal ked, the sky suddenly erupted with great roiling storm
cl ouds which seened to bel ch fromthe very peak toward whi ch
the old man was heading. Geat peals of thunder rolled across
the earth, drowning out even the sound of the waterfall beside
which | was standi ng.

“Suddenly | seened to cone to ny senses, and bow ng in
the direction the old nan had taken as a sign of ny gratitude for
his advice, | tucked ny staff under ny army and tilting ny hat
agai nst the force of the onconing tenpest, | set off down the
road as fast as | coud go. By the tine | reached the village, the
nountai n ranges were lost behind a curtain of rain. It occurred
tone that wth so heavy a rain, the carp the ol d nan was taki ng
back for the woman woul d still be alive and tw tching when he
reached that isolated house deep in the nountains.”

The holy nman fromKoya ended his story here and did not



Izumi Kyoka The Saint of Mt. Koya 34

try todrawa noral fromit, but as we went our separate ways
the followng norning and he set out over the snowy nountains,
| stood and watched his holy figure disappear through the falling
snow as he wended his way up the mountain road. | had the
i npression that he had sinply dissol ved anong the cl ouds.
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