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Once there was a man burning incense.


He noticed that the fragrance was neither coming nor going;


It neither appeared nor disappeared.


This trifling incident led him to gain Enlightenment.


SHAKYAMUNI BUDDHA







For Jean-Marc Roberts
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FOLLOWING A LONG CONFINEMENT and strict observance of the eating restrictions associated with bereavement, and after she had polished Katsuro’s body with a sacred fabric that was intended to absorb any impurities, Amakusa Miyuki undertook the ritual that would purify her from the stain of her husband’s death. But since it was inconceivable that the young widow should immerse herself in the very same river in which Katsuro had just drowned, the Shinto priest merely pursed his lips and flourished the branch of a pine tree over her, the lowest boughs of which had been moistened by the waters of the Kusagawa. Then he assured her that she could now resume her life and show her gratitude to the gods who would not fail to grant her courage and strength.


Miyuki knew perfectly well what lay behind the priest’s words of comfort: he hoped that despite the precariousness of her situation, exacerbated by the death of Katsuro, she would provide him with a concrete expression of the recognition she owed to the kami.*


But although Miyuki felt some gratitude towards the gods for having washed away her stains, she could not forgive them for having allowed the River Kusagawa, which after all was no less of a god itself, to rob her of her husband.


The alms she donated were therefore modest, comprising white radishes, a bunch of garlic bulbs and some sticky rice cakes. Skilfully wrapped in a linen cloth, the offering, due mainly to the considerable proportions of certain radishes, was of a size that implied a much larger gift. The priest was unsuspecting, and went happily on his way.


After which, Miyuki forced herself to clean and tidy the house. Not that she was a very orderly person. She was more the sort who prefers to leave things lying around, even deliberately scattering them about. In any case, Katsuro and she had very few possessions. Finding them strewn here and there, particularly in places where they should not be, afforded them a fleeting illusion of opulence. “Is this rice bowl new?” Katsuro would ask. “Did you buy it recently?” Miyuki would put her hand to her mouth to conceal her smile. “It’s always been on the shelf, the sixth bowl from the back – it belonged to your mother, don’t you remember?” When it had rolled around on the straw mat after Miyuki had knocked it over (and she had forgotten to pick it up straight away), the bowl had simply come to a stop and turned upside down in a shaft of sunlight, taking on reflections that Katsuro did not recognise, and this was why he had not immediately identified it.


Miyuki supposed that wealthy people always lived in the midst of constant clutter, just like those landscapes in which it was the turmoil that made them look beautiful. And so the River Kusagawa was never more elating to contemplate than after a heavy downpour, when the mountain tributaries filled it with muddy brown waters, full of pieces of bark, moss, watercress flowers and rotting leaves swirling about, all black and shrivelled; then the Kusagawa lost its shimmering appearance and became covered in concentric circles and spirals of foam that made it look like the whirlpools of the Naruto Strait, in the Inland Sea. Rich people, Miyuki thought, must be swamped in the same way by the countless waves of gifts which their friends (countless too, of course) gave them, and by all the dazzling trifles that they bought from travelling salesmen without counting the cost, without even asking themselves whether they would ever use them. They always needed more space to make room for their trinkets, to stack up their kitchen implements, hang their fabrics, line up their ointments, and to store all those riches whose names Miyuki sometimes did not even know.


It was an endless race, a relentless competition between people and things. The ultimate in opulence would be reached when the house burst like a ripe fruit from the pressure of the useless things that had been stuffed into it. Miyuki had never witnessed such a spectacle, but Katsuro had told her that on his trips to Heian Kyō he had seen beggars searching through the rubble of fine residences where the walls appeared to have been blown out from the inside.


*


In the house that Katsuro had built with his own hands – one room with a mud floor, another with a bare wooden floor and, beneath the thatched roof, an attic that was reached by a ladder, all of a modest size for he had had to choose between putting up walls or catching fish – there was mainly fishing equipment. It was used for everything: the nets put up to dry in front of the windows took the place of curtains, when folded they served as bedding, in the evenings they used the hollow wooden floats as headrests, and the tools for cleaning Katsuro’s fishponds were the same as those used by Miyuki to prepare their meals.


The fisherman and his wife’s one luxury was the salt pot. It was merely a copy of Chinese pottery from the Tang dynasty, a piece of brown glazed earthenware roughly decorated with peonies and lotuses, but Miyuki attributed supernatural powers to it: she had inherited it from her mother, who in turn had been given it by a grandmother who maintained that it had always been in the family. The pot had thus passed through several generations without suffering a single scratch, which made it miraculous.


*


Although it took only a few hours to tidy the house, Miyuki needed two hours to scrub it clean. The work carried out inside it was to blame: fishing and the breeding of magnificent fish, mainly carp. When he returned from the river, Katsuro never paused to strip off his clothing which was coated with a slimy silt that spattered onto the walls with every hurried movement he made; he had one thing on his mind: to rescue as quickly as possible the carp that were flapping about in their wicker nets, lest they lost any scales or tore off a barb – in which case they would lose all their value in the eyes of the imperial stewards – and to release them into the fishpond dug specially for them at the front of the house: a pool scooped out of the earth, not very deep, and filled to the brim with water that Miyuki, while her husband was away, had enriched with the larvae of insects, algae and seeds from aquatic plants. This done, Katsuro would spend several days at a stretch sitting on his heels and observing the behaviour of his catch, watching in particular for those fish that he had first considered worthy of the ponds of the Imperial City, searching for signs that they were not simply the most attractive ones, but were also healthy enough to survive the long journey to the capital.


Katsuro was not very talkative. And when he did express himself, it was more by allusion than by assertion, thereby affording those he was talking to the pleasure of having to guess the distant perspectives of an incomplete thought.


*


On the day of her husband’s death, once the five or six carp he had caught had been placed in the fishpond, Miyuki was squatting, as Katsuro used to do, by the edge of the pool, allowing herself to be hypnotised by the fish circling anxiously like prisoners discovering the boundaries of their gaol.


If she was capable of appreciating the beauty of certain carp, or at least the energy and sprightliness of their movements, she had not the least idea of what criteria Katsuro adopted to gauge their resilience. This was why, not wishing to deceive the villagers, and above all not to delude herself, she had got to her feet, brushed herself down, and, turning her back to the pond, had taken refuge in her house – the last one to the south of the hamlet, recognisable from the shells embedded in its thatch, their pearly sides facing the sky to reflect the light of the sun and to frighten away the crows that nested in the camphor trees.


*


The villagers were relieved to learn that Miyuki was forcing herself to scrape the mud from her floor and wash down her walls.


They had feared that she might make herself a tourniquet with a cord and a stick, and use it to strangle herself so that she could join Katsuro in the yomi kuni.* It was not that she was too young to die – at the age of twenty-seven, she had reached the average life expectancy for a peasant woman and could consider herself happy with the portion of existence that had been assigned to her – but that she had shared certain of Katsuro’s secrets and now there was no-one apart from her to maintain the privileged relationship the village had with the Imperial Court at Heian Kyō: the provision of special carp to serve as living ornaments in the temple ponds, in exchange for which the inhabitants of this collection of rickety humpbacked huts known as Shimae benefited from a virtual exemption of taxes, not to mention the small gifts from Watanabe Nagusa,† the Director of the Office of Gardens and Ponds, which Katsuro never failed to bring back for them.


Now, it so happened, Watanabe had just sent three officials to place an order for some new carp to replace those which had not survived the winter.


One morning – it was a few days after Katsuro’s death – the emissaries from the Office of Gardens and Ponds had appeared out of the humid mist which, after heavy rain during the night, hung over the edge of the forest like a curtain.


On their previous visits they had come on foot, which had been extremely costly to the people of Shimae, because, exhausted by their journey, the carp buyers had lingered for a fortnight, living off the villagers, their appetites and taste for sake increasing as they recovered strength. But this time they had arrived on horseback, accompanied by an equerry bearing the silk banner in the colours of the Emperor, and they had abandoned the comfortable, loose-fitting kariginu* for warriors’ uniforms with the metal plates protecting their chests and their backs jangling like old, cracked bells. Their sudden appearance had frightened the few women who had gathered on the threshing floor to plait the rice straw and had put them to flight.


In his capacity as the village’s senior magistrate, Natsume had come out to meet the three riders and to greet them with the deference due to representatives of the imperial throne; but as he put his hands together and bowed as low as his stiff neck permitted, he wondered how the Emperor, reputed to be the most refined prince of his time, could tolerate such unattractiveness in the men responsible for making his wishes known throughout the provinces: swaying listlessly on their black lacquered wood saddles, their heads nodding beneath helmets extended by their neck-guards, their armour green with the moss that had clung to them as they rode through the forests, the emissaries resembled enormous woodlice with bellies swollen by waxy and nauseous substances. But perhaps His Imperial Majesty had never set eyes on them: some second-class deputy to a counsellor of the fifth minor lower rank had placed their names on a list (and nobody would ever know why the deputy had selected these names rather than any others), he had presented them to an inspector of the fourth minor upper rank, who had, over time, passed them on to the top of the hierarchy, whence they had gradually come back down again finally to fall into the hands of Watanabe Nagusa, who had approved them with an impatient brushstroke – and of all this, as with so many other decisions affecting the sixty-eight provinces, the Emperor had known nothing.


*


The imperial messengers were very upset to hear of Katsuro’s death. They had grimaced, groaned and emitted noises from their throats, shuddered with displeasure and jangled their breastplates. To calm them, it had been necessary for Natsume to introduce them to Miyuki. They had gazed at her in silence, rolling their small black eyes above wooden masks bristling with false devil’s teeth that covered the lower part of their faces.


While Miyuki bowed, bending so low that her forehead touched the dusty ground, the village chief reassured the emissaries: the fisherman’s widow would serve them as scrupulously as Katsuro had done. Then, to mollify them fully, Natsume gave them a meal of buckwheat noodles, seaweed and fish accompanied by vegetables pickled with sediment of sake, before taking them along to the waterfall whence they continued on the road to Heian Kyō.


Then he came back to converse with Miyuki.


“Your husband was dead when they found him, but fortunately the carp that he had already managed to catch are very much alive,” – he gave Miyuki a kindly look, as though she were responsible for the thriving health of the fish – “and the ambassadors paid me many compliments.”


“Those fat grasshoppers are ambassadors? They’re nothing but minor officials who are so poorly regarded at Court that they are despatched to the depths of the provinces when a simple letter would have sufficed.”


Was she suggesting that she would have known how to read this letter? She had a nerve, that was for sure. But since Natsume himself could not read, he did not raise the matter, preferring not to venture into any area that risked his humiliation.


For a silent moment, his reticence making it appear that he was pondering Miyuki’s words, he watched the carp swimming lazily in their fishpond.


“Sending three horsemen costs considerably more than sending a simple letter bearer,” he observed. “I see in this a sign that the Office of Gardens and Ponds attaches particular importance to this order and to its satisfactory completion. You will leave for Heian Kyō as soon as possible.”


“Yes,” she said with unexpected compliance. “Yes. By tomorrow if you wish.”


He gave a growl of satisfaction. The notion that Katsuro’s death could have made Miyuki impervious to many things, even to setting out on the journey to Heian Kyō, for example, had not occurred to him. He had no idea of the grief that had consumed her, leaving her an empty husk, grey as ash.


To all intents and purposes, Natsume had never looked at this woman, this widow, as she should properly be referred to now. She was too emaciated to be the sort of mistress he liked; in only a short time, grief had hollowed out her cheeks and accentuated her slender, windswept figure. But perhaps he could take her home and give her to his son who had still not found a wife to his liking and who appreciated sad women. He used to say that although the tears were salty, the majority of grief-stricken women gave off a pleasant aroma of very sweet fruit. And if Hara (that was his son’s name) did not want the carp fisherman’s widow, Natsume could always try to fatten her up for his own pleasure; this would be an altogether more enjoyable task since Miyuki’s attractions – her future attractions, he corrected himself, thinking of the fattening process that he would first have to impose on her – were clearly accompanied by a spontaneous and exquisite submission.


“How many fish will you deliver to the Court? At least twenty or so?”


“Carp are not demanding,” Miyuki said, “but they need plenty of water. The pots in which Katsuro carried them could not hold much, so the fewer fish there are, the less they will suffer.”


She did not dare add that her shoulders, which would bear the weight of the bamboo pole from which the pots would hang, were not as strong as those of her husband: the amount of water to be carried would be the only concession she could negotiate if the pain of conveying the fish was greater than she thought she could endure.


“Twenty fish,” Natsume repeated. “It’s the least the village can do.”


*


Had he not been certain of finding the carp he wanted there, Katsuro would never have gone so far down the river. But the magnificent fish were plentiful in this part of the Kusagawa, just past the Shuzenji weir, where they were easier to catch after they had withstood the strong currents upstream created by the waterfall and while they were giving themselves a sort of breather, almost drifting on the surface of the water.


For as experienced a fisherman as Katsuro, it was enough for him to dip his hands in the water, fingers spread wide, and wait for a carp to come and rub its nose against his open palms. All Katsuro had to do was close his fingers, pressing them lightly against the gills, to relax the fish, which had stiffened into a sort of terrified erection on contact with the man. Its fins continued to flutter, but, suddenly soft and submissive, its flesh surrendered to the hand that was touching it. Then Katsuro hurried to remove the carp from its river and place it carefully in one of the rice straw nets made watertight by an application of mud.


Lined with grassy banks where buttercups grew, meandering between a double screen of wild cherry trees, persimmons, reeds and blue pines, the path leading to Katsuro’s fishing grounds appeared at first glance to be a very pleasant walk. But the fisherman was not deceived, he knew that it was a perilous path that could quickly be turned into a gully by the rainstorms, and that the streams of water created faults that made stepping there akin to walking into a trap. It was one thing when Katsuro walked down towards the river, because his nets were empty and he could concentrate fully on where he planted his feet; but it was quite another matter on the return journey when he had to look far ahead of himself to keep the pole balanced across his shoulders with the baskets overflowing with water and fish; the slightest jolt roused the carp from their torpor and they became frantic, some of them even managing to throw themselves out of the nets despite the plaited, wide-meshed lotus stalks with which the fisherman had covered them.


On two occasions, Katsuro was injured.


The first time, it had been only a sprain. Ignoring the pain, and after breaking his pole to make crutches for himself, he had been able to get back to the village. But he had had to leave his nets behind, concealing them beneath the long, fresh grasses that had been flattened by the rain and looked as though they were made of green lacquer. As he hobbled towards Shimae, he heard, behind him, the rustle of wild animals from the forest that were bound to discover his fish and eat them.


The second accident was more serious: he had broken an ankle. This time, with or without crutches, he was unable to get to his feet. He had to make up his mind to haul himself along on his stomach, dragging his broken, swollen and burning ankle as it bumped over the rough track and made him cry out in distress. As well as the torture that crawling inflicted on his foot, the flesh on his knees, thighs and stomach was also scratched. Quivering with fever and pain, Katsuro had then tried to clamber up the other side of the path, the one where the verges, soaked by the frequent overflowing of the river, were less secure. Initially he had felt relief when he smelled the damp freshness of the mud soothing his burning body. But then he had crawled into an area where the ground was eroded, and the absence of vegetation caused sudden subsidence in the clay-like mud. Even though this forced him to tumble down towards the river and actually get his face wet, Katsuro was not afraid of the landslides that he encountered: the worst ones were hidden beneath apparently smooth and compact areas where the Kusagawa had created hidden faults that threatened to collapse under his weight. And this is what happened, just before a bend in the river.


A white heron watched impassively as the man, slimy with mud and contorted with pain, squirmed and gasped for breath, and then, suddenly, disappeared in a commotion of water and silt.


One of his hands had remained above the water, clutching at the sky, desperately grasping for something to hold on to. His fingers had found the remnants of the riverbank, they had clutched at the mud and thrust deep into it, but the sodden clay had slipped between his knuckles; his hand, held up for a second towards the sky, had fallen back and then, almost gracefully, without a splash, it was as if it had dissolved into the river.


At that moment, the white heron’s neck had quivered; but this should not be seen as a kind of gesture of compassion for the fisherman on the part of the bird, no, the death of a man and the swallowing reflex of a great wading bird renowned for bringing misfortune was pure coincidence.
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OF THESE EVENTS THAT had taken place at Shimae on the twenty-fourth day of the third moon, the seventy-three families of the village remembered especially that Miyuki had shown a restraint and dignity that surprised everyone.


Fishermen’s wives had a reputation for complaining. When they were not berating their husbands or railing against the stewards, they criticised the wickerwork, the quality of which, they said, deteriorated by the year. As a result, the Kusagawa current wore out the fishing tackle two or three times faster than it had done in the past – whereas, in actual fact, it was these women’s inability to plait the nets that was the cause.


From the back of their throats they drew tearful voices to reproach their husbands for fish that were too small, for clothes that were always damp and rotted more quickly than those of the peasants, for nets full of holes that allowed their best catches to escape. Or else they moaned about the lack of eagerness on the part of the imperial stewards to order new carp to restock the ponds of Heian Kyō.


Yet it was not the stewards they should have blamed, but Katsuro alone, who provided fish of such exceptional longevity that the Office of Gardens and Ponds had considered bestowing on him the honour of Master of Carp; but as this title had never existed (at least, the secretaries of the Office had found no trace of one in any official document), Watanabe became discouraged when he reflected on the complexity of the many procedures that would need to be followed if the creation of this new honorary function were to be ratified. Furthermore, Katsuro asked for nothing. He went from temple to temple with his buckets full of carp, chose the most temperate pond, emptied his fish into it, observed their acclimatisation for a few days (squatting motionless on the bank, as he did at Shimae, except that here he did not have a wife to bring him rice and cover his shoulders with a straw coat when the night grew cold), made his recommendations about how to feed them and catch them without frightening them in order to distribute them to other pools, for when panic-stricken the carp could lose their glints of glossy leather, of polished bronze.


As they made their way to Miyuki’s house to inform her that Katsuro had drowned, the villagers were expecting a distressing scene. The poor woman would cling to them and utter terrible curses against the kami of the river who had taken her husband from her, and against Natsume and his councillors who had encouraged the trade in carp and had always urged Katsuro to catch ever stronger and more magnificent fish, and perhaps, in her extreme grief, Miyuki might go so far as to curse the Emperor himself who insisted that his ornamental ponds should always be pulsating with carp, even though His Majesty probably never took the time to go and laze by a pool to admire the fish.


But no, Miyuki had allowed the villagers to go on talking, telling her about the death of her husband – what they knew of it, which was very little – and she had merely inclined her head to one side as though she found it hard to believe what they were telling her.


When they had finished, she let out a strangled cry and fell to the ground.


It was odd, the way she slumped down: she seemed to coil into herself the closer her shoulders came to the floor. Her cry remained suspended above her body’s descending spiral. A fraction of a second later – and this shows how fleeting her cry had been – nothing further issued from Miyuki’s lips beyond a barely audible exhalation. Then there was the sudden dull thud of her forehead hitting the ground, like the sound of a wooden bowl that is dropped from a height and spills its contents as it falls.


Miyuki’s thoughts had scattered like the thousands of grains of rice that form a solid ball, warm and fragrant, in the bowl. Gathering up those grains one by one to put them back in the bowl is too tiresome a task. When such a thing happens, it is better to sweep them up or throw a pail of water over the floor. This is what the brain of the fainting Miyuki did: under the impact of the blow, it sent all the grains of rice that made up her conscious energy (memory, emotion, awareness of the outside world) to the back of beyond, limiting her activity purely to vital functions.


Deprived of sensation, Miyuki lay motionless on the mud floor. The men had lifted her up and laid her on her net. She was light. Natsume had noticed a damp patch spreading over Miyuki’s gown, level with her pubis. Leaning over her, he had recognised the smell of urine. He wondered whether he should speak to the others about it. But he thought that this could be humiliating for Miyuki. He also remembered that, when it dried, material soaked in urine gave off an odour more or less like that of fish, and he reckoned that no-one would be surprised if the clothing of a carp fisherman’s widow smelled of fish. So he said nothing.


*


In the middle of the night, Miyuki had been woken from her dazed state following her loss of consciousness by the hollow clicking sound made by the mercenaries; Natsume had enlisted ten or so to protect Shimae in the event of possible raids from Chinese pirates. The noise was made by the twanging of the strings of their bows following the custom at the Imperial Palace where it was forbidden to raise one’s voice during the night or call out the hour.


Now the time had just passed from the hour of the Wild Boar to that of the Rat.* The moon was full, shedding a cool light that cast shadows like patches of gleaming black ink. It was as though they had just been brushed in.


Miyuki had opened her eyes. She had immediately seen Katsuro’s body, which the fishermen had laid across an open chest to allow it to dry, in such a way that the murky water that continued to seep from his clothing and his hair would not contaminate the mud floor – a pointless precaution, to tell the truth, because the moment that Katsuro’s corpse had crossed the threshold, the impurity of death was said to have infected the entire house, the objects (not many of them, as we have stated) it contained, the animals (mainly the ducks that Katsuro had brought back from the Kusagawa in the past and that had made their dwelling there), and above all the villagers, those who had brought back his remains, those who would gather for the funeral vigil, as well as all those who would have to enter the house during the prescribed forty-nine days of mourning.


Custom decreed that Miyuki should place at the disposal of visitors a receptacle full of salt which they could sprinkle over themselves for purification; but she had no idea what type of receptacle would be suitable (bowl, pot, bucket? Why not a large lotus leaf that would remind people of the river where Katsuro had lost his life?); in any case, she had hardly any salt left and did not have the means to buy enough to satisfy the demands of the ritual. She sensed that life without her husband was going to be a succession of troublesome questions that she would have to try to answer on her own. She was immediately annoyed with herself for this fit of selfishness, remembering that Katsuro’s fate was scarcely more enviable than her own, at least in those early hours of his death that belonged to the indeterminate period when the souls of the dead persisted in wanting to return to the life they had left and, being unable to do so, developed an anxiety that bordered on despair. Thereafter, everything depended on which religion was in possession of the truth. If the path of truth were Shintoist, Katsuro would descend to the domain of the dead, which is a reflection of the world of the living, with mountains, valleys, meadows and forests, but infinitely darker, and, taking his place, perhaps, among the family ancestors, he would keep watch over Miyuki until she joined him – it was not the worst of hypotheses. If the truth were Buddhist, the time spent wandering between the dissolution of his former life and the acquisition of another existence would be fairly brief, and Katsuro would not suffer long from the disconcerting sensation of having lost his shape, his substance and his feelings.


*


Someone had brought a stone bowl filled with clear water, as well as a bamboo ladle so that Miyuki could wash and purify her husband’s body.


In three days’ time, the carp fisherman’s corpse would be burned on a pyre built outside the village. The bones would be withdrawn from the embers, starting with those of the feet and ending with those of the skull, and they would be placed in the funerary urn in the same sequence – in this way the dead person would be spared the discomfort and ridicule of being laid upside down. Then the posthumous name of Katsuro would be inscribed on a tablet which Miyuki would put on the shelf of the Spirits. The urn would remain in the house for forty-nine days, it would be filled with offerings of flowers, food, incense and candle lights, libations would be poured in its honour, and then it would be buried and there would be no further mention of the carp fisherman.


Miyuki had gently stroked Katsuro’s body, unable to prevent herself asking him in a quiet voice whether the water she was pouring over his flesh was not too cold, whether she was putting her wet hand there in the place where he loved to be fondled – she no longer had her husband’s little grunts of pleasure to guide her, as her fingers pressed and played freely.


The mud that encased the fisherman made him look like pottery, like a tall earthenware jar in which the cracks fade and close beneath the moist palm that is rubbing it. Miyuki took the opportunity when no-one was looking to place her lips for one last time on the long shaft of his penis, which had grown cold.


The earthy taste surprised her. When he was alive, when it swelled inside Miyuki’s mouth, Katsuro’s penis had tasted of raw fish, of warm young bamboo shoots, and of fresh almonds when she finally released its juices. Now it was insipid and muddy to her tongue, like the pools of the temples of Heian Kyō when the Office of Gardens and Ponds had them drained for cleaning.


Miyuki had loved this man. Not that he was a very good lover – but what did she know, after all, since she had experienced no-one but him? He used to upset her by the way he silently loomed up behind her and took her by the shoulders, his nails scratching her flesh, his strong breath enveloping her neck, a smell of ripe fruit and poorly tanned leather, his knee pushing against her lower back to open her tunic and expose a portion of naked flesh against which he would then rub his organ as if he were furtively making omelette rolls. He did not derive his pleasure without her, but in front of her, and differently.


Once Katsuro had left for the river, Miyuki would go back to bed to relive every phase of the semblance of predatory behaviour that had just been inflicted on her – the silent approach, the lunge, the grasp, the stripping, the devouring, the gratification, the flight into the night; this feeling of having been attacked by a wild animal was often enough to satisfy her, the sides of her nose would flare, quiver and turn blue, her breathing wheezed and grew quicker, beads of sweat formed between her breasts, her bosom was an invitation to bite; she let out a brief, hoarse cry, the skin on her face seemed to tighten, she choked, and she would suddenly release herself, her back arching, and allow a long whistling sound to stream out between her lips; it was her way of coming, one that resembled the gentle flow of the Kusagawa over its bed of wet grass.


It also seemed to her that her husband’s body had become larger. Perhaps it was due to the release of death, after all, even though this release did not form part of the nine stages of the transformation of the corpse as taught by the monks.


*


On the night of the vigil over the remains, Miyuki had disguised herself as a bird: with her neck stretched forward and her arms held away from her body, she had walked in circles around the room, taking quick, short steps, and had bowed low to the other women before hopping from one side to the other; she had let out the piercing cry, krooh, krooh, krooh, the nasal trumpeting call of the ash-coloured crane, to help Katsuro’s soul – his soul which was believed to behave like a bird – to fly away to the takama-no-hara, the high plain of paradise.


But Katsuro believed in neither gods nor portents. Nothing had ever stopped him from putting out his nets, whereas other fishermen remained confined to their homes on the pretext that it was an ill-fated day or that there was some religious constraint they had to obey. As far as constraints were concerned, the only ones Katsuro knew about were the fierce floods of the Kusagawa that kept the carp at the bottom of the riverbed.


He was not the sort to ask questions. Neither of himself nor of anyone else. He had often said yes, sometimes no, but he had scarcely ever asked either where or when, or how or why. And yet, in his early youth, he had certainly displayed the same curiosity as any other child; as he grew older, however, he had gradually become convinced that there was no point in getting to the bottom of things since there was nothing he could do to change matters. His thoughts had become as steady as the rocks that emerged in the lower part of the river, impervious equally to weariness, to discouragement, to apathy – so many emotions that would eventually come to sap the energy of a carp fisherman more effectively than the water that gradually wore away the crumbling part of the banks of the Kusagawa.


Katsuro had never asked the oracles whether any particular night would be more auspicious for catching carp: they would either be there, or they would not, that was all there was to it. The colour and shape of the moon might have an influence on women’s moods, but not on the presence of fish either upstream or downstream from the Shuzenji weir.


*


Miyuki showed no interest in omens either, even though some greedy monks had sought her out to tell her that her journey was taking place under unfavourable auspices, and that they were fortunately able to remedy this by enclosing in a cloth bag strips of hemp on which they proposed inscribing the names of all the sanctuaries that she would encounter during the course of her long road to the pools of the Heian Kyō temples. According to them it was a powerful talisman, as efficacious on the outward route as on the return. All it would cost Miyuki would be a few bottles of sake and a meal consisting of mochi* seasoned with a mixture of salt and fillet of loach, and garnished with a generous portion of those oyster mushrooms that are reputed to prolong life.


This was not a feast, merely one of those good meals that she had often prepared for Katsuro, and yet she turned down their offer: there was no question of eating into the nest egg that Natsume had given her on behalf of the villagers who had paid Miyuki a lump sum to cover the transportation of the carp and their acclimatisation in the sacred ponds. After this final delivery, the villagers would no doubt appoint another fisherman to replace Katsuro, and it would be very unlikely that the new supplier would need Miyuki’s help to carry his fish to Heian Kyō – he would take responsibility for the assignment himself, for the job was only profitable if you were in charge of both catching the carp and delivering them to the temples of the Imperial City.


On her return from Heian Kyō, Miyuki should therefore reconsider what her life had been until then.


She would become a farmer without land, the most underprivileged of the peasant classes. Who would provide her livelihood from now on? Would she lend her arms to grind the millet? Or would she go and wear herself out in Lord Shigenobu’s rice field, which, in addition to the benefit of then being exempted from land tax, would apparently provide the opportunity from time to time of catching one of those wild ducks that Shigenobu encouraged to nest on his land because they plucked out the weeds as they devoured the insects that lived off the rice. Miyuki’s only certainty was that she would not die of hunger: upstream from the Shuzenji weir, the Kusagawa was covered for much of the year with bindweed with pointed leaves, soft to eat and delicately flavoured.


*


If it had been up to her alone, she would have left at once – the transportation of the fish was cumbersome enough for her not to go to the trouble of packing another bag. All she would take with her would be a coarse article of clothing made from wisteria fibres, a few mouthfuls of narezushi* and some rice cakes, which would be enough to sustain her as she walked. Once dusk fell, and on days when it rained heavily and the stormy atmosphere was likely to turn the water in the fishing baskets green, she would stop at one or other of those inns that are strung out along the road to Heian Kyō, and that are increasingly numerous in the provinces of Totomi and Mikawa.


She remembered how Katsuro’s eyes gleamed whenever he spoke of these taverns. And sometimes he even laughed about them. He had his favourites: the Inn of the Six Crystals, the Inn of the First Plucking (so named in an allusion to the harvesting of the fruit of the persimmon tree – at least, that was what Katsuro maintained, but then his voice would falter, and Miyuki preferred to look away), the Inn of the Red Dragonfly or the Inn of the Two Moons in the Water.


*


Before leaving Shimae, Miyuki had to prepare as safe as possible a habitat for her carp.


For the journey to the Imperial City, she planned to keep as close as possible to rivers and streams, only deviating from them when she had no choice. It would make her journey longer, but it guaranteed that the carp would have a supply of fresh water, even if their baskets happened to be damaged in the event of an accident. In any case, despite all the care that Miyuki would devote to their waterproofing, nothing could prevent the baskets from losing a certain amount of water. To provide them with maximum impermeability, and to soothe the carp, which prefer the dark, Katsuro used to caulk each basket with a heavy silt, apply a strip of coarse material to the inside and outside, and end by coating it with a generous amount of clay that he could simply knead with his wet hands whenever excessive sunshine or wind caused cracks to appear. But this did not stop the water leaking from the containers when the carp, bored with their cramped and unstable homes, became restless, or when a pronounced swaying of the yoke (which could be caused by stumbling and recovering a little too hastily) created waves, some of which overflowed.


*


When she had prepared the baskets, Miyuki chose the carp she would put into them. First of all, she picked out the ones whose scales formed the most uniform and harmonious patterns, with noses neither too long nor too short or squat, symmetrical fins and a perfectly consistent colour from nose to tail. Following this first selection, she took two black carp (one a metallic, shiny black, the other velvety and matt) and two fish of a more sallow yellow colour, but whose growth and longevity were often exceptional, then two deep bronze ones that had a sheen like flowing brown honey, and she rounded off her selection with two carp that were almost devoid of scales and looked as though they were sheathed in leather.


To provide them with as much space as was essential, Miyuki had decided to take only relatively small carp, carp that were two summers old, a little less than one shaku* and weighing about one kin.†


She caught them by hand, as patient and skilful as Katsuro, a procedure that was like a caress.


She had waited until nightfall to undress and walk down to the pool, her toes curled like small hooks so as not to slip on the slimy riverbed. Unable to swim, and immersed in the water up to her waist, she risked drowning if she were to trip or fall. She had started by stepping cautiously along the banks of the fishpond, her knees, her thighs, her pubis rippling the black water, blurring the reflection of the moon that receded before her. The water was icy cold. Darkness hid the fish, but she could detect their presence from their light brushes against her skin, from the slight flutter of their fins on her legs, and she felt as though she were walking amid a flight of cold butterflies.


As she had seen her husband do, she scraped a part of her body with her nails, removing tiny particles of skin which, when they dissolved, would be accepted by the carp as a natural component of the pool water. In this way Katsuro gradually became familiar to the fish to the point where they would come of their own accord and rest their bellies in the hollow of his hand, something that never failed to enthral the clerks of the Office of Gardens and Ponds.


*


So that her carp could grow accustomed to the confined space of what would be their home for many moons, Miyuki waited for almost three days before she set out.


She compared her journey to Heian Kyō to those summer days that begin with the contours of the landscape masked by sheets of mist which are eventually burned off by the sun – at least until the storm clouds rise once more on the horizon at the hour of the Dog.* Since Katsuro’s death, Miyuki had lived in a fog that muffled sound and diluted colours. But she sensed that this opacity would be shattered as soon as she set off, and that she would then see the world as it really was, with its positive aspects and its harmful sides. Then, once she had delivered her fish, when they were gliding around in the pools of the temples, her life would flatten out again and she would return to obscurity.


“Well,” said a voice.


She looked up. Natsume had arrived and he was gazing down at her.


“Are you taking a bath?” he said. “Really?”


She told him that she was taming her fish. At least, she was trying to. The carp would have only her as their reference point, they had to grow accustomed to the scent of her diluted in the water in the baskets.


“I don’t know whether they’ll come,” Natsume said, pointing towards the village square, which was still empty.


He was alluding to the villagers’ ritual of gathering around Katsuro and accompanying him to the edge of the forest. Once they were there, the fisherman and the villagers used to exchange blessings, expressing hopes that Katsuro and his carp would arrive safe and sound at Heian Kyō, and that he would then return to Shimae without being robbed of the promissory notes from the Office of Gardens and Ponds in payment for his fish, three-quarters of which would be passed over to the village before he and Miyuki went to exchange the remainder in an imperial warehouse for sacks of rice and bundles of hemp and silk.


Like a chicken contemplating a handful of grain, Miyuki bobbed her head up and down, adding to her small pecks a series of shrill oh! oh! oh! sounds, and she said she did not deserve to be escorted because she was not even sure that she would succeed in walking half the distance.


If she failed, the entire village would be dishonoured for failing to supply fish to the temples of Heian Kyō, and never again would the Office of Gardens and Ponds send emissaries asking for carp to be delivered. Shimae would lose not only its reputation, but also the greater part of the subsidies on which its inhabitants depended. Of course, certain priors who were keen on ornamental fish would probably continue to obtain their supplies from the fishermen of Shimae, but one could not compare the custom of unfussy, surly monks with the demanding but so very sophisticated clientele of the Office of Gardens and Ponds.


Stocking the pools of Heian Kyō was such a privilege that the lakeside residents of Yumiike, and the people from the Sumida and Shinano rivers, never stopped pestering the director, Watanabe, to give the job to them instead of maintaining his steady reliance on the people of Shimae. Miyuki thought she could hear the grumbles of satisfaction from the fishermen of Koguriyama, Asakusa or Niigata when they had learned of the death of Katsuro.


“How many fish did you decide to take in the end?” Natsume said.


“I have four baskets, two fish in each basket, so eight carp.”


“Did I not ask you to allow for at least twenty?”


As he did whenever he became angry, he let out a shriek. A flight of swallows, imagining they had heard a fox, flew noisily out of a clump of trees.


Miyuki bowed humbly to Natsume and explained that each carp needed a large amount of clean water. Twenty fish would produce too much faeces, and this would risk them poisoning themselves. She added that eight was a beneficial number, a symbol of abundance and good luck.


“And yet your husband certainly carried twenty or so, did he not? Come now, I did not pick on this number by chance!”


“Katsuro could carry much bigger baskets than the ones I shall take. Katsuro was such a strong man, so resilient,” she added with a smile – a smile that the village chief did not notice because she was still bowed down, and all that Natsume could see of her was the parting at the nape of her neck between two bunches of glossy black hair.
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