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An English Translation of “A Deep-Water Dragon’s Tale”
(Ryiitandan) by Izumi Kyoka
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Upon Azalea Knoll

It is noon, and the overhead sun beats down on
a hillside speckled with shadowless yew trees. The
base of the hill juts into town between a temple gate
and a tree-grower’s garden. There is a florist there,
as well, and some other shops, all of which, taken
together, form a sort of entrance into the town. The
climb beckons me, and I soon find myself surrounded
by fields. Looking around, I can see what appears to
be a small guard shack on a slightly elevated plot of
ground. Down in the valley, the rapeseed blossoms
cling to the end of the season. Before long, I find
my path lined on both sides with crimson azaleas in
full bloom. The blossoms continue ahead of me as
far as the eye can see, and behind me as well. I keep

walking uphill, starting to sweat a little.

The sky is crystal clear, without a spot of cloud;

a warm breeze blows through the farmers’ fields.
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I snuck out of the house to be here, shrugging
off the warnings of my kind elder sister, who told
me never to come up the hill alone. But, oh, how the
view is worth it!

A man comes down the slope, carrying a bundle
of firewood on one shoulder. His eyebrows are thick
and his eyes narrow slits. He is wearing a bandana,
and beads of sweat dot his brow. He lumbers toward
me on the narrow path, and as he leans aside to let
me pass, I see the crinkles in the corners of his eyes.

“You shouldn’t be here, boy,” he cautions. “It’s

dangerous.”

As I'look back at him, down the gentle slope, he
disappears into the azaleas, with only the topknot of
his hair showing above the flowers, and it too soon
vanishes in the shadow of the mountain.

In a valley far below, through which runs a small
stream, [ see a barefoot woman wearing a woven
bamboo hat and carrying a hoe across one shoulder.
She is leading a small girl by the hand down an
overgrown footpath between the fields. They are
heading away from me and soon disappear into a

grove of cedar trees.

Before me, red azaleas. Behind me, red azaleas.
Even the earth on the hillside looks red. Their beauty
is overwhelming, even frightening. My thoughts
are starting to turn to home, when suddenly, from
a clump of azalea bushes beside the path, an insect
flies up, its wings fluttering loudly. It grazes my
cheek and comes to rest on a patch of gravel about
four or five feet away. I can see it vividly—its wings
tremble. I run toward it with my hands raised, and
again it flits up and lands the same distance away,
about four or five feet. While it is resting there, I
pick up a small stone and throw it, but miss. The
insect circles around once and comes back to rest in

the same spot. Whenever I try to catch it, it quickly
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flies away. But it never goes far, always keeping
about the same safe distance, where it sits, beating
its tiny, glistening wings and flaunting its two fine
tentacles, which it thrusts detestably up and down

in circles.

Growing frustrated at its insolence, I stamp the
ground and try to crush it under foot, trampling in
its path and muttering curses at it. “Damned insect!”
I shout, lunging in a vain attempt to catch it and

coming up with nothing but a fist full of dirt.

The little devil manages to slip through my
fingers and is now sitting just out of reach, leisurely
preening its wings. I glare at it with a heart full of
hate, and it is unable to move. Observing it carefully,
I can see that it has the shape of a winged ant, though
somewhat larger. Its body takes on a spectrum of
colors and glistens with a touch of blue. Its beauty

is undeniable.

It reminds me of what my elder sister once told
me: the beautiful, glittery insects are the ones with
the poison. Taking her words to heart, I leave the
insect alone and withdraw sulkily. But, as I am
walking away, | happen to step on the stone that |
had thrown earlier, where it lay on the ground split
in two. Something in me snaps. I pick up one of
the pieces and turn around to face the venomous

creature, taking firm aim at it with my weapon.

This time I do not miss—with a splendid throw
I strike and mortally wound the vermin. Delighted
at my conquest, [ run up to the dying insect and use
the stone once again to finish it off, before kicking
it under some azalea bushes. It falls into a ravine,
together with some small pieces of gravel, and I can

hear the sound of falling pebbles for a long while.
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Looking up as I dust off my sleeves, I notice the
sun lowering in the western sky—its hot rays land
on my face, drying my lips. My eyes and cheeks

start to itch incessantly.

I soon find myself stumbling down a path,
although not the one I came up on—a different path,
it seems. I cross over a hill, only to find that the
downbhill road back to town has become, curiously,
an uphill road. Looking out over the fields all around,
I see nothing but azaleas sucking up sunlight in a
profusion of red blossoms, spreading to the horizon
on both sides of the undulating, red clay road, upon

which I stand alone under an azure sky.

A Sheltering Shrine
The slopes are not steep, nor long, but as soon
as I am over one hill, another comes into view, and
then another. On and on these undulations continue
like a series of huge waves, with no level ground in

sight.

Growing weary and bewildered, I crouch in
a hollow between the ups and downs and begin
writing hiragana in the dirt. I have come empty-
handed, but no matter—I just use my finger and
start writing. I can write the characters for sa
and ku. Curvy characters, straight characters—I
scribble whimsically. As I scratch away, I remember
the poisonous insect that earlier grazed my face. My
cheek still feels itchy, and I keep rubbing it with the
sleeve of my kimono. Rubbing and then writing,
writing and then rubbing. Despite this, I manage to
write one really well-formed character. I think to
myself, "I have to show this to my sister." I feel a

sudden urge to see her face.

I stand up and look down the road at the thick

azalea bushes on both sides—the intertwining
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branches leave little space for the flowers to bloom,
but the light from the sun manages to reach them
anyway and turn them bright red. Turning up the
palms of my hands, I can see them glowing with the
red light.

Running, I make a beeline to the top of the next
hill, but when I get there and look around, with great
anticipation, there is nothing but more azaleas. They
appear to go on forever. I run down and then up,
hill after hill, each time thinking, “This is it!” and
each time being disappointed. The road winds on
before me, over the gentle slopes and through the
flowering azaleas. I continue running up and down
the slopes until the gravel path gives way to soft

ground beneath my feet.

When 1 realize how far I am from home, the
passing urge to see my sister becomes an unbearable

longing. I can wait no longer.

Crying, I start to run again, going up and down
the slopes, oblivious to my tears. I run and run, and
keep on running, but never arrive anywhere that
seems familiar, never reach a place that looks like
home—there are only the same undulating slopes
and the unchanging azaleas.

“Ohno, the sun s setting!” I fret. I feel the cold on
my back and shoulders. All of a sudden, the setting
sun glows madder-red, and I am nearly blinded by
the dazzling beauty of the crimson flowers. I wonder

aloud, “Did it snow red?”

I raise my tearful cries, straining my voice
to its utmost, calling for my sister—not once, but
twice, and then a third time. I hear something like
an answer and so listen carefully—it is the sound
of a waterfall in the distance. In its thunderous roar

are voices—high and clear—calling faintly, "You're
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it! Come and find us!" They repeat themselves once
more and then fall silent.

I eventually pull myself together and proceed
in the direction of the voices I heard, going down a
slope and up another, yet again, until I find myself
on slightly higher ground, looking down—much to
my relief—on the tiled roof of a shrine standing in a
grove of cedar trees. Finally I am able to escape the
crimson snow in which I was lost.

As 1 approach the shrine, the azaleas begin
to thin out, and the spaces between the bushes
gradually fill in with green grass. By the time I
arrive at the back of the shrine, not a single bush
remains and the red flowers are gone. The subdued
colors of twilight enshroud the area around the water
ablution pavilion. I can see a well surrounded by a
fence and an old ginkgo tree. Behind these, there
is a human dwelling with a mud-plastered garden
wall. From where I stand on an empty plot of land
near the wooden gate in the wall, I can see that there
is also a small inari shrine on the other side of the
house. There is a stone forii, and a wooden one as
well. The left pillar of the wooden forii has a crack
and is being held together by a large iron ring. I
feel certain that I have seen it before. Thinking that
home must be near, I completely forget the horror I
felt only moments before.

Yet, 1 shall never forget the scene—it will
be forever imprinted on my young heart, like a
painting I carry in my breast. The rays of the setting
sun shining just over my head. The hills covered in
azaleas. The blossoms dyed deep red by the light of
the dying sun. And, amidst this profusion of red, fly
poisonous insects, hither and thither, their glittering
wings clothed in green, red, and purple, and their

bodies tinged in a blue-white light.
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A Game of Hide-and-Seek
Thank heavens that the waterfall answered my
cries for help. The streaming waters were no doubt
bemused to find a little lost boy there, appearing
without warning, crying like a baby for his sister to
come and save him. However, wanting your sister is

one thing—facing a scolding is another.

With this happy, delightful thought filling my
heart, I think again about going home so soon. As
I stand alone on the shrine grounds, I hear shouting
and laughing here and there: in the shadow of the
trees, behind the well, at the back of the shrine,
under the cloisters. They are the voices of children,
who, one by one, come running out from their
hiding places. They all look to be between the ages
of five and eight. They were playing hide-and-seek,
and one of them had just been found by the oni. Two
or three run up when they see me standing there and

beg me to join them.

I have heard that the people living in the tiny
houses around here are poor country folk. Their
dress and way of life are...well... a little different
from us townspeople. Perhaps some do have a little
money, but I do not see any of these kids wearing
nice kimonos. Most are barefoot. Their families
are the sort of people who occasionally show up at
my house in town playing the shamisen, or selling
loaches they have fished out of the ditches, or
peddling matches and sandals and other trinkets.
These kids are the progeny of these mothers, fathers,
grandmothers. My friends have always cautioned
me never to play with them. Yet, these poor kids
look up to me—just because I live in town. They
would always beg me so kindly to play with them.
“Just for a little while,” they would say. However, I
have always heeded the advice of my friends and

kept a careful distance from them. Now, though, I
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feel very lonesome and have an almost unbearable
longing for some companionship. Besides, after my
frightening ordeal, the prospect of some fun does

appeal to me. And so, I mutely nod my assent.

The poor children clamor with joy. "Yeah!
Let's play hide-and-seek again!" We all do rock-
paper-scissors to decide who will be the oni, and 1
am it. They instruct me to cover my face with my
hands, and as soon as I comply, quietness descends
around me—I only hear the topsy-turvy roar of the
waterfall echoing from the cliff behind the shrine
and the whistle of the evening wind across the tops
of the pine and cedar trees. Then, faintly, there are
voices calling out, reverberating in the stillness:

"You’re it! Come and find us!"

When I open my eyes, all is silent once again, and
the muted colors of twilight have faded noticeably.
A line of tall, upright trees is half-hidden in the gray

murkiness.

I look in the direction from which I heard the
voices, but can see no one. I search all around, but
there is nothing even remotely resembling another

human.

I find myself standing alone in the ancient heart
of the shrine grounds, feeling deserted, spinning
around in all directions. Suddenly, the shrine
door slams shut with a terrible bang, followed by

complete silence.

These kids, I begin to realize, are not really
my friends—I have always avoided them, after all.
They may have planned this whole thing, taking
advantage of my misfortune just to bully me. If they
have snuck away, I will never be able to find them. I

shrug, uttering decidedly, "There is no point in even
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looking for them."

I decide to give up and go home, leaving them
in their hiding spots. Then, feeling a pang of guilt, I
stop and think, "What if they go on hiding forever,
waiting for me to find them, and they never come
out? I would feel so sorry for them." My heart feels
torn. Should I leave or stay? As I stand there alone,
wondering what to do, a beautiful figure appears out
of the darkness of the shrine grounds, coming out of
nowhere. Its white face contrasts sharply with the
ashen dirt of the beautifully swept courtyard. Before

I know it, it is at my side, looking down at me.

It is a woman. She is extraordinarily tall but
stoops low for me, with one hand upon her chest,
tucked inside her kimono. In a gentle voice, she says,
"Come here. Come with me." She leads the way, and
I follow. She is a stranger to me, but her beautiful
face has a smile that makes me feel unafraid. I
thought, “She probably just wants to show me where

the children are hiding.” I blithely follow her.

The Hour of the Twilight Creatures

Just as I thought, there is a small inari shrine
to the left of the main sanctuary, set back against
the foot of the hill, with several blue and white flags
standing in front. Behind the shrine is a thicket of
trees growing aslant, their branches hanging over
the top of the little shrine. In that dimly lit place
under the trees, in an open piece of ground that
looks more like a hole, the beautiful woman stands,
calling me with her eyes. Her eyes, like water drops,
look down on my face and easily read the feelings

in my heart.

“I will show her I am not afraid,” I thought,
and without hesitation, boldly approach the shrine.
When I peer around the back, a cold wind strikes me

square in the face. Decayed leaves lie thick upon the
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ground, and the air is heavy with the smell of damp
soil, but not a living soul do I find there. A chill runs
down my spine, and when I turn around, the woman
is gone—she disappeared in an instant. “Where
could she have gone?” I wonder. It has gotten very
dark.

I feel the hair all over my body abruptly stand on

end, and I let out a scream, unawares.

My sister always taught me never to go into dark
places, where people's faces cannot be seen clearly.
"In the twilight," she says, "strange things lurk in
the shadowy nooks and corners—these demons will

confound you and lead you astray."

My mind goes blank as I stare wide-eyed into the
darkness. My legs tremble. Paralyzed with fear, [ am
unable to move from the spot where I stand. There
appears to be a drop-off to my left that slopes down
into a hole. I feel like something is coming up out
of the blackness, like a wind blowing up from the
depths of hell. I think fearfully to myself, "If I stay
here, I will be caught by whatever it is." Without any
thought of the consequences, I run and hide inside
the little shrine. Once there, I cover my eyes and
hold my breath. 1 feel the presence of something

walking on four legs, crossing in front of the shrine.

The life goes out of me entirely—I can do nothing
but curl up into a ball so as not to be discovered. All
the while, I do not forget the woman I had seen—I
recall her beautiful face, her gentle eyes. I finally
realize that the reason she led me to the back of the
shrine was not to show me where the other kids were
hiding but to show me a hiding spot, a place where |
would be safe from that terrible thing trying to catch
me. When I reflect on what a narrow escape I had,

I imagine her eyes seeming to say, "Hide here, be
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quiet and you will be safe."

Shortly, I see the red firelight of a small lantern
coming up the hill. Someone in a hurry is carrying
it, and I watch as it passes by and then out of sight.
When it eventually returns and comes to rest in
front of the shrine, wherein I lie silent, I sense that

there is not one person but several standing there.

Soon I hear other footsteps coming up the hill

to join them.

“What? No sign of anything, you say?”

“That’s strange. They said that this was the area
to search.”

The next voice I hear sounds like a manservant
who works in my house. I was just about to reveal
myself when I thought, “That is exactly how that
thing would try and trick me to lure me out of hiding.”

This thought makes me even more frightened.

“Come on, let’s have another look, just in case,”
the voice says. “Let’s try around the rice fields. You

there, keep looking!”

They all agree in unison, and then break up,

going off in different directions.

It falls silent again, and I quietly move my body,
stretching my legs and placing my hands on the
wooden floor planks. I stick my face out slightly to
peek around, thinking it would be okay to reveal
only my eyes. [ am relieved to see that there is no one
there. “Ha!” I chuckle, “What fools! Those strange
creatures will never find me.” Then, unexpectedly,
I hear the voice of someone shouting in panic and

distress. Spooked, I retreat into my hiding place.
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From the foot of the hill I hear my sister’s voice
calling for me sadly, “Chisato! Chisato! Where are

you?”

The Big Swamp
“Old man,” my sister cries, despairingly. “He

isn’t here! What are we going to do?”

“He must be around here somewhere,” the
manservant replies. “It is getting dark, and I am
truly concerned, my lady. You should have given
him a pat on the knot of his obi before sending him

out to play.”

“I know, I know. I usually do, but this time he

must have snuck out somehow.”

“That’s just a lame excuse,” he admonishes her.
“Patting a child’s obi allows the spirit of a protector
—such as you, the big sister, or the mother—to
enter the child. Then, my lady, evil spirits can do

no harm.”

“Yes, I know,” she admits, regretfully, as they

cross in front of my shrine.

I hurry out of my hiding place, but I am too late

to catch them.

“Oh, why did I doubt it was my sister?” I mutter.

“There is no point in whining,” I tell myself and
quickly chase after her, towards the forii on the far
side of the shrine grounds. But I soon lose sight of
her.

Coming to a stop there, my eyes full of tears,

I happen to notice the figure of a woman standing
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with her back to me. She looms in the big round
shadow of a leafy gingko tree beneath the dark night

sky.

She looks so much like my sister that I am
tempted to call out to her, but I stop myself, thinking
that it would not be wise to make my whereabouts
known to someone—or something—I did not

recognize with certainty.

The figure lingers a moment and then vanishes.
After it is gone, I yearn even more for my sister.
“So what if it were a terrible monster!” I blurt out,
defiantly. “At least, it was in the form of my sister
and so would not have harmed me. On second
thought, what if it really were my sister, and not the
voice I just heard?” Balling my eyes out, I lament
aloud, “Oh, why didn’t I call out to her?”

“All of these apparitions must be an effect of
my eyes,” I muse, pulling myself together. “Or the
blurriness caused by my tears.” Either way, I decide
to go over to the water ablution pavilion to cleanse

my eyes.

There is a single long, horizontal lantern hanging
there, covered in soot and decorated with cuckoo
birds, haiku and such. The water is perfectly clear
in the light of the lamp—even the green moss on the
bottom of the stone basin is clearly visible. When
I bend over to scoop up some water in my hands,
I happen to see my face reflected on the surface.
“What in the world?” I cry, incredulously. “Whose
face is that?” I wonder, struggling to hold back a
scream. [ compose myself, rub both eyes and peer

again into the water.

“That can’t be me,” 1 reason, sneaking yet

another peek. Fearfully, I look again and then again,



[ ] OILR EAE (5

G, GIEEbhhERNLRBELES,
BiEEONTELDIZL,

(5. By TH, 225, Billd) Llilo
DF-E 5. Y ODE BRI T2D, bH
HE R E O LA

XN

EVDNT—ETEN T,

[EOTH L, Pi%.) LORVOTTIAEE
BE ) 72 E A0,

BLasmoszszozrLcansbe,
BEVOZ LG L, HLFY LTS
2L & DD, OMzIEL D IZBW 2T da, #iNT
[aphstheel, 2EbUELF, 07T
5L ODOIE L. E1h bRbIZET
7 o

Bb B, oYY, KEkE gL Em
IZHHITD . BERELILD 2, B 2
X, BEbBAR, HEE L RF T
h Lo

BEAPEDY 2 ) T e, B4 72D KERHD
AASETOmM CHIE) T, BE, AL E G
EmIDs, Rihk bRLEN, HigEEC
TPy 1Y LU P SNREUA 73 TR
B bl RES T,

FTos
T - nHY p
RosbEA L, MLEIES L CED LG
[o} Lhb AHEA
<L HEERDEWHOLICLEY . 20
{zA L&S5 U 17
&SR TRE, TROlfHIFHLC, o
SEAO A I, FoBED, el

BuLF e

éEUOQ%miﬁuﬁﬁbﬁéﬁﬁ@%@&

but there is no doubt—the strange face looking
back at me is my own. As I stand there thinking
that I must have been possessed by a demon, I feel
someone grab my shoulder.

“Chisato!” yells a voice, trembling with anger.
“You naughty boy! Where have you...?” It is my
sister. I immediately turn and hug her, but when she
sees my face, she takes a step back, startled.

“Oh!” she exclaims. “Sorry, boy! I mistook you

for someone else.” With these words, she is gone.

“Why are the gods playing tricks on me?” I
whine, letting go of my tears and stamping the
ground in a tantrum as I set out after her. I have no
idea what I will do or what will happen when I catch
up with her, but [ am upset and just want to be with

my sister.

I chase her uphill and downhill; I chase her
along a big road that comes into what appears to be a
town; I chase her down dark alleys and across fields;
I chase her along the embankments between the rice

paddies. I chase her and never look back.

After a while, beginning to wonder how far |
have traveled, I find myself standing on the shore
of a vast body of water, shimmering like the Milky
Way in the black night. It is enclosed on all four
sides by a dark and terrible forest. It appears to be a
huge swamp lake, blocking my way. There, among
the thick leaves of the reeds, I collapse. That is the

last I remember.

A Night Heron
I awake fresh-eyed to a strong, cool scent and
find myself lying on a soft futon mattress. When I
raise my head up from the pillow and look through
the open shoji doors leading onto the bamboo

veranda, I can see a garden, and just beyond that, the
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heart of the mountains, where the verdant grass and
the wet-green foliage of the forest grow luxuriantly.
Suspended somewhere between here and there, a
single bare candle burns, its cool firelight lighting
up the smooth moss growing on the boulders.
Frothy water bubbles up through a bamboo pipe
and splatters in drops into a washtub. A beautiful
woman, completely naked, is soaking in the tub with

her back toward me, gracefully tying up her hair.

The water from the pipe falls into the overflowing
tub and spills onto the ground, burbling as it trickles

down into a hollow.

The candle flame flickers in the wind that blows
down from the mountains, getting brighter and
fainter in turns. To my eye, the woman’s white skin

appears to glitter like falling snow.

At the sound of my rolling over in bed, the
woman suddenly turns toward me and nods, as if
to say, “Oh, you’re awake.” With one hand on the
edge of the washtub, she lifts a leg to step out. Just
then, there is a whoosh as a white bird, smaller than
a raven, flutters down near the beautiful woman’s
shin. Unafraid, the bird alights to rest its wings. With
a smile and a genteel laugh, the woman sprinkles
water over the feathered creature, and then nimbly
grabs a cloth to cover her breasts. The bird, startled,

flies away on beating wings.

In the extreme darkness of the night, the figure
of the beautiful woman, who has taken the candle in
hand, appears distinctly to float towards me across
the garden. With one hand on the veranda, she
slowly lowers herself to sit. Swiveling at the waist,

she turns to look me in the face.

“Are you feeling better, little one?” she asks, her
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head tilted to one side.

Up close, her face looks even more dignified:
the fine lines of her eyebrows, the brightness of
her eyes, the nobility of her high nose, and the
redness of her lips. Her elegance and refinement
are revealed likewise in her forehead and cheeks. I
see in her aristocratic face a glimmer of the hina
dolls that have always filled my thoughts with such
admiration. She looks older than my sister. She is
neither an acquaintance nor a complete stranger. [

stare at her, wondering who she could be.

Smiling, she speaks again. “You know, that was
a tiger beetle, a very poisonous insect. But, you’re
okay now. Your face has completely healed—you
look very handsome. Now you understand why your

sister didn’t recognize you.”

I had been thinking the same thing. “There is
no doubt about it,” I thought, nodding as I listen to
her. Looking around the room, I see many unusual
things, but when I try to get up, the woman gently
places her hand on the shoulder of my pajamas and

presses me back down on the futon.

“Stay where you are. You're still not completely

well. Relax. Get some rest. Do you understand?”

I do not resist and show my obedience with my

eyes.

“Good boy,” she says, and then arises at the
sound of footfalls coming along the grassy path.
A red-faced old man, clad in rags, approaches the

veranda.
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“So, this must be the boy! He sure is a cute one.
You must be happy, too, my lady.” The old man lets
out a laugh and then announces, “Well, I think I will

have the usual.”

He bends over and puts his face right up to the
bamboo water pipe. Placing his mouth directly on
the open end, he drinks—gulp, gulp, gulp—and
goes on drinking. He suddenly stops, takes a breath
and looks up at the sky.

“Oh my! That is good!” he exclaims. “Well, 1
guess I’ll be on my way.” But, as he turns to leave,
the woman says, “Wait, old man! I called you here.”

“I am sorry to impose on you,” she says, “but I

will need you to come again—to return this boy.”

“Aye-aye,” he answers and is gone.

A soft breeze blows down from the mountains.
The white bird returns, swooping down to perch on
the edge of the black washtub. It sits there preening
its wings before settling down to roost.

“Back to bed, you,” she scolded in a loving,
motherly tone. “You mustn’t catch a cold. Let me
tuck you in.” She quietly slides the rain shutters

closed. “Since you are going to sleep, so will .”

Nine Echoes
The woman comes to sleep by my side, still
cold from the bath water. Being close to her sends
shudders across my skin, but I do not care—I cling
to her tightly. I beg her to tell me a bedtime story, and
she tells me two or three. By and by, she whispers,
“Okay, my sweet, it’s time to go to sleep. One echo.

Two echoes. Can you repeat after me?”

“Two echoes.”
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“Three echoes, four echoes. You try to say it.”

“Four echoes.”

“Five echoes. What’s next?”

“Six echoes.”

“That’s right. Seven echoes.”

“Eight echoes.”

“Nine echoes. You have arrived. That is the
name of this place. Nine Echoes. Now be a good boy

and go to sleep.”

With these words, she places her hand on my
back and pulls me close to suckle from her lovely
breasts. The revealing white collar of her kimono,
the locks of hair dangling from her temples down to
her shoulders—the woman is so different from my
sister, who would have never given me permission

to feed from her breasts.

Whenever I fumble for my sister’s breast inside
her kimono, she always scolds me and tells me to
stop. It has been three years since the death of my
mother, and [ have not forgotten the taste of her milk.
But it is nothing like the milk I suckle now. From the
woman’s drooping orbs fall mere snowflakes, which
quickly vanish on my tongue, leaving no sensation
at all, except that of my own cold slobber, dribbling

from my mouth.

With her hand gently rubbing my back, I fall
into a dream-like state, when suddenly I am awoken
by a dreadful noise coming from somewhere above
me—on the ridge of the roof, perhaps, or above

the ceiling. The noise reverberates in my ears for
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some time. Next, a strong wind comes whirling and
shakes the wooden pillars of the house. I tremble
uncontrollably, and the beautiful woman, sensing
my fear, holds me tight as she shouts in a stern voice,
“Can’t you see I have a guest? Not tonight! Leave us

alone!” It soon falls silent.

“There’s nothing to be afraid of. It was just a
mouse,” she says, nonchalantly. But my body still
shakes from the terrible noise, and the scream of the

whirlwind still resounds in my ears.

The beautiful woman sits up in the futon and
reaches for a gold lacquer box where she keeps her
personal things and takes out a dagger. She pulls
it, sheath and all, close to her and says bravely,
“Whatever happens, there is no need to be afraid.
Relax and go to sleep.” Her bravery inspires my
confidence, and I bury my face deep in her bosom.
I feel safe enough to fall asleep, but awake suddenly
in the middle of the night. In the fading lamplight, I
can just make out the shiny black wood of the pillar
beside the tokonoma, which is enveloped in an aura
of pale purple light and the faint smell of incense.
I lift my head from my pillow. The beautiful
woman is sleeping peacefully, her face so close to
mine that I can count the eyelashes on her lightly
closed eyelids. I want to say something to her, but
lose my nerve and just lie there, staring at her with
wide-open eyes. I feel so lonely that I try reaching
over and touching her lips, but the tip of my finger
keeps missing its mark, and the beautiful woman
continues to sleep soundly. I consider pinching her
nose or poking her eyes, but I just keep on staring.
Finally, I decide to try touching the tip of her nose,
but when I reach out my hand, it just seems to grope
the empty air. The beautiful woman does not move a
muscle; she just lies there like a hina doll. With my

face right next to hers, I try touching the corner of
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her eye and stroking the locks of her hair against her
cheek, but it is like trying to touch an object inside
a crystal. Whenever I reach out my finger, it never
makes contact with her face. Finally, I decide to bury
my head under her breasts and so press my forehead
firmly against her body, but I only meet with a warm
mist that seems to stick to my face. It feels peaceful
and airy, but insubstantial, and my head just seems
to sink down forever. Then, strangely, I realize that
the woman is lying as before, on her back beside me.
Meanwhile, [—Ilike the victim of a cruel prank—

have my nose buried deep in the warm, soft futon.

The Ferryboat
I cannot tell if she is real or a vision in a dream.
I compose myself and take a good, hard look. There
she lies as before, soft and inert, stretched out on the

futon, one arm extended for me to use as a pillow.

Her other arm rests upon her chest with her five
slender, white fingers wrapped loosely around the
small dagger in its scabbard, the lacquered surface
and gold fittings glittering beautifully in the dim
light. She does not appear to be holding the weapon
to her breast intentionally—it must have ended up
there in her sleep. She is lying on her back with her
prominent nose facing up, while her lips appear
to have words on them. Her closed eyes seem the
squint of a smiling face, and her sleek hair spills out
across her pillow. “Everything seems so familiar,”
I think. “Even the dagger she holds to her breast.”
The scene before me is a picture of my mother’s
death, and an awful thought suddenly occurs to me:
“No, not you, too. Don’t leave me!” I immediately
try to take the dagger away from her, grabbing the
scabbard and pulling on it hard, when the hilt guard
breaks loose and a blinding blue light pours out
from the opening. At the same moment, blood starts

gushing out, inexplicably. The sheer amount of
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blood is dizzying, and it makes a gurgling sound as
it flows down. I rush to press down on her chest with
both fists, but to no avail. The sound becomes that of
a smooth flowing torrent as the blood overflows onto
her garments, staining them red. Despite all this, the
beautiful woman just lies there, still and quiet as a
statue. Soon, her body from the mid-torso down is
soaked in blood. Then I happen to notice that my
hands, which I am still using to try and stop the
bleeding, are not stained with blood. Holding one
hand up to the lamplight, which makes the fingers
transparent, I can see that the color of my blood is
not the same as hers—her blood is not the color of
human blood. “That’s odd,” I thought. I try patting
my hands in her blood once more, but the palms do
not even feel wet. I try to calm down and get a better
look. I fling off the covers to reveal the sleeping
figure of the beautiful woman. She is wearing a see-
through, sheer silk gown over a red under-garment.
At that moment, I break down. “Mommy!” I scream
in a high-pitched voice. “Mommy, wake up!” I try
shaking her, but she will not open her eyes. I cry
uncontrollably until eventually, I suppose, I just fall
asleep.

I awake to a warm sensation on my face and a
pressure against my chest. The sky is blue and clear;
the sun is shining bright—so bright, in fact, that the

grass and trees shimmer like a mirage.

I soon figure out that the red-faced old man,
whom 1 had seen the night before, is carrying
me piggyback. We are making our way down a
mountain road while the beautiful woman follows

along behind.

My best guess is that he is taking me home, at her
request. I feel as if she can see into me—my sadness
at the impending goodbye and my memories of the

strange things that have happened since yesterday—
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and so I do not feel it necessary to express my
feelings in words. If there were something to be

said, then she would speak first.

If it is my fate to be sent home, then there is no
point in my begging to stay. “She has her reasons,”
tell myself and remain silent as the old man carries

me on his back.

We pass between vertical cliffs murmuring with
dripping water, along roads overgrown with weeds,
through pine forests and oak woods. I hear the songs
of unfamiliar birds and see furry brown creatures
dodging in and out of the shrubs and brush. The path
is not so overgrown that we have to chop our way
through, but it is covered with the previous year’s
fallen leaves and looks as if few travelers have

passed this way.

The old man has an axe tucked into the waist
of his pants. He plods along normally until he
encounters thick brambles that might snag the
sleeves of the beautiful woman’s kimono, and then
he takes out his axe and clears the way so that she
can pass. In this way, the woman is able to make her
way down the rough trail, her high wooden clogs
poking out one by one from underneath the long

hem of her kimono as she shuffles down the path.

Advancing in this manner, we finally arrive at
the edge of the great swamp. The deep blue water
stretches far and wide, seemingly without end,
and is brimming to the banks. The bright sunlight
barely penetrates the forest here, and a chilly wind
whispers across the water. The old man comes to
the end of the trail and lets me down. I run to the
beautiful woman, who takes me by both hands and
hugs me, the long sleeves of her kimono draping

over both of my shoulders.
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Among the reeds along the bank is a ferryboat,
tied to shore. The old man unties the stern line, picks
me up and carries me aboard.

“You come with us!” I plead, reaching out to the
woman.

“I get dizzy,” she answers simply, and remains
where she is. “Farewell,” she says, as the old man
picks up the setting pole and pushes away from
shore.

Bawling like a baby, I stand up but soon lose my
balance and fall back in my seat—it was my first time
toride in a boat. As we cut through the water, I start
to feel dizzy. The woman, who should be standing
on the shore behind us, has somehow appeared on
the opposite shore. “Are we going in a circle?” 1
wonder. As I am pondering how she got across so
quickly, she suddenly appears on the left bank, and
while I am looking desperately, she has apparently
gone around to the right bank. However, before
long, she is back where we left her. The huge, half-
moon-shaped swamp lake begins to spin around—
the reeds along the bank, the pine trees, a signpost,
and the woman standing beside the signpost—they
are all revolving in a spiraling circle, slowly at first,
but gradually getting faster. Around and around and
around it spins, the circle getting tighter and tighter.
I think I see the woman standing right beside a pine
tree, holding on to it with one hand, looking at me.
Then, suddenly, she is very near—her beautiful,
solemn face right before my eyes, not more than a
foot away, smiling gracefully. But, I lose sight of
her, and the boat runs ashore with a thud in a spot
where the reeds grow thick and tall, to heights above

my head.

Going Home
The old man helps me out of the boat and then
turns around, offering me his back to climb on.

“No tears, my boy. Don't cry. You’ll be home
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soon.”

However, that is not why I am crying—in my
childish innocence, the tears just come. Gradually,
though, fatigue overcomes me; my legs dangle
against the old man like limp gauze as I hang from
his shoulders; I rest my head against his back.
Together, we go into town. It is getting a little dark,
but I recognize a wooden fence, and that is where
he gently lets me down, standing me beside a ditch.
Smiling warmly, he makes a modest but gracious
bow.

“Now, you be a good boy, you hear?”

With this simple farewell, he disappears
somewhere into the night.

I am sad to see him go, but I have no energy
to run after him—I just stand there waving good-
bye as he fades from view. Alone, with no one to
tell me the way to go and no idea in which direction
I am pointed, I simply try moving my legs, taking
one step at a time. My head feels light and my limbs
heavy, and each step is hard. People I know pass by
me, coming and going, but no one recognizes me—
they act like complete strangers. Nevertheless, I do
find it curious how they stare me in the face as they
pass. It is as if they are coldly mocking me, even
despising me. It makes me mad. I begin muttering
to myself over and over, “I hate this town,” when
suddenly my legs turn and start tramping back

toward the mountains.

I hear the clamor of footsteps coming up quickly
behind me. Someone grabs me by the collar with
two hands and hoists me high in the air. When I look
back in surprise, I see it is Nashiro, my guardian
uncle. He is a big man, a stout man, and he looks
furious.

“Where have you been, boy?” he shouts. After
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eyeing me up and down, he proclaims, “Why,
you’ve gone and gotten yourself possessed by an
evil spirit!” He drags me down the street while I
scream and try to shake loose, but he never loosens
his grip. I am terrified that he is going to take me
into the garden and douse me with water again, as he
always does whenever I have been bad.

“Stop that, you little brat!” he yells and then
slaps me on the back so hard I see stars. He picks
me up in one arm and runs home, my legs dangling
in mid-air.

The house servants make such a ruckus when
they see me, scolding me as they bring out a thin
rope to tie my hands together. They take me into a
small, dark room at the back of the house and tie me
to a pillar.

"You see the look on his face," my uncle says.
“He’s thinking, ‘Come near me and I'll tear you
limb from limb. I’ll devour you!”” My uncle points
and jeers. “You see how he gnashes his teeth and
glares like a ferocious beast.”

“Look at his eyes,” says one of the servants.
“There is something wild in them—the color, the
slant.” Another pipes in, “This is the work of some
evil spirit!” It infuriates me to be hounded and

hooted at in this fashion.

There is a commotion at the front of the house; it
sounds like my sister coming home. Next, I hear her
sliding open fusuma doors one by one as she makes
her way through the rooms of the house to where
I was being kept. When she gets to my room, my
uncle stops her.

“We finally got him back,” he tells her, “but we
have to keep him tied up. His eyes are shot through
with blood, and he will make a run for it if he has
a chance.” Then he adds, ominously, “He was
abducted by some kind of demon.”

“Ha!” T chuckle. “You read my mind! You’re
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absolutely right—if I have the chance to run away, I

will. Why on earth would I stay here?”

“Oh, Chisato!” my sister cries as she barrels past
my uncle and into the room, where she clutches me
tight. Sobbing, she holds me in her arms without
saying a word. I can feel her compassion through
my hands as we embrace. My heart clenches in my

breast.

While I am lying on my sister’s lap, a doctor
comes in to take my pulse and examine me. After he
finishes, he leaves the room with my uncle.

“Chisato,” my sister pleads, “you have to pull
yourself together! Please! Oh, what am I going to

12

do? Chisato! It’s me, your sister!” Looking me
directly in the face, she asks, “Don’t you recognize
me?” She declares with all her breath, “It’s me!” as
she stares me in the eyes, tears streaking down her

cheeks.

To ease her worry, I put on a strong face and give
her my best smile. Nashiro’s wife, who is standing
nearby, whispers with a shutter, “Oh, look at him

now! How creepy!”

After a while, more people gather around,
asking accusing questions. I wish I were able to
tell my story and clear up any suspicion about my
being possessed by a demon. But, how can someone
so young be expected to explain things logically?
I respond to their questioning the best I can, one
question at a time. What else can I do? I eventually
grow tired and my thinking fuzzy—I do not

remember clearly what I said.

They eventually untie me; however, they still treat
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me like a lunatic. I cannot make them believe me.
Whatever I do or say, it only makes their suspicions
grow. What is one to do? I am strictly forbidden to
leave the house. I am not even allowed to go into
the garden. I spend a number of days locked up in
the house like a prisoner, and I eventually start to
look thin and turn pale in the face. My sister notices
my deteriorating condition and decides to sneak
me outside for a change of scenery, without my
guardian uncle or aunt finding out. Very discreetly
and under the cover of twilight, we go outside the
gate in front of the house. Some of my old friends
are playing nearby, and when they see me, they all
shout in unison, “There it is—the demon.” One of
them screams, “He’s crazy!” Another teases, “No,
he’s been possessed by a fox spirit!” These kids,
who were my best friends, commence to pick up

stones and pebbles and pelt me with them.

My sister, her face red with anger, shields me
with the sleeves of her kimono as we flee back inside
the house. Out of view of the others, she sits me
down, pulls me sharply across her lap, and gives me

a spanking.

When I start to cry, she instantly ceases her
punishment and hurriedly begins to comfort me.
She rubs my back and begs, ‘Forgive me, Chisato!
You poor thing, how could I hit you?”” She throws up
her hands and cries, “Oh, I am losing my mind!” She

122

cries repeatedly, “Let me be crazy, too!” I wonder,
though, how she, of all people—my one and only
sister in this world—could think that I am crazy?
I am the same boy as always. Yet, every time she
looks at me with such disgust, even with tears in her
eyes, telling me to pull myself together or to calm
down, I start to wonder if it is not true. Maybe I am
crazy. My doubts begin to grow, as do my feelings

of anxiety, until I finally conclude that I really have
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gone insane.

In these moments of self-doubt, I feel a multitude
of sinister threads entwining my whole body, slowly
pulling me down into a deep, dark place. I try to cut
myself loose, but no matter what I do, I cannot free
myself. I imagine what people would think if they
saw me in this condition: the scolding looks, the
sneers, the laughs, the scorn, the insults. I feel the
blood rushing to my head and my heart pounding in
my chest. Of course, I have feelings of sadness and
even despondency, but mostly I just feel provoked—

everything and everyone makes me furiously angry.

In this vexed state, I feel surrounded by enemies:
the town, the house, the trees, the birdcage. What
do I know about any of them? Even my sister! Is
she my real sister? Just yesterday, did she not look
me straight in the face and fail to recognize me?
What is real? Everything reflected in the human eye,
even the tiniest mote of dust, could be an illusion,
an object transformed by magic. Maybe, I wonder,
some terrible and mysterious god is toying with me,
showing me these things just to torture me. Then it
dawns on me—the words that spill from my sister’s
mouth—her damned prayers for my recovery—
are really just wicked spells to steal my wits. The
moment I realize this, I snap. “Once I am able, |
am going to have things my way.” Then, after some
thought, I correct myself, “No, I will have things my
way!” Giving myself over to this newfound strength,
I growl, “If anyone gets in my way, I will rip them
apart and eat them whole. I will kick them. I will
pull out their hair. As soon as I get the chance, I will
fly from this prison and return to Nine Echoes and to
the beautiful woman there.” My heart was boiling.

They put me back in the dark room, just to be

safe.
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A Sutra of a Thousand Charms and a Goddess
with a Thousand Arms

I suspect that they might try to poison me, so
I refuse their offers of food and do what I can to
avoid taking their medicine. I do not even speak to
my phony sister, despite her loveliness and shows
of kindness. Whenever anything, or anyone, comes
into my field of view, it sets off in me a storm of wild
fury—I shout abuses until I finally lose my voice. I
become incapable of movement, and I can no longer
distinguish one person from the next. I feel like I am
going to die.

In this half-conscious state, I find myself being
carried up a long stone stairway and through a
magnificent gate. There are stone lanterns on my left
and right, evenly spaced, and alternating with small
pomegranate trees. I am carried along a long path of
cleanly swept red dirt that leads to the main hall of
a Buddhist temple. They take me inside and set me
down near a huge, round, wooden pillar reeking of
incense. Right next to my ear, I hear what sounds
like bamboo being split asunder. When I look, I see
that several monks have all started chanting a sutra
in their shrill voices. Their earsplitting cacophony is
unbearable. I go over to the priests, who are all lined
up neatly in a row, kneeling like little bald shrubs.
Not knowing what else to do, I go to hit one of the
rascals on the head with my fist, but before I can
manage it, a streak of blue light comes in through
a window and flashes off the crystal prayer beads
that they hold in their hands. The light whisks
by the pupil of my eye and strikes me hard in the
chest. I recoil from the blow and fall to my knees
on the tatami mats. At that moment, a young priest
comes forward from the other side of a round pillar,
waddling across the tatami on his knees. He pulls
back a gold brocade curtain to reveal a shimmering
altar at the center of the main hall. The young

monk bows to the noble figure contained therein.
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His fellows raise the pitch of their chanting a notch
while overhead a loud thunderclap resounds in the

heavens.

It is the solemn and delicate figure of Kannon,
Goddess of Mercy, clothed in mist, hemmed with
clouds, and adorned with dazzling jewels. In her
slender, womanly hands she cradles an infant tight
against her breast—the sweetest bosom I have ever
beheld. She quietly raises her dignified face, so
full of motherly love, and then her eyes move. She
smiles at me. With my gaze fixed on the goddess, I
feel my sister’s gentle hand on my shoulder as she

begins to pray.

It starts to rain so hard that I am convinced a
waterfall is falling on the building. In the distance, I
can hear the roar of a twister, the sound of its strong,
whirling winds growing louder and louder until it

slams into the whole mountain.

The main hall of the temple fills with blue
light and the sky above with raging lightning and
rolling thunder. The fear rises in my throat and
comes out a scream. “Ahh!” Realizing that my only
refuge is my sister, I crawl up on her lap and cling
to her bosom. Seeing me in this state, she cannot
refuse. She enfolds me in her warm arms, where I
feel my fear slowly subside and my beating heart
relax. Objects around me start to come into focus,
and the ringing in my ears fades away. Despite the
terrible wind and rain, I am now able to hear the
crisp, clear voices of the monks chanting their sutra.
An overwhelming sense of torment sweeps over me,
making me squirm. Not knowing what else to do, I
decide simply to disappear. Hanging onto my sister’s
shoulders with both hands, I press my face between
her breasts. She pulls open the front of her kimono

and pushes my head down to her nipple. She hugs me
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with both arms, enveloping me with the long sleeves
of her kimono. “Just like Kannon holding her small
child,” I sigh, contentedly. My heart is quiet, and my
feeling renewed. There in my sister’s bosom, peace
and calm prevail. By and by, the chanting stops and
the thunder becomes more distant. My sister’s arms
begin to loosen from around my back. Slowly and
timidly, I raise my head to look at her—her face is
terribly haggard and gaunt, but her beauty has not
faded. The storm is still too wild even to peep out of
doors. We wait for it to subside, but it never does. We
cannot possibly go home, so we stay in the temple
and my sister prays for me all through the night.
Early the next day, I hear the story of a
woodcutter who stood on a nearby mountain and
gazed out over the valley known locally as Nine
Echoes. He reported that the overnight rains around

Mt. Kuruma had completely flooded the valley.

People from the nearby villages and towns all
got together to go have a look. A few days later, my
sister and I go to see for ourselves. It is a glorious
day—the sky and the water are both crystal clear,
and a gentle wind is blowing tiny ripples across the
face of the deep pool, unblemished by even a single
floating leaf. A white bird, its wings spread wide,
frolics in the air as it traverses the rich indigo of the

water’s surface.

It was a terrible storm, indeed. People say the
valley used to have the nice, symmetrical shape of
a druggist’s mortar—a long, thin vessel. Alas, no

longer.

The storm uprooted countless oak and pine trees
and blew them into the valley. The soil on the slopes
gave way and slid down, forming a natural dam that
backed up the stream at the bottom of the valley. It
filled up horrifyingly fast. The townspeople living
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downstream near the castle feared that, if the barrier
ever broke, they would end up the residents of an
underwater metropolis. They hastily set about piling
up stones to fortify the crude embankment.

My sister, now Mrs. Sekiya, the wife of the major
general, was seventeen years old at the time. Many
years have passed, and the evergreen trees, once
tiny two-leafed sprouts, have grown to the height of
a man. Grass and moss cover the dam, and the deep

pool of water looks as if it has been there forever.

“Hey, you shouldn’t throw rocks in the water,”
I scold my impetuous friend. “You’ll wake the
beautiful woman from her dreams.” We stand there
on the dam—the young, fresh-faced naval officer
cadet and I—beneath the fading light of a twilight
sky, facing the deep blue abyss with quiet solemnity.
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