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         Praise for The Plum Rains
         
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘Givens is not just a gifted storyteller – these stories are freighted with a deep knowledge and cultural understanding of Japan; he was a student of its art and literature in both Kyoto and Tokyo and lived in Japan for 12 years…. The Plum Rains doesn’t confine itself to poetry and there are glimpses into the pleasure quarters of the “floating world”, monasteries, and, occasionally, the rigours of Zen Buddhism. Indeed many of the stories function as modernised versions of Buddhist debate dialogue and have something of the koan clarity about them. Givens’s prose and dialogues are so authentic that it’s almost as if these stories were handed down or were translated from original sources.’ – Joseph Woods, The Irish Times
         
 
          
 
         ‘Givens’ remarkable collection of stories, each one set in 17th century Japan, are steeped in the ancient lore and customs of that far off era, as samurai Japan begins it awkward, halting dance with the complicating influences of the west…. Givens simply writes unforgettably lyrical stories about the mysteries located right in the heart of life – the persistence of desire, the callowness of youth, the sorrows of old age, the finality of death. This collection marks the most interesting work from an Irish American writer I have read in two decades.’ – Cahir O’Doherty, The Irish Voice
         
 
          
 
         ‘Stories about seventeenth-century Japan … when the samurai sword began to be blunted by poetry, pleasure, commerce and with the modern world beckoning. The Plum Rains is literally a fabulous collection: subtle and exotic yet steeped in authenticity. The style is elegant, stately. All the stories are illuminating, many poetic, some stunning. And as contemporary as human nature.’ – Michael J. Farrell, author of Life in the Universe
         
 
          
 
         ‘Prising apart the bamboo curtain, The Plum Rains offers us a rare glimpse into the world of Japan’s mercenaries, prostitutes, monks, poets and misfits, where fate is an irresistible force and violence is never far away. Seventeenth century history never looked like this before.’ – Frank Shouldice, playwright and Producer/Director at RTE’s Prime Time
         
 
          
 
         ‘… fantastic, mesmerizing. The language is pristine, the pacing expertly controlled …’ – William Litton, Editor, Wag’s Revue
         
 
          
 
         ‘John Givens stands tall among those who know Japan and can write about it with power, authority, and a fine and subtle artistry. There is quite simply no collection remotely like The Plum Rains, packed as it is with the living, breathing members of a long dead world, brought back to life by a master.’ – Richard Wiley, author of Soldiers in Hiding and Commodore Perry’s Minstrel Show.
         
 
         Praise for Other Books by John Givens
 
         A Friend in the Police
         
 
         (now available as an ebook from Concord ePress)
 
          
 
         ‘With Detective Sergeant Xlong, Givens has created one of those classically conflicted characters, the kind of fictional creation with the power to influence future generations of writers. Xlong is the perfect mixture of farce and tragedy – a celibate police sergeant … hounded by a tragic family history, obsessed with his police manual and its practical suggestions …’ – Michelle Bailat-Jones, Necessary Fiction
         
 
          
 
         ‘Somehow, John Givens moves from Waugh’s world to Conrad’s. That he could do so without visibly changing gears, or without forsaking his highly charged language, seems to me a very neat trick indeed.’ – Peter S. Prescott, Newsweek
         
 
          
 
         ‘A Friend in the Police suggests a parody of Conrad and Graham Greene by Nathaniel West: it’s an exhilarating novel, an important satire, a comic vision phrased in energetic and constantly surprising prose.’ – John Hawkes
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Living Alone
         
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘There is a fine purity about this book, whose title, incidentally, is ironic. Living Alone is about not living alone, about the solitude of congestion; and it has the clear, deep humor that lies a brave step beyond farce, in the darker, larger regions of the absurd.’ – Edith Milton, New York Times Book Review
         
 
          
 
         ‘Living Alone exhibs an almost perfect union of talent and subject. Givens is a brilliant satirist … (with) as fine an eye as anyone for neurotic style, but he is content to let it yield satire. Yet in the best satire there is a kind of love for that which is satirized…. His eye is merciless, but a fondness informs his fine, dry prose.’ – Larry Mc-Murty, Chicago Tribune Bookworld
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            Author’s Note
            

         
 
         After centuries of feudal warfare, the Tokugawa family unified Japan in 1601 and established a new capital in Edo, the city that would eventually become Tokyo. The Tokugawa were samurai, the hereditary warrior class defined by the mediaeval code of bushidō. Loyalty, frugality, mastery of martial arts, and personal honour were essential principles for the samurai. Peace meant their fighting skills were no longer required, however, and as samurai were not permitted to work at any other kind of occupation, many became destitute.
         
 
         The decline of the samurai was matched by the rise of the merchant; the city replaced the castle as the centre of culture and commerce; and medieval aesthetics yielded to popular new urban forms, such as the kabuki theatre, haikai linked poetry – precursor to haiku – and even the novel. Some samurai became professional artists and poets, notably among them Matsuo Bashō (1644–1694), widely regarded as Japan’s greatest writer. But there were also samurai who could not accept the new world that was arriving, and they became hired swords or even brigands.
         
 
         These stories are set in the last decade of the seventeenth century. Bashō is at the centre of several of them. Others describe characters who are unwilling or unable to find a place for themselves. There are impoverished samurai struggling against their own uselessness, young female pleasure providers who wish to be more than playthings for rich merchants, gamblers and shogunate officials, and an outcast who rises through his own merit.
         
 
         Some of these stories function as martial tales, and some as modernised versions of Buddhist debate dialogues. The travel narrative is particularly Japanese, and many of these stories portray figures in motion through a landscape. A form unique to Japan is the haibun, a prose version of haikai poetry which evolved out of head notes setting the scene for poems and often seems both discursive and compressed. My aim with these stories is to present a world that while very different from our own, still resonates with the pleasure of what it means to be human.
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            THE GREEN SUMMER WIND
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         The old man sat gazing out on summer mountains stacked beneath the low white sky, the heated masses of green and blue-green fading into more distant layers of brown and beige and dove grey before leaching away finally into a pale wash of heat haze.
         
 
         Bashō removed his flat round sun hat and dried his face and head then picked up his hat and fanned himself with it. His road companion – a youth postponing the burdens of adult responsibility – sprawled beside him and ignored the view. The two travellers were dressed alike in the lightweight summer robes of Buddhist monks. Each wore a travel satchel and sleeping quilt tied diagonally across one shoulder, and each had a water gourd suspended from his obi sash. Their hands and forearms were darkened from the summer sun; summer road dust coated their feet and ankles.
         
 
         You must be getting tired, Bashō said; and Chibi-kun looked away and said nothing, the better to enjoy feeling sorry for himself.
 
         They had shaved their heads on the day of departure, shaved them again after twenty days on the road, and the stubble now was of a length that made the old haikai poet long for the bite of a fat-blade razor. He had equipped himself with a walking staff in emulation of the poet-wanderers of the past, and Chibi-kun was outfitted with a woven bamboo carryall for the gear they required. The boy wouldn’t wear his sun hat – he thought he looked better without it – but he had various amulets tucked away on his person as a defence against goblins and water sprites. Although his birth-status allowed him to wear the two swords of a samurai, Old Master Bashō would permit neither of them to carry a weapon, much to his companion’s disgust.
         
 
         Shall we continue?
 
         I’m too tired.
 
         You want to stay here?
 
         Here? The boy looked around as if to assess their surroundings. This wretched place?
         
 
         Bashō drank from his water gourd then replaced the stopper. He tied on his sun hat then hitched up his summer robe and tucked the hem under his sash in the style of the old-fashioned foot-pilgrims.
         
 
         The boy ignored his departure. He studied his dirty pink toes. But when his companion rounded a bend and didn’t look back, he jumped up and scurried after him. Wait, can’t you! he cried. Such discourtesy!
 
         The path they followed led uphill into a dense cedar forest. It was wide enough for walking men to pass each other without loss of dignity, or even for men on horseback to manage it; but if two palanquins met, one would have to yield to the other, and even in this era of the Shogun’s Great Peace, such encounters were fraught.
 
         We should have gone another way, said Chibi-kun.
 
         There was no other way.
 
         Then we should have found one!
 
         Clever with words, a precocious literary prodigy, Old Bashō’s boy was the youngest of his linked poetry disciples and much coddled by him. During formal group sessions, Chibi-kun’s fertile imagination would send him flying past his more cautious elders, and he would burst out with suggestions even when it wasn’t his turn. Creating solitary sequences was more satisfying for the boy, and what delighted him most was the rapid-fire composition of a single-poet sequence before an audience of admirers. Haikai linked poems were composed of thirty-six stanzas, each building off the one before; but the boy so trusted his own vitality that he would take on the traditional hundred-stanza sequence and even the occasional thousand-stanza effort, audaciously tossing off link after link in a fever of creativity so that even two scribes with quick brushes had to scramble to keep up with him.
         
 
         Chibi-kun never rewrote. What audience ever cared to sit through the process of a revision? He trusted whatever occurred to him. Your first idea was your best idea. Sitting with some tedious old plodders as they struggled to choose between ‘winter drizzle’ and ‘wintery gusts’ left him fidgeting with impatience. He loved the bustle of the new cities of Edo and Osaka, with their theatres and teahouses and the salons of rich merchants; but what suited him best were the lush pleasure gardens of powerful daimyo warlords, where his charm and inventiveness could be savoured at leisure by himself and others. These wild mountains were disagreeable to the boy – nothing at all like the screen paintings of them he admired – and he trudged along thinking of what he could say to extend his catalogue of dissatisfactions.
         
 
         The two walkers continued up through the shadowy forest, their footsteps muffled by a thick duff of dry cedar bracts. The terrain grew steeper, and they rounded a bend to encounter a landslip spill of raw boulders blocking their path, like a tumble of petrified dragon scat rolled down out of the mountainside and leaving a ragged gash.
 
         Look at this mess! Chibi-kun cried. What a nuisance! The drop-off was precipitous, and they were obliged to negotiate the obstruction with care, loose scree giving way and rattling like hailstones into the gorge below. Who’s responsible for maintaining this road?
         
 
         Mountain bogeys, said the Old Master. Hopping goblins with long red noses.
 
         No doubt hoping for a poem from you, the boy muttered, disobliging himself by climbing over a large boulder instead of taking the easier way around it.
 
         Ogres and bogeys were real to the boy because of his own heightened sense of self-worth. Every event, every happenstance – no matter how remote – could still in his opinion be connected to him by the jewel-cord of a karmic irrevocability so that if a sea-fiend were known to have victimised some unfortunate wretch on a fishing boat far offshore, it was nevertheless still he himself who must have been the weird malignancy’s ultimate concern, and the shudder of compassion felt by Chibi-kun was always personal.
         
 
         How much farther?
 
         Do you want to rest?
 
         Here? You’d stop here?
 
         The cedar forest thinned as the walkers climbed higher, and the ferns and clumps of wild orchids that thrived in filtered light gave way to sturdy patches of dwarf bamboo grass and gaps choked with mahonia, the masses of prickly branches hung with shiny purple-black berries that glistened like death’s own seeds in the windy sunlight.
 
         You can’t eat those, Bashō cautioned, always willing to be helpful when help wasn’t needed; and Chibi-kun said nothing, hoping the old fellow might worry that he’d done so already.
 
         They came to an expanse of naked rock that extended under the summer sky like a gods’ platform, the grey sweep of it sun-flattened, wind-hammered, encrusted with lichens and gripped in places by the thick roots of stunted pines fitted down into crevice fractures. This is what we want, Bashō said, and they rounded a sweeping curve with their robe-sleeves flapping then emerged onto a broad shelf of granite that was thrust out over the void like an immense stone fist striking the empty air.
         
 
         What! You want to stop here?
         
 
         Old Master Bashō found a smooth spot and sank down facing the opposite slopes. The shimmering fabric of cedars and cypresses was splashed with brighter patches of maples and camphor trees, and the whole of it rose up in a steep green verticality that undulated beneath the combing fingers of the wind like the flapping of an immense sail.
         
 
         The boy flopped down beside him. These mountains all look the same.
 
         Bashō opened his travel pouch and removed his writing kit, a bronze brush-holder ending in a bulbous pot stuffed with ink-soaked cotton fibres, like a leek fused onto a ball onion.
         
 
         He sucked briefly on the dried tip of his brush to soften it, leaving a black smudge on his lips, then unrolled his travel journal. He stared out at the wind-flow on the flanks of the mountains, with the heat of the sun on the granite and the tumbling rush of a stream in the gorge far below; then he brush-wrote a couplet of parallel five-character lines in Chinese:
         
 
         
            
               Green upon green, the summer mountain wind. 
               
 
               Farther and farther, the rustic gate at my hut. 
               

            

         
 
         He scrutinised what he’d made then looked up. The wind gusted stronger, and the summer forests tossed and trembled as if the mountains were reaching out to each other.
 
         Can we go yet?
 
         I thought you were tired.
 
         Of course I’m tired!
 
         Then you should rest more.
 
         A furious racket erupted below them, and a troop of apes burst out of the stream-side bamboo, tumbling and screeching and baring their fangs, launching reprisals in all directions although nothing seemed to be threatening them. Advantages gained by one were soon lost to another, and the apes finally scattered out of sight, spun away by the centrifugal force of their own agitation.
         
 
         Old Master Bashō returned to his writing. He composed a phrase in Japanese, the words connected each to the next in a single, sinuous line of ink that swept down with casual ease: 
         
 
         
            A summer gale in the mountains, and the wild monkeys also struggle to find shelter.
            

         
   
         Next to this he wrote:
 
         
            A summer downpour in the mountains, and the wild monkeys also seem to want little rain capes.
            

         
   
         He considered this line then blotted out A summer downpour in the mountains, hatching across each character with strokes like bird-tracks in snow.
         
 
         Now can we go?
         
 
         Bashō studied the flowing mountains before him then wrote The first drizzle beside the phrase he’d effaced, sat pondering what he’d done then added A winter shower next to that line then next to it Freezing sleet.
         
 
         Why are you doing all that?
 
         I’ll need ideas.
 
         Those are winter images. You can’t use them for an opening stanza made in summer.
 
         I know. But even in summer, mountains feel like a place for winter to me.
 
         To me, they’re just an inconvenience.
 
         The Old Master mulled over the phrases he had made then scraped the ink residue off his brush by drawing it backwards along the surface of a rock to maintain the integrity of the tip. He was known everywhere as a poet who looked closely at what he encountered, and who cherished his descriptions of the occurrences of the world yet who also distrusted this fondness for words so that the phrases he devised often left him dissatisfied. He would assemble variations even as he recognised the folly of trying to determine the one true way of saying what in his heart he knew could never be said.
         
 
         You get past one mountain and there’s another one, the boy declared. Like it was waiting for you.
 
         What Old Master Bashō wanted was to make statements of his own that could be placed beside those made by men in the past and deserve to be there with them. His journeys were pilgrimages, but his religion was the way of haikai linked poetry. He wandered through remote provinces in order to perfect his manner by testing himself against the austerities of travel, going where his precursors had gone and seeing the world as they’d seen it. But his celebrity preceded him wherever he went, and access to the past became buried beneath the importuning of those living in the present. Nothing could be done. Rustic magnates would insist on entertaining him for as long as he could be persuaded to stay. They would invite fellow aesthetes for linked poetry sessions; and after a sequence had been completed and each participant written out his own fair copy for the glory of his name and the edification of his heirs, they would fill the afternoons and evenings with feasting and singing so that the holy silence of the mountains rang loudly with their praise of it.
         
 
         The Old Master slid his writing brush into the tube holder and fitted the cap back onto the ball-onion ink pot.
 
         You can’t start a linked poem made in summer with a winter image! Chibi-kun cried, casting about for better ways to connect one disappointment to another. And you’ll be asked to lead some group in the next castle-town. Causing us more delays. He scowled at his own dust-covered feet. More waiting, more tedium. He thought about it. More disgusting old-man fingers pulling on me.
         
 
         The path climbed higher and curved back under the expanse of an up-flung face of granite. The two walkers passed through the cool blue shadows of the cliff-side without pausing then re-emerged into the afternoon sunlight. A hawk tilted high above them, adjusting itself with the delicacy of an unconsidered skill; and at the next bend they came upon a mountain quince, the trunk thick and branches gnarled, and with a spattering of late-season blossoms still glowing on it like dusty little discs of fire. A child’s skeleton lay beneath the lower boughs of the old tree, the collection of small bones draped in places with scraps of rotting fabric.
         
 
         The Old Master drew closer. His shadow fell across the child’s skeleton, and he quickly moved to one side to avoid the desecration.
 
         Why’s that like that?
 
         I don’t know, Bashō said. Tufts of summer grass sprouted up among the curved ivory bows of the child’s rib box. Probably he died here.
 
         I told you this wasn’t a good way!
 
         The jawbone was missing; and the bowl of the skull had twisted off to one side, as if when sliding down onto his death-glide the child had wished to look at something other than what he had been seeing.
         
 
         Old Master Bashō knelt beside the bone scatter. He removed his round travel hat and bent forward to observe what proved to be a handful of mouse pups nestled within the cup of the brain case, pink and hairless little newborns, their tiny toes perfect, tiny tails like curved pink filaments, lovely little breathers without blemish bedded on shreds of the dead child’s garments that had been dragged inside by mouse parents intent on the comfort of their progeny.
         
 
         There’s something written there, Chibi-kun said, unwilling to touch what he’d found.
         
 
         Words had been inked onto a piece of durable fabric attached to the dead child’s tarsus.
         
 
         The Old Master was concerned with the explanations men devised to soothe themselves because he himself needed soothing; and he read out the declaration that had been dictated by starving parents to some local priest or other mountain literate, asserting that this child entrusted here to his fate was a good child, obedient and loved, and that he had been relegated to this desolation through no fault of his own but simply because he was the weakest member of a despairing family that had no hope for succour or salvation. Whosoever wanted him was hereby authorised to adopt him as their own. The child would answer to the name ‘Saburō’ although another name could be attached if his finder preferred.
         
 
         Do you think they really believed someone would take the child?
 
         Perhaps they tried to believe it.
 
         Could they have just walked away? Chibi-kun was outraged by it. With the child’s sobs in their ears? Could a mother do that? Turn her back? With the little child holding out his little arms and pleading to be picked up and carried with them?
 
         The Old Master remained as he was. I don’t know.
 
         A wretched place to die, Chibi-kun said, letting his anger become disgust and his disgust become scorn. These wretched people, these stupid ugly victims that die so easily…
 
         But Old Master Bashō only reached out to the red-orange blossoms of the child’s quince, blazing there in the windy sunlight with all the fragility and tenacity of being. He took a spray in his hand, and he held it then let it go.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            THE PLANTAIN
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         Silk Merchant Kichiji slid open the side panel on his palanquin. Has it come yet?
         
 
         It has, Little Ohasu said, and she fell in at the rear of the file of attendants as the silk merchant was carried up the snow-covered hill to Bashō’s gate.
         
 
         Kichiji had purchased this cottage for his poetry teacher, judging it large enough for group poetry sessions but not so large as to jeopardise Old Master Bashō’s reputation for austerity. Kichiji had also outfitted the cottage with all the cushions and quilts and crockery required for domestic life, making selections that reflected his own good taste.
         
 
         The silk merchant was a large and fleshy man, much troubled by chilblains in winter, and he waited until his palanquin bearers had found an easy place for him to dismount.
         
 
         So there it is, Kichiji said; and Little Ohasu nodded, shivering from the cold, her silk robe and satin cloak much too thin for the season.
         
 
         I said, there it is.
 
         Yes, said Ohasu quickly. That is indeed it.
 
         A large plantain rested on a bullock dray. Its fronds had been bundled up and tied with rice-straw ropes. Another rope was wound around and around on its root-ball and decorated with a few celebratory sprigs of fern and strips of white blessing paper cunningly folded.
         
 
         Ohasu was afraid of large animals. And although the bullock stood placidly, its breath issuing from wet black nostrils in quick vapourous bursts that seemed incongruous for such a massive and torpid beast, she detoured widely around it, lifting her skirts and tramping through the snow on the roadside.
 
         The gardeners had scraped away the snow just inside the front gate and built a bonfire to cover an area slightly wider than they would need. The head gardener told the silk merchant that his request was peculiar. It did, however, provide an opportunity for him to instruct his apprentices in the method of setting large plants in winter. You can tell them in words. But they’re useless until they’ve done it with their own hands.
 
         Kichiji smiled benignly but said nothing.
 
         The gardeners had a straw-mat to sit on, but the afternoon was too cold so they stood beside the fire flapping their arms and stomping their feet as they waited for the frozen earth to loosen.
 
         Is the Old Master not here? asked Kichiji.
 
         Probably he’s inside, said Ohasu, and she stuffed her hands more deeply into her sleeves.
 
         A scrawny little pleasure girl prone to melancholy, Ohasu was not sought after by the spendthrifts and gallants whose lurid exploits set the pace in the entertainment quarters of New Yoshiwara, although her skill with words made her a suitable choice for the less demanding social requirements of poets. You said to wait at the corner so I did, she said.
         
 
         The gardeners had brought iron thrust-bars to crack open the frozen soil, and a pair of shovels with flat steel blades. They studied the low sky like discomfort-connoisseurs wondering how long the snow would hold off. The gardeners had a cask of liquid manure mixed with leaf mould. Beside it was a smaller cask of rice wine, and they amused each other by speculating on the dismay they would feel should one container be mistaken for the other.
         
 
         Old Master Bashō came outside, draped with an additional padded robe and wearing a scholar’s cap on his bald head. It’s good of you to come, said the old poet. Kichiji had also funded the publication of the group’s linked poetry anthology. One of his own modest efforts had been included, albeit in a form rewritten by the Old Master. And on such a frigid day, Bashō said.
         
 
         It is that, said Kichiji; and Little Ohasu stood between the two men, looking from one to the other, her teeth chattering in confirmation of the cold.
 
         The gardeners had put together a smaller fire near the ground mat and arranged rocks beside it to support their wine kettle. It takes the chill off, said the head gardener. They warmed the drinking cups, too, because working in the cold season requires preparations.
         
 
         Across the river, Edo lay blanketed under the fresh snowfall. Pale umbilicals of smoke from ten thousand kitchen fires rose into the white sky that lowered over the shogun’s city like an immense medusa, and far in the distance the massive cone of Mount Fuji glowed whitely, a slender banner of cloud trailing away from its peak.
 
         They poured out the wine when it was ready, and the Old Master and Kichiji each accepted a cup.
 
         With all respect, said the head gardener, I was surprised to hear that such a plant as this had been requested. You would have been better off with a plum or a peach. The climate’s too cold for a plantain. It won’t bear fruit. And the wind off the river will tear the leaves.
 
         Our teacher had a plantain near the gate of his previous cottage, said Kichiji. It is how our poetry group is known.
         
 
         That may be so. The head gardener sipped at his wine, pleased with the opportunity to display his expertise. Nevertheless, you’ll get no shade, the wood’s useless, and the flowers are just little green knots. No one will even notice them.
         
 
         We poets will, said Kichiji smugly.
 
         But couldn’t you be known as the peach tree group? That way you’d get a good name plus fruit in summer.
 
         Once the fire had died away, the gardeners began cracking down through the soil, prying up frozen clods and breaking them apart until they had reached below the frost line and could dig more freely. They allowed ash from the fire to mix in with the loose dirt at the bottom of the hole then poured in a layer of the compost mixture.
         
 
         Don’t put the wine in! one cautioned, and the others all laughed.
 
         
            
               The first snowfall: 
               
 
               what happiness to be in my own house.
               

            

         
 
         KICHIJI JOINED OLD MASTER BASHō beside his brazier. You will have noticed that I brought a girl with me, he said.
         
 
         Ohasu bowed formally in acknowledgement of what seemed like an introduction, but she was ignored. To cover her embarrassment, she placed a water basin on the iron trivet and began heating a flask of rice wine. She found titbits in a stacked-box in the pantry and arranged the best ones nicely on a platter.
         
 
         The day before, Ohasu had been told that her presence would be required at the home of the great poet. She sat up half the night preparing a few poetic ideas of her own in celebration of the arrival of the plantain, but neither man seemed interested in composing a linked poem, and she couldn’t suggest it herself.
 
         As the afternoon settled into shadows, the silk merchant and the old poet talked of various things, the warmth and the wine creating a pleasant mood; and in a burst of enthusiasm that seemed spontaneous but wasn’t, Kichiji recommended that the Old Master keep Ohasu permanently.
         
 
         Why would I want her?
 
         She’s literate, said Kichiji. It’s rare in a girl.
 
         The Old Master’s cheeks were pink and his small eyes closed to slits. She must have her own life in the pleasure quarters.
 
         No kind of life at all, said Kichiji. She would be more useful here. He finished his cup, and Ohasu poured it full for him again then turned with the flask to wait for the Old Master to finish his.
         
 
         This cottage is very small.
 
         She’s small herself, declared Kichiji. Just look at her.
 
         Neither man did.
 
         That two-mat room off the scullery could be cleaned out, Kichiji said. Her bedding would fit in the cubby there, and her robes could be hung from hooks embedded in the wall. Places could be found for her decorations and cosmetics and whatever other little possessions she has. Nothing more need be done for her.
 
         I don’t see the reason for it.
 
         We worry that you’re too much on your own.
 
         The old haikai poet held up his cup to be refilled. The loneliness of solitude seemed less of a burden to him than did the loneliness he felt when in the company of others; and while he recognised his withdrawal as a form of selfishness, he saw no alternative for it. What he wanted was to look at the things of the world steadily enough to see them as they really were. But he also wanted to record his impressions, and the words he used entangled him in distortions so that these attempts at preservation left him dissatisfied.
         
 
         I know the teahouse that holds her contract, said the silk merchant. Reaching an agreement will be a simple matter.
 
         In the end, Old Master Bashō reluctantly agreed to consider taking possession of Ohasu; and after the silk merchant and the little pleasure girl had finally departed, he went outside again to view his new acquisition.
         
 
         The plantain’s long fronds shone grey-green in the winter twilight. Snow crystals had collected in the central rosette of the plant, and bits of ice skittered down the broad fleshy leaves with a sound like mice scampering across a dry ceiling. The sour tang of liquid manure rising coldly to his nostrils was also part of it for him, of what he wished from it; and the old poet waited with the plant then walked out through his brushwood gate and stood looking down the empty road. What would remain after he died? A few books, a few paintings, a collection of words arranged and rearranged, a hoard of imitators squabbling over continuity, and one or two followers who would struggle to trace those skeins of him which twisted similarly within themselves, and who would sooner or later conclude that he too had been little better than a fraud.
 
         But then he’d always known that, and he decided he would wait for a couple of days before refusing the silk merchant’s offer.
         
 
         
            
               On an old gilt screen, the image of an ancient pine: 
               
 
               winter seclusion. 
               

            

         
 
         LITTLE OHASU SPENT THAT NIGHT WITH a visitor who had not requested her. He was a rice broker from Sakai City come to Edo to track down his son, who had absconded after looting the family strongbox. The rice broker said he didn’t want entertainment, but he didn’t want to be alone, either. He had purchased a night in the pleasure quarters on the understanding that it would be shared. He didn’t care with whom.
         
 
         Ohasu poured his wine and served his food and drank with him although she wasn’t much of a drinker. The rice broker didn’t want to talk about his son’s betrayal. He didn’t want to talk about Edo, either, or what life was like in Sakai, or anything else; so Ohasu chatted away, avoiding the usual pleasure-quarters gossip about tales of carnal audacity for fear that his son’s motives might be linked to some such adventures; and as the rice broker showed no interest in finger games or smutty tunes or comic dances, she soon exhausted familiar topics and blurted out that he might be one of her last visitors.
         
 
         So you are leaving this life? And did you also find it easy to abandon your parents’ home and come here?
 
         Ohasu said she might have an opportunity to become the housekeeper for a famous haikai poet. It was a world of words that she had long wished to –
         
 
         Not what I asked, said the rice broker harshly.
 
         I did leave my home. And it was not easy for me. Ohasu told him she had been lonely as a child because her family was even poorer than the others in their village, and it was poverty that had resulted in her being sold to the pleasure quarters. She was small for her age, and she had been mocked in her village because of her fondness for insects. Beetles, butterflies, crickets, any little being that crawled or fluttered had pleased her. Even the giant stag beetles village boys pitted against each other in bug sumo bouts found favour in her eyes; and she would keep her own specimens in cages formed from bamboo twigs, bringing them out when no one else was around for the pleasure of watching as they went about their affairs.
         
 
         She told him how she had loved the sound of bell crickets in autumn, how she had followed butterflies in spring and cicadas in summer, and how she had searched for winter spiders clinging to life under the frozen eaves of their poor dwelling.
         
 
         But what I loved best were caterpillars, Ohasu said, the fuzzy green ones with tufts of bristles on their backs. She told him how she used to sit near the bushes that her favourites chose for their cocoons and watch them spinning the protection they created for themselves.
         
 
         The rice broker drank sullenly and held his cup out to be filled.
 
         Ohasu told him that her family was too poor to afford hina dolls for the girls’ festival so she had made her own out of flowers and twigs and bits of moss. She would set them up on a rock shelf in a forest dell, and invite insect guests to view her dolls, selecting beetles or mantises that could be compelled to respond in an orderly manner, and marching them past her display using twigs to guide them.
         
 
         The rice broker from Sakai sat listening to Ohasu’s chatter. He found no pleasure in it, for his son’s betrayal felt like the stab of a sneak assassin.
 
         Ohasu poured his cup full then filled her own. It’s rude of me to go on and on about myself, she said, I apologise.
 
         The rice broker nodded then emptied his cup. Who are you to become a housekeeper for a poet? he demanded; and when Ohasu started to explain her hopes again, he leaned forward and slapped her sharply across the face, not so hard as to leave a mark but hard enough to cause pain. Such selfishness, he muttered, and held out his wine cup to be refilled.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            THE BUDDHA-NATURE OF THE HORSE
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         Hasegawa’s head throbbed, and his mouth tasted like he’d been sucking on his feet. His small sword pressed against his hip but he was otherwise naked; and he reached behind his back cautiously, probing for any night-companion who might still be with him, some pinch-faced little squirmer to whom improvident promises had been made. Finding nothing, he lifted himself up on one elbow and opened his eyes to this man-deceiving world of folly and delusion.
         
 
         There was no display alcove in his shabby little room, no tatami mats, no brazier, not even a tobacco box. The wall plaster had fallen away in places to reveal a support-lattice of bamboo strips like flattened yellow bones.
 
         The rogue samurai lay back to settle the pounding in his head. Sometimes when harassed or anticipating harassment, he would string what money he possessed onto a spare sandal cord and bind it to his ankle. He hadn’t done anything preparatory, apparently, although tied around one wrist was a twisted braid of grey horsehair that he picked apart and discarded.
 
         The wine last night had seemed cloudy and unclean. He recalled agreeing with Viper Koda, an older Dewa samurai who’d befriended him, that prudence would be required but then forgetting this sensible evaluation as the evening progressed, the day’s exhaustion receded, and the good-fellowship shared among road walkers at a waystation inn led them from one excess to the next.
         
 
         Hasegawa sat up, bracing himself against the serpents-nest of nausea that rose uncoiling within him. He didn’t see his clothing or travel gear anywhere. His main sword was leaning against the wall near the door, a place where any entryway-snatcher could have grabbed it.
         
 
         Before he lost his position with the northern daimyo Lord Dewa, Hasegawa had practised mountain-monk austerities in order to perfect his understanding of the arts of mayhem. He could sit before a blank wall all day without moving then charge into a squad of opponents and scatter them like pond frogs. He could meditate under an icy waterfall in the dead of winter but still pull a bow and release its arrow with sufficient accuracy to pierce a target no bigger than a man’s eye socket. But when the shogunate decided to curtail private armies, Lord Dewa had yielded to peacetime requirements. Samurai unwilling to become bureaucrats or teachers or poets were set adrift like river foam with only their blades to sustain them, and Hasegawa’s swords were a money-fighter’s choice: black lacquer scabbards with black sash cords, black sharkskin on the grips, black iron fist guards without ornamentation.
 
         Hasegawa crawled to the entryway. Long strips of blue cotton cloth hung from an elevated bamboo framework next door and rippled in the soft summer breeze. Before him lay a dirt garden dominated by an immense camphor tree, the mass of it richly green against the pale sky. Near the tree stood a privy, and the rogue samurai staggered across to it with his male parts clutched in one hand and his small sword in the other, unable to think of anything better to do with it.
         
 
         He slapped open the sliding door and began vomiting in waves of pain that burned up the length of him. Maggots wriggled in the foulness below like bits of chewed noodle come back to life, and Hasegawa retched again and again until he was producing little more than dry spittle. He straightened up too abruptly, lurched to the side, overcorrected, and crashed backwards through the privy door, knocking it off its runners as he emerged, tacking to the left then the right before fetching up finally at the trunk of the camphor tree where he clung like a baby ape clutching its mother.
         
 
         A young maid was watching him. She fled back into the indigo dyer’s yard when he spotted her.
 
         Hasegawa’s robe had been strung along a bamboo laundry-drying pole suspended under the eaves of the building where he’d spent the night, and his other possessions were in a neat pile beneath it. He retrieved his clothing and sorted through his travel satchel. Only a few copper coins remained at the end of what should have been a nearly full string; yet his writing kit was still there, as was a little camphor-wood Jizō-bosatsu in a damascene reliquary.
         
 
         The dyer’s maid reappeared with a pot of tea and a cup and an earthenware jar of water cold from the well. Also on her tray was a covered bowl with two rice cakes wrapped in laver. The maid bowed timidly and deposited her tray on the veranda corridor with an awkward clatter.
         
 
         Where’s Old Koda? Hasegawa demanded, and the young woman lowered her eyes modestly. Who is he? asked the maid. Your honour’s drinking companion?
 
         More than that, said Hasegawa. A Dewa warrior of cunning and integrity, and a man who will never be moved.
 
         Perhaps he’s still in the wineshop then?
 
         Do people sleep there?
 
         You mean at the wineshop?
 
         Where else would I mean? Hasegawa poured out his tea himself. Did we meet last night?
         
 
         She glanced at him shyly. Meet?
 
         Do you not understand the language I speak?
 
         Do you not remember last night?
 
         Hasegawa looked at her. Some parts of it better than others, he admitted.
 
         The maid lowered her eyes, abashed at her own boldness; and Hasegawa turned his attention to the light-shot camphor tree, the bright shining masses of yellow-green leaves glowing in the fullness of summer. Yesterday we walked without stopping all the way from the seventeenth station. A distance that usually requires two full days.
 
         The maid bowed to acknowledge the wondrous nature of this achievement. You must have important affairs awaiting you.
 
         I meant only to express the source of my confusion. We arrived well after dusk, and thoroughly exhausted.
         
 
         Yes, of course, the young maid agreed. Yet you seemed very lively last night.
 
         Giddiness caused by excessive exhaustion.
 
         The maid smiled. Clearly that must be the fact of it. But do you not remember singing the libretto of the Noh play? About the old woman damned to suffer as a wandering ghost because she had been unfeeling when young and beautiful?
 
         Of course I remember that, Hasegawa said. A scattering of sparrows had begun dropping down into the dirt garden in twos and threes. Now that you mention it.
 
         All in the wineshop were favourably impressed.
 
         Hasegawa said nothing.
 
         And do you not remember buying the carcass of the dead cart horse? And paying for its funeral? You said it would thereby find release from being reborn into this world of suffering and delusion.
 
         I don’t remember that…
         
 
         You said fifty repetitions of the Lotus Sutra would be required. You said the chanting must be done with a firm but musical intonation.
         
 
         I said that?
 
         Firm but musical.
 
         A grey horse … wasn’t it?
 
         And that it would thus reach the Western Paradise, the maid said, her eyes twinkling with amusement. And share a golden lotus throne with the Amida Buddha.
 
         Hasegawa studied the camphor tree against the soft morning haze of the summer sky. A few sparrows moved among the exposed roots searching for insects while others settled into patches of loose dirt and began taking dust baths, their wing-flurries creating furious little beige clouds.
         
 
         All in the wineshop praised your sense of pity.
 
         So I paid for it, did I?
 
         The young woman smiled. Very generously.
 
         Whenever the rogue samurai Hasegawa Torakage found himself among the hacked ruins of enemies, he seldom felt remorse for what had happened. If they were thirsty, he gave them water. If their agony was unbearable, he ended it for them. The rogue samurai would watch the blood-flow of defeated men draining away into summer grasses or pooling on the frozen earth of a winter’s night, the dead and dying often like him, men whose companionship he might otherwise have shared, and he did not try to follow back along the chain of irrevocable consequences and determine the one true source of their undoing. Hasegawa accepted the inevitability of convergence. Their deaths had wanted them as would one day his want him. For that reason, he sat calmly where he was and sipped his tea, and the young maid bowed then departed, leaving him to his ruminations. 
         
 
         
             

         
 
         KODA THE VIPER SQUATTED IN THE gate-shadows of a roadside shrine. He had a sword that was twice as long as was customary, and he held it upright between his knees, the oversized blade in its bright scarlet scabbard rising above his head like a finial of defiance although his blood-shot eyes, stained robe, unshaven forehead and off-centre topknot lessened the effect of ferocity. Koda was a small man, the scion of an ancient samurai lineage and so permitted to wear his father’s two swords although poverty had resulted in him selling the blades to connoisseurs and affixing the hilts to the empty scabbards with bamboo wedges.
         
 
         Hasegawa halted in front of his companion. You look worse than I feel, he said. Although probably I don’t have to say it.
 
         You can say whatever you want. I don’t believe it would improve me.
         
 
         Viper Koda’s too-long sword carved great sibilant arcs out of the air, its passage like sheet lightning noticed an instant too late. But for all his pleasure in wielding it, Koda was also willing to fight with a wooden cudgel if he had nothing better available, or with an iron bar or sharpened bamboo pole or pointed cedar stake; he would batter with rocks if that was all he had, or cut with shards of clam shell or bits of chipped flint; he would kick and punch with the feet and the fists, strike with elbows and knees, and butt with his head; he would bite and gouge, strangle and smother, drown enemies in cisterns, lakes, streams, ponds and canals, hang them from ropes, fling them off cliffs, or bundle them onto fires.
         
 
         You never think you might want to try making friends with people? Hasegawa had asked him once; but the older samurai had assumed he meant as a tactical manoeuvre, and said that thinking that way would put you at a disadvantage.
 
         They found the drayman lounging in front of the waystation corral. He had lived all his life among horses, and over the years grown to resemble them, his face elongated, his gaze wary. No woman would share his habits so the drayman had never married. Whores demanded double-fees because of the pungency of his musk, and wineshops discouraged his patronage for the same reason. The drayman had spotted the two rogue samurai approaching, and he elected to display voluntarily the coins clutched in his fist rather than risk being made to do so.
         
 
         This seems to be the full amount, Hasegawa said. Minus two coppers.
 
         Koda speculated that that must be the real price for the funeral rites for a horse at this waystation.
 
         I guess so.
 
         Hasegawa pulled off one copper and handed it back to the drayman. On account of how you took care of my money for me last night. The fee for that.
 
         The drayman wasn’t sure if he should accept it.
 
         And also because we’re looking for a situation that might require our talents, Hasegawa said. Maybe you can help us.
 
         What kind of situation you looking for?
 
         Hasegawa smiled at the drayman. Why don’t you make us a suggestion? You can keep that copper. No matter what.
 
         The drayman eyed Viper Koda uncertainly. That the case with him too?
 
         Hasegawa laughed. I guess you could try asking him.
 
         
             

         
 
         THEY CAUGHT UP WITH THE MERCHANT’S caravan at around the hour of the ram. The pack horses were grazing in a lush meadow, and the merchants and guards were sprawled in the shade of a mulberry grove.
         
 
         Hasegawa went over to talk with the man in charge.
 
         We heard you might need help.
 
         I already have help, said the merchant.
 
         We heard you might need more.
 
         Where’d you get all this about my needs?
 
         The drayman back there at the indigo dyer’s village.
         
 
         I don’t know him, the merchant said. Hasegawa just stood there so he added, What kind of work do you do?
 
         Blade work.
 
         The merchant looked down the road in the direction they were heading as if to suggest that better options might be available up ahead. I thought it’d be something like that, he said.
         
 
         We only charge for what’s unavoidable. And you only pay what it’s worth to you.
 
         So you’re not assassins?
 
         I wouldn’t use that word.
 
         That’s reassuring. The merchant still wouldn’t look at him. But like I said, I have what I need.
 
         Hasegawa saw Viper Koda watching him, his too-long sword carried over one shoulder much the way a peasant might tote a mattock. You let us know if you change your mind, Hasegawa said.
 
         By the hour of the monkey, Hasegawa and Koda had reached the outskirts of White Rock Village. A boy had been left there tethered to a roadside pine. He was a stunted little shirker dressed in a grimy short-robe held closed by a leather cord instead of a proper sash. His hair wasn’t trimmed; he stank of urine and chewed off his fingernails like a creature gone feral; and fuzz darkened his upper lip and chin. The boy had the comfort of the tree’s shade and a half-filled water gourd. Piles of stool littered the ground behind the tree in an arc, the radius of which was the length of the hemp rope that restrained him.
         
 
         Hasegawa asked the feral boy why he was being punished, and he said because he stole food.
 
         Why did he do that?
 
         When his father was absent, his stepmother denied him his share. And even when his father was home, she gave his stepsister the best bits while he got only the worst.
         
 
         Where was his father?
         
 
         The boy didn’t know.
 
         Why didn’t his father defend him?
 
         The boy didn’t know that either.
 
         Hasegawa handed him a rice ball and the feral boy bit into it. You want me to cut you out of your rope?
 
         The boy said he didn’t want that.
 
         Because it would anger your stepmother? Hasegawa squatted down beside him. At least you’ve got tree shade. And water.
         
 
         You’re samurai.
 
         That’s right.
 
         You know about things.
 
         Some things.
 
         The feral boy swallowed then said he’d been told that a stabbing tool could be fashioned out of a sharpened length of green bamboo. He said it was his understanding that anyone could do it. You just had to get the angle of the bevel right. He said there was said to be a place in a sleeping woman’s neck where her death was easily reached.
         
 
         Hasegawa glanced up at Old Koda the Viper then turned his attention to the meadow grass heating in the sunlight, with swallows darting above it taking insects, and scarlet clumps of spider lilies growing near a rill. And you want to know where it is?
 
         He bit into the rice ball again. They said you just slide it in.
 
         Who says that?
 
         I forget his name.
 
         And you think you could kill a person?
 
         The boy chewed with his mouth half-open, flecks of rice on his lips, his gaze unwavering. I guess that’s what we’re talking about.
 
         How old are you?
 
         Old enough.
 
         You think so.
         
 
         The boy pointed at his own neck. Just show me where it is.
 
         Hasegawa rose to his feet. He looked down at the feral boy gnawing on the rice ball in his grubby fist. Did he have any other siblings?
 
         Just the one. The stepmother’s own daughter.
 
         And you want to hurt her too?
 
         Hurt them both. But start with the stepmother. Just slide it in.
 
         You don’t need to know about things like that.
 
         You mean you won’t say. The feral boy grinned up at the two men. You’re some poor kind of samurai, aren’t you. I guess you just chop cabbages with those blades.
 
         Cut him loose, Koda said.
 
         He said he didn’t want that.
 
         I heard what he said. Viper Koda was straddling the boy with a slash knife in his fist, and the hemp rope came open, the severed ends lying on each side of him. You want to be tied up, you do it your own self, he said.
 
         The two samurai continued on into White Rock Village, accompanied by the endless cacophony of cicadas shrieking their summer urges. Horses fitted with pack frames were crowded in a corral, all their heads facing the same direction. Hasegawa stopped to scratch one on the nose. Koda stood watching him do it.
         
 
         I guess probably you don’t even think that a horse has a Buddha-nature, Hasegawa said.
 
         I don’t remember expressing an opinion about it, said Koda.
 
         I was just thinking about last night.
 
         Probably you’d be better off thinking about something else.
 
         Probably you’re right.
 
         They set out walking again.
 
         But, still, I guess you could look at the matter two ways, Hasegawa said. One way, that everything has the Buddha-nature. A horse, a dog, a man. Everything. And the other way, that only a man can have a Buddha-nature and everything else has something different. Of course, whichever way you choose, you’d still have the question of how you would know. But then I guess you’d always have that question anyway. How you’d know, I mean.
         
 
         This some kind of new concern for you? said Viper Koda.
 
         I guess you have to start somewhere, said Hasegawa. But I’m willing to listen to your opinion.
 
         I don’t have one, Koda said.
 
         I regret that.
 
         Koda said nothing.
 
         Because if you did, then we could debate it. I could for example assert that a horse does have the Buddha-nature, and you could take the opposing view. So then I would state the reasons why I held my belief, and you would question them and perhaps point out aspects of the situation which I hadn’t considered. So your suggestions would then require me to rethink my original position and perhaps adjust some portion of it. Which I would do. Then you would perhaps state your beliefs, and I would then bring out new arguments in response. And then you could reply as you saw fit. And so in this manner, we could spend the day in pleasant conversation.
         
 
         You seem like you have it all worked out already, said Koda. No reason for me to get involved.
 
         You don’t see the pleasure in speculating on the nature of things?
 
         I guess not, Koda said.
 
         
             

         
 
         THE INN AT WHITE ROCK DIDN’T accept masterless samurai. The innkeeper said he wouldn’t make exceptions. He said that in his experience, they couldn’t be trusted. Scabbard-brushers ready to brawl over nothing. He said they could eat and drink on the veranda, but not even double cash would get them a room inside.
         
 
         They established a bivouac just outside the village near a roadside shrine. You never know what might come past, said Hasegawa. They were still there the following morning when the feral boy found them. He had armed himself with a fish-gutter’s knife that he carried in a scabbard of his own devising, a crudely-wrought snarl of hemp cords wound around a couple of cask slats.
         
 
         I guess you didn’t expect to see me again so soon.
 
         The two samurai said nothing.
 
         I guess you must be wondering if I did it already, said the boy, letting his hand rest suggestively on the hilt of his fish knife. But I guess I’m not prepared to discuss the matter.
 
         Which means you didn’t do anything, said Viper Koda.
 
         The boy dropped into a squat in the middle of the road. You know I’m just like you, he said.
 
         Neither of the samurai said anything.
 
         Ready for whatever the world offers. And if it doesn’t offer anything, then you go take what’s yours.
 
         Nothing’s yours, said Koda.
 
         The boy smirked at that. You’d be surprised.
 
         About what?
 
         What I can do and how well I can do it.
 
         They drove him away and were still debating whether to continue on to the next waystation when the merchant’s caravan came into view, and this time there was an opportunity for employment. Part of their consignment had to be re-routed to a castle town up in the mountains. It was a day there and a day back. The main body of the caravan would continue on in the direction they were going, but the merchants had decided they didn’t want to split their defensive contingent.
         
 
         One silver, said Hasegawa.
 
         The head merchant gazed up the road, once again his expression that of a thoughtful man considering his options although there was nothing out there but forests and rivers, and they all knew it. One silver each, Hasegawa said.
 
         Two days later they were back at White Rock Village with money to spend, but the innkeeper hadn’t changed his opinion of them. He said he wouldn’t tolerate troublemakers. He said he was firm in his principles. The two samurai stood in the slanting orange light at the end of the summer day and were told that the innkeeper’s bullies had caught a sneak thief that very morning and taken him down to an old quarry and crushed him.
 
         What did he steal?
 
         He didn’t get anything.
 
         You caught him in the act?
 
         We caught him before he could even start.
 
         Hasegawa and Koda went down to the quarry. The feral boy lay there still, heaped with a pile of rock slabs that had been added one upon the next. His head had been left exposed for the amusement of his tormentors; and his face was swollen and blackened like an overlooked melon, the eyes encrusted by death, nostrils clotted with dried blood, his gaping mouth active with foraging insects.
 
         That was always going to happen to him, Koda said. One way or another.
 
         Hasegawa said nothing.
 
         Doesn’t make you feel any better about it though.
 
         No, it doesn’t.
 
         Koda hunkered down beside the corpse. He picked up one of the rocks and hefted it like an evil-day compiler confirming a supposition. He replaced it as it had been.
 
         Hasegawa thought that a flask of the local rice wine might improve their mood even if they had to drink it on the veranda.
         
 
         He poured for Koda and drank his own cup then refilled it and placed it on the table then refilled Koda’s cup too. Both men looked at their cups then picked them up and drank. Hard way to die, Hasegawa said.
 
         Koda sat across from him and said nothing. A squad of drovers had also been denied admission, and they sat at the far end of the veranda sharing a double-flask. The inn’s public room was deserted. Most of the loose tables had been fitted together into a single row down the centre, as if anticipating the advent of banqueters.
 
         So I guess you don’t think about dying like that?
 
         I don’t care about it much, Viper Koda said.
 
         You mean you don’t want to talk about it?
 
         I mean I don’t care about it.
 
         So what do you care about?
 
         Where those bullies are tonight.
 
         I guess we could ask the innkeeper.
 
         I intend to, Koda said.
 
         Hasegawa poured their cups full and they both drank. You don’t ever think about how here you are in the midst of the facts of the world, all of it in its wonder and beauty, and then a rock’s placed on you and you feel it, and then another one and you feel its weight too, and then another one and another one, and then you’re here less, and then you’re here even less, and then you aren’t here at all.
 
         No, Koda said.
 
         I think about things like that, said Hasegawa. About how that gap, that crossing-point, can never be rectified in any way.
 
         Koda looked at him sullenly. I guess yours is chatty wine.
 
         I guess we’re drinking out of the same pot.
 
         Koda said nothing. His anger was like a small vicious animal he was feeding.
         
 
         Just that I think about things like that, what it’s like…
 
         The innkeeper brought out two bowls of mountain gruel. Koda stared at the portion placed before him as if it were an obstacle to be surmounted.
 
         It’s not like anything, Koda said. Just instant after instant after instant. Each complete in itself. Death’s what people who are afraid call their fear. Something you can use. Like an implement, a handle. It’s what scares some fool of a sword-swinger into attacking with his feet placed wrong. Coming in too soon or too high. Follow-through all tangled up in panic.
         
 
         Hasegawa finished his bowl and set it aside. Koda hadn’t even touched his. Hasegawa drank another cup of wine then poured it full again, but his friend had stopped drinking too. You can’t say it didn’t matter to him, said Hasegawa. Feeling each rock added on.
 
         Of course it mattered. But there’s nothing there. Just a breath that doesn’t finish itself.
 
         Hasegawa drank again then refilled his cup. Most people can’t live that way.
 
         Koda looked down at his full bowl. Most people don’t live much of any way at all.
 
         So then what were you wondering about down there?
 
         Koda shoved his bowl away. How long they waited between rocks.
 
         The innkeeper made it as far as the road but lost his footing and went down hard. He lay there screeching.
 
         Viper Koda landed on him with a slash knife. I asked you to tell me something. You didn’t do it.
 
         I don’t know where they are, the innkeeper cried.
 
         They coming back?
 
         Maybe. I don’t know…
 
         If I cut your neck it help you remember?
         
 
         Usually they’ll be around for some part of the evening.
 
         Why don’t you send somebody to find them? Why don’t you tell them their presence is required?
 
         I don’t want to be involved in this, said the innkeeper.
 
         You are involved. You got involved on the day you were born.
 
         The bullies knew what it was, but they thought they could handle it. It was six against two. They spread out and came in at odd angles, but Koda the Viper caught the first one and opened him across the midsection with his too-long sword.
 
         The man gasped and dropped to his knees, blood-slobber sliding out between his hands as he tried to catch the slimy loops of intestines that came slithering out over his wrists and down onto his thighs. The man beside him sat down with his head in his lap, his mouth gaped open and blood bubbling up out of his neck-stump.
 
         Hasegawa had blocked any chance for escape, and the four remaining bullies threw down their swords and pled for peace.
 
         Hasegawa and Koda made the innkeeper come too.
 
         They had a couple of hand lanterns to see by, and the bullies were required to use their swords and knives to dig a hole for the feral boy. Once they had it deep enough, they pulled apart the rock cairn then placed his body in the grave.
 
         I want it filled with dirt, Koda said. Then I want those rocks put on it properly.
 
         Afterwards, the two rogue samurai continued up the road in the dark and bivouacked in a grove. They didn’t think the bullies would be coming after them, but the decision not to kill them meant they might.
 
         I didn’t much like him, Koda said, and Hasegawa said, Neither did I.
 
         But it wasn’t right.
 
         No, it wasn’t.
 
         They sat staring in silence at their comfort-fire, then Koda said, We should’ve made that innkeeper forfeit a cask of wine.
         
 
         We’d have to carry it…
 
         And a horse, too, Old Koda said. Just to get it to wherever we’re going.
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