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Along the ancient streets of this town, here in the
old samurai district, you can still see the antiquated
garden walls covered in earthen plaster and
weathered by the centuries. The snow has melted
and the streets have dried, but only just—this is
mountain country, after all. My story begins here on
a narrow, rocky lane that threads away hazily, like
a single strand of smoke, dissipating into the fading
light of dusk.

It’s the end of March and the trees have started to
bloom—all at once it seems, though certainly some
buds open earlier or later than others. Standing in
front of one of these long walls, I can see blossoms
in the garden on the other side—peach and plum as
well as camellia and cherry, either in full bloom or
with fresh new petals. And I wouldn't be surprised
if there were fuki sprouts—those harbingers of

spring—growing in the grass in the cracks of
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the stone walls. The reason I mention the peach
blossoms first, though, is because this particular
residence used to be the living quarters of the
Momo-no-Kumi, loyal retainers of the daimyo, who
referred to themselves as the Society of the Peach.
And in their neglected garden—here and there—a
few very nice peach trees still remain, blossoming
prettily. And yet, to my eyes how sad and lonely the

place seems.

I suppose I feel this way because of the legend—
really two legends, one building upon the other—
that attach to this place. For here a woman was
treated most cruelly, an occurrence that was all too
common in the old days before the return of the

emperor.

This little lane is not a thoroughfare by any
stretch of the imagination. Who would come down
such a backstreet alley to look at blossoms? There are
more popular places in town for blossom-viewing.
Even in the daytime almost no one comes down this
lane. If you did happen to see a young girl walking
here, even in broad daylight, you might think her
an apparition sprung from one of the crumbling old

walls to scare passersby.

What is odd, however, is that there are plenty
of people around. Just one street over you can see
droves of people who have spent the day looking
at the spring blossoms, hiking on the nearby hills,
and are now returning home via a small bridge that
crosses over the gentle river near here. The men
have taken off their shirts and dangle their arms
in complete exhaustion. The women, seductively
clutching up the bottoms of their Yuzen kimono,
walk with their bare legs exposed. Together they are
amerry lot: some looking drunk and others satiated,

toothpicks dangling from their mouths. The long,
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continuous line of revelers looks as if it will come
right down the narrow little road where I stand. And
what’s more, their footsteps on the bridge, echoing
off the walls on both sides of me, sound so close—as
if they were walking right there in front of me. I feel

as if I could reach out and grasp the sound.

As I recount this story, the scene appears vividly

before my eyes.

But the old narrow lane of which I speak is
actually several miles away from my house, and
even if I strained my neck from the second floor, I
wouldn’t be able to see it. My house is just too far
away. I could get up on the plank roof and still not be
able to see it for the jumble of townhouses blocking
the view in that direction. The bridge and the river
are obviously too low to be seen, and even if the
little alley were within sight, it is narrow enough to
be completely hidden behind a single standing pine
or cedar tree. Nonetheless, it never fails that around
this time of the evening, when the sun is setting low
and I look out from my window or veranda to take in
the view—not just of the mountains on the far side
of the river but of the town too and the gate in front
of my house and the handrail I hold and the room
with its sliding doors and the straw mats upon which
I stand and, yes, even my own shadow—everything
fades from view, all across the countryside, all
across the town, except for that little lane of peach
blossoms, which alone, like the wake of a ship sailing
across the wide waves of an azure sea, becomes
visible to my eyes. And as I keep looking, I begin to
hear the sound of those revelers on their way home,
their disorderly footsteps scampering and plodding
(just as promised) across the bridge. And indistinct
voices. Female voices, too, laughing. And when 1
hear them the color of the peach blossoms flare up,

and the cherry blossoms come fluttering down in the
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twilight.

I stroll in that direction and enter the little lane,
but when I get there that lonesome, uneasy feeling

returns. There’s no one there. Not a soul in sight.

I sense something I cannot ignore, but I can no
longer hear anything—not even the distant sounds

from the bridge.

The peach and cherry trees are wrapped in a
dense haze, as are the bright red camellia flowers.
I approach the wall, which is now almost dark in
the hazy mist, and I put my body up against the
earthen plaster, as if I were going to climb over.
I peer across the wall into the overgrown garden,
where the azaleas and wisteria have yet to bloom,
and there I spy a small round-headed boy of about
ten years of age, wearing a splash-patterned kimono

and standing all alone.

That boy—you see—is me.

He seemed dazed and dreamy and not to notice
that darkness had fallen or that the bleary moon, its
thin pale light peering through the blossoms in the
treetops above the wall, was slightly aslant, looking

very much like it had just arisen from a hot bath.

There was a rickety old garden gate, its wood
splintered and full of cracks, looking as if a strong
wind had blown a rain shutter off the house, picked it
up, and then set it down perfectly in place as a gate.
The boy was peering at this gate lit up like a white
sheet of paper by the moonlight shining through the
tree branches and blossoms when he noticed the
characters B dyed upon the upper half of the gate
and faintly legible. Since this “paper” was being

written upon by the moonlight shining through the
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nooks and crannies of the trees, it is impossible
to tell if the characters for “Books for Lending”
belonged to the blossoms and buds or if they had

been spelled out by a single branch of a peach tree.

Out of the canopied forest at the end of the lane
came a big-bodied, white-faced woman who was so
tall that the leaves of the trees rustled as she passed.
She looked as if she were on her way home from
a nearby bathhouse. With her make-up pouch and
wrung-out washcloth in hand, she had a cheerful
air about her. Indeed, she seemed light-headed—
perhaps even a little drunk. She walked unsteadily
towards the boy, looking around at the blossoms as

she approached.

Beside the boy, who seemed but a tiny owlet
that had fallen out of its nest, the woman appeared
to be a species of monster bird. The large woman
was a sight to see, with her thick lustrous black hair
pinned up loosely with a comb and set against her

white face.
“Ah! What are you doing here?”
The boy was lost in a dream, as was his habit.
“Can’t you hear me, boy?” she asked. Getting
no response, she brushed her washcloth against his

cheek.

“Ahh!” the boy shouts, startled. “Oh, Obasan!”

His eyes well up with tears, and he cranes his
neck up at her, pleading for mercy. “I beg you!

Whatever you do, don’t tell Papa that I was here!”
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You are probably wondering why a woman alone
would choose to take a shortcut down such a spooky,
foreboding alley, but you shouldn’t—for this is no

ordinary obasan we are talking about.

The middle-aged woman lives alone not far
from here down the narrow alley, which twists and

“ th}

turns like the letter until it reaches a two-story
house beside the river. There she has a sign hanging
out front that says, “Divinations Performed Here.”
So, you see, she is herself somewhat spooky and
foreboding. It is not particularly odd that a woman
should be engaged in such an occupation. The boy
had heard about her from his parents; it was one of his
earliest memories, from when he was no more than
four or five years old. Once, when the big woman
was just a young maiden, she actually died. But,
on the third night of her wake, and at that deepest,
darkest time of night, she suddenly came back to
life. Some said that she had probably just gotten
drunk and fallen asleep—she is a drinker, after all,
and she drank even at that young age. Whatever the
reason, she is a powerful woman, and she split open
her coffin. Everyone stared in astonishment, for her
hair was done up in Takashimada style, like a bride
at the altar. “I’ve been to hell and back,” she said.
Sorcery comes easy to a woman like that—she has
the otherworld at her fingertips and augury in the
palm of her hand. And she can read, too, thanks to
the education she received at a temple school. She
breezes through the Confucian classics as well as
anthologies of Chinese poetry and literature. And
her writing is equally good. She is familiar with
Buddhism and has practiced Zen meditation, or so
they say. She and the boy’s father were schoolmates
at the temple, and they still sometimes visit each
other, though less frequently of late. The boy too
has been to her house, sent there on errands, where

he was treated to rice crackers and a chance to
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see the place where she performs her divinations,
a room with black tapestries on the walls, stitched
with seven stars. It was on one of these comings and
goings to and from her house that he happened upon

the little hidden alley.

He felt somehow comforted knowing that this
woman with magical powers was standing guard
at the end of the road. That way, if any strange or
terrible creatures did appear, then they would more
than likely turn out to be associates of hers. He
eventually lost his fears and inhibitions of being
there, as children often do upon getting used to a
new place. Still, to be caught by an acquaintance
of his father’s skipping school and peeping into the
mysterious “book lending” garden was a fate as

horrible as encountering a tengu.

“Please come along to my house,” she invited.
And when he hesitated, she insisted, “Okay, here we

12

go, together

She gave him a gentle shove on the back, but the
boy felt as if he had been picked up by the scruff of
the neck. His arms and legs recoiled, and he seemed

to float down the street.

“Even a fat person like me can cool down quickly
after a bath,” she joked, slipping on a house coat
from the closet. “It may be spring, but the nights are
still cold.” Holding a long, thin red pipe in one hand
she asks, “So, boy, what were you doing in a place
like that, all alone?” He remained silent. After an
awkward moment she suggested, “Shall I try and
divine the answer to my question using the ancient

arts? Come on up to the second floor.”

The moon and stars were hanging from the walls

on the left and right. There was an altar at her back.
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Book boxes lined the walls, full of the classics of
poetry, history, and literature. She plops down
with her full weight on a floor cushion in front of
a study table and pulls out a covered heating box.
She grins creepily at the boy with her fat cheeks.
Her fleshy white elbows resting on the table, she
calmly finishes her tobacco and picks up one of
those magnifying glasses used by physiognomists.
She places it squarely on his forehead, sending a
chill down his spine and causing his whole body to

shiver.

The rippling sound of the river was suddenly
audible, and a wind blew across the water from the

line of pine trees and houses along the far bank.

“Umm, kashi-hon,” the woman says with
complete confidence, evidently divining the Chinese
characters that they boy had seen. “What in the world
were you thinking, my boy? Let me guess—you were
looking to borrow one of those trash picture books
you’re always reading, weren’t you? No doubt you’ve
rummaged through all the bookshops in town, and
now you’ve come creeping around here looking for
one. Now I see why you were so worried about me
telling your father. Come here and sit by my knee—
you look upset. Am I to believe what I hear? You
think you saw a sign saying books for lending. In a
place like that? Plastered on a broken old gate of a
forgotten old wall? Do you really think such a thing
is possible? You know, earlier when I saw you in the
alley I thought, ‘Oh, look, there’s Shinbo! I wonder
what he’s up to.” But then I stopped and spied on you
a while. You were standing there staring at blank
space—at nothing. Huh, what’s that you say? You
can’t see it in the daylight, but when twilight falls
you can.” She sat back and chided him, “Come back
down to earth, boy. Can’t you see? The spot where

you were standing inside that old wall...well...
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there is nothing there. The house is falling down
and the garden has gone to grass. All that remains
is a tiny old shrine overgrown with weeds. There’s
nobody there, except perhaps the god living inside
the shrine.” The big woman, who was just getting
warmed up to her admonition, nodded assuredly to
herself.

The boy remained silent as she continued to
examine him with the magnifying glass. “Listen,
boy! You should be applying yourself to your
studies, instead of getting lost in such fantasies and
ignoring your parent’s warnings. Don’t let yourself
get carried away in a dream, or an evil spirit might
get inside you. What you saw could have been
anything—the shape of a branch, the shadow of a
blade of grass—all of these things could easily form
the characters for HZK.”

She could tell that the boy remained unconvinced,
and so she decided to change her tactics. “Oh,
Shinbo, it is a scary place, a terrible place! And
you leave me no choice but to tell you all about it.
Afterwards, though, if you are too frightened to
walk home, it’s okay—I will take you down along

the river and make sure you get up the hill to town.”

She took a deep breath and started her story.

“During the Edo Period, you see, a samurai lived
in that residence. He was a retainer to the daimyo.
Now, this daimyo happened to be born at a very
inauspicious moment: four snakes, that is, the year,
month, day and hour of the snake. Because of this
he got the notion in his head that his disease could
be cured by the living liver of a woman born in the
year and month of the snake. People really used to
believe this kind of thing, you know.”

The boy nodded, listening attentively.

“Anyway, the daimyo made a sum of money

available, secretly. And as they say, money talks—a
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fact that was especially true back then. The loyal
retainer made inquiries and eventually found a
purveyor of humans who provided a woman that fit
the bill. I doubt, though, that he could find a suitable
cutting board for the job, so he probably used a rain
shutter from the house or something similar. After
stripping her naked he secured her arms and legs to
this ‘cutting board’ with metal clamps.”

The woman noticed the boy becoming
squeamish.

“Sit still, boy, and listen!” she scolded.

“Next, he stabbed her pure white belly several
times as he sliced her open. Oh, wait...I think I’ve
got it now! That shutter—you know, the one that
got blown by the wind and ended up as the garden

gate—it must be that very same rain shutter!”

“Ugh, ugh, ugh,” the boy gasped for breath.

“You must be wondering why I am telling you
such a dreadful story. Well, never mind that now—
just listen to what I have to say. Where was [? Ah,
yes...next he cut out her liver and put it in a jar.
She was still alive, you know. Then the retainer
cleaned himself up, gargled and purified his body.
Next, he put on his ceremonial robes and went to his
lord’s residence with the jar in hand. The daimyo’s
personal physician knew the value of the medicine
but expressed caution, telling the retainer that, since
the liver was cut fresh from a human, the jar should
be opened in his lordship’s presence, just in case.
But when the jar was opened, instead of the bloody
red liver they expected, there was just a nukabukuro.
You’re probably thinking it was filled with something
wonderful like musk-scented perfume, but it wasn’t.
You don’t know what I'm talking about, do you,
Shinbo? A nukabukuro is just a common scrubbing

bag—the kind women use when taking a bath. They
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are usually filled with rice-bran, but the really good
ones come with sweet-throated warbler droppings.
In any case, the scrubbing bag did an admirable job
of imitating the wet, flabby feel of a human liver
when delivered from the jar. But no one was fooled.
So, by now there should be no doubt in your mind
that this daimyo was the most despicable, selfish
kind of man you can imagine—a man who was
willing to steal the liver from an innocent woman
to save his own skin. The retainer ran back to where
the woman’s body lay, sliced open, but it was too
late to set things right. Oh, it was such a pitiful sight:
her body all bloody and pinned to the rain shutter,
but still moving! The retainer, in fear for his life, ran
about the garden flailing his arms and legs wildly.
And there, right in front of the residence and before

the eyes of the daimyo, he was cut down.”

“Do you remember the little shrine I mentioned
earlier? Well, I don’t want to get ahead of my story,
so let’s just say the shrine had been there a long, long
time before these events unfolded. The residence
was built later and changed hands many times over

the years.

The woman paused here to give the boy time to

let it all sink in.

“You may think this story too terrible to believe,
but it is not a tale that belongs only to the distant
past, you know. I myself have memories related to
these events. I remember it was a summer morning,
right at daybreak. A crowd had gathered at the wall,
making quite a commotion, so I went to see what
was the matter. There lying on the ground was a
young man. He had obviously been out drinking in
the new part of town across the river. I didn’t know
him, but I had seen him around. He was a real lady’s

man, though a bit lacking in wit. Well, anyway, a
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doctor comes running up and when he examines the
young man he discovers that his gaping mouth is

stuffed with a red silk scrubbing bag.”

“A nukabukuro?” the boy muttered, without any

real sound coming from his lips.

“With his mouth crammed full like that, down
to his throat, he suffocated to death. Thankfully, the
doctor arrived in time and was able to revive him.
They asked him later what had happened, and he
told them that he had gone down the narrow alley,
the moon was out, and there he saw a beautiful
young woman, who looked like she was on her way
home from a bathhouse. He followed her, and then. ..
well...how should I say...using force...somehow...I
don’t know how, but she put her tongue, you see...”
Here the obasan stuck out her bright red tongue

from her white face.

The boy felt like he was being licked from head

to chin by a fat, white snake.

She continued, “He thought it was her tongue,
and yet something got stuck in his throat and he
fainted. He thought it was her tongue,” she repeated.
“but it was the scrubbing bag.” She took another big

lick with her tongue.

“No, Obasan!” the boy cried.

“It’s okay. I'm right here,” she said soothingly.

“No, Obasan, that’s not what I mean. I also met a

beautiful young woman there. She lent me a book.”

“What’s that you say?” she responds, interested,
kneading the thick flesh on her knees. “You’ve seen

her? I can’t believe my ears! She’s about eighteen
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or nineteen, right? Beautiful. Very dignified.
Wearing a purple kimono with her hair done up
in Takashimada style. Oh, my boy, this is going
to come back to haunt you,” she said. “I know this
ghost, this sorcery, this demon.” Then, quietly to
herself, she added, “Oh, this is going to come back
to haunt us both.” For the first time, her face became

truly serious.

Looking back, even after all these years, I still
think it strange, even when my head is clear. The
sign was not visible in the daytime, but during
oumagatoki—that twilight time of the day when one
can meet with ghosts and demons—the characters
were clearly legible. Even as a child I knew better
than to visit that old wooden gate at night, and yet
for three or perhaps as many as five nights in a row
I stood there staring at the “paper” on the gate, not
taking my eyes off it. There it was: &4<. Books for
lending. Then, at last, there she was—appearing
out of nowhere, walking up behind me. She took
me by the hand and led me into the sad, abandoned
garden. She opened the door of the old shrine and
by the light of a lamp took out a bound volume of
kusazoushi, a kind of old-fashioned manga, from a
samurai’s armor box, which I recognized thanks to

having seen them in old pictures.

“Shall I read it aloud to you?” she offered. “Or,
can you read it yourself? It’s all in kana.” (Author’s
note: The picture books known as kusazoushi were
often read aloud to young children by their mothers

or older sisters.)

“I can read.”

“Such a good boy.”

With these words, she stepped behind the shrine
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door, her body half hidden, her dignified face
peering through the door’s wooden lattice, and then

with this silent farewell, vanished.

As for the book of kusazoushi she lent me, well,
I was hurrying up the stairs at home, lost in a dream
as usual, trying not to let my father find it when he
shouted out, “You’re home, are you?” and surprised
me. [ put my hand to my breast—the sleeve of my
kimono where I had stashed the book was empty. It
was gone. You see, it is just because I couldn’t wait
till I got home to read it. Walking along the main
road, I had leafed through the book page by page,
reading the kana and looking at the pictures by the
light coming from the street peddlers’ booths. This
is when I noticed it—the story that the obasan had
told me—not the second one, but the first one with

the four snakes. It was in that book!

Even now I find it all so strange: these shades of
the past, the girl’s ghostly appearance, and even the
river. They all appear to my eyes like oil spread out

on the dusky light.

One rainy day around noon, during the days
of the Taisho Emperor—I don’t remember the
exact date—that river flooded. It was very peculiar
because it is such a gentle, beautiful river, whose
flow is ever so sweet, whose rapids are never too
rough. I suspect this is why people living along its
banks long ago decided to call it the “woman river.”
It is the female counterpart to the larger, more
masculine river in town.

The “man river” flooded, too, back during
the Meiji Period. It was on the seventh day of the
seventh month of the seventh year—a heavy rain fell
continuously. On the seventh night of the seventh

day the male river experienced a terrible flood. The
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sevens had piled up; many people died. It sounds
like the stuff of legend, but it really happened. Along
the female river, however, the little pink flowers on
the banks barely got their petals wet, and the dark
willow branches just hung down like a woman’s

loosened black hair.

Heading downstream, the row of pine trees
gradually gives way to willow trees, and at the place
where the road crosses the river and leads towards
the center of town there is a bridge. It used to be
made of wood, but that year they were putting in a
three-arch stone bridge, but at the time of the flood it
was only about two-thirds finished. The two arches
looked like the flaring nostrils of a dragon. Who
knows, maybe this is what kept the flood waters

away.

Fortunately, the flood in the Taisho Period arose
in the daytime, and there were no fatalities, neither
male nor female. Two-story houses escaped intact,
but just barely. Most single-story homes were awash

in the muddy waters.

I have an elderly aunt who, in her younger days,
roamed far and wide until finally settling down
just before the time of the flood. She had rented the

second floor of a house on a backroad near the river.

At about two-thirty in the afternoon, when the
flood waters were at their peak, my auntie was at the
short, elbow-high window on the second floor at the
back of her house. She had opened the window but
was so agitated that she could neither stand nor sit.
Looking toward the mountains she seemed to want
to fly to the ridge in the distance, her knees floating
on the air, looking down at the water. The planks
on the porch roof just below her trembled. In this

part of the country there is a custom to put stones
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on the roof to add weight. The water had risen so
high that now these stones resembled rocks along

the river bank.

And then something came floating by right
before her eyes. Oh dear! A Shimada wig—its
scarlet ribbons loose on the water. She also caught
a glimpse of a long, thin, bright red snake that had
wrapped itself like a string around several volumes
of bound papers with colorfully drawn covers,
forming a collection about the size of a curio box.
It tumbled like a small, red-tasseled faiko drum in
the water, but in an instant the snake had slithered
up one of the pine trees along the bank and was
dangling there like a red drop. The line of pine trees
normally looked taller than the mountains, but in the
flood their trunks only stuck out two or three feet
above the water. The snake hid in the pine needles,
which made a sound like sobbing in the streaming

water. This all happened in the blink of an eye.

I wonder how many hundreds of years snakes
have nested in the low, decrepit, crumbling, earthen
plaster walls along these narrows streets. There
were a lot of pit vipers, and not a few people in the

inundated houses fell victim to their venomous bites.

The next day, after the waters had receded, a
couple of hardy workmen who had escaped the
flood, thanks to living on a hill, walked along the
big river to survey the damage. They hiked a few
miles downstream under the scorching sun, and
when they got to the sea—being the daring sort of
men they were—decided to go for a swim to escape

the heat.

The two were resting shoulder to shoulder on
the storm-battered, seaweed-strewn shoreline when,

despite the stifling heat, they could hear a whoosh
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sound, like a sudden gust of wind. A chill ran
down their spines. Turning around to look behind
them, through the steam rising up from the quickly
drying land, they could see that the entire beach
was covered with what looked like thin nails that
had been hammered into the sand. I don’t know how
many hundreds of them there were. They were all
snakes, and they were all the same kind. They all
looked the same and they were all spaced evenly
about a foot apart. They were sticking their heads
out of the sand and simultaneously looking up at the
sky. Whenever they writhed up from their holes,
they made a sound like the grinding or clattering
of teeth. After having been caught up in the flood
and washed out of their nests in the walls, it was
probably their first experience of soft earth, and
there they had dug new lives for themselves in the

sand.

The two men screamed bloody murder, and like
an island splitting in two, one ran one way and one
the other, down the beach, naked as two pebbles

tossed by the waves at the water’s edge.

January, 1926 (15" year of the Taisho Period)
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