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Kappa was born out of my dégoût with many things, especially with myself.


 


Ryūnosuke Akutagawa, 1927




















Author’s Preface





These are the stories of Patient X in one of our iron castles. He will tell his tales to anyone with the ears and the time to listen.


Some days he appears younger than his years, some days older, emaciated one day, bloated the next, the pull and the pain of our three worlds, their spectres and their visions, fragmenting and splintering his features into a thousand selves as he relives the horrors of a lifetime, before he was brought to this place; how he … No, no, let us leave such details for now.


He told his stories at great length and in close detail as I listened with the physician in charge. All the time he spoke, he kept his arms tightly clasped around his knees, rocking back and forth, repeatedly glancing out beyond the iron grille of the narrow window, where hung a sky overcast and sombre, threatening an immense and endless darkness.


I have tried to set down in writing his stories – already-said, already-told and lived – with as much accuracy and fidelity as I can collect and command. But if anyone is dissatisfied or distrusts my notes, then you should seek out the source yourself. No doubt, Patient X will welcome you with a polite bow, guide you to the hard chair, and then calmly begin retelling his tales, a resigned and melancholy smile playing upon his lips as he speaks.


But be warned: when he comes to the end of his stories, the look on his face will change; he will leap to his feet, shake his fists wildly, and begin thundering away at you: ‘Quack, quack! Get out! You coward! You liar! You’re on the make, like all the rest! Quack, quack! Get out! You cannibal! You vampire! You voyeur! Quack, quack! Get out! Just save the children …’

















After the Thread, Before the Thread
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– Among the palm flowers, among the bamboo,


Buddha has already fallen asleep.


By the roadside, a withered fig tree,


Christ, too, seems to be dead.


Yet we need to rest,


Even before the stage set.


(If we look behind that set,


We find only a patched-up canvas) –


‘The Collected Works of Tock’, in Kappa,


Ryūnosuke Akutagawa, 1927
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And now, children, let me tell you a story about Gautama and Jesus.


It begins one day as Gautama is strolling in Paradise by the banks of the Lotus Pond. The blossoms on the pond are perfect white pearls, and from their golden centres wafts a never-ending fragrance. I think it must have been dawn in Paradise.


But as Gautama was strolling he heard the sound of weeping, a most unusual sound in Paradise. Gautama stepped down towards the edge of the pond and there, before the blossoms, amidst the fragrance, he saw Jesus kneeling beside the pond, by the water, staring down through the spreading lotus leaves to the spectacle below. For directly beneath the Lotus Pond of Paradise lie the lower depths of Hell, and as Jesus peered through the crystalline pool, he could see the River of Sins and the Mountain of Guilt as clearly as if he were viewing pictures in a peep-box.


And he was weeping at what he saw:


Down there was a man named Ryūnosuke, who was writhing in Hell with all the other sinners. This man had once been an acclaimed author but he had led a most selfish life, hurting even the people who loved him.


But now Gautama recalled how Ryūnosuke had performed at least one single act of kindness. Idling beside the Shinobazu Pond one day, Ryūnosuke had noticed a small spider creeping along the wayside. His first thought had been to stamp it to death, but as he raised his foot, he told himself, ‘No, no. Even this tiny creature is a living thing. To take its life for no reason would be too cruel.’


And so Ryūnosuke let the spider pass him by unharmed.


Hearing Jesus weeping, seeing his tear-stained face, Gautama decided to reward Ryūnosuke by delivering him from Hell, if possible. And, by happy chance, Gautama turned to see a heavenly spider spinning a beautiful thread atop a lotus leaf the colour of shimmering jade. Gently lifting the spider thread, Gautama handed it to Jesus. And now Jesus lowered the thread straight down between the white blossoms, through the crystal waters to the depths far, far below.
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Here, with the other sinners at the lowest point of the lowest Hell, Ryūnosuke was endlessly floating up and sinking down in the River of Sins. Wherever he looked there was only pitch darkness, and when a faint shape did pierce the shadows, it was the glint of a needle on the horrible Mountain of Guilt, which only heightened his sense of doom. All was silent, and when a faint sound did break the silence, it was only the feeble sigh of a fellow sinner. As you can imagine, those who had fallen this far had been so worn down by their tortures in the seven other hells that they no longer had the strength to cry out. Great writer though he once had been, now Ryūnosuke could only thrash about like a dying frog as he choked on his sins.


And then, children, what do you think happened next? Yes, indeed: raising his head, Ryūnosuke chanced to look up towards the sky above the River of Sins and saw the gleaming silver spider thread, so slender and so delicate, slipping stealthily down through the silent darkness from the high, high heavens, coming straight for him!


Ryūnosuke clapped his hands in joy. If only he could take hold of this thread and climb up, then perhaps he could escape from Hell. And maybe, with luck, he could even enter Paradise. Then he would never again be driven up the Mountain of Guilt or plunged down into the River of Sins.


No sooner had the thought crossed his mind than Ryūnosuke grasped the spider thread and started climbing with all his might, higher and higher, hand over hand, climbing and climbing.


Hell and Heaven, though, are thousands of leagues apart, so it was not easy for Ryūnosuke to escape. He soon began to tire, to tire until he could not raise his arm for even one more pull. He had no choice but to stop to rest, and as he clung to the spider thread, he looked down, far, far down below.


Now Ryūnosuke realised that all his climbing had been worth the effort: the River of Sins was hidden in the depths of the darkness. And even the dull glint of the terrifying Mountain of Guilt was far down beneath his feet. At this rate, it might be easier than he had imagined to climb his way out of Hell. Twining his hands in the spider thread, Ryūnosuke laughed aloud. ‘I’ve almost done it! I’m almost saved.’


But then what do you think he saw? Far down on the spider thread, his selves, his legion of selves – son and father, husband and friend, lover and writer, Man of the East and Man of the West – had followed after him; his selves and his characters, too – Yoshihide, Yasukichi, Tock and all the rest – his many creations and, of course, his sins, his countless, countless sins: his pride, his greed, his lust, his anger, his gluttony, his envy and his sloth. All had followed after him, clambering up the thread with all their might like a column of ants! This slim thread seemed likely to snap from his weight alone: how could it possibly hold so many of his selves, his characters and his sins? And if the fragile thread were to break midway, then Ryūnosuke would plunge back down into the Hell he had struggled so mightily to escape. Yet from the pitch-dark River of Sins, still the unbroken column of his selves, his characters and his sins came squirming up the gleaming silver thread in their hundreds – in their thousands – and Ryūnosuke knew he would have to do something now or the thread would break in two.


Ryūnosuke raised his head again, looking up the spider thread. He was so close to Paradise, so very near. He could see the light of the water, he could glimpse the face of Jesus, even hear His weeping, now feel His tears wet upon his own face. But no matter how hard he tried to pull himself up, no matter how far and fast he climbed, Ryūnosuke knew his selves, his characters and sins would always follow after him, always catch up with him.


Ryūnosuke let go of the spider thread.


And at that very instant, at that very moment, as Ryūnosuke fell back down into the darkest depths, the spider thread broke at the very place where he had been hanging from it.


Behind Ryūnosuke, all that remained was the dangling short end of the spider thread from Paradise, softly shining in the moonless, starless sky.
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At the edge of the Lotus Pond in Paradise, Buddha and Christ watched everything that happened. And when, in the end, Ryūnosuke sank back into the River of Sins, Buddha resumed His stroll, His face now tinged with sorrow. But Christ remained kneeling beside the pond, before the water, staring down through the lotus leaves, watching the pictures in the peep-box, weeping, weeping and weeping into the crystalline pool –


In girum imus nocte et consumimur igni …


We go round and round in the night, the endless night, consumed by fire, by fire, in the night, by fire –


Fire consumed by fire …


But the lotuses of the Lotus Pond still swayed their perfect pearl-white blossoms, and from their golden centres still wafted a never-ending fragrance. Yet I think it must be close to twilight in Paradise now.

















Hell Screens
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In that suburban house, on the second floor, many times


he asked himself why those who loved each other


caused each other such pain,


as the eerie tilt of the floor filled him with foreboding …


The Life of a Foolish Man, Ryūnosuke Akutagawa, 1927






















 





Once upon a time, beneath the branches of a red pine, before a blackened gravestone, the man said to the child, These are the stories you told yourself, tell yourself, then and now, now and then, of scenes remembered, on screens erected …


1. Up and Down and Out


A voice comes to you in the dark, up the tunnel, through the waters –


‘Can you hear me in there? Do you want to be born …?’


Your father has his mouth to your mother’s vagina –


‘Please think seriously before you reply, but …’


Behind the sliding screen, crouching on the floor, his mouth level with her vagina, as though he is speaking into a telephone, asking you, ‘Is it your desire to be born into this world, or not?’


And each time, after asking his question, while awaiting your answer, he reaches up for the bottle on the table, takes a mouthful of disinfectant, gargles, rinses and spits into the metal bowl on the floor beside your mother’s arse, then resumes his position, his mouth to her vagina, asking again, ‘Come on! Come on! Do you wish to be born into this world, or not?’


Up the tunnel, in the water, you are shaking your head and saying, ‘No, no! I do not want to be born. The first act of the human tragedy starts when an individual becomes the child of certain parents. You are asking me if I want to be born, but you do not even know if you want me; you have already lost one child, and now you are both at ill-omened ages. Should I agree to be born, in order to exorcize your own bad luck you already plan to abandon me on the steps of a Christian church, and then recover me from the priest as a foundling. It makes me shudder to think of all the things I will inherit from you and my mother. Insanity alone is bad enough. Finally, and absolutely, I maintain that human existence is evil, and the human condition is hell. And so thank you for asking, but no thank you. I would rather not.’


But no one can hear you, no one is listening to you or truly cares what you say, your words drowned in the waters, your words lost in the tunnel, and so, before long, the waters are breaking, and off you go, swept along, down the tunnel, through the curtains, into the room and out, out –


‘Niihara Ryūnosuke; Ryūnosuke, dragon-son …’


In the year of the dragon, in the month of the dragon, on the day of the dragon, in the hour of the dragon, at the sinking of the moon, at the rising of the sun, you first see the light of the world, and you weep and you scream, alone, alone, you scream and you scream –


2. ‘Mother / Haha’


You are in an asylum, in an enormous, monstrous room. All the lunatics have been made to dress in the same grey kimonos. It makes the scene even more depressing, if that were possible. One of the inmates sits at an organ, playing the same hymn again and again, over and over with ever-increasing intensity, ever greater fervour, as another dances, hopping and leaping about in the centre of the room. Beside a hale and hearty doctor, the very picture of health, you are looking on. The mad have a certain particular smell and in their odour you catch the scent of your own mother –


The smell of earth, a taste of mud …


‘Shall we go,’ says the doctor.


Your mother was a madwoman. A beautiful, slender and graceful madwoman, born of samurai stock, who married a parvenu beneath herself, becoming ever quieter, ever more timid and withdrawn until the death of your eldest sister, and then your own birth when, and finally, the spectres and the twilight overtook and engulfed her –


In-trancing her, in-snaring her …


Your mother blamed herself for the death of your sister Hatsu, believing the meningitis which killed her had been brought on by a cold she had caught while on a day out together. You were born the year after Hatsu died and so you never knew her, but for the portrait of the little round-cheeked girl with dimples which still stands on the altar in your house. But you and your other sister Hisa were no balm to your mother, no defence against the spectres, the spectres and the twilight –


In-prisoning her …


In an upstairs room in the Niihara house in Shiba Ward, day after day, she would sit alone, all day long, puffing on a long, thin pipe, her hair held up in a bun by a comb, her tiny face ashen, her tiny body lifeless, as though already no longer really here, always never really there, emaciated, fading and wasting away, away –


In-shadow …


But you saw her, saw her then, see her now: your adoptive mother made a point of taking you to see her, leading you up the steep stairs to that dim room, prompting you to say, Hello, hello, Mother. Most of the time your mother would not answer, would never speak, her pipe to her lips, its mouthpiece white and barrel black, though once, just once, she suddenly grinned, leant forward, tapped you on the head with her pipe and said –


‘Conk!’


But most of the time she was a very quiet, placid madwoman. But if you or your sister would ask her to draw or paint a picture for you, then she would take a sheet of writing paper, fold it in four and begin. Sometimes in black ink, sometimes in watercolours. Pictures of plants in bloom, paintings of children on an outing. But the people in her pictures, all the people she drew, they always had the faces of foxes, all fox-faced.


‘Shall we go,’ says the doctor again.


You follow the doctor down the corridor into another room. In the corners, on the shelves, there are large jars of alcohol in which brains and other organs are soaking, pickled –


Preserved …


You remember her death more than her life; she finally wasted away and died in the autumn of your eleventh year. A telegram arrived. You climbed into a rickshaw with your adoptive mother and flew through the night from Honjo to Shiba. You had a thin silk handkerchief wrapped around your neck, with a motif of a Chinese landscape, the smell of perfume: Ayame Kōsui.


Your mother lay on a futon in the parlour beneath the upstairs room in which she had lived. You knelt beside her, weeping with your older sister.


Behind you, someone whispered, ‘The end is near now …’


Suddenly, your mother opened her eyes and spoke.


You cannot remember the words, but you remember you and your sister could not help but giggle. And then your sister began to cry again.


Your own tears had stopped, and they would not flow again. But you stayed kneeling before your mother throughout the night, beside your sister in her constant floods. You believed that as long as you did not cry, your mother would not die.


A few times, your mother would open her eyes, look you and your sister in the face, and then endless streams of tears would flow down her cheeks. But she did not speak again. And on the evening of the third day, your mother finally died. And then you cried, you cried.


A distant aunt, a woman you barely knew, put her arm around you, pulled you to her and said, ‘I’m so impressed by you!’


You could not understand what she meant, why she said what she said; impressed by what, you thought, how strange.


On the day of your mother’s funeral, you and your sister climbed into a rickshaw, your sister holding the memorial tablet and you carrying the censer, for the long funeral procession from Shiba to Yanaka. But as you wound your way through the streets in the autumn sunlight, you kept dozing off and then waking suddenly just before the censer was about to fall from your hands. The journey seemed never-ending –


To last forever …


‘And this one is the brain of a businessman,’ the doctor is saying, but you are staring out of the window, staring at a brick wall stained with moss, broken glass bottles embedded along its top; to keep people in, to keep people out?


‘For some reason I know not,’ you tell the doctor, ‘I feel closer to the sister I never knew than to my mother. But if Hatsu was still living, she would be over forty, and maybe she would look as my mother looked, in that upstairs room, puffing on her pipe, drawing fox-faced people.’


The doctor nods, smiles and says, ‘Please do go on …’


But you do not go on. You do not speak. You do not tell him that you often feel there is a woman in her forties somewhere watching over your life; a phantom not exactly your late mother, not exactly your dead sister. And probably it’s just the effect of nerves wracked by coffee and tobacco, but perhaps there is the ghost of a presence somewhere, giving you occasional glimpses of itself and a world beyond this world –


Some-where, over-there …


The anniversary of your sister’s death is the fifth of April. The anniversary of your mother’s death is the twenty-eighth of November. Her posthumous name is Kimyōin Myōjō Nishin Daishi.


You cannot remember the anniversary of your birth father’s death, nor recall his posthumous name.


3. ‘Father / Chichi’


You are eating spoon after spoon of ice cream in the Uoei restaurant in Ōmori, and your father is saying, pleading, ‘Come back, Ryūnosuke. Leave that house in Honjo, and come back home with me. You will want for nothing, Ryūnosuke. Here: have another bowl of ice cream …’


Your mother mad, your father busy, he gave you away. He gave you away to your mother’s brother, Akutagawa Dōshō, and his wife Tomo, a childless couple. And you are glad he gave you away, you are happy he gave you away. But he does not leave you alone, he does not stay away; he tries to take you back, to steal you away, with bananas, pineapples and ice cream. ‘Here, son, here: have another bowl, and another …’


Your father was in the dairy business and, apparently, quite successful, ‘able in word and ingratiating in manner’, as Confucius said. But he was also a very short-tempered man, a man who had seen military service, who had fought in the Boshin War of 1868, fighting with the Satsuma rebels against the Tokugawa at Toba-Fushimi, who had fought and won; your father was not a man accustomed to losing, to accepting defeat –


So much gained for some …


‘One more time,’ he bellows, face red.


You are in your third year of Middle School, and you are playing wrestling with your father. You have thrown him easily with your speciality judo throw, the ōsotogari outside thigh sweep, and sent him sprawling. But your father springs to his feet again, his arms spread and squaring up, advancing towards you now. Again, you throw him too easily, much too easily –


So much lost for others …


‘Another go!’ he shouts.


You know he is angry. You know if you throw him again, you will have to wrestle him again, endlessly until he wins, all the time his temper rising, his attacks becoming more aggressive. And sure enough, he comes at you again, and you are grappling again. And so now you let him wrestle with you for a while, a little while, before falling, deliberately falling back onto the floor, deliberately losing, deliberately a –


‘Loser,’ your father gloats. ‘Loser!’


As you get back to your feet, as you dust yourself down, as your father struts about the room, you glance at your mother’s younger sister, the woman who is now your father’s second wife, who has been sat there watching you both wrestle, and she smiles at you now, and she winks at you now, and you know she knows, she knows you let your father win, you let your father have this day. Just this day, one last day –


‘Father hospitalised …’


You are twenty-eight years old and you are teaching in Yokosuka when you receive the telegram. Your father has the Spanish flu. You travel to Tokyo. You sleep in the corner of his hospital room for three days. You are bored beside his deathbed.


On the fourth day, you receive a call from your friend Thomas Jones. He is about to leave Tokyo and he invites you for a farewell dinner at a geisha teahouse in Tsukiji. You leave your father, hanging onto his life by a thread, and set off to the teahouse.


You have a most enjoyable evening in the company of four or five geisha. Around ten o’clock you leave, and you are heading down the narrow stairs to the waiting taxi when you hear a soft, beautiful, feminine voice calling after you, ‘Ah-san …’


You stop on the stair. You look back up towards the top of the staircase. One of the geisha is staring down at you, her eyes fixed on yours. You do not speak. You turn back, going through the door, out into the taxi.


All the way back to the hospital, you are thinking of the geisha’s fresh, young face, her hair set in a Western style, and her eyes, her eyes. You do not think once of your father, dying in the hospital.


He is waiting impatiently for you. He sends your two aunts outside the two-panel decorative folding screen by his bed. He beckons you towards him, gripping your hand, caressing and stroking it, and he begins to tell you of things-long-past, things you knew nothing of, of the time when he first met your mother, of the years they had been married, of how they had gone shopping together for a tansu storage chest, of when they had ordered sushi to be delivered to the house. Inconsequential things, trivial things. But as he tells you these things, as you listen to these things, you feel your eyelids becoming hotter and hotter, and you see the tears flowing down his cheeks, his emaciated and wasted cheeks, your own eyes filling with tears; confused and delirious now, your father is pointing at the folding screen –


‘Here comes a warship! Here comes a warship! Look at the flags! Just look at all the flags flying! Banzai! Everybody, banzai!’


Your father dies the next morning, without much pain, without much suffering, or so the doctors assure you.


You don’t recall your father’s funeral at all. But you do remember that when you were accompanying his body from the hospital back to his house, a great, full spring moon was shining down on the roof of the hearse as you crossed the city.


4. Tokyo: A Mental-scape


You hate the parents who gave you life, who gave you away, twice gave you away. But you love your adoptive family, who took you in, who gave you a home, especially your mother’s elder sister, your Aunt Fuki. You are happy with your adoptive family, you are happy with your Aunt Fuki; you are happy here, happy here in this happy house, this happy house next door to poverty –


You love the streets around your house, the streets of Honjo, on the eastern bank of the Sumida River. There is not one single beautiful street, not one single attractive house in all of Honjo. The shops are drab, the road a swamp in winter and dust in summer and leading only to the Big Ditch. The Ditch floating with weeds, the Ditch stinking of shit –


But this is the place you love: the Ekōin Temple, Halt-Pony Bridge, Yokoami, and the Hannoki Horse Ground; these are the places which will haunt you for the rest of your life, your thoughts and your dreams, their dusty streets, their flooded streets, their shabby houses and their open sewers, and their nature: roof-top grasses, spring clouds in puddles, the tall trees by the temples and the willows along the open sewers; this is the nature you will always love the most, the nature which lives faintly, subtly amidst all the artifices of our so-called human civilisation, blooming and flowering, with all its beauty, with all its brutality –


With all its mystery …


Every morning you walk through Honjo with your adoptive father, you walk and you talk, your heart bursting with joy, so happy and so curious, so filled with love, so filled with wonder, until, until –


Until one morning, the early glow fading in the sky, you and your adoptive father are walking towards your favourite place, the Hundred-Piling Bank of the Sumida River. There are always fishermen here, and you like to sit and watch them fish as your adoptive father tells you stories of the fox-spirits he has seen on his walks, fantastic stories, magical stories. You reach the Hundred-Piling Bank, but this morning the place is deserted. The only things moving are the sea-lice crawling in the gaps of the stone walls of the broad bank. You start to ask where the fishermen have gone, why there are no fishermen today. Your adoptive father points down at the river, towards the water, and he says, ‘Look at that …’


And you look, and you see –


Below your feet, between the pilings, among the garbage, among the weeds, a shaven-headed corpse bobs up and down upon the waves, rising and falling, falling and rising, up and down, with the current, on the tide.


You look away, you turn away, turning away into your adoptive father, hiding away in his coat. But he takes your arm, and he takes your face, and he says, ‘Look, Ryūnosuke! Look! You cannot turn your face from horror, you cannot look away from death. You cannot hide, you have to look. So look, Ryūnosuke! Look and see …’


And now you look, and yes, now you see, see this place for what it really is, see this world for what it truly is: corpses floating in its rivers, hanging from its trees, bodies falling by its wayside, burning in its fires, the factories on both banks, these rows upon rows, the shacks upon shacks, these endless shacks, the railway tracks and the utility poles, its affluence and poverty, the satiated and the starving, all crawling in its gaps, bobbing up and down, rising and falling, pretending and pretending, pretending everything is fine, pretending everything’s all right, nothing wrong, there’s nothing wrong: there’s no deceit, there are no lies, no lies, no lies. No smell of piss. No smell of shit. No smell of death. No cheap cake in a fancy box. No low-grade sake in an expensive bottle. No patched-up clothes, no patched-up screens. No chipped wooden desks, the baize worn thin and varnish gone. No faded red cushions, all threadbare and darned. No artifice, no pretence. No self-deceit. No fathers who are no fathers, no mothers who are no mothers. No scars, no scars across your heart, your broken, broken heart; all lies, all lies –


And now, now you turn; and yes, yes, you run; faster than you’ve ever run before, faster than you’ll ever run again, down these dusty streets, past these open sewers, to your house and through your gate, through your door and up your stairs, to your aunt in her room, always in her room, behind her screens, always behind her screens, your face buried in her breast, your tears burning through her clothes, her arms wrapped around your back, her hands running through your hair, she is whispering, she is whispering, ‘There, there, Ryūnosuke. There, there, my dear, dear child. This is the world of men, this is their world of lies. But I am here, I am here. And I will never leave you, never leave you, Ryūnosuke. Never, never let you go …’


Your face still buried in her breast, your tears still burning through her clothes, Fuki opens a book: Uji Shūi Monogatari. Fuki turns its pages, their oral folk tales. Not looking, not reading, Fuki says, ‘Mukashi, mukashi, three sisters lived in the Old Capital in their family home. Strangely, against all custom, against all tradition, the middle sister married first, the youngest next, but the eldest of the sisters never married. Why, we do not know, she would not say. But people whispered, as people do, of honour lost, of secret shame, a drunken uncle, a forced encounter. A child, was there a child? Given away, and lost to her? We do not know, she would not say, would never say. But with no husband of her own, the eldest sister lived on in the family home, tending to her father and her mother, her elder brother, too, her younger sisters marrying, her younger sisters departing, leaving her alone, alone in her room. And so in time, her father then her mother died, and her brother took a wife and brought her to the house. But still, still the elder sister lived on in the family house, alone in her room, in her room, alone in her room, until, in time, she too fell ill and died.


‘Her body was left in her room until her younger sisters returned, and with the rest of the household they then took her to the burning ground. But when they reached that place of smoke and ash, when they were about to unload the coffin from the carriage, in preparation for the usual funeral rites, then they noticed the coffin was strangely light, its lid ajar. Yes, the body was gone! All were shocked, for the body could not possibly have fallen out on the way to the burning ground. Yet still they retraced their steps to make certain. Of course, all the way back to the house, they found not a thing, not a trace. But on reaching the house, on entering her room, there she was, lying there alone in her room, lying there as though she had never moved.


‘Throughout the night, the family and the mourners discussed what best to do. At dawn, they put the body back inside the coffin and carefully sealed the lid, waiting then until dusk and another chance to proceed with the cremation. But when night finally began to fall, again they found the coffin lid open and the body lying on the floor in its former room. Now the family and the mourners were terrified, and still further frightened when they tried to move the body; they could not move her body. The body simply would not move. No matter how many tried, no matter how hard they tried. The body would not move. For her arms were roots, for her legs were roots. The bones in her ribs, the bones in her back. Planted in the floor, rooted in the ground. Her hair now twine, her hair now vine.


‘So there she was, where she meant to stay. You like it here, asked one of her younger sisters. All right then, fine; if that is what you want, then this is where we’ll leave you. But we are going to have to get you out of sight, at least! And so they took up the floor, and they made a hole, and yes, she was as light as air when they lowered her through the hole and into the ground.


‘And so here they buried her, under the floor, building a good-sized mound over her. But then the family and the servants all moved away, since no one wanted to stay on in a house with a corpse. And so, over the years, the house fell to ruin and eventually disappeared. Only the mound remained. But not even the common people seemed to be able to live near the mound. For people began to claim awful things happened there. And so soon, soon, the mound stood all alone. But in time, in time, a shrine was built upon it, and they say the shrine still stands there, over her rooted corpse.’


In her room, always in her room, behind her screens, always behind her screens, your face still buried in her breast, your tears now drying on her clothes, her arms still wrapped around your back, her hands now smoothing down your hair, Fuki is whispering, she is whispering, ‘These are the stories you should know, Ryūnosuke, these are the tales I will tell you. To teach you of the world of men, to warn you of their world of lies. For all men are demons, Ryūnosuke, this world their hell. But don’t cry, Ryūnosuke, don’t cry, for I will protect you, I will save you. Protect you from these demons, save you from their hell. For I will never leave you, Ryūnosuke, never leave you, never, never let you go …’


You love your Aunt Fuki. You love her more than anyone. She will never marry, she will live with you for the rest of your life. You will argue with her, you will quarrel with her. But you will never stop loving her –


‘I will never, never let you go, I promise, I promise …’


Never stop loving her for the rest of your life –


‘And so do you promise me, Ryūnosuke? Promise you will never leave me, never leave me for the rest of my life …’


In her room, always in her room, behind her screens, always behind her screens, in her arms, always in her reach, you nod and you say, ‘I do.’


5. The House of Books


In her room, behind her screens. You are a weak and sickly, cosseted child. Often constipated, often feverish. You are subject to convulsions, you are plagued by headaches. To constant convulsions, by perpetual headaches. A nervous child, a frightened child. Always frightened, always afraid: afraid of the dark, afraid of the light. The sun and the moon. The stars in the night, the clouds in the sky. The sky and the sea, the water and the earth. The ground beneath you, the land about you. The air you breathe, the very air you breathe. Afraid of the living, afraid of the dead. Always here, always there. The people who came before you once, the people who come before you still. The living and the dead, the dead and the living. People, people. Afraid of the people, so afraid of the people. The people and the world, their world and it all. Afraid, afraid, afraid of it all –


Don’t be scared, Ryūnosuke …


In the house, its other rooms. You are afraid, even more afraid. Afraid of the doors, afraid of the floors. That open, that tilt. The dust from the ceiling, the dust on the floor. Afraid of the tatami, afraid of the lamps. The old tatami, the dim lamps. The family altar, its mortuary tablets with their blackened gold leaf. The family shrine, its two earthenware tanuki sat on red cushions. They sit in a dark storage room, a candle lit before them. Every night, every day. You are afraid, you are afraid. Afraid of the screens, their peeling paper. Afraid of the windows, their looming shadows. The shadows and the whispers, the whispers outside and in –


Don’t be scared …


But in one room, in just one room. Upon the walls, above the door. There are prints and there are scrolls. From another time, a better time. And in the alcoves, and on the floor. There are books, so many books. From a different world, a better world. And in that room, in just this room. You are less afraid, much less afraid. First curious, intrigued. Then summoned, now seduced. By the pictures, by the scrolls. And by the books, by all of these books –


Don’t be scared, they whisper. We can bring you to another time, we can take you to a different world. In their piles, in their rows. A better time, a better world, they whisper. Come closer, Ryūnosuke. Come closer and see. You walk towards the piles of books, you walk towards the rows of books. We will be your guard, we will be your shield. And you reach out your hand, now you take up a book. Your guard and your shield. And you open up the book, open up the book and see. Another time, a different world. You see, you see. A better time, a better world. This is the start, the start of it all …


In the dim light, on the frayed tatami. First there are the pictures, the lurid illustrations. In the Kusazōshi, the Edo storybooks. So vivid, so magical. With their pictures of ghosts, with their pictures of monsters. Your eyes wide, your heart pounding. In the dim light, on the frayed tatami. Then there are the words, the cryptic signs. In Saiyūki, in Suikoden, these Chinese classics, in abridged translations. So intense, so spellbinding. With their legends of heroes, with their tales of adventures. Your eyes wider still, your heart pounding faster. In the dim light, on the frayed tatami. Word after word, sentence after sentence, paragraph after paragraph, page after page. You read and you read. In the dim light, on the frayed tatami. Becoming these heroes, living their adventures. In another time, a different world. A better time and a better world. That dim, dim light, now pale moonlight. The frayed tatami, now forest floors. The dripping tap, a thunderous river. The steep stairs, a mountain pass. Your bedding, now a bearskin. Reading and reading, learning and learning. You learn all the names of the One Hundred and Eight Heroes at Liangshan Marsh, you learn all their names, their names by heart. Your heart steady now, your eyes narrow now. Your toy wooden sword, a cold metal blade. You are battling with the fierce warrior beauty Ten Feet of Steel, you are duelling with the wild, brash monk Lu Zhishen. Against merciless bandits, against night witches. With bloody cudgels and with whistling arrows. Living characters, true heroes. These characters your friends, these heroes your teachers. They teach you bravery, they give you courage –


Don’t be scared, they shout. Be strong, Ryūnosuke! Be strong …


So you read and you read. Page after page, page after page. You read and you read, on and on. Legends and tales, stories then novels. Book after book, on and on. You read and you read. Not afraid, not afraid. No longer afraid. You read and you read. In the house, then at school. At your desk, on the street. You read and you read. Bashō and Bakin. Izumi Kyōka and Kunikida Doppo. Mori Ōgai and Natsume Sōseki. Japanese books and foreign books. The Bible and Aesop. Shakespeare and Goethe. Pu Songling and Anatole France. Book after book, character after character. Living each book, becoming each character. Hamlet and Mephistopheles, Don Juan and Julien Sorel, Prince Andrei and Ivan Karamazov. Each book a revelation, each character a transformation. So many characters, so many, many books –


We will guide you, Ryūnosuke. We will help you …


They keep whispering to you, keep calling you. Inside the house, now from outside the house. So many books, so many more books, but so little money, so very little money. Your adoptive father is a cultured man, yet a frugal man. But there are the libraries, always the libraries. And your own frugality, and your own guile. The public libraries across the river are too far, too far for an elementary schoolboy. But by the Big Ditch, so near to home, so close to hand, there is a commercial Rental Library. The sweet old lady who runs the place, she smiles at you, the sweet old lady who runs the place, she calls you ‘Sonny Boy’. So day after day, for hour after hour. You pretend to hunt, you pretend to search. Day after day, hour after hour. She never realises, she never suspects. Sonny Boy is always secretly reading, Sonny Boy is only occasionally renting. Day after day, hour after hour. With your own frugality, with your own guile. Day after day, hour after hour. The sweet old lady making her ornamental hairpins at her counter, the sweet old lady calling you ‘Sonny Boy’ as you enter. Day after day, hour after hour. Reading and reading, book after book. Thanks to your own frugality, thanks to your own guile. For day after day, for hour after hour. Until you have devoured all of her books, until you’ve eaten all that she has. By your own frugality, by your own guile. Until there is nothing more for you to read, nothing more for you here. Until the day arrives, now the hour comes –


You must cross the river, Ryūnosuke …


Calling to you, calling you. Over the bridge, over the river. Your school notebooks under your arm, your packed lunchbox under your arm. Crossing the Ryōgoku Bridge, crossing the Sumida River. After school and on holidays, over the river and along the streets. You are twelve years old, and you are on a mission. Mobilisation orders have been issued, lanterns outside the police stations. First to the Ōhashi Library on Kudanzaka Hill, then to the Imperial Library in Ueno Park. Among marching boots, under waving flags. Through the inviting used bookstores cluttering Jimbōchō Avenue, the blinding sun rising over Kudanzaka Hill. With the dawn, back by dusk. Two hours’ walk there, two hours’ walk back. Under sun and under moon. Whatever the season, whatever the weather. Through the spring winds, plum blossom then cherry petal. Through the summer rains, blooming hydrangea then flowering lotuses. On carpets of leaves, on carpets of snow. With returning boots, under victorious flags. In the Ōhashi Library, in the Imperial Library. They keep calling to you, keep calling you –


Waiting for you, we are waiting for you …


On your first visits, you are afraid. The high ceilings, the large windows. The iron stairways, the catalogue cases. The basement lunch room and the reading room. The numberless people, on numberless chairs. But on your next visits, you start to read. To read and to read, turning page after page. Turning and reading, book after book. In library after library, for year after year. The Ōhashi Library and the Imperial Library, then the Higher School Library, then the university library, the Tokyo University Library. Library after library, for year after year, borrowing and borrowing, book after book, hundreds of books, loving and loving, loving these books, these borrowed books, these borrowed books all loving you –


Please don’t take us back, Ryūnosuke, please …


The parting, these partings, tearing and tearing, tearing you apart: you want to keep these books, keep these books with you, these borrowed books, to hold and to cherish for the rest of your life, reading them over and over, again and again. Never taking them back, never letting them go. Never parting, never parting. So with your frugality, and with your guile. Your devotion and your discipline. You stay away from the cafés, and you teach part-time. Mathematics, even mathematics, for three days a week. You earn and you save. Then you buy, and you buy. On Jimbōchō Avenue, in its used bookstores. Book after book, second-hand book. Loving and keeping, cherishing and holding. Owning and possessing. Book after book. Your own books, your own library. Book by book. Building your library, your very own library. Book by book. But there are still so many books, so many more books you want. On Jimbōchō Avenue, the used bookstores. So many books, many more books. Inviting you, tempting you –


Take us home, take us, please …


Always so many books, still so little money. And so, but so. All else having failed, as the last resort. With your heart filled with pain, with your eyes filled with tears. Deaf to their protests, deaf to their screams. After all they have taught you, after all they have given you. Deaf to their protests, deaf to their screams. Your victims smothered with cloth, your victims strangled with string. As though to a funeral, an ancient tragedy. You cross the bridge, you cross the river. Tripping on a stone, falling in the road. You dust yourself down, you pick yourself up. With heavy feet, with slow steps. Along the streets, to Jimbōchō you go, you go, you –


No, Ryūnosuke, no. Don’t …


Enter the bookstore, the second-hand bookstore. You place the bundle on the counter, untie the string before the owner. You open up the cloth, take out the books. And you ask the woman, you ask, How much, how much for these? She offers you less than half of the price you paid for these books, even for books that are still quite new. You sigh, you nod. You accept her offer, and take her money. And you turn, you hurry. Deaf to their protests, deaf to their screams. Away from the crime, the scene of the crime. Their protests and their screams –


Why, Ryūnosuke …?


Because still there are so many books, so many more books you want. On Jimbōchō Avenue, in its used bookstores. So many books, so many more books. Inviting you and tempting you. So many books, now so many regrets. Regrets and lost loves:


Ryūnosuke?


Two months later, in the twilight. You are back on Jimbōchō Avenue, you are back among the used bookstores. Lightly dusted with snow, wrapped in your cape. From shop to shop, you’ve been making your way –


Remember me, Ryūnosuke?


On Jimbōchō Avenue, lightly dusted with snow. In your cape, stamping your feet. Outside each of the stores, the books on the street. Inviting you and tempting you. But before one shop, now among their books. This shop you know, these books you know. You find a copy of Zarathustra, but not just any copy of Zarathustra. A book well read, a book well loved. Read by you, loved by you. The very copy you sold not two months ago, the very copy still smudged with the oil from your fingers. Your former book, your former lover. You pick it up, you open it up. Standing out front, rereading and rereading. Passage after passage, page after page. And the more you read, the more you miss. This book, this book, you –


Ryūnosuke, please …


Enter the bookstore, the second-hand bookstore. You place the book on the counter, and you ask, you ask, How much is this? One yen sixty sen, smiles the woman who owns the shop. But for you, I’ll make it one fifty …


Take me back, Ryūnosuke. Please take me back …


You had sold it to her for a mere seventy sen, and can only bargain her down to one forty. But you miss this book, for you love this book. So you sigh, then you nod. And hand over double the amount you had sold it for. It always happens, you never learn …


Thank you, Ryūnosuke. Thank you …


Outside the store, back on the street. The buildings now dark, the streets now white. All very quiet, so strangely quiet. Jimbōchō covered with snow, you are wrapped in your cape. The steel-grey cover of Zarathustra pressed against your chest, a self-mocking smile upon your chapped lips. You walk and you trudge. Through the night, in the snow. Back to your house, back to your library, your very own library, your very own …


House of Books …


Book after book, book by book, pile by pile, shelf by shelf, screen by screen and wall by wall, you build and you build a house of books, your house of books. Made of paper, made of words. A house of books, a world of words: everything you know about the world, everything you learn about the world, you know and you learn from books, through words. You cannot think of anything you do not to some degree owe to books. First books, you believe, then reality; ‘from books to reality’, your unchanging truth: you do not try to improve your knowledge of life by observing the passers-by in the street. No, rather you read about the life of mankind in books, in order to better watch the passers-by in the street. Yes, real-life people are merely passers-by. In order to understand them – all their loves, all their hates, their lives and their deaths – to truly know them as they pass you by, you sit in your house of books, in your world of words, and you read and you read, book after book, observing and noting peculiarities of speech, of gesture, facial expressions, the line of a nose and the tilt of an eyebrow, the way they hold their hands, rough outlines and sketches, in Balzac, Poe, Baudelaire, Dostoevsky, Flaubert, the brothers Goncourt, Ibsen, Tolstoy, Strindberg, Verlaine, De Maupassant, Wilde, Shaw and Hauptmann; you will be the most well-read man of your generation. But every book you read is a textbook for life, an instruction in the art of living. You will find yourself in love with certain women. Yet none will show you what beauty truly is; only thanks to Balzac, thanks to Gautier, thanks to Tolstoy, only thanks to them do you notice the beauty of a woman’s ear, translucent in the sunlight, or the shadow of an eyelash, falling on a cheek. If you had not read of such beauty in books, then you would have seen nothing in a woman except the female animal of your species. Without books, without words, life would be unbearable, so unbearable, so ugly, so very, very ugly –


Not worth a single line of Baudelaire …


But your house of books, your world of words, with its screens and its walls, with its windows and doors, is built from other people’s books, other people’s words, borrowed and bought, always, already stolen and used; in your second-hand house of books, in your second-hand world of words, your life is always, already secondhand, second-hand.


6. A Bridge, a Gate; on the Way to Work …


One day, at school, you are daydreaming, looking out of the window, not thinking, just dreaming, the wind so very, very strong today, the wind moving through the branches of the trees today, the leaves rustling, the leaves trembling, each leaf, each leaf, halting your dreams, holding your gaze, enchanting you, bewitching you, making you see, making you feel, see for yourself and feel for yourself, the beauty of nature, the wonder of creation, this secret, this mystery, a current, a light; you will always remember this day, this moment, for this is the day, the moment, you know what you want to do, to do with your life, the rest of your life –


You will devote your life to literature, to the creation of literature, the rest of your life to writing.


In the Japanese language you have the word kaku, which means ‘to write, to draw or to paint’, in other words ‘to compose or to depict’. The characters with which kaku is written consist of ‘the hand’ radical on the left and the character for ‘seedling’ on the right. The character for ‘seedling’ is itself a compound of two radicals: one for ‘grass’, the other for ‘field’. When you put them all together you get kaku or egaku: a picture of a hand planting a seed. For you, all art originates from the germ of an idea, then the seed has to be planted or sown, then cultivated and nurtured by hand. This is what writing means to you, and this is what you are going to do.


You put down your wooden sword, you pick up your thin pen and you begin to scratch, you begin to write, copying down the old tales Fuki tells, scribbling down the stories the maids share, tales and stories of ghosts and of fireballs, widows obsessed with their late husbands, old ladies tortured by their daughters-in-law, filling notebooks with these stories, making little magazines with your friends, telling and retelling, composing and depicting, writing and writing, story after story, learning and learning, learning your craft, building bridges from these stories, these other people’s stories, bridges to your stories, your own stories, that gate you seek, over these bridges.


You translate one page of Poe a day, first studying the composition of the stories, then the construction of the sentences, all their hidden secrets, their occluded mysteries; their balance of beauty and truth, of passion and terror, humour and sarcasm, the melancholia of their dreams, the alchemy of their poetry, the precision of these sentences, the concision of these stories, the wonder of all these elements, the effect of this totality; his dedication to craftsmanship, his devotion to his craft. This is what you learn from Poe, this is your education, your apprenticeship.


It is a never-ending apprenticeship, to writing, and to language. For literature is an art of words that depends on language for its expression. And so you work ceaselessly to improve the quality of your language, the quality of your writing. And the quality you seek most in other people’s writings is the same as the one you seek most in your own: clarity. You want to write as clearly as possible. You want to express in precise terms what lies in your mind. And so you try and try to do just that. But when you take up your pen, you can seldom write as clearly or as smoothly as you wish. You always end up writing cluttered sentences. All your effort (if you can truly call it that) goes into the clarity of your art.


Yet you know the novel is the least artistic of all the literary genres. The only one that deserves the name of art is poetry. The novel is included in literature only for the sake of the poetry in it. In any other respect, the novel differs little from biography or history. For you, novelists are biographers or historians, relating themselves to the human life of a given age and of a given country. In Japan, the proof of this truth is in the works of the Lady Murasaki and Ihara Saikaku. But the greatest novelists are also always poets, yet always, already impure poets, still obligated to biography, or to history, always, already divided and torn, always, already torn in two; historian and poet, poet and historian.


And so you keep going back, back to the tales, the tales of the past, the tales Aunt Fuki told you, from Uji Shūi Monogatari, from Konjaku Monogatari, going back to the poetry of Man’yōshū, to the language of Hōjōki, always going back, back to the past, long, long ago, mukashi, mukashi …


For suppose you have a particular theme and you want to turn it into a story: in order to express it as powerfully and as artistically as possible, then you need some extraordinary and memorable incident. But the more extraordinary and memorable you imagine it to be, then the harder it is to describe such an incident convincingly if you set it in present-day Japan, for then it seems unnatural, and then the theme is left by the wayside, and then all is lost. But if it is difficult to set an extraordinary incident in contemporary Japan, then the solution is simple: make the incident happen in some remote past (or in the far future), or in a country other than Japan, or both. Then again, if you simply begin with ‘Once upon a time’, and then let the history go at that, then you have failed, too; you have to establish a particular historical time and setting, and then introduce and include some of the social background and conditions of that time, thus making the story seem natural and plausible, thus holding the attention of the reader, the hand of the reader, taking them back, back to the past, making them see the past, making them feel the past, making them live, yes, live the past again, anew …


Yes, from your desk, pen in hand, you will resurrect the stories of the past, the tales once told, lifting the veil, you will raise the dead, raise the dead, lifting the veil, tearing the veil, the veil in two …


Mukashi, mukashi, you are standing under a gate, the Akamon Gate at the University of Tokyo, standing under the gate, watching the rain fall, the rain falling now, the rain falling then, thinking of another gate, a different gate, in another city, a different city, in another time, a different time: the Rashōmon Gate in Kyoto, the grand city gate which once stood at the southern entrance to Suzaku Avenue; now no trace remains, not even a foundation stone. But you know this gate, you have read of this gate in the Konjaku Monogatari, and so you see this gate …


Long, long ago, a man came up from Settsu Province to the capital in order to steal. Since it was still daylight when he arrived, he hid out under the Rashōmon Gate …


In your mind, you see this gate, this once-great gate, as though you are seeing a painting, a moving, living, breathing painting; the gate abandoned and ruined, beneath a sky thick with crows, cawing and circling, a home for badgers and for foxes, standing in the twilight, the twilight now, the twilight then …


At this hour it was still bustling with people, and the man waited patiently under the gate for the city to quieten down. Then the man heard a large group approaching the gate …


‘Ryūnosuke,’ says your friend. ‘I’m sorry to have kept you waiting. But I have good news: we will have the place to ourselves …’


Your friend is a student in the Medical School of the University of Tokyo. Now he leads you to the building, he guides you up the stairs, he leads you down a corridor and guides you to the room …


To avoid being seen, the man stole up to the gate’s top storey, which formed an upstairs room. A dim light was burning in the gloom. Strange! The man peered in through the latticework windows and, stretched before him, he saw the corpse of a young woman …


Cardboard tags on fine wires dangle from the big toe of each cadaver, each tag inscribed with a name, an age and a date. Your friend bends over one of the corpses and begins to peel back the skin of its face with his scalpel, gradually exposing an expanse of yellow fat, the hair of the corpse dangling over the edge of the table …


The light by her head, an ancient crone was roughly picking out the corpse’s hair. For all the frightened thief knew, this old crone could be a demon or a ghost …


You are afraid, afraid again. You do not want to look, but you must look, you must; you are writing a story set in the Heian era, a story of corpses. But you have been unable to finish your work, unable to balance the fantastic and the authentic. And so you have asked to be here; you have asked to see a corpse – ‘Look, Ryūnosuke! Look! You cannot turn your face from horror, you cannot look away from death. You cannot hide, you have to look. So look, Ryūnosuke! Look and see …’ – And now you look, and yes, you see. See the corpse and see the hair. And now you reach out, reach out to touch the hair, but then you stop, you stop. The smell overpowering, a stench of rotting apricots. You steel yourself, and step closer …


The thief opened the door, drew his dagger and charged in with a shout. The terrified crone wrung her hands in a frantic plea for mercy, mercy …


‘You’re lucky,’ laughs your friend, still working away with his scalpel. ‘You know, we’re actually running out of decent cadavers these days.’


‘Who are you, what are you doing here,’ snarled the thief …


You reach out again, and now you touch the hair, the hair of the corpse. The hair slips easily into your hand …


‘My mistress died, sir, and there was no one to do the needful for her, so I brought her up here. You see, sir, her hair is longer than she was tall, and I am picking it out to make a wig. Please, sir, don’t kill me!’


Pen in hand, at your desk, under the gate, you are under the gate, in the upstairs room, you are in that room, in that place and in that time. The stench of death, the sound of rain. A flash of lightning, a peal of thunder. You strip the old woman of her robes, you tear the hair from her hands. She clutches at your legs, she clings to your ankles. You kick her, you kick her, violently, violently, sending her sprawling, sprawling back, back among the corpses, back among the dead, then you turn, you turn, turn and descend, down the steep stairs, stair by stair, into the darkness, and into the night …


The thief took the corpse’s clothes and the old woman’s, too, picked up the pile of loose hair, dashed back down the stairs and fled …


The old woman lies among the corpses now, naked as if dead, her tiny face ashen, her tiny body lifeless, as though she is already no longer here, always never really there. Then murmuring and muttering, now sighing and groaning, she crawls, she crawls, over the corpses, to the top of the stairs, her hair hanging down, down over her face, she peers down the stairs, staring under the gate, staring out, out, into the dark and empty night …


Yes, the upper storey of the Rashōmon Gate used to be filled with human corpses and skeletons. If people couldn’t provide a proper funeral, they would sometimes bring the corpse to the upper storey of the gate and leave it there instead. The thief told people about what had happened to him, and thus this story came to be handed down to us today.


At your desk, you stop writing, you look up. For a moment, you do not recognise this place, do not recognise this world. You were in the current and the light that flow through nature and through time, through life and through art, a light more powerful than a thousand shattered stars, a current faster than any river, flowing through your blood, sweeping through your mind, taking the faint spark which glimmers within, turning that spark into a flame, kindling that flame until it burns and burns, brighter and brighter, illuminating your way, forcing you on, moving your hand and moving your pen, word after word, for page after page, absorbing you, consuming you, in letters, in writing. But then, the next moment, it is gone again, gone again. And the instant you lose sight of it, the very moment it is gone, you are overcome by the immense and endless darkness that looms around you now, at your desk, in your study, leaving you lost again, alone again, in the dark and empty night, lost and alone, waiting, just waiting.




*





Once again upon a time, beneath the branches of the red pine, before the blackened gravestone, the child said to the man, No, no. Those are the stories, the narratives you tell yourself, you write yourself, in the mirror in the bathroom, at your desk in your study, you keep telling yourself,  will keep writing yourself, these stories, these narratives that do not hold, which will not hold, that break apart, will break apart, in the mirror in the bathroom, at your desk in your study, breaking you apart, tearing you apart, splintering and splattering you, in remembered scenes, on erected screens, until it’s all too late, all too late, and all that remains, all that remains are those erected screens, your own hell screens.
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