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Thisworld—

call it animage
caught ina mirror—
Real itisnot,

nor unreal, either

—Minamoto Sanetomo (1192-1219) trandlated by Thomas Rimer

KITSUNE'SDIARY

Diaries are kept by men: strong brushstrokes on smooth mulberry paper, gathered into sheaves
and tied with ribbon and placed in alacquered box. | know this, because | have seen one such diary.

It issaid there are aso noble ladies who keep diaries, in the capita or on their journeysin the
provinces. These diaries (it issad) are often filled with grief, for awoman'slifeisfilled with sadness
andwaiting.

Men and women writether various diaries; | shall seeif afox woman cannot al'so write one.
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| saw himand | loved him, my master Kayano Y ashifuji. | say thisand it is short and sharp,
without elegance, like abark; but | have no ideahow eseto sart. | am only afox: | have no
elegancies of language.

| need to start before that, | think.

BOOK ONE: SPRING

Neither waking nor sleeping

| saw the night out,

and now spend

all day in thought,

staring at these long spring rains

—Ariwara no Narihira (825-880) trandated by Burton Watson

1. KITSUNE'S DIARY

There werefour of us.

Grandfather was an old fox, of perhaps eight or nineyears. Gray ran dong hisnarrow jaw and in
abroad streak from his black nose to between his black-tipped ears; it frosted his pdt so that he
seemed amost outlined in gray light. Hisjoints stiffened on cold wet days, and he liked to doze in the
spring sunlight when he could. He was missing atoe on one of hisfront paws. When | waslittle and
first redlized he didn't have the sametoes | had, | asked him why, and he told me a tanuki -badger bit
it off, but I think he wasteasing. He was like that.

Mother was smple, even for afox. My brother and | watched her sometimes catch and lose a
mouse a half-dozen times before she remembered to bite it while she ill had her pawvsonit. We
were amazed sometimes that she had survived long enough to bear us.

Fortunately, the place where we lived was thick with mice and chipmunks and other small prey.
The grasses around our home were too long and dense for hawks, and the few humanswho lived
nearby chased off anything larger. Our only competition was afamily of catsled by ablack-and-white
spotted femae. They lived in adeserted outbuilding near the people, but they hunted in our range, and
ignored usrigidly. The cats chased and lost mice, too. | think thiswasintentiona for them, but who
can understand cats? Even asawoman | have never understood them.

My brother and | had been born the winter before, down in the still air of the den. At first there
werefour kits, | think. One died early, before we saw daylight; she smelled sick and then shewas
gone. Another died when we were barely old enough to suck the juices from mesat our grandfather
brought us. That kit wasthe boldest of us; one night when he was gill much too young he followed
our grandfather out hunting and never came back.

Hafway to adulthood, my remaining brother was a gawky thing of long legs and oversized ears.
Hisfur had not yet filled into its rusty adult coat, so his brush and neck-ruff were thin and spiky,



dun-colored. | suppose | looked the same, but taller at the shoulder, heavier-boned. It was easy for
meto pin him, and he usudly ended the play by baring his belly to me. He was quiet, my brother.

| did not seedl thisback then. They were my family: why should | think of them?1f anything, |
associated them with their smells. Grandfather was bright and dusty, like damp leavesfalen
underfoot. Mother was drying mud. Brother was tree bark and woodsmoke.

Words, words, words. There were no words then, just sensation: smell, sight, experience, day
and night, asflat and complex as a brocade held too close to the eyesfor focus, or arainstorm full in
theface. All details, no pattern. | have words now, maybe too many. | try to describe the fabric to
you, but wordswill not make you wet or shelter you from therain.

Welived in atangle of tunnels and rooms hollowed out of packed dirt. Everything was
wide—too wide, said Grandfather, who never did anything to change it—and worn smooth, and it
smelled of ahundred generations of foxes. Our deeping chamber was nearly at the bottom, lined with
dead leaves and shed hair. We could al deep together init, but Grandfather no longer dept well, and
he liked to lie nearer the entrance, where he could crawl out and stretch hislegs when he needed.

The den was pitch-dark. Surrounded by the smells of my family and burrow, | lay ingde on
spring days: dozed and waited for the crisp scents of dusk. Filtered through the fur of my brother's
haunch, | smelled the air outside, sweet and sharp.

Nights we went out.

Mother and Grandfather hunted, sometimes together but often aone, one leaving the other to
watch as we kits played near the den. Mother never had anything to spare, but Grandfather usualy
returned dragging a soft-boned kiji-pheasant or a half-eaten hare, which he threw down for usto
bicker over. We caught things on our own, aswdll: fledglings fdlen from their nests, mice, voles. We
learned to stamp for worms, and to catch birds, and to cache our killsfor leaner days. | played with
and ate the blue-black beetlesthat came my way, felt the smooth knotting of my joints operating,
wrestled with my brother for the experience of hunting. | waslearning to be afox.

Our burrow was dug under a structure that was flat and black over our heads, supported by a
forest of tree-thick pillars, each resting on arock. When | was old enough to be curious about this, |
jumped up into the Structure.

| saw and smelled a cavern supported by pillars and roofed with dead grasses atree's height
over my head. The floor under my toeswas of boxwood planks, smooth and cool and flat. Through a
crack inthefloor | heard my brother barking at my grandfather—impatient little noises. | scratched at
the crack. Paws padded below. A nose snuffled upward.

"Sge?'

"I'm walking onyou?' | couldn't understand this.

"Whereareyou?'

| didn't know what to say. Thisfloor | stood on was the roof over the burrow, | knew—there
was my brother, after all—how could it be else?



A scrambling noise behind me.

"Itisabuilding,” Grandfather said, and he stretched and walked acrossto me. "A house.
Humans make them." Brother clambered up after him.

| looked around. There were no wals, just empty screen frames and lattices. Beyond them |
saw other buildings, roofed and walled and raised on posts, with covered walkways that led from one
tothenext. "Thisisaden,” | said, redizing it. "The big buildings are chambers, and the little onesthat
lead from place to place are like tunndls. Or trails."

Brother sniffed at apillar's base and lifted hisleg againgt it. "How did they make this place?’

"And why?" | demanded. "If it'saburrow, it's open to everything. How can it be safe?"

"They were humans, they feared nothing. But it was not like this, back then. It was closed in with
wallsthey could dide away or remove.”

"How did they do that?' Brother asked.

"How did they do any of this?' | sniffed alinte rubbed shiny by passng feet. Even now |
smdlled the shadows of people, ghostsin my nose.

Grandfather made aface, asif held eaten something bitter. "Magic."

"Humans don't have magic,” | said scornfully. "Magic is spring turning to summer, day and night.”
"Thereare alot of sorts of magic, little bug-eater. More than you can know."

"What kind isthis, then?' Brother asked.

"They have dlever paws," he said. "They change thingswith them.”

| ingpected my own paws, cinnamon-colored with black-edged toes and ragged claws. Not
clever, not magicd. "But how?"

He bared histeeth: not hogtile yet, but tired of thetopic. "Giveit arest, Granddaughter.”

Brother was marking every pillar, sharp little squirts of urine. | should check his marks, | knew.
And Grandfather? He was temperamentd at al timesand smelled irritable now, like ahigh wind filled
with dugt, gtill along way away. | should leave Grandfather alone, | knew. But how could 1?

"l just want to know how their paws are clever—" | stopped when he took a step toward me.
"Well, then, what other magics are there?'

"Nonethat concernyou,” he said dampingly. "The people will never be back."
"But peoplelive across the garden from us, past the wall—"

Brother cameto St next to us, lolling histongue. "Thisislikethat, isn't it? Where they



live—those are dens, too, aren't they?

"Mere servants quarters,” Grandfather snorted. "Wretched drafty barns. They bring their stock
in to deep under the same roof."

"l don't understand. Servants?' | said, but he continued without listening.

"This—" helooked around us, at the empty neglected buildings and wakways "—iswhere the
master and mistress lived. They were sweet-smelling, sweet as flowers out of season. Her hair was
black as my feet and fell clear to the ground when she stood. Not aknot or tanglein it. They wore
fabricslike spiderwebs. Gossamer. Their lives were athousand kinds of magic. Poetry, caligraphy,
moon-viewing, archery gamesin the wisteria courtyard—"

Poetry? Moon-viewing? How could | imagine what these things were?

Brother asked: " The fabric was made of spiderweb?’

"No, it was as if it were spiderweb.”

My brother pressed his ears back againgt his skull. "That doesn't make any sense.”

"Not to you. It isasthough you see me and smell pine, asthough eyes and nosefail to agree.
Whichisrea? Am | your grandfather, or am | apine?’

My brother whined and backed away.

"Youre—" | said, and stopped. Thinking like this made me afraid, made me want to run or bite,
to bresk thetensoninside.

"Just because you do not understand a thing does not mean it'snot red," Grandfather findly said.
"How do you know al this?' | asked.

"They were here," hesaid irritably. "1 saw them. Noise all thetime, bustle. We had to watch
oursalves, not to be caught, or they would kill us."

"They don't sound so dangerous,” | interrupted, bold because of my fright. "Even the humanson
the other side of thewall are not dangerousif you stay out of their way, and they are much more
active than this 'master’ and 'migtress. "

He grabbed me by the ruff and forced me down. | yelped. "What do you know, little
milk-sucker? They are the most dangerous of al—more dangerous than bears."

| dbased mysdf until hisgrip loosened and | squirmed free.
"If thiswastheir den," Brother asked, "where are they now?"

"Gone," Grandfather said. "Therés nothing left here. Come down.”



Brother moved to the edge. "Why would they leave this place?’
"Who knows?" he said irritably. "I was not much older than you when they left.”
A breezeruffled my fur. | shivered. "What if they return? Their denisright over ours.”

"They will never come back." Grandfather dropped heavily to the ground.

| had this dream, back when | was no more than afox. In thewaking world | never looked at
the sky—why would 1? There was no prey there—but in thisdream | did look. A star hung, dim as
marsh gas, in the red-black glow of the sky; in the east, the moon rose over amountain, and the moon
and the star werethe same size.

| stood on the mountain | had just watched the moon rise over, and the path was cold under my
toes. | stepped forward, but my way was barred by afox made of moonlight that smelled of nothing.

"Makeawish, little Sgter,” the fox said.
| thought. "To eat well and deep safe”
He—she?—laughed a me. "Never mind, then."

"Wait!" | sad, but the fox turned to aflower and vanished, and | woke, my family'ssmelsin my
nogtrils. | did not know what it meant—didn't even think, then, that a dream might have ameaning.
But | dso did not forget it.

Now | wonder: do al foxes dream like this? 1 only know | did.

The house (and our den) was in ahuge space enclosed by tumbledown fences made of bamboo
and hinoki -cedar latticework. | was careful when | asked questions about the human constructions
around us because Grandfather cuffed me down if | showed too much interest; but he took me
hunting once, and | managed to learn that the space had been gardens. People had torn up the plants
and paths and streams of the place and replaced them with new paths and plants, and rerouted the
Sream.

"But why?" | asked my grandfather.
"Because they could doit," he snapped, and | knew to let it be.

The sweet-water brook led from the topmost corner of the enclosure, under the raised floor of
one of the deserted buildings, and through three little lakes, one after the other. Mandarin ducks
nested in the building over the stream, and chased us awvay when we tried to explore or (more often)
to eat their feckless ducklings. A trail strode acrossthe lakes tops, lifted above the water on
structures.



"What isit?' | asked Grandfather, when | saw thefirst one.
"Bridge"

| stepped onto it, and felt the same cool smoothness under my toes I'd felt in the house. Huge
murky shapes moved in the weed-clogged water below me.

"Fish," Grandfather told me. "Eat them if you find them on the shore, but you cannot go in after
them—like hunting a shadow."

Therest of the garden was trees and |ong-dead grasses pushed aside by new growth. An
overgrown path led down from the main house past the lakes and to a collapsed gate at the foot of
the garden; other small pathstrailed off one way and another. They al seemed to go nowhere and
then suddenly stop; if it had not been for the large stones the humanslaid flat on the ground in ragged
lines, | would have thought they were not trailsat al.

One dusk it was cold and raining. | woke up before the others and | eft the den, and sat at the
edge of the overhang, looking across the clearing around the house to the rain-heavy grasses beyond.
Theair smelled cold, like molds and wet dust. | snapped at the puffs of fog my bresth made before |
got bored.

A femae rabbit, wood pigeon—gray, hunched over aclump of grass at the edge of our clearing.
They never camethis closeto our den. | think the rain must have washed down our smell, and the
rabbit must have been half-grown (and possibly smple, like Mother), not to know that foxeslived
here. Evenin therain, the sweet smell of freshly cropped grass drifted down the dight breeze to me.

It wasn't that | was hungry yet: | had not even thought of food before | dropped to my belly and
inched forward. It was the fox-blood. What else could | do? | was so close | could smell the rabbit's
sweet-musky fur, and seeitswhiskers quiver asit nibbled.

Its head came up. It fixed me with adark eye. | held ill, staring back with the fixing-gaze, the
gazethat holds an anima to bekilled. Killer: prey. And then arain droplet gethered in the fold of my
eydid, tickling. So | blinked.

And the rabbit was gone. In asingle legp it was lengths away from me; asecond, and it was lost
in the weeds. Water sprayed up from its path. | chased it through thick mats of grassjust in timeto
seeit dive under atdl black stonein aclearing. | dug franticaly at the hole it had vanished into. | was
soaked to the skin and shivering before | gave up.

The rock wasriddled with little openings and fissures. Tiny pools had gathered in the
pockmarks, mosguito larvae hung on the pools many surfaces. There were no treesfor pacesdl
around, just dirt, white sand and the rock, all aone.

It wasfull dark by thetime| got back to the shelter of the den. My family was awake.
Grandfather stood |ooking out from under the building. Mother sat with ahind leg held rigid to bite at
aflea. Brother played with a curved stick, bouncing at one end so that the other popped up and
caught him from behind. | told them about the rabbit, the dark stone.

"It ishopeless chasing arabbit near that,” Grandfather said.



"Why?' | licked my paw towarmit.

"They have a safe warren there. Deep, buried under that rock, so you can't dig after them. Y our
only hopeisto catch them away fromit."

"It isamoon-rock." It was my mother. | sniffed at her: she never said thingsto us, nothing that
made sense, anyway. "It lived on the moon until it fell off and landed here, but it remembers rabbits.
That iswhy they are safe. Because arabbit lives on the moon, and it protects them.”

"What's she talking about?' my brother asked.
Grandfather hunched a shoulder irritably, asif to say, "Do not ask me.
"God," Mother answered. "The rabhit-god lives on the moon and watches them.”

My brother snarled and snapped at the ground, nervous at athing he could not fight, could not
even find. A cold wind ruffled my wet fur. Lifewasapractica thing to usfoxes. what could agod be?
I'd never smelled one.

She answered without my speaking. "What do rabbits see when they die? Their god. Tanuki
-badgers have them. Mice. Oxen. Men. Birds, no. Cats—no one can tell—"

| could not help the hairsrisng along my spine, my earsflattened against my skull. "Do foxes?"

"Thereisno such thing asgods." Grandfather made our mother drop in submisson, and that was
the end of that. But it took me dl night to get warm.

Beyond the fence there was amountain to one side and behind us, covered with pine trees and
ivy-hung cypress. Asmy brother and | learned to hunt, we followed the deer paths and caught baby
rabbits, and once ate part of adead fawn some other anima had killed. There was along outcropping
of dull red stone and a path of pounded dirt dong the ridge that smelled of people, though we never
saw any.

Pest the ruined gate and fence at the bottom of the gardens wererice fields. People were always
fussing over them: making little rows of dirt, and pouring manure mixed with weater onto the dick
earth. One day they redirected the stream where it exited the garden, so that it flowed through the
fields, to make them amesh of smdll shallow lakes. Gnats and mosguitoes bred and rosein clouds. |
watched uguisu-nightingaes and enamel-bright dragonflies chase the insects; this made more senseto
me than the incomprehensible acts of the humans. Prey: catch. | caught adragonfly once: it was sharp,
hat, prickly on my tongue.

On the other side from the mountain, beyond afence made of pine strips woven together, wasa
big pounded-dirt area surrounded by clumps of structures smaller and closer to the ground than those
on our Sde of the fence. Thiswas where the other people, the "servants,” lived. | occasondly saw
them: more often | smelled them, aong with woodsmoke and feces and fowl and big animals, oxen.
Human smells. Sometimes at night, greasy-scented yellow light flickered through the lattices of their
buildings, inconstant as foxfire, the glow of marsh gas a night. My brother and | crept dong the fringe



of the open dirt areato hide under a glossy-leafed bush that brushed the house'swall. Therewasa
constant low-pitched babbleinsde, arippling noise like water or birds chattering.

"What isthat noise?' my brother bresthed. "The humans make it?'
"It'slike barking."

"No; they're dl there, in the room, face-to-face. Why would they need to bark like that?' he
asked.

"Maybethey are like dogs and bark for boredom?' Foolish to ask: he knew no morethan 1.
"Let's crawl under the floorboards, maybe we can hear more.”

My brother hunched his back and lowered his ears. "Grandfather saysthey're dangerous.”
"We'refast and clever.”

"Grandfather says—"

| scoffed: "He's old. Maybe things scare him that we don't need to be afraid of "

"But he'sso wise—"

"But he's not here, and I'm stronger and bigger than you, and | say wecandoit.”

My brother shook his head, asif clearing hisface of clinging webs. "No. No." He turned and
ran.

| eased into the crawl space, but learned nothing; and when | came back later, Grandfather
smelled the house and the humans on me, and cuffed me down. Maybe he was old, but he was il
the head of our family.

After that | learned to stay upwind of the house.

Thiswas our lives. My brother and | got better at hunting. | explored the garden and the woods
and fields beyond with the others and adone. | learned many useful smells: rabbit droppings, egg yolk
from hatchings, the scent-marks of tanuki -badgers and wolves (though we never saw any of them—
they lived deeper in the forest, and, Grandfather said, only came down when the food was not good
there). | killed and ate one of the black-and-white cat's kittens, agamy mouthful of fur and
half-digested mousg, it did not seem worth the effort, so | avoided them after that. My brother was
stung by awasp when he was up in the deserted house over our heads renewing his marks; he was
sick for aday and anight.

| watched the humans when | could get away with it, but with lessinterest than | felt toward the
ducksin the stream, or the rabbits that fed near the moon-rock. These were at least edible, relevant
to afox. The houses and verandas, sheds, fences and gardens of the residence—all the thingsthe
humans had built—meant little to my brother and me: they were as unchanging as the sanding rocksin
the woods.



| looked at everything, smelled everything, marked everything. | did not think much, back then.
The season warmed, and | grew. | was still afox. Nothing changed.

2. SHIKUJO'SPILLOW BOOK

The News 'Y ear's gppointments:

My husband did badly in the New Y ear's gppointments, and when the court was finished with
making up itsrolls, no postion had been found for him—not even theignominy of aprovincid
governorship. Thiswas quite surprising, of course: hisfamily isexcelent and highly regarded by the
retired emperor (if not the current one). One can only imagine that he antagonized some important
figurein court. Knowing my husband, such athing might well hgppen—not for the politica motives so
popular these days, but from sheer carelessness. | think it even morelikely that his current
unhappiness has much to do with it. When two men of equa quality are proposed for the same job,
why would it be given to the individua who gppears more likely to cast aside the miseries of the world
and fleeto alife of contemplation in amonastery? And his unhappiness has been obvious enough to
hiswife and household: my hushband haslittle artifice and | expect it is nearly as obviousto his peers
and superiors at court.

Or it might be arandom matter. It is not unheard-of for aworthy man to be denied a position
dueto asmple oversight.

Far more unusual was my husband's response. Other men would have stayed in the capita and
campaigned for agood position in the autumn appointments or even next year's; instead he decided to
go to the estate hisfather left him, off in the mountains of Hida province. Hedid not insist thet | (or
our son) attend him, though of course it wasthe proper thing to do. But on that spring night when he
told me of this, | said nothing. Our son adegp on the mats between us, | watched thefirst cherries
blooming, their blossoms glowing cold and pae as snow in the moonlight.

"Areyou upset?' he asked me.

A good wifeisnever upset, never unsettled, and | was, in truth, both. And agood husband
never corners hiswifein thisfashion, forcing her to decide between what is correct and what istrue.
"Of coursenot,” | said.

Hisunhappiness affectsusdl.

3. KITSUNE'SDIARY

It was the time when the humans move the rice plants from the seeding beds to the flooded
fidds. I heard them down past the ruined gate and fence, doshing through the belly-deep (for me)
water and making their barking noises back and forth. The air was cool and heavy with humidity.
Everything smelled new, fresh—wet dirt and wild cherry blossoms. My mother and brother were



adeep in the den; my grandfather besde me, | lay beside one of the pillars, belly-down to the clammy
dirt. A mosquito bit my nose. | snapped at the sharp itch of it.

"Listen!" My grandfather cameto hisfeet, ears pricked forward, toward thefields.

"What?' The humans barking was suddenly louder and higher-pitched, but that could be
anything. It happened every day.

"Horses. Oxen. Carts," my grandfather said.

| had no ideawhat ahorsewas. | saw nothing, just the trees and lakes and grasses of the garden
dtretching to the broken gate. | strained to hear past the white hiss of the mist. An animdl, then severdl,
thundered up the dirt path on the other side of the fence. Their hooves hit heavy as oxen, but in the
delicate rhythm of trotting deer. Carts rumbled. The sounds settled across from the gate. People
barked some more.

"What doesit mean?' | asked.

"Thewors thing possible" my grandfather said. "Humans."

"But there are already people here.”

"Stay here." Hevanished inthethick grass.

Behind me, Brother popped his head from the den's entrance. "What—"

"Stay here)" | snarled, inthe best imitation | had of my grandfather's authority, and followed him.
| caught up as we threaded between the |akes. He bared his teeth and flattened hisearsat mein
disapprova. | wasafraid, but | flattened my ears back at him and continued.

Two huge shaggy hinoki -cedars, their branches bent to the ground, flanked the tumbled gate.
We bdlied into one of them, and crawled forward to watch.

The horse turned out to be pretty much what it sounded like: ox and deer. It smelled like sweat
and grass, and was the yellow-orange of persmmons. Other horsestrotted up, and the men gitting on
their backs barked &t the peasantsin the muddy ricefields. But | could not stop looking &t the yellow
horse and itsrider.

The man was dressed in textures | had never seen before. The people who lived in the
cookhouse wore smple clothesin flower-colors of indigo and white. They shed them like skinswhen
they liked, and hung them in the sun and wind. But these robes—pale purple hammered silk that
looked like the skin of frost over water, and an oiled cotton cloak colored gray-green, with aknot of
dried grass sawn to the center of its back—these were utterly new.

"The master of thishouse." Grandfather smelled old, defeated. "They have returned. We are
logt."

"What?'



He snarled slence.

Two oxen pulling asmall closed carriage drew up behind the horsemen. Walking men chattered.
Carts and carriages rumbled to astop on the path.

The man—the master, Grandfather'd said—had turned toward us. His narrow eyes gleamed
black, dark as a tsumi-hawk's. He was ooking at the ruined gate. At us.

| recognized that look; I'd given it mysdif, to prey. Thisiswhere we would die. Therewould be
shouts and then the fedl of cold meta, arrows dropping us as surely as they dropped the golden eagle
we'd once found dying in the garden.

And then his face turned, and he looked somewhere ese.
"What—" | said again, but thistime in wonder.

"Come." My grandfather backed out of the pile. He was more careful, going back to the den.

4. SHIKUJO'SPILLOW BOOK

Onewratethis

One wrote this on first seeing the home sheleft dl those years ago:

Isthe garden lost
or merely hidden by the year's thick grasses?

And this question only delays the next: which would one prefer? This should be a smple enough
guestion to answer: | am surethat civilization must aways be preferable to barbarity.

5. THE NOTEBOOK OF KAYA NO YOSHIFUJI

Thetrip from the capital to the country place has taken two weeks. It isdow traveling with my
wifeand dl her servants (and mine, too, if it comesto thaty—wetravel only afew milesaday, a a
ddiberate walking pace, and stop well before dark a a convenient temple or afarmhouse. Some
dayswedo not travel at dl, if thereisatabu, or if my wife or one of her more valued atendants fedls

indisposed.

Itiseaser for me: | ride my pretty Kiku, Chrysanthemum. Her gait isgood for ayellow horse
(which are notorioudy inconstant), smooth and fluid. Her saddleisbuilt up in such away thet only a
sack of rice could fall when shewalks, so thefact that | am not agood rider does not matter.

| know | should have taken a carriage. Someone not amisfit would haveriddenin an
ox-carriage for the endless hours of thistrip: asmy wife hasto, as my son hasto. While agentleman
may know how to ride (it comesin handy on occasion), very few "gentlemen” would prefer the jolting,
exposed ride they get on ahorse's back, given along journey without urgency like this one.



My son, Tadamaro, who is eight and curious about everything, has pushed aside the bamboo
blind that serves asthe front of his carriage; now heleans out on the carriage's kite's-tail shafts staring
at everything around him, careless of the rain that soaks his robes. He has never been to the country,
so dl of it—the rutted, muddy road; the haf-hidden farmhouses and shrines; the wildness of theworld
itself—is new to him. Every so often, his nurse's hands appear and pull at hisrobe. | cannot hear her,
but remembering my own nursewhen | wassmall, | can imagine what she saysto him.

My wifés carriage is quiet. She undoubtedly Stson atiny cushion, in aspace packed full of
ladies-in-waiting. Like sdted fish in abarre, if one can say such athing of women so delicate and
cultured. Air comesin through the weave of the pam frondsthat wall the carriage and through a small
grille set in the front. The sightsthrough the grille are al she sees on thistrip: the ears and backs of the
oxen, the backs of the drivers heads asthey walk aongside with their long switcheslooped in their
hands, the dirt path and the endlessreeking ricefields. | imagine dl tripslook pretty much the sameto
women.

Stll, women are used to stting in the dark and thinking their thoughts. | do not know if dl this
bothers her. | do not know if she even triesto look out the grille.

But it would bother me, so | ride Kiku and look around me, and try not to think too much about
leaving the capitd. What can they do to me, if | am seenriding asif | were aservant or amessenger?
| 1eft the capita in disgrace anyway. Well, then: | am unconventional, and now | am sdf-exiled; herein
the country no one of any importance can possbly care about my behavior.

| say this, but it isnot true. There was no position for me, but that is more an embarrassment
than adisgrace. The gituation isfairly common in agovernment with fewer positions than candidates.
Most men failing to receive apostion in the New Y ear's gppointments wail and clutch at their artfully
disordered robes at the shame of it all, while their friends commiserate and cast doubts on the
propriety of the selection process. The failed candidates then redouble their efforts to be appointed
next time. And by the next year, the scandd (if such it can be considered, when it is both common
and boring) isforgotten, replaced by old Lady Plum-blossom's fling with aguardsman haf her age, or
the doubts regarding the father of thelovely Lady Cherry's baby.

| could have stayed, but | was miserable anyway. Perhaps | am trying to match my inner misery
with my outside circumstances. at any rate, | seem resolved to make things as bad asthey can
possibly be. I had not expected my wife and son to enter into this self-imposed exile.

Weareinthe Tani valey, deep in Hida province—which isto say, in the heart of nowhere.
Under aheavy slver sky, clouds cling to the dopes around us, shredding like thin silk on the jagged
tops of the pines. The mountainsthet lift to the slver sky are brilliant aslacquer, the greensal bright
as snake skins, mingling with foaming banks of pink and white spireaand yellow yamabuki and the
subtler pink of wild cherries. Smoke ropes upward in the thick tendrilsthat formin cool humid air. It
trailsfrom the locd peasants houses and the nearby shrines: Inari Shring; Amida Shrine. When my
wifeand | lived here before, | walked the forested paths and visited al these places. It hasbeen a
long time, but | till remember the shapes of the mountains, even haf-hidden by mists asthey are.

On one side, the road presses against arocky outcropping; rice fields crowd up on the other,
with the narrow river at the valley'sfar Sde. The fields are flooded ankle-deep at thistime of year,
and they smdll of manure and young green things. Peasants poke the mud under the water with
pointed sticks. Others cluster around the weir that blocks the river; they seem to be removing some



mysterious tangle of branch and vine that has clogged it.

These are my fidlds. Every year rice has cometo mefrom this place. It paid for our housein the
capitd, for the giftsto the ministersthat were to fud my politica career, for my fansand papersand
inks and robes, for my wife's needs, for my horse. When | lived here, | did not even know what grew
inthesefidds.

| have not been back to this house in seven? eight? years—since before Tadamaro was born.
Shikujo and | moved here when we were first married, even though her father assumed that (like
other wives) shed continue living a home and that | would visit her there. But sheinssted welive
together in ahome of our own. Sometimesit surprises methat shedid this: it isthe only time she has
ever done anything unconventiona. The rest of the time she has been perfectly regular in her actions.
Like her poems, her life has always been eegant but lacking spark. Still, she hasabeauty | will never
atain, bareheaded in therain like a peasant.

Therocksto our left fall away, are replaced by afence of split bamboo. Even astride Kiku, |
cannot see over the small thatched roof that caps the fence, although | can see through the places
where the fence hasfalen away, into agarden as overgrown as aforest. Where the formal gate to the
grounds should stand, there isinstead a collapsed jumble of peeled boxwood logs.

My magjor domo, Hito, shouts at the peasants who stand in the fidlds chattering, watching us with
(one presumes) curiosity (but who can tell what peasants think?). A small man with adun-colored
face as crumpled as dirty hemp shuffles forward and bows. His bare feet and the hem of his short
robe are caked with mud and ordure.

Hito ydls at the peasant: "How can you have let this place decay like this? Look at this gate.
What are we to do? Y ou were charged with its carel" He rattles on and on, high-pitched and angry,
more for my benefit than to any purpose—all estatesfal into disrepair in their masters absence; itis
thefiddsthat must not be neglected. The peasant's voice rumbles beneath, anxious and placating. My
horse shifts under me, asweary of traveling as| am. My thighs ache, and the joints of my hips, and

my back. Everything.

"Enough,” | say. | take Kiku through the humbled (but ill standing) entrance thet leadsto the
gableyard, leaving my servantsto scramble after me.

The packed-earth yard is clotted with clumps of last year's leaves rotting into the puddied
ground. Disturbed by something | cannot see, apair of jackdaws flies up, squawking, from the ragged
thatch of the buildings fringing the yard. This place has been neglected. It should be brushed smooth;
al the thatch needs to be retrimmed to ablunt edge. The yard smells musty, stale. There should be
fires set in the buildings to drive the moisture from the dark corners and the vermin from the thatch;
but smoke curlsfrom asingle building's open eaves. This must be where the servants charged with
maintaining my estate live: it looks (dightly) better-kept than therest.

People swirl past me though the entrance—shouts and chattering, the clattering of tools and
wagons, the dapping of feet through water and mud. A groom catchesmy maresbridleas| dide
gracelesdy from her back. My back aches as | bend over to remove the leg-coverings that have
protected my silks. | walk back theway | came, past my wife's and my son's carriages,; past the
gold-colored ox we have brought with usfor luck; past the carts loaded with our chests and baskets
and boxes; past the chattering servants and through the stable yard gate—back to the ruined formal



gate. The peasantsin thefidds till watch. Under my eye they resettle their huge straw hats over their
eyes and turn back to their fields.

Nothing isleft of the gate, just this pile of logs grown mossy on their north faces. The logs, the
mass, the grasses around—everything shineswith moisture that reflectsthe gray sky. Theair of this
place seemsto watch me in a silence that the shouts from the stable yard only accentuate.

| cannot walk through the gate; | can only step over it. Holding the folds of my hunting robes
close, | step onto the nearest log. A burst of red-brown at my feet tips me back on my heels. By the
time I've caught my balance, the whatever-it-was has gone. Only the rustling of the tall grass settling
back into place provesit ever existed.

It seems that more than the air watched me.

The fence enclosing the formd gardensisdmost invisblein places, but whether it is covered
with uncontrolled growth or missing dtogether, | cannot tell. Up the hill | see the house, huddled under
itsdull tileroofs. Many of thewalls of the wings are missing; the covered walkways|eading from wing
to house look sound, but everywhere there are falen tiles, moss, weeds springing from floors and
roofs.

Thisismy gate, my fence, my home: itsdisorder ismy fault. My wifein her cramped dark
carriage, my son'simpatient boredom, the londliness of thisuncivilized place, my inability or
unwillingness to embrace the delicate life that would have given me afuturein the capita. My faullt.

If I had known | would have to return, | would have tended things better.

6. SHIKUJO'SPILLOW BOOK
Theexigencies of moving:

In the scramble of packing, one loses the black enameled writing desk with the Michinoka paper
and oné's favorite writing-brush. It may not turn up, even at the new place,

Being boxed up inasmdl carriage for daysis exhausting and annoying. Even when the carriage
iswdl sprung and the oxen are smooth-gaited, you are jostled around until not even the carriage's
padding and al your robes can protect your knees from bruises.

Nights sometimes there is nowhere to stay but an abandoned hut. One's women try to makeit
comfortable, but the air smellsof mold. It isworse ill if bad weather or some directiond tabu makes
it impossibleto go on, and one hasto stay al day in an inhospitable place.

It seems s0 Silent in the country, away from the shouts of the vendors and therattling of carriages
passing by on the street. One would not think it possible to miss athing like that, and yet one does.

To moveto an unfamiliar placeis hard enough, but it seemsworseto return to an old home. It
has changed so much in the years since one was there last. Ducks have built their nestsin one's
rooms, which are dusty and have aneglected air. All one'sfavorite thingsto view in the garden arein



disorder or even logt altogether. The memories of what was before make the experience doubly
panful.

Onéesfamily issuddenly far away. Even ahusbhand and ason close at hand cannot make up for
being so far from one's parents. It ishard not to be lonely.

And thefear, of course. Of the wildness, o far from the security of the city. Anything might
happen out here.

| mention thisfear to Onaga, and she snorts. "Anything? When the capitd is crammed with
ruffians and thieves, merchants who overcharge? The city isfilled with villainy, lady!"

Sheisright, of course, but | find this cold comfort. Any problems there (except for fleasin our
robes, and animals stealing from our storehouses) were human in nature. | do not even know what
powersrulethisloney place.

/. THE NOTEBOOK OF KAYA NO YOSHIFUJI

| am drenched when at last | go insde. Though | stayed on what used to be, what should have
been, the path, there were places where the stones were impossible to find even when | remembered
where they should be. The bridge over one of the lakes was missing planks, and | chose to go around
instead of across, and stepped into a knee-deep bay hidden by reeds. The mist in the air has done the
rest.

"My lord!" Hito lays down the screen he holds againgt an opening for a carpenter's
measurements, and bustles over to me, clucking. "Y ou are soaking, get right out of those things."

"I'mfine." 1 kick off my wooden clogs and step up onto the veranda of my building, the main
house. "Redlly, Hito, you sound just like my old nurse when | was Tadamaro's age. She had that
exact toneto her voice."

"Your sendan-lilac slks, too! They are stained green everywhere.”
| shrug. "Thewasherswill get them clean again.”

"Grass gtains?' he says dubioudly. Not wanting the lecture, | gesture him back to hiswork. But |
change, obedient to the dim memory of an old woman from childhood.

My houseisfull of light and noise. All three rooms of my wing arelit by oil lamps. A man scrubs
the verandas floor with rushes and muku leaves. Charcod glowsin black iron braziers and smells of
sandalwood incense. Air ripples over the glowing codls; thin smoke lifts toward the dark wood rafters
and seeps out the triangular openings under the eaves. The torn and missing screens and panels | saw
from a distance are now replaced—nby gutting some of the outlying wingsfor intact materids, |
Imagine: no one can produce agood shoji-screen in an hour, let donewall aroom.

The only difference between thisroom and my rooms back at the capital, and every other room
I've ever lived in, is not that 1've added a clothes chest or two, or replaced my writing desk recently: it



isacertain smell to the place | cannot place, very dightly sour and peppery and wild.

| am done, athough a dozen men (and women, too, | suppose) will runinif | shout. Except for
that eusive smell, the order of a properly run house settles over me as surely here as back at the
capitd. | grieved haf amonth ago, when we l€ft it behind. Then why doesthis order irritate me?

"My lord?" A maid stands on the threshold of a paper door did open to the corridor.

IIY@I

"May | please—" In one hand she holds along stick with a piece of cotton rag tied to one end.
Thelong deeave behind which she hides her face for propriety is rimed with dust and spiderwebs. |
was not ableto reach al the cobwebs, so | madethisto..." She gestures up with the stick.

Over my head, a huge web that spans the vault of the roof reflects silver from the eave-gap
above, gold from the lamps below. Silver and gold laid like crackling over the darkness of the rafters.
| have alacquer comb-box that looks alittle like this, only not so delicate. The spider that fashioned
the web must be very large.

"Letit stay."

"Sr?" Sheforgetsto hide her face: sheisyoung, plain, her hair neetly cut to just below her
shoulders. "But the spider—"

" She has been herelonger than | have. Do | have any right to cast her out?”
"What about the young?" she says.

| fed apang, thinking of my own son, herein this spiderweb of circumstance. "'l seenone. It is
just her. And me."

She looks at me unhappily. | am sure she wantsto argue; mercifully it isnot possible. Asmuch
to change the subject as anything, | say, "Why doesit smell so odd in here?"

"l am s0 sorry, my lord. Wethink awild anima must have been in herein our absence.”

The smdl suddenly makes sense. "And it urinated in my rooms?'

"l am so sorry, but yes. Itisdl quite clean now. Redly, the smell is not nearly as strong asiit
was. We should have it scrubbed completely away by tomorrow. Would you rather deep in one of
the other wings?'

| haveto laugh.

8. SHIKUJO'SPILLOW BOOK

Thefird night a our new home:



Thefirgt night a our new home, | received anote from my husband, written on one of the thick
colored dips of paper he kegpsin hisdeeve, and twisted around awet twig.

Too sour and damp to stay alone in my empty rooms—
perhaps you will allow me to share your sweeter air?

| could not find my writing chest, so | had to use one of my women's. At last | found along thin
dip of paeslver paper. Attaching aduck feather with abit of black cord, | wrote:

The ducks say, You did not need to ask.
Thank you for letting us sleep in this stolen nest,
but it is, after all, your house.

9. THE NOTEBOOK OF KAYA NO YOSHIFUJI

What does she think, when she writes these poems? The erotic connotation of the soft paper |
used, the hints of tissues wiping away passion's wetness—this cannot have escaped her; and yet she
sends back this poem, on a paper as hard and ungentle as mica.

Is she saying she does not belong here? Or that she gives up her privacy asreluctantly asthe
ducks undoubtedly did? She surprises me sometimes, this usudly predictable wife of mine,

Itisdtill raining, softly and easily asapoet's crying. Theair is cool, humid; my breath curlslike
smoke. Although the wakway's roof protects me from the rain, the cold seepsin through my layered
robes and the soles of my tabi-socks.

Thewings people live in—my wife's, my son's, the attendants, mine—have paper windows cut
through the wdls, which now glow dimly with the lightsingde. Beyond these lightsliesthe uniform
black of therainy night. | know what lies out there—where the |akes are, where the trees stand,
where the moon-rock is, the viewing pavilion, the thousand-year oak—»but dl | can think isthat it was
never thisdark in the capitd.

We were never this alone, not even when we were here last.

10. SHIKUJO'S PILLOW BOOK

Ordering one'srooms:

Arranging the trunks along one wall. Hanging blinds from dl the crossbeams overhead; most are
rolled up to a standing man's eye height even though no men arelikely to see us; but if the blindswere
not there, one would of course need them. Arranging the little freestanding chest-high or waist-high
curtain-stands around the room; each has alow table or armrest beside it. Hanging the spring kicho
-curtains—some seem as fragile as grasshopper wings or spiders webs, and yet they are surprisingly
sturdy when we accidentaly snag one with atrunk’s corner. Setting up the curtained bed enclosure
with deeping robes and ceramic pillows. Placing the paulownia-wood brazier near one'sfavorite
gtting place.



Keeping the outside fusume-pands and grilles closed, of course. All this careful arranging and
rearranging would not seem very important, faced with theimmensty of the night.

11. THE NOTEBOOK OF KAYA NO YOSHIFUJI

My wifeswing, the north house, is shuttered close againgt the crisp air. The women ingde move
about, and cast shadows that blur and sharpen in acrazy dance.

The house looks secure; but | stand half a dozen paces away, and | hear asif | shared the room.
A poker scrapes against the bottom of abrazier; silk robes brush the hardwood floor. Women's
voicesripple like water, clear but meaninglessto my ears, until | hear my wifeé's among them.

There are conventions for those of uswho livein paper-walled houses. we do not hear what is
not spoken to us. Courtesy demands that we be deaf to the goings-on on the other side of the screen.
Wearenot, of course: we listen avidly and gossip (if there are people nearby with whom we can
gossip) and think about what they mean, the thingswe hear. As| do now, aspy in my wife's house.

"Your firg night here, and dready he visitsyou?' The voice of Onaga, my wife'sleading maid.
"Y ou should have claimed atabu, a sckness—you are not feding well, lady. Y ou said so—"

"Then his presence will ease me." My wife, her voice low, as sweet-pitched asaflute. | flush up,
completely embarrassed, not willing to hear more. Praise of onesdlf is harder to hear than certain
criticigms. If shemeansit.

Waiting adiscreet moment, | tap on a screen cut with a pattern of interlocking waves, or
perhaps crescent moons. "Wife?"

"My lord?' Onaga says.

I roll my eyes. Who dse? Unfortunately, Onaga dides the door open just then and catches my
expression. Onaga's narrow face sours before she turns away. | step through after her.

Shikujo'srooms are like mine, perhaps alittle smdler. There are the same | attices and screens,
the same stacks of oversized chests, the same high dark vault overhead, swallowing the lamplight and
the brazier's smoke.

Wheremy hdl is spare, empty, hers seemsfilled with color and clutter. Her handful of women
are shapdess piles of layered robesin spring pinks and whites and plums and greens. Every woman
has black hair faling straight to waist or knee or floor; every faceis hidden, by screen or fan or deeve
or averted head. Asif they were not al my wifeéswomen, and | could see them by merely speaking.
Asif | could see anything in thisfitful light, filled with shadows asit is.

One of the women sets down athick rush pad and gestures for me to be seated if | wish.
"Wife?' | say again, squinting around me. I've been married for nineyears, and till | cannot pick my
wife out from her attendantsif her faceis conceded, unless she gives me some sign.

"Husband?' Shikujo'svoice, low and curious. Of course | could not find her: it comesfrom



behind amoss-patterned curtain hung from awaist-high frame. As eegantly placed as any court
lady's, my wife's deeve peeks beneeth it, white brocade with a magenta-colored lining—all the
correct seasonal tints. | cannot see her face.

| st on the pad beside the curtain. "What are you doing behind a screen like that?"

"l an sorry. | have dways—"

"Weare no longer in the capitd "

Onagaclearsher throat. "'l did not think that the ordinary conventions of life were dependent on
living in the capital, my lord. | thought they were universa.”

"What isthe point of them here, Onaga?'

My wife answersfor her. "Because when we arein thewild, it isthat much more important to
behave like men and women. To separate usfrom the animals.”

Even remembering the absolute darkness around us, | have to laugh in this cluttered formal
gpace. "Thisisthe'wild, wife?"

"It iswild enough. We are beyond the contral of the eight million gods.”

"We are never out of the Buddha's control, or Kannon's, or Inari‘s. Or any of the others, |
suppose. Why are there shrines here, if not because the gods are strongly present?”

| cannot see her behind the screen. Without the clues given by her face, her words are
expressionless. "Because we are afraid they are not. There are so few people here: we are asisolated
asthe survivors of ashipwreck.”

"Redly, wife" | laugh.

"Itisquitetrue. Monthswill pass here, and we might never see aface other than our own and
those of our servants.”

"And the peasants,” | add absently, but we both know that their presence does not change
anything. "And we are somehow saved from thisisolation because we exchange poetry and hide
behind screens?!

She hegitates, asif choosing her words. "We are saved from living like castaways, at any rate.
We are saved from thewilds."

"The'wilds exist beyond this place, whether we admit it or not." We are back wherethis
conversation began.

"My screen bothers you, husband. Let usremoveit.”

"That isnot the point,” | begin, but one of her women didesthe curtain stand to one side.



Shikujo knedls on astraw mat. Her robesfall in crisp cherry-shadowed white folds around her,
liketheirregular dopes of amountain frosted with snow or blossoms. Her hair flowsin adow black
river to the mat, and it hides her face from me. One dim hand holds an undecorated white fan the
shape of the moon againgt her robes. Back in the capital, sheisknown for her skill at scent-making:
now she smells spicy and swest, like wisteriaand young pine.

"My lord, you aretired after the long journey. Y ou will fed better after you've eaten something.”

"l have eaten,” | say, but her women bring me food anyway—dices of pickled whiteradish and
rice, and hot winein acarved jasper jug.

Sheisright, of course: | do fed better after food. Shikujo isawaysright, my flawlesswife,
which | find unaccountably annoying. | would fedl better if she showed some cracksin her perfection.
Certainly | would fed lessinadequate as a husband and aman.

| remember the guarded poem she wrote. "Thank you for alowing meto share your 'stolen nest’
tonight.”

She spreads out her hand, adispelling gesture. "It is nothing. We had ducks here. They made
their nest in the corner over the stream, but it was smple enough to clean up after them.”

"Everything isso orderly here.”

Shedoes not redlize thisis not agood thing. "Are your rooms still disordered?1 am so sorry, |
should have sent my women over to help.”

| shake my head. "No. Infact, | told the girl to leave my spiderwebs.”
"Perhaps you would fed more at homeif you had them removed...?"

"No." My voice sounds abrupt, harsher than | intended. | say, to soften it: "Her web isas much
home to the spider as the room ishometo me. More, really: she has raised her children there, and |
took mine away to raise him."

"How enlightened of you," Onaga interjects, "to spare the spider'slife. No doubt you will earn a
lot of good karmafor it." Isshe being ironic? Sheis bent over the brazier so that | cannot see her
face.

"How isthe boy sttling into the west wing?' | say finaly. Even now, | cannot help but smile
when | think of him. Heisacharmer, my son.

Shikujo seesthisand smilesin her turn, and for the first timein this conversation our eyes meet.
"Onagahastalked to hisnurse. She says, very well. He has managed to tear a shoji -screen aready.”
| Sigh. He averaged two screens amonth, back at the capital. | can see nothing will change here. "Can
wecal himto vigt us?1'd like to see the boy."

"His nurse would suggest that we not do so. It islate. Heis either adeep or so overwrought it
would be no good for him or us."



"Perhaps | can stop by and see how hefares."

"Perhaps," she says. After amoment, she continues, " There was another thing, husband. His
nurse said that he dipped out into the garden.”

I laugh. "I wonder | did not see him, then."
"Pleasal" she says. "Thisisno laughing matter. He was out there done!™

"Why keep him out? It isfenced around, and | did not see anything to worry about. He can't get
lost and helll enjoy it."

"There might be animds, husband. He might be bitten." Her voiceistense now.
| remember the flash of red-brown, down by the gate. "Hell be bitten by a squirrel ?*

"Or afox, or asnake, or a tanuki-badger. We have not lived herein years. The servants have
not maintained the garden. If we have raised aboy in that time, who knowswhat families of vermin
have grown up here?'

"Animas are not so dangerous, wife. If he makes enough noise—and you know he does
that—they'll dink away. HEl never even see them. Y ou worry yourself unnecessarily.”

She chewed her lower lip, agraceless gesture for awoman otherwise so aware of her elegance.
"Hemight fdl into the lakes, then."

"He never fell in thelakes at our house back in the capital. What are you redly afraid of, wife?"

She fidgeted with the fan. "It isdl so new to him. Y ou and I—we've been here, inthe wilds,
before, but he—has no idea of the risks."

"Thereis nothing so very dangerous here. He is surrounded by servants, and soon the gardens
will becivilized again. Hell learn how to get on here”

She has been writing: her ink stick rests againgt her dateink stone, with its puddle of drying ink.
Slips of paper of every color rest in untidy heaps at one end of adark wood writing desk. Every
spring color, | should say: absent are winter's dark greens and browns; autumn olives and rusts,
summer's crimson and cornflower-blue,

"What isthis?' | reach for apiece of paper shaped like a blade of grassaslong as my hand. Her
sharp-edged cdligraphy skitters across the bright green surface.

"No—" Shetriesto takeit from me, but | have beaten her.

Afraid of the dark hollows,
still, | followed you here—
but are those eyes | see
beneath the ruined gate?

"What did you see?' | ask.



"Nothing, my lord. It is of no account. Please return my poem.”
"What animd?'
"Truly, it wasnothing.”

Her hands pluck a mine until | give back the dip of paper. Her skin is soft and coal. | can just
fed the pulsein the pale blue veins of her wrist as| strokeit. For the second timein the night, she
meets my eyes.

| suddenly want her, thiswoman who ismy wife. | forget sometimesthat sheisared person, not
some pretty artifact in my life. | do not know what she thinks of me from day to day, but | suspectitis
something similar. | am like acolored thread worked into abrocade: one part of the pattern of her
life, generdly noticed only asapart of the whole. But sometimes she notices, or | notice, thesingle
thread again, and wonder at the color or the fineness, the uniqueness of it. We meet each other's
eyes and remember: Thereisa soul on the other side of those eyes.

After amoment, she waves her free hand. Her women move away with the rustling of robes and
paper screens pulled to. Like cicadas on asummer night, or asingle man's footsteps pacing astreet at
dawn, these sounds are as deep astrue silence.

Likethe silence that such anoise defines, it is her company that defines awoman's solitude. No
woman is ever truly alone; there are aways others within earshot. Shikujo's attendants are behind
screens at the opposite end of the room, or a bare pace away, in the room across the corridor.
Onagahersdf isonly haf-hidden, behind a screen painted with red-crowned cranes, as she warms
her hands over aporcelan brazier.

But we are done, my wifeand 1.

| raise her to her feet, lead her to the bed enclosure. It israised astep high, curtained with
night-blue hangings brocaded with silver clouds. | lay her down on ahesp of padded robes.

| want more than the cool eegance of her body shaping to me, more than the fed of her skin, the
sght of her flushed face and disordered hair, the diding silk robes pushed out of theway. | want her
mind, her soul. | want the place in her she has never given me.

Not even that. | want the placein myself she has never given me. Because no one can.

But | can try. Touch has often replaced talk between us. At itsworst (for it isnever bad), it
offersamoment when talk and self and souls are meaningless.

| remove the moon-shaped fan from her dackened grasp, and push her silk robes back from her
shouldersto hang from her elbows, baring her throat and the inner curves of her smal rich breasts. |
stroke these places until she makes atiny noise, like abreath that snagsin her throat.

Her crimson slk hakama-trousers envelop her waist in swollen, rounded folds. | untie the
elaborate knot that holds them, and they fall past her hipbones and puddie at her fedt.

Over the perfume, | smell her, musky and animdl. | touch her nether lips, hidden in the short soft



hairs, and they are already wet and swollen. She parts her legs and moans, barely a breath in my ear.
| release mysdlf from my own clothing and Sit upright. | fed my pulse, throbbing through me, a
connection between throat and belly and sex. The cold air defines the boundaries of my body. | wrap
her smdl hand around me. She touches—gently at firgt, then more vigoroudy—moves flesh against
flesh. Thetensonin meis sweet and sharp and suddenly unbearable. | sit back on my hedls, and pull
her around, until her back isto me, raise her hipsand pull her down.

Hot wet folds part for me. She takes my full length until sheis seated in my lap, her back
pressed against my chest, her face twisted to my neck. | fed her gasp against my throat, fedl her
breast heave under my hand as she raises and lowers onto me. | pull her nipple between my fingers
until it isimpossibly distended and hard, the texture of its skin as defined as the surface of a stone.

She moves on me, didesthe length of me. Her inner muscles knot and loosen with her
movements, until | am numb to sensation, fegling only pressure and heat and friction. Her belly
muscles snake under my hand. | am seeping, atantalizing taste of the full release. Our juices mix, and
are pushed down by her movement.

Shereleasesfirgt, as she should; but at her sudden liquefying and the shuddersthat wrack her, |
match her. The pressure churns out; my bones soften and run.

We are dtill for along time before sheliftsfree.

| pull apad of soft papers from my deeve—the same sort of paper | wrote my poem to her on.
(Perhaps she understood my meaning after al.) Together we use them to wipefirst mysdlf, and then
her, clean. Her floor-length hair was pinned between us, and is knotted and dull with our sweet. The

sl of us combined with the wet earth outside reminds me of the anima-smell of my rooms.

L ater Onaga and the others will bathe her and perfume her, and brush out her hair until itis
smooth again. For now, | fiddle with asnarl until it separatesinto individual strands, fanned across my

fingers
"I'm sorry." | blurt the words out, surprisng myself asmuch as her.
"Redlly, husband, it was most pleasant. Y ou have—"

| rasemy hand to silence her. "It isabad thing that | did so poorly at the gppointments. |
disappointed you. Lifelooked so promising, but now—"

She wrinkles her brow at me. "Y ou never disappoint me, husband,” she says, but sheis hidden
again, and | do not know what this means. "My placeiswith you."

"But you do not want to be here.”
"l would never—"
| shrug impatiently. ™Y ou know it. I know it. When we were here thefirst time, you did not

didike the country asyou do now. But it has been years since you went as far from the capital asthe
shrines of Nara, and that isabare day's journey."



"No—my lord, | am so sorry. That foolish poem! | never meant—It isjust the country. The
Strange noises, the wild things. The garden—in such disarray. Itisdl so frightening. Please, | meant
none of that. Forgive me."

"Wheat did you mean, then?'

She picks at the glue that holds her fan together. "When we were here before, this place was so
pretty. | knew it was better to bein the capita, better for you, better for me. But you wanted me
here, | thought."

"l did, and | did not." Thereis no politenessin me. | speak the painful, rude truth. Sheistoo well
bred to flinch, but | fed it in her fillness What is the correct response to this? Thereisno correct
reponse, | want to snap, but ingtead | find mysalf excusing things, glossing them over. "'l
inconvenience you here. I'm glad you came with me, but it was not necessary. Y our parents wanted
you to stay with them in the city. Y ou might have been able to salvage something out of this, for the
boy & leadt, if you had stayed in the center of things." Aninfluentid mother is often of more
importance to a boy's furtherance than hisfather: just aswell, in this case. Shikujo has never been
anything but perfect. Her only mistake in judgment has been that she did not divorce me when |
turned out to be so useless.

"My placeisbesdeyou," she saysagain. Is sheimpatient? Hurt? | cannot tell.

"Why?" | ask baldly, but thereis no answer she can give me. Passion? We have shared that
before this, but lovers offer that aswell. Love? Husbands and wives do not "love' each other. Duty?|
feel responsible enough. | want to stop my mind's monotonous circling, so | pull her to me, and kiss
her, harder than before.

The second time we have sex is asfierce as the animals she fears. She does not moan softly: we
both cry aoud, uncaring of the women in the room.

Shefdls adeep afterward, or perhaps she only pretends. Her fan lies beside her head, adim
moon in the darkness. | touch its papery surface; then, on impulse, pick it up. | supposethisisapiece
of her, of thisnight, that | can keep with me.

Restless, | pull my robesto and dip from the curtained enclosure. The lamps are extinguished,
and thelatticesare al closed and covered. The only light comes from the brazier's dying cod's. Onaga
knedls by the brazier, rubbing her hands together for warmth. The dull red light degpens her wrinkles
and tints her face the color of awinter sunset. We exchange alook, but | cannot read what lieswithin
the black wells of her eyes.

My wifée's other women degp behind acluster of curtain-stands in the back of the room; | hear
one of them sigh, and fabric shift and settle as she moves.

Thisroom full of peopleisas empty asthe dark spring garden. The spiderwebsin my wing at
leest fill space.



12. SHIKUJO'S PILLOW BOOK

Ingapsintheran:

In gapsintherain, | met the moon's eyes—
Welcome asit is, | wonder that it hides behind tears.

Andwhy isit in any way surprised that we do not race outside to greet it, when we arelikdly to
seeonly morerain.

13. THE NOTEBOOK OF KAYA NO YOSHIFUJI

| dide a pand aside and step into the dark corridor of my son'srooms. The shoji-screens
between the corridor and the main room glow very dimly, asif asingle shuttered lantern were on the
other sde. | can see where my son ripped the paper of one of the screens, because the gash has
aready been neatly mended with a patch shaped like amoth, right down to the festhered antennae.

A shoji whispersagaing itsframewhen | push it asde and step into the main room.

It could be an adult's room, except for the scale of certain furnishings. Thereisa Chinese-style
chair tucked in acorner of theroom, its seat scarcely ankle-high to me. My son hasashrinein his
room (as he should: it is never too early to begin one's spiritual path), smaler than | would expect, and
sampler than my or my wife's shrine. There are many trunks and chestslined up against onewadl. A
few aretoo smdl to conveniently carry anything larger than a child's possessions. Theroom hasa
scattering of lumps strewn across the room'sflat surfaces. The large ones are deeping servants, the
small ones probably toys. | nearly twist my ankle on awooden Korean-style chariot no longer than a
child'sforearm. A toy cat (or perhapsit isadog; sometimes these things are hard to tell) watches me,
itsslver bell gleaming inthelight from the brazier.

The hangings of the bed enclosure rustle aside and the boy's nurse dips out. Dressed in undyed
deeping robes, her gray and black hair loose to her shoulders, she sees me and bows in greeting,
picking her way through the room.

"l cameto seemy son,” | whisper when sheis close enough to hear me.

Her lipstighten. "1 had trouble enough getting him to deep, my lord. The child is exhausted. Must
he be awakened?’

"No. | just want to see him." Of course this makes no sense, but she understands and leads me
back to the bed enclosure, mouthing Do not wake him up before stepping away to leave us aone.

| push the curtain aside and look at my son.

| can seeimmediately that there is no need to worry about waking Tadamaro up: heis sound
adeep, and nothing short of atyphoon will awaken him before morning. His deegping robes were
obvioudy just rearranged by hisnurse, for they are unnaturally smooth. Heis holding something in one
hand: | bend over to look at it, and seeit isa colorful thread-wound ball with tassdls. Hisfaceis
dack, mouth half-open. For deep, hislong black hair was pulled back into alittle tail at the nape of



his neck, but hairs have strayed. One hangsin front of his nose and quivers with each dow breath.

My chest acheswhen | look a him. Heis such apreciousthing, this son of mine. | lovethe fact
that his spirit sends him careering off into an unfamiliar garden. | cannot take my wife'sfears serioudy.
We dways et him run about the garden at the house in the capital, and he knows better than to
approach lakes, there or here. Heisa child, | think rebelioudy. He should be allowed to run
around, to have fun, to live. Tolive, as opposed to what? To not live, to merdly survive, lost in the
despair of adulthood.

| stand on the veranda, to look at the neglected gardens that lead to the gate. The sky has
cleared; the moon wets everything down with cold light. A shadow dipsfrom atree limb and falsto
the ground. Something, perhaps amouse, screams, and the shadow-owl returnsto its perch with a
ragged clump of darkness caught inits claws. Down by the farthest 1ake, a stag dipsits head to the
water.

There were foxes in the garden when we were first married and lived here. | wonder if there are
dill any.

14. KITSUNE'S DIARY

Grandfather and | hid al the day the humans came, deep in the lake rushes, where we could
watch and not be seen. | suppose, thinking now about it, that there were not so many
people—fifteen? twenty >—but they seemed to be everywhere, more than I'd ever seen before, more
than | had imagined could exist. Men in servants clothes scrambled around the garden, on the roofs,
and dong thewakways. They carried chests and bundlesinto the wings.

And the noise! Now | have been awoman, and discovered that people are always moving
around in acloud of noise; but then it was all new. Feet thudded across the floorboards like padded
sticks striking awooden drum. Mallets pounded pegs in place; wood splintered as broken screens
were ripped free. A twig broom made a sharp scratching noise as someone swept the floors. The
humans themsalves barked back and forth continually. | startled every time the humans dropped
something or made a sudden loud sound. | could only imagine how it must sound to my brother and
mother, trapped in the den beneath the buildings.

"How will welive" | whispered to my grandfather after one of these crashes, "if itisto belike
thisfrom now on?"

"Thisisther moving day," hesaid grimly. "The servantswill organize everything for their mester
and mistress, and they'll dl go back to the stableyard, and things will be quieter, safer, then. But it will
never be aswe remember, no. Be till, now."

It was dusk when my grandfather finally touched hisnoseto mine. "Home," hetold meas|
blinked and stretched. He vanished into the reeds.

| followed thetip of my grandfather'stail glowing dim violet in the twilight, flickering like marsh



gasjust in front of my nose. We moved in agreat arc through the weeds and ran silently acrossthe
narrow clearing that surrounded the house, into the darkness under the veranda

We had adways rested outside the den, in the dice of world between earth and floor, and went
underground only to deep; but now no one was out. Grandfather crawled into the burrow
immediatdly, like acoward or amouse, | thought. | paused first to scent the air and smelled hot
pottery and charcoal and sandalwood incense before following him.

They were pressed against the back wall of the bottommaost chamber. During the day Mother
had urinated in the den from fear; even now old terror rose from her like amusk. Dried froth was on
her jaws. Brother smelled nervous but without the tang of panic.

We pressed in close until wefour al lay together like the pieces of awood puzzle nested in its
box. The air was close and warm. It was like when we were young, pressed against our mother's
belly. I do not think much about that time—nothing happened, after dl, except eating and degp—hbut
now | felt reassured.

We crouched inthe den for along time. | listened to my family breathing. Noises sfted into the
den from above.

Foxes are not like men, who choose their words with less care than starlings. We wait until our
thoughts take a shape, and then we say what shape that is. We do not use words, exactly, but we say
what we need to.

"When we were hiding,” | said at last, "he saw us, that man. When he was on the horse.”

"He saw nothing. Tsst," my grandfather said, "they are asblind as oxen. Always have been.”

"Helookedright at usl"

"They have eyesin their heads, but they have no ideahow to use them. They seewhat is outside
through whatever is happening indde.”

"Then why did he come back to the logs?’

"To examine them—who knows?'

"But why?' | demanded again. "He can't egt them.”
"Who can tdll with humans?'

"Grandfather,” my brother said suddenly. "If the humans had seen us, what would they have
done?'

"They would kill us" Grandfather said.
"Hah," | said. "If they'rethisblind, we're safe.”

"Wewill never be safe, now that they're here."



"Well," | said, "evenif they do want to kill us, we have so many escapes. we have our
bolt-holes, our safe places, our trails and paths.”

"They do not seem to care enough about anything but themselves to be dangerous,” Brother
sad.

"You are milk-suckers," Grandfather spat. "Y ou have no idea.”

"If itisbad, why do we stay?' my mother asked. "Why not run to the woods and live with the
tanuki -badgers and wolves and killing animas? We are small, we will be just amouthful to the big
ones. Perhapsthey will ignore us.”

"No," Grandfather said findly. "Thekits are ill too young—"

"They would be gone dready, if you were not who you were,” Mother said.

"—and you aretoo smple," he continued. "And | am too old. And you know thisaready: a
killing anima never ignores. At least the humanswon't et us."

"Thereismoreto thisthan that." Mother'stail lashed once. "Y ou remember the humansfrom
before, and it confuses you. My mother was dive then, and she said—"

"Leaveit,"” Grandfather barked. She had made sense for once, at least to my grandfather. "There
isnothing.”

| was not convinced.

They found our den the next day.

15. SHIKUJO'S PILLOW BOOK

The ducks|eft more:

The ducks left more than we thought. Thefirst morning at the estate, Tadamaro's nurse brought
the child in to greet me. While we discussed his settling-in, he explored my rooms. Behind alarge
trunk that had been brought in early, he found a coiled clot of dirty marsh-grass and, nestled in the
clump, an unhatched egg. We removed it from him as soon as possible—what bad luck must be
associated with aduck that could not even freeitself fromitsegg?

It isadso disturbing to think that Tadamaro was more ddlighted by this discovery than dl the toys
and gifts my parents gave him when we |ft the capital.

Theweeds and the animals have had their way with our home. What else will we find?

16. THE NOTEBOOK OF KAYA NO YOSHIFUJI



On thefirst morning, the sky isglorious. Even though the sunisbright, the Sky is covered with a
pale green mist. As| watch the mist shred, a crane flaps off the water to settle in the thousand-year
02K, like ablossom returning to itstree.

Hito brings me breakfast: rice soaked in vinegar with ayu-trout, served on alacquered red tray
painted with atrail of black ants so redigtic that | can seetheir antennaeif | look closdly. | eat
automaticaly as| answer questions about the things that have been neglected in our absence—yes,
rebuild and rethatch the fence; yes, rebuild the gate, retile the roofs, clean the stableyard, dredge out
theirrigation syssemsfor the garden. Yes, yes, yes. If weareto live here, at least | can makeit
habitable.

The sarvantsare dill full of their cleaning. | could tell them to be silent, and they would leave me
and my spiderweb in peace; but knowing | have this power in some way compels me not to useit, o
| retire to the grounds.

No one knows when exactly the garden was started, and how much of it was natural and how
much man-made. When | first brought Shikujo here, | thought that my gardenersworked only on the
potted trees and shrubs of the graveled courtyards, and swept the bridges and sanded walks
throughout the garden. The plants and stones and streams of the grounds seemed wild, nearly
untouched by their hands.

But | havelearned it was more complex than that, this making of abeautiful garden. All the
moss-grown paths and ragged bamboo copses were carefully trained to look untended. In predawn
spring cold, | have watched the gardeners pull the waterlogged petals from my cherry trees after an
overnight rain ruined the flowers. In the summer they brushed the pine trees to shake free the dead
needles. Preparing for winter snow, they tied up the pine branches so they would not break, and they
insulated the thick moss beds with a carpet of pine needles and straw.

And now, after al these years of neglect—! The garden is not much different from theland
around it, anymore. The stones of the path are dippery with wet moss. Covered with clumps of dead
leaves the color of old blood, asnapped branch hangsin my face, held to a scarlet maple by a strip of
bark. A dug feelsdong the branch, looking for away back to the tree.

How am | tofill my time, herein the country? | filled it but poorly beforethis.

Hito flutters by the ruined formd gate, hisrobes bright as an irissflag in the sun and shade that
chase one another across my gardens. Half-naked |aborers—peasants taken from the fields for the
day—cluster around the tumbled logs, still wet with dew. Laborers seem the same anywhere: they
spend much of their day looking idle, seeming to enjoy the day's air in their faces, before they burst
into action that completestheir task in an impossibly short time.

My son, Tadamaro, crouchesin a patch of grass, digging with apeeled stick half hisheight. |
suppose hisnurseisill, or he has escaped her; certainly she would never alow him to come so close
to the dirt and danger of building, or to wear pale slksif he did so. Knowing my wifesfears, |
suppose | ought to have someone escort him back to the house, but it seems ashame. Heisso
absorbed in what heisdoing, whatever it is.



"My lord." Hito stands over me, looking solemn.
"What isit?" | say resgnedly.
"l am afraid it will be quiteimpossible to repair the gate a the moment, my lord,” Hito says.

"This peasant has convinced me that circumstances will not permit it." He sounds sorry that he cannot
blame the man for shirking.

"Redlly,” | say.

"Even so, my lord. He clamsit isquite impossible. See the ground here?' He steps nesetly
around Tadamaro asif the boy were no more than arock in hisway.

| look at the patch. It is overgrown with weeds of some sort and looks no different from any
other patch I've seen in recent months. Except that water weeps from the sides of my son's
excavation and reflects the sky.

"Wdl?' | say impatiently to Hito. | would rather watch Tadamaro.

"The ground has been quite waterlogged. We cannot possibly get the posts set until we can drain
off thearea.”

"Wdl. Thendrainit."
"If youind<t, my lord. Only—"

| glare at him, and he starts speaking again, asif compelled. "—because we would need to drain
off thelowermost |lake aswell."

| look at the lake. It isapretty thing, the largest of the three, fringed with rushes and reeds and
rabbit-cropped grasses. Or isit cropped by rabbits? For al | know, gardeners creep down here
while | deep and trim it back with little jeweled knives. Trees and blue sky and white cloud reflect
perfectly in the still water, except where amerganser trails growing circles as she swims. If we drain
thelake, wewill have three acres of stinking, baking mud.

"If not now, when?'

Hito looks relieved. "In the winter, before the rains, but after the rice crop isin, and we can
divert the stream. We can empty out the lake atogether, reconstruct its clay bottom where necessary,
and refill it before winter."

"Thelake hasaclay floor?'

"Of course, my lord; they all do. We need to sedl them, to prevent leskage. They are not natura
lakes, after dl.”

| choose not to ask about the cropped grass.

"Itisjust aswdl," Hito adds. "It is never possible to make repairs on one's gatesin the



ummertime”
"A tabu," | Sgh.
"Dokuisnot amajor deity, but heisquiteinsstent in this metter."

"Father!" Tadamaro's voice: excited, he has forgotten everything he has ever learned about
respecting his elders, about being silent and polite in our company. Hopping from foot to foot, he
points toward ablur of gray fur that just resolvesitsalf into arabbit, running for the deep grassesalong
thelake's edge.

Hito looksfor amoment asif he wantsto reprimand the boy, but he cannot; heis a servant, and
the boy will someday take my place, for what little that place may be worth. And Tadamaro islong
gone, himsalf dashing like ayoung hare after the fleeing rabbit.

| follow him, a a more reasoned pace. It isardief to leave behind the unsolved problem of the
gate, and it isgood for an adult to keep an eye on him, but | know my redl reason for following himis
neither of these. It iswistfulness.

A rabbit and aboy leave an easy path to follow. A notch has been carved through the grasses
pushed away from their passing. The nursewill berelieved to hear that Tadamaro's clog-prints skirt
thelake at a safe distance.

The boy iscompletely out of Sght, and the grasses are starting to straighten. Now that | am
safely out of sght of any servants or peasants who might find amusing the sight of their master jogging
in green-and-yellow slks, | force mysdlf to atrot.

Thetrail ends at the moon-rock. | have not actualy been here sincel was mysdf achild and this
house belonged to my mother. She had no daughtersto passit on through, and it fell to me when she
died, before | married Shikujo. Coming hereisalittlelike returning to Tadamaro's age.

The rock reaches my chest, gray and dick-looking with rain. Some of its pockmarks arefilled
with days-old rainwater and reflect the sllver sky. The white sand that surrounds the rock shinesin the
light. I would have thought the sand got dirty in the years we were gone. Perhapsit did, and has been
replaced, but it only reinforces my sense of strangeness.

The slver reflections on the rock ook amost asif the pae sand behind were showing through
holesinit. The dlver patches shift as| move, making the rock seem somehow insubstantid. | fed
light-headed—I assume, from the unaccustomed labor of running here,

Tadamaro crouches at the moon-rock’s base, a bright little shadow against silver and gray. He
pokes apine stick in agap beneath the rock and the sand. His serria-gold clothes are dimmed with a
haze of greenish pollen and grass-dust. Hislong hair istangled. A clump has pulled alittle loose of the
thong that holdsit at his neck; now it loops upward, making atangled black cockerel's crest that bobs
ashemoves. | fed acertain sympathy for my own nurse so many years before, who used to loudly
bemoan theimpossibility of cutting a child's hair before he attained manhood or its semblance; | would
look like a servant child, she used to say, but at least | would look like a neat servant child.

My head is spinning. My son, caught up in this moment, notices only the rabhbit, the stone, the



gtick in hishand. The now. | lean against atree for support.

Lifewaslike that once for me. When | was Tadamaro's age, everything | saw (or heard, or
tasted, or thought) was new. Even though | had seen springtime come before, each one was specid,
thefirgt time | had seen this spring, these new leaves, this family of squirrds. Even the horrible
things—my firgt taste of sake, the abscessed tooth | had when | was fourteen—were intensely
experienced. Thefuture promised a string of equally interesting sights and tastes and thoughts.

| still felt thisway when | married Shikujo. The time we spent together was like discovering new
sutras every day, each written in slver characters on indigo paper, beautiful and precious, but even
more S0 because of their contents, the words that added meaning to our lives.

When did this change? | only know it did. At some point | redlized that life was not as sweet as
it had been. Nothing tasted as good asit did thefirst time—or asit might taste again, in the
undetermined future. No: | am trapped in now, adrab "now" completely unlike my son's now, a now
that is not as good as "then" or "soon." Worse, experience has taught me that when | get to tomorrow,
it will turninto yet another drab now. How can | fight such adespair?

| watch my son. Thingsare still new to him, still absorbing. Perhaps | am hoping that he will
somehow missthisdying insde, that he will never have to reach my now.

Still unaware of me, Tadamaro talks as he pokes. He seemsto talk at the rabbit, warning it that
hewill dig it free and have it made into supper for hisnurse.

"Therabbitisgone" | say. He barely turns his head; keeps poking. "Heis hidden, under the
rock. Youwon't get him, son." Lifeislike that, | want to say, but | only touch his shoulder, and he
turnsto look at me.

"Where did he go?'

"1 do not know," | say honestly. Heis disappointed for amoment, but losesinterest and walks
away, gouging afurrow in the sand with the stick. He isaready on hisway to hisnext discovery, his
next wonde.

We do not spend much time together. Why should we? He has nurses for that. My responsibility
to the child isto father him, to acknowledge him as my own when his mother announces her
pregnancy, and to make sure he marries properly. In theinterim | keep him fed, get him educated.
When heisthe proper age, | make sure ardative of suitable distinction presents him with hisfirst pair
of hakama-trousers. It has never been anecessity of being afather, knowing one's child.

A necessity? | suppose not. But it should be one of itsdelights. And | have chosen not to spend
more time with the boy, because it was so painful to watch him and redlize that someday hewould
lose what made life worth living and would be aslost and sad as hisfather.

Asit growsdarker, | stand on my veranda, and watch the gold light filter through my wife's
screens. | hear women's voices acrossthe till air, like biwa-lutes from adistance, as muted in thelr
way asthelight. What are they talking about?



A woman isreading in alight, pleasant voice, not like my wife's accents, aghost story from
some old monogatari, some century-dead collection of tales.

"Shewastoo gentle," Onaga's harsh voice interrupts. " She should have—" Silence, but there
must have been a gesture, for the women dl laugh. | do not hear my wife's voice among them.
Perhaps she isin the outhouses, or in another room.

Thisiswhat they talk about now, but it will never be more than atenth, ahundredth of their time
spent talking. What do they find to talk about? Perhgpsthelr light shinesless brightly somehow. This
despite my wife's often witty (if aways proper) poems and letters, despite the tales she lovesto
read—all of which seem to be written by women. | have to assume thet they are not less brightly lit,
but more so, that they can draw on aplace | asaman cannot even imagine.

And my wife? | have sometimes envied her the company of her women, Now, when sheis
slent, | wonder if sheisnot asaoneasl.

17. SHIKUJO'SPILLOW BOOK

The poem with which heinvited me:

The poem with which heinvited meto hiswing was written in egantly gradated ink on dusty
pink paper and attached to atwig covered with cherry blossoms, and said:

A sight worth seeing—
the moon's face is always welcome in my rooms.

Perhapswe will seeit asclearly aslast night....

18. THE NOTEBOOK OF KAYA NO YOSHIFUJI

The house has two pavilions attached to the house's wings by long roofed walkways that thrust
into the forma garden. The sunset-viewing pavilion isthe easternmost. Thereis a gap between two
mountains, where a stream has carved out a path; just at dusk on certain daysin the winter, the sun
dropsinto thefold of land and shoots a heatless red shaft onto the faces of viewersin the pavilion.
Thisisspring, of course. Theview is4till beautiful.

Thelake-viewing pavilionissmaller and (currently, until we replace the panels) opento theair,
built out into the closest 1ake in such away that the water gurgles around the support pillarsin asouth
wind. An ornamental stone lamp stands unlit on arock in the lake's center. | wonder what my
servantswould do if | ordered them to light it. Wade into the water, undoubtedly.

It islate afternoon. The sun eases toward the fringe of pine on theridge's crest. Itslight mellows
and pours across the garden, and fades. Mosquitoes thicken until the air seethes black and hums.
Swallows move sharply among them; an early bat sartles me by darting an arm'slength from my face.
| should be grateful, as the mosguitoes are esting me aive despite my waving them away with my
wifeswhite fan, which | have unaccountably retained. If | dap them, they leave bloody traces on my



hands.

| could go back insde, away from the insects; but even after aday outside, | am not ready for
that. The pounding and scrubbing will be over. The smell should be gone. The spiderweb, | hope,
remains. | asked Shikujo (which means Shikujo and her women) to attend mein my rooms tonight,
ostensibly to watch the moon rise, perhaps to have sex again, mostly to break the tillness there, but
aso out of asmdl mdiciousdelight in confronting her with the web. | am hoping one of these four
reasonswill stisfy me.

A man's shocked scream from the house: raised voices. It would be slly, | think, to wait until
they come out to me and redlize | am sitting out here being eaten by insects simply for pique. | wipe
my face clean and stand, and then laugh. Anything short of amurder among the household staff should
be manageable by Hito.

| walk back anyway.

My men surround one of the lesser servants, asmall stout man wearing no more than adusty
loincloth. He pants and clutches his chest.

"What isdl this?' | raise my voice over the babbling.

"My lord!" Hito looks so horrified | nearly laugh. "Have we disturbed you? | am so sorry your
enjoyment of the evening was interrupted by thisfool's—" he kicks at the servant, who jumps back
"—completely disproportionate reaction to aminor discovery. He—"

I rub my eyes. "What did hefind, and where?"

"It isonly that Maki herewasin the crawl space under your rooms, making sure that there was
nothing, ah, inappropriate in the dust there to justify the, ah, unusua smell of your chambers, and he
found some sort of adeserted anima hole—"

"It was not deserted, my lord,” the peasant interrupts, and then bows placatingly to me, then to
Hito. "l am so sorry, but it was afoxhole, | know it—" he glares at Hito "—and there was a fox
there™

"Nonsensgl" my mgor domo begins. "Some small rodent—"

"How did you know?" | ask.

"l had to crawl, itisso low, but | had alittle lamp—this lamp, my lord—and there were
footprints—fox footprints—everywhere, so | followed where they seemed to be pointing, and there
was a hole, bigger than amouse or ground squirrel, whatever some people might say, and | saw eyes
glowing a me from the den's mouth, and then they blinked away. They were horrible, like—

"Hisimagination," Hito getsin at lag, "or astonereflecting. My lord, it is nothing."

He sounds nearly panicked. Why? Does he think I'll have him beaten because some animd hasa
hole under my house? Not some animd, | suddenly redize. Foxes are bad luck to peasants.



"Givemethelamp," | say.
"My lord?' Hito Saresat me blankly.
I smile blandly at him. "Hito, pleasetie up my deeves.”

He swalows heavily. "Asyou wish." Hetiesmy big deeves close to my aamswith some black
sk tape he pulls from a secret recess of his costume.

"My lord?" says awoman's voice from the shadows of my curtained-off veranda. Shikujo has
aready cometo my rooms, though of courseit is not she who speaks. she would never speak in front
of dl these commoners.

"Yes, Onaga?' Using more of thetape, | lace my loose trouserstight against my legs.

"My mistress your wife wonderswhat exactly you are going to do." The acid toneisclear.

| drop to my knees and reach up to take the little metal lamp from the peasant's dack hands.

"Y ou cannot go in therel—my mistress says," adds Shikujo'swoman.

"Itisadmogt dark!" Hito chimesin. "If anyone, let the servants—"

"My lady is concerned that you might be hurt. The beasts might till be there.”

"Tomorrow,” my man says. "Y ou could check tomorrow, if you ings; or better yet, [—"

"They are savage! They areanimdls; they'll bite—"

My wife speaks aoud. Her low voice cuts through the babble: "Be careful, husband.”
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Wiaiting in one's husband's rooms:

The spiderweb is a beautiful thing,
unlessyou're afly.

Waiting in one's husband's rooms, one watches the spider's web, but cannot see the spider
anywhere. Thisis somehow much more worrisome than seeing her, however large or horrible she
might be.

Leaving would be ardlief. But oneis summoned. So: wait, and watch the web, and worry.
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Of course go, in the darkness. Why am | so mad? Foxes are savage little creatures; | saw a
vole shredded like paper by one, back when we first lived here. It was so many years ago; they must
all be dead by now, their children scattered. Thiswill be an empty hole, and the eyes the servants saw
just apeasant'sfancy. Why do | wish to—no, need to—see this place? What am | proving and to
whom?

The servants clucking is muffled as soon as | crab-walk under the veranda. The houseisaflat
dark roof just above my head, supported by amaze of heavy black crossbars and waist-thick pillars
balanced on rocks—for stability during earthquakes, | am told, though there have been no
earthquakes here. There should be small river-stones laid under the house to keep the dust down in
the dry season, but time has buried them in apowdery layer of earth, soft to my hands and knees.

The lamp throws swinging shadows. Pillars of darknessrise and fal around me as| move past
the posts. An unexpected shape sartles me. It isonly astrangely shaped foundation stone, but | am
surprised again at the shadow of the next. When someone crosses aroom, the wood overhead
resonates like sullen thunder.

The ground under merisesuntil | am nearly on my belly. Ground into the dust by layer on layer
of samall four-toed prints are coarse red hairs. The air smdlsfaintly of fur, sour and musky.

Nothing in my life has prepared mefor this. | have aways been the center of thingsin my life: my
wife, my servants, my world. But there are other worlds, completely dien to me, and here, caught

between my floor and the earth, in air clogged with another presence, | am not even irrdlevant: | am
other.

Thereisahole an arm's length ahead, perhaps as large as my fists joined, round as a coin but
utterly black, without shine or reflections. | move the lantern to get a better view. Almost hidden
indde, two chipsof light flash a me.

My heart pauses along moment: a sudden achein my chest leaves me bresthless. Pale against
the soil, kinked undercoat hairsfloat in the lamplight.

| watch without breathing for along moment before the shining flecks sort themsdvesinto the
irregular faces of astone. | am aone.

| pull the stone out and hold it: gray pearl-colored quartz, left over from the grave of the old
days, to shinelike eyes. And now it is no more than astone, cold and dusty in my palm.

They lived here, but we frightened them off. And when | saw the glow | thought was eyes, it was
not fear that stopped my heart. It waslonging.
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Continuing to wait:

Wait, and watch, and worry. Mercifully, oneisrather good at these things.
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On my return, the men are dtill waiting. "Nothing there, after dl. Redly, you might have saved me
the trouble by not panicking.” | hold out the stone nestled like a sake cup inmy hand. | am rlieved
that my disgppointment does not show in my voice.

The servant flushes, bows. "My lord, | swear—"

"That is quite enough,” Hito says. "Y ou have somewhere to go?—" His glare encompasses the
crowd, which dissolveslike amidt: then heturnsto me.

"Y our Korean brocades!" Hito brushes at the shoulders of my robes, matted with cobwebs and
dirt.

"All this country living is hard on my wardrobe. Maybe | should get some nice peasant-garb?!
He clucks, unamused. "It was totally unnecessary, my lord, for you to—"

"| wanted to see.”

"And were they there?'

"Didn't | say they were gone?'

"l only thought—"

"Y ou think too much, Hito, about al the wrong things."

He dtiffens and takes refuge in formdity. "My lady your wife awaits you in your rooms.”

| stretch: "Yes" My wife, unlike thefoxes, isat al timeswhere she is supposed to be.

| clean myself up and change, and comein to find my wife angry. She never showsit directly,
but we've been married too long for me not to recognize the signs.

"1 hope you had an interesting day, husband.”

"Yes" | say smply. "Thank you for your concern over me, but it was really unnecessary.”
"Going under the house could have been very dangerous, if they'd still been there.”

"Then why didn't you try to stop me?'

"Could | have?' She speakswith faint bitterness.

| say nothing. The answer is"no," but to admit thiswould be impolite.



She says suddenly, "They are evil, foxes. They sted babies breath, and possess peoplelike
demons, and lure men off the roadsto die in the marshes—"

Even knowing she hatesto be mocked, | have to laugh. "How do you learn these supergtitions?
They are suitable for afarmer'swife, but for you?"

Unaccountably, she blushes. " Everyone knowsit. The tales are written down. When have you
ever read agtory where thefoxesin it were not vengeful and evil in their dealings with people?!

"Y ou read too much fiction, wife. They are no more vengeful spiritsthanyou or | are.”
"They can destroy everything! Our house, our livestogether, our child.”

| stare a her in amazement. "Foxes? They don't care at al about us, certainly not to hurt us.”
"Don't they?' she sayshitterly.

"How could they? What mattersto themislife, and their kin, and surviva, and—" Hope, | do
not add. Joy. Dreams.

Shefiddleswith the tasseled fan in her hand, her face averted. "Nevertheless™" she saysfindly.
"1 suppose they might bite usal and give us some disease, or we might catch flees—"
"Do not mock me, husband. What have | done to deserve derison?”

Sheisright, of course. | touch her hand in gpology. "Maybe they were never there, wife—the
servant panicked over a chip of stone and along-deserted den.”

"They were—here—before. When we werefirst married and lived here. Remember? We saw
them in the woods one night.”

"Yes" I'd forgotten, but it comes back to me. "Their wary gold eyes when they saw us... but
they were charming, until they saw usand fled, so beautiful and quick-moving.”

"They wereanimas," she saysflatly.
"It has been years sncethen. They'regone.” | think of the floating hairs and am silent.

She sghsamost inaudibly: "Of course you are right, husband. | am just nervous, herein the
country. Forgive me."

Sheisnot convineed, of course: nothing has changed. She only wantsit over, and she sayswhat

Isnecessary to end the discussion. | send her away without pointing out the spiderweb as | had
planned, too annoyed with her company and mysdlf to watch the moon rise.
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Foxes.

I've heard the servant-girl from Uji tell thisoneto her friend: A man who shot afox initshind leg
followed the wounded animal 'til it led him to hishome. Out of reach of hisarrow, it turned into aman
with blood running down hisleg and atorch in his hand. Thefox man touched the torch to the thatch
of the house, and, becoming afox again, fled. The house burned down. The story does not say if
anyone was killed, but surely someonewasinjured.

Thiswasin acollection of old stories Lady Shonagon lent me before we | eft the capitd: aman
and his servant went out hunting for alost horse. Caught by the darkness of amoonless night, they
saw ahugetree, bigger than it could possibly be, and for some reason feared it might be an evil spirit
seeking to lose them forever in the woods. They shot arrows and hit it, and the tree vanished. When
they returned the next morning, they found abading old fox with atree branch gripped in hisjawsand
their arows sunk in hisside.

Even the smallest child knows about foxfire, the dull flamesthat rest on foxes nosesand lure
people from the marsh-paths to their deaths on dark nights. My husband has said that thisisan old
wives tae; but my father has seen the flickers over the marshes of Ichi.

Another: aman weds awoman and does not discover sheisafox until he sees her tail peeping
from under their bedclothes.

And dl thetales of foxes overrunning an etate, and making the lives of the resdents
miserable—They end well sometimes, with the master of the house striking abargain with the foxes,
but only after he has threatened to destroy them utterly.

| do not think we could make deds with these foxes.
And one has atale of her own. When we lived herelast, | had afrightening dream about foxes.

We were recently married. There were no positions available for aman of hisrank and youth, so
there was no reason to stay in the capital. We did not care, then, about living in the wilds, and we
loved this house and its gardens, and the mist that lifted from the forest at dawn. Therewerea
thousand things, beatiful and exciting.

My husband was gone on atrip of some sort, and life seemed very difficult. It was summer, and
the air was so thick with scents that they gave me headaches. Beyond that, | was not well. | shook
with chills or fever, and gasped for breath, and not even curativefires could assuage my ills.

Onagawas afraid for my hedth. She ordered sutras at the monastery. Shewishedto cdl ina
priest for an exorcism in case the disease could be removed that way, but when | wasagirl | had
seen my grandmother's exorcism and it was ahorrible thing.

Then, the priest had brought a peasant girl, too young for monthly courses, to my grandmother's
sickbed. He chanted and struck at my grandmother with his hands and a peeled-wood stick. The girl
began screaming and clawing at her own face, jerking her body asif it were pulled with strings. It was
the demon of the disease possessing her. The priest asked the demon which it was, and how he could
cureit, but the demon laughed hideoudy and said the problem wasin my grandmother'sliver, and that
shewould die. Which shedid, half amonth later. The priest dispelled the demon from the medium,



but the girl could only liethere, her face dull gray. The demon had didocated her shoulder, and |
watched them push it back into place. | was perhaps six, but thisterrified me; even now the smell of
burning poppy seeds (for they burned these during the exorcism) makes my heart beat faster.

And s0 | refused to have amedium for my illnessin the country.

Thethird night of the sickness was the worst. My women were around me, but they were all
adeep, whichishow | knew it must be adream since they would never have left meto lie awakein

my pan.

| heard aman's voice outside the kicho-curtains around my bed. He was singing some peasant's
song. To my fevered mind, it sounded alittlelike animals, yipping in the hills.

"Go away, | an not well," | said, annoyed that my women had let thismanin.
"When | have come so far?' he said, from the other side of my screens.

"Who areyou," | said crosdy, "and what are you doing here?' Thiswas not the capita, where
personable young men were thick on the ground; no doubt he was visiting some neighboring estate.
There are not any estates close enough for such visits, but it was adream, after all.

"L et me come behind your curtains," he said. "1 mean no harm. | know you are unwell, so | will
leave you drictly done”

| protested, but he pushed a pand aside and did into the bed enclosure.

It should have been dark, so far in the building aswe were, and at night as it was; but we were
both clearly visblein what looked like moonlight, cold and clear. | knew | looked terrible: my face
flushed, and my hair amass of tangles. Thiswas, | was sure, not what he had cometo cal on. | hid
my face, but he caught my handsin his. For asecond | felt claws againgt my skin, but when | looked
his hands were normd.

"I've watched you and thought of you consgtantly. | cannot live without you. Please take pity on
I.rell

| had not looked at hisface yet: how could 1?1 was newly married, and shy besides, and puffy
with the fever. But now | looked up and saw afox.

It was adream, of course; it did not have to make any sense. He was dressed like a gentleman
of thefifth rank at court (and here we werein the wilds). Hisface was afox's mask: black shiny eyes
and anarrow muzzle and broad ears, al shades of cream and rust. And at the sametime | saw aman:
handsome face round and pale in the shining moonlight, with anoble's black lacquered cap.

Heleaned forward (he moved like aman) until his muzzle—hisface, | mean, it kept changing in
my fever, fox to man and back—was a breath away from my face. | felt warmth on my lips, and he
recited a poem.

It was adream; it does not make sense after that. | remember every other word the fox man
spoke, but I cannot remember the poem he said to me then. If it was a poem: theimages were not the



usual ones, being too strong for poetry (or most prose, either). Silk robes pushed aside... red
hakama-trousers and a russet sash thrown over my gold-covered screen... a peach-colored paper
fan with broken sticksin atangle by someone's head... thefed of skin againgt fur (or fur againgt skin?
which stroked which?), like patting an animd, or stroking a man... warmth, and wet, and a shivering
ingde. | remember hits, but the poem makes no senseto me.

And then the dream was gone. My husband returned severa days later, when | was better, and
visited me. But | could not forget the dream.

After | had recovered, | went to adream-diviner, atiny wrinkled man who wore skinsand lived
under apile of pine branches aday'stravel from our home. My women set up a portable screen for
my privacy, but | peeked through. His teeth were as black asif he painted them for court. When he
cackled—which he did when | offered him a set of undyed silk robes—his mouth looked likeahole. |
supposeit was funny: silk to aman wearing skins even ahairy North Idand savage would shun.

"Wel?" he barked.

| told the bits | recalled. "Can you explain this?' | begged him.

"Only that you are too pretty to be donein the country.”

| had been s0 careful that he not see me! "What does that mean?”

"Longings cause dreams like these."

"l caused thisdream?"' | asked. "But my husband and | are very well suited! Indeed, we—" |
stopped in confusion.

He laughed a me. "Did you think that satisfaction with one'slife stops one from wanting other
things?'

"l do not!" | exclaimed. "I could not have caused this! | am very well pleased.”

"l didn't say your longings, did 1?7

"But—" | said, through lips suddenly gone numb.

"Forget that. | teeseyou, isdl.”

| shrugged impatiently. The man spoke nonsense. "What do | do to stop these dreams?”
"Move back to the city.”

Of course, | suggested no such thing; but thereafter | was nervousin our home, and that autumn,
before the leaves on the nikko maple had falen and been trampled, Y oshifuji and | returned to the

capitd.

My husband must be careful. He does not understand how dangerous foxes can be.
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Safe under an outlying wing, we foxes watched the men mill around the building where our den
had been, heard them bark, smelled the excitement on their sweat. When their master vanished
undernegth, the men remained, scribing little circles of aimless activity, like antsoutside ahill.

Energy crackled through me. | wanted to run away; | wanted to snap and snarl and hurt them;
mostly | crouched, parayzed between the two desires, knowing in my bones both were dangerous.
Mother whined softly and bellied backwards until Grandfather breathed a snarl a her: dead serious,
prepared to draw blood. Crouched next to him, Brother shifted anxioudly.

The master regppeared to more barking, more milling; but even over dl the other smells, there
was something unidentifiable in his scent. | was so tired from the fear and the not knowing what would
be next that despite the babbling, | fdl into atight-muscled doze.

"Wake up, Granddaughter. They'redl| goneingde." It was dark beyond our shelter.

"They would have found us," Brother said wonderingly as he stretched. ™Y ou made us leave
before they came. Y ou knew they would."

"| suspected,” he sad.
"Why did they crawl under,” | asked, "the one after the other?"

"The magter could have lost something,” Grandfather said, "dropped some small thing through a
crack inthefloor. Or he waslooking for us."

"But—" | said.

"Hewould be crazy," Brother said. "It would be like walking into a tanuki -badger hole, not
knowing if it werethere or not."

"Neverthdess," Grandfather said.

Mother spoke: "He smelled strange. Sad. Asif amouse had gotten away. Hedid lose
something, and hewanted to find it in our den.”

Nothing made sense. | think the fear turned sour in my blood and made me light-headed, made
everything like adream of achase.

"We can never go back to our den,” Mother said suddenly. "The humanswill devour us.”

"We'rejust foxes," Brother said. "We're not edible, unlessthey're starving, and they're not—I've
smdled dl their food."

Grandfather barked impatiently. "Were more than food to him. He means no harm to us, but he
huntsusjust the same.”



"That does not make sense," Brother said. "Why?"

"If we wanted to find out, we could ask, | suppose,” | said.

Grandfather's earsflattened. "No."

"But if heisharmless—"

"l never said he was harmless. | said he meant no harm.”

We scraped out a shallow dig under agatehouse set into the side wall around the estate. We
could watch the gardens and the main house from there, and we could dip out to hunt in the woods

behind without being seen. The scrape was cold and rough-sided and smelled of raw dirt. | missed
our big old den.
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Thingsthat arelondly or frightening:

A doe gtanding &t the forest's edge a dusk, caling for her fawn. She will not find him: we saw
him, dead and haf-eaten by animals back on the path we traveled to get here. Now she will be done
through the summer and winter, until mating season next year. This seemsalong timeto wait.

At night inanew place, | listen to thefirst crickets of the year chirruping al around the house,
They fal suddenly silent: what did they hear? What stands outside?

An exorcism. It isfrightening enough when it succeeds, but even more horrible when it does not.

Sometimes one wakes up from aterrifying dream. There were mists and voices, two pae
mocking foxes, and a snake made of smoke, aman with a stick—too many thingsto easily recall
when at last one sits up in bed, trembling. But oneswomen are al adeep, and thereisno oneto
listen, to help explain away the dream. That isavery lonely time.

The howlings of wolves, high in the mountains. The roar of abear. The Sght of afox or a tanuki
-badger.

[lIness. Despair. Theloss of hope.

The sudden degth-scream of some smdl animd in the garden. A bowl |eft overnight on the
veranda outside suddenly clattersto the ground. The sounds of breathing outside the shoji-screens.

—Redly, | do not know why | writethislist. In such aplace, everything isfrightening. | fear the
night noises, the solitude, the sense that there are no rules out here to hold us safe. No one hereis
telling uswhat isred. How will we know?
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| learned more of humansin thosefirst few daysthan | had ever thought | might want to know.

Of course my brother and | were curious. | have since learned that thisis universal among young
animasand children. They arelike mosguitoes. they haveto get their nosesinto everything, evenif
they get dapped for it. Evenif they die.

Wewere curious but afraid. My brother and | played in the wilder bits of the garden, away from
the sprawled wings of the house. We hunted in the woods, and ate the mice that moved into the
kitchen storehouse when the food was placed there. We cached meat when we could, burying it for
leaner days. In this we were good.

But we were aso bold and curious, and we (I especially) could not stay away from the humans.
We stayed awake daysto hide in the thick bushes and under the walkways, watching them, stalking
them when they |eft the house and stableyard.

It was dl fascinating to us. We could not ask Grandfather because then he would know what we
did, but we discussed with each other the strange actions we saw, and made wild guesses asto their
meanings.

The servants went everywhere. They watered and fed the horses. They yoked the oxen and
used them to pull thingsto and fro. They worked in the kitchen gardens and thericefields.

There were dways a handful of them in the forma grounds chopping at thingswith axesand
saws. "Why arethey doing dl this?" | asked my brother, but he only snorted.

"Why should | know? Grandfather said they would."

"They have to have areason for doing things, though, don't they? This doesn't feed anyone, and
it doesn't look like play.”

There were other thingsthat did look like play. Some were obvious: they barked and wrestled
and tusded like kits, and chased monkeys and crows when they could; but there were other things
that only their excited smell told us were play. Slapping small soneson alow table was play.

Drinking sake and urinating into the bushes seemed to be play. Mating was play, for them: we found a
man and awoman in the bushes one night, and everything smelled and sounded and looked just aswe
would have imagined, except that it ssemed to befun, aswell.

We saw men throw knives at acircle drawn in the dirt. When they did it correctly, the knife-tip
bit into the ground.

"Play? Why would they do this?' my brother asked. "It seems completely useless™

"After they dl throw, everyone praisesasingleman,” | said. "Maybe thisis how they decide who
IS the dominant person.”

"But Y oshifuji never doesthis, and no one doubts he isthe master of the house.”



"That iscompletdy different,” | exclamed. "These are mere servantd™ | had only an imperfect
notion of servant and master, but my brother and | pretended to knowledge, aping old guesses back
and forth asif we knew what we were talking about.

"Perhapsit isthe same thing as us using claws when we play," my brother whispered.
"Thelr teeth are such usdless things, maybe they make these magic ones of metd.”
"And their lips never hide them, so their teeth are ways bared,” he said, and we watched on.

| never saw the migtress, Shikujo, outdoors. her female attendants amost never. On warm days
the screens of her roomswere al pushed back. If | crept under the wisteria, | could see alittieway in,
but it was al shadows (and dull), and the wisteriawas thin cover, at best.

| watched the master, Y oshifuji, much more, because there were so few people around his
roomsand | could hide in the lake reeds. He often sat or knelt on one of the main house's broad
verandas or just insde an opened screen. Mainly he painted.

Thiswas amore complicated activity than it sounds, amatter of many small wood boxes and
their contents. Helaid out these things and fiddled for abit with them and then was till. | would have
thought him dozing if it had not been for hissmell: taut, like acat watching abird, only there was no
bird, no prey. Sometimes nothing happened, and he eventually went inside.

Other times, he caught whatever it was he hunted. He uncoiled suddenly, not in aleap, but with
aflurry of markings on dips of colored paper. Afterward, he leaned back and eyed hiskill.

| saw Grandfather sometimes, watching the house from alow hill hafway down the garden. |
never dared ask him about this.
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Lady | have had difficulty:

Lately | have had difficulty deeping. My women rest aseasly asaways, so | know it isnot
merely the weather, which has seemed unseasonably warm at night. | find mysdf donein my rooms,
listening to their dow even breaths, and to the words the youngest maid dursout in her deep. Often |
liein the darkness staring up at the black space under the eavesand | try not to think of the children
of my husband's spider.

Other times | design costumesin my mind to wear for imperia holidays, should | ever return to
the capital and my respongbilities as alady-in-waiting to the old princess. If ababy isborn to her
daughter (recently married to a Fujiwara), | will wear white, of course—everyone wears white on
such occasions—but | recal from other such occasionsthat the attendants end up looking very much
the same, despite all their attempts to present a unique and intriguing appearance. And in white, my
skill at dying will beirrdlevant. So (I ponder as| stare into the blackness overhead), perhaps



embroidery? White-on-white brocade? Silver threads stitched into the seams? Mulltiple cuffs on the
Chinesejacket, or asingle cuff?

Other times | cannot liedill, and | step carefully over my ladies deeping bodies until | reach a
screen that can be pushed aside. | 1ook out at the garden, silver in moonlight or dusty with starlight or
dim under clouds. For onceit is not the wisteria courtyard | watch, but the larger garden, the place of
trees and shadows and lakes. The building containing my husband'sroomsisto oneside. Thereare
times | see the warmth of lamplight through paper windows, and | wish he would visit me, to stop my
mind's circuits; but he does not.

| fed strangely free at such times. To behave properly isto be aways courteous, dways clever
and subtle and eegant. But now, when | am so aone, | do not have to be any of these things. For this
moment, | am wholly mysdlf, unshaped by the needs of others, by their dreams or expectations or
senghilities.

But | am also lonely. With no one to shape me, who stands here, watching the moon, or the
dars, or the clouds? | fed insubgtantial, asif the wind might suddenly dissolve me, like aweak mist.

Perhaps my husband fedsthisdl thetime. | do not know how he could stand such misery. My
proper life at least insulates me from such pain.

28. THE NOTEBOOK OF KAYA NO YOSHIFUJI

My son has been playing in the garden today. The sands around the moon-rock did not look
dirty to me, but they have failed to pass some judgment or other, and they have been painstakingly
scraped into trays and laid out by the lake. Buckets of clear water were poured over them until the
sand showed silver and the water ran out clear. My son seesthese tiny fields of wet sand asan
opportunity not to be missed, and builds a series of miniature mountains, each terraced with rice
paddies. Now he plants cooked rice, one grain to each paddy, with gardeners waiting patiently for the
young master's fun to be over so that they can respread the sand whereit belongs.

This attempt to make order of disorder, layer on layer, moves me strangely.

| have always been aman of words. Aren't we all? Words are what earn official positions or
court lovers. We learn to shape attractive characters as soon aswe are old enough to hold a child's
brush. Welearn theinforma kana-script of love notes, and the ancient Chinese formal language of
philosophical debate and examinations. We learn how to use these two stylestogether in elaborate
puns. Words define us; they will define this moment: my son, therice.

I look through my writing desk until 1 find asingle sheet of trand ucent paper spangled with
threads of milkweed. | pull anink stick from my writing box, drip water into the little hollow on my ink
stone, and rub the stick back and forth againgt the stone until it grinds down and the water turns as
black and thick asail. | dip the wolf's-hair brush into the pool of ink and hold it over the paper,
waiting for the words, the image, to come. This poem will be about my son, but will make sense,
somehow, of this restlessness, of our being here, of the hole under the house that held no morethan a
sone.



But writing islike trying to smooth ripples from water with one's hand—the more | try, the more
disturbed things get.

And theink driesthere, on the brush above the unwritten poem, until in frustration | wash it clean
and leave my table.

29. KITSUNE'SDIARY

Onenight Y oshifuji left his sheets of paper out on the veranda. Mother was dready gone; having
caught asquirrdl early, Grandfather was napping in our scrape.

"Comeon," | said to my brother. "Let'sgo see.”
"What?" he said waxily. "The master—"

"Ingde," | said scornfully. "It'slate. Theres nothing to be afraid of. Don't you want to see what
he does up there?"

IIYS’ but_n

| growled at him and he subsided. | forced him up onto the broad wood planks. The screens
wereal closed, but | heard Y oshifuji's even breathing. He was adeep.

We eased forward until we stood beside the low table. Smelling faintly of dried mud, a cake of
ink lay inashalow dish. A smdl red pot held brushes made of hair bound to bamboo sticks with
waxed thread. A few sheets of paper had dipped to the floorboards, but most lay heaped on a corner
of thetable, silver and shiny white and bright red paper splashed with black ink like the markingson a
moth's back. They were nonsense.

"There hasto be moreto this," | breathed.
Brother sniffed apage. "It smelslike him. Isthis someform of scent-marking?”

"It would be liketaking al day to mark aleaf, and it's not urine, so the smell won't last, anyway.
And what's he marking here that doesn't dready smdl of him?"

"And why would he spend so much time at it?"

| pushed at the pages on the table with my nose, and they cascaded to the floor. Squiggles and
squiggles. Sometimes the squiggles made shapes that |ooked somehow famiiliar.

"Look at this." Brother pawed at a sheet of paper so whiteit dmost glowed, and the ink looked
like holesin its shining surface. And then the image shifted insde my eye. The brushsirokes were not
flat, after al: they outlined light and shadow and gave depth to the page.

This happens often enough to humansthat they giveit aname: satori, a sudden reseeing of
things. But thiswas my first experience withiit. | looked past the paper, into the shadows. | saw a



picture.

Two haf-grown foxes nearly hidden in aclump of ornamental grassbeside agreat one: onelay
on hisside, panting in the day's heet; the other sat upright, her ears pricked forward, watching
something.

"Therearefoxesin the paper,” | bresthed. The fur on the femal €'s side was rucked up where she
had just scratched. The mae had aragged white blaze running down hisface. A breeze ruffled their
fur to show the white undercoat. | sniffed the paper and smelled ink and, dimly, Y oshifuji's hand. All
thiswasredly just strokes of abrush.

Brother said with awe: "That was us, this afternoon.”

"No," | said, not sureit was not. What if it was? The fema es—my—eyes gleamed half-lidded.
When | bent close, | saw the dried black lake of brushstrokes that made a pupil, and atiny idand of
uninked paper in the middle, the gleam.

What did that mean, if we were there on the page and here, in ourselves, at the same time? If ink
and paper were somehow a so us? Black spangles hovered around the ink-foxes heads: the flies had
been thick, this afternoon.

| said, "How did he know what we looked like?"

"He must have seen us," Brother said. We looked at each other and bolted.

Later, in the security of the gatehouse scrape, while my mother hunted, | lied to my grandfather.

"Wefound apage of paper loosein the garden.”

Grandfather was gnawing at afleabite, but helooked sharply a me. "And..."

"It wasapicture."

"And you saw it."

"Not at first,” Brother began, but | interrupted.

"Y ou know about pictures.”

"Yes" Grandfather eased the leg down stiffly, and stretched.

"How can hedo that?' Brother asked. "Thereisnot anything redlly in the paper, isthere?'

"No. Yes. Artisitsdf, but also the thing it appearsto be." We looked at him, confused, and he
sighed. "Like the moon and itsreflection in apuddle. The puddie does not have the real moon. If you
biteit, it shatters, it isjust water in the dirt. But every detail of the moon isthere, so, yes, itisthe

moon. What wasit of, thisreflection?’

"Of us, Grandfather," Brother said.



Therewas slencefor along breeth. "That is bad."

"Why did he draw us, Grandfather?' | said, desperately. "We were carelessto let him see us,
which was amistake; but what good doesit do him, to draw us? What can he want?"

"Theleast of it isthat you were seen. They have aplacein themsedveswelack: asoul. Thisis
what makes him wetch."

| did not understand. What was a soul? And | wondered how this was different from my
grandfather on ahill, watching the humans.

30. THE NOTEBOOK OF KAYA NO YOSHIFUJI

| watch my son, and | watch the foxes. The foxes and the boy share certain things. Lifeis new.
They eat with ddight, deep with abandon, play when they can. They laugh, or rather, my son laughs,
and | imagine that the foxes laugh: they seem capable of it, anyway. They have the same sorts of
adventures, the adventures of novelty.

| watched the two young foxes today, as they rested by the lake before sunset. When dusk
came, they stretched and shook themselves, for dl the world like Tadamaro awakening from anap.
One snapped at an insect of some sort and caught it inits (his? her?) mouth. | think it stung him (or
her, but let us say "him") then, for he jumped straight into the air, and bolted toward the Sde gate,
tongue hanging out. The other fox loped after.

Thisisvery much the sort of thing Tadamaro would do if he were afox. And when he climbs
into the roof over my rooms, hunting for baby micein thethatch, | can only imagine the foxeswould
do something Smilar if they could.

Thedifferenceisthat my son will learn painful lessons, and a some point one spring will fed very
like every other spring. And the foxeswill learn nothing, but they will at least enjoy themselves.

31. SHIKUJO'SPILLOW BOOK

Onthefirg day of the fourth month:

Thisisthe day the season officidly changes. My women are shaking out my bright summer Slks,
and folding my heavier robes away in the newly emptied trunks. Now, even if it rains—evenif it
snows, unlikely though that would be—I will wear these clothes.

I've been watching spring shift into summer. Therains have finaly stopped, and the sun shines
late enough into the night that | can read an entire monogatari-talein aday. Thetrees leaveshave
shifted from their young trand ucent greensto darker, more permanent shades. Theair itself seemsto
grow heavy with heat, humidity, pollens, scents.

The darkness of my roomsiswelcome when the outside world is so bright. With thewalls



pushed back, breezes pull the rich scented air through—how | wish | could mix aperfumethat has
thistaste of young summer init! Our diet is certainly getting better, as the new cabbages and other
garden thingscomein.

But none of these thingsis as sudden as the calendar's change, spring to summer inaday. Itis
incontestably summer today, but it was not incontestably spring yesterday .

Whereisthe true line between the seasons? Things become easier as it becomes summer, as
food becomes better and it stays light into the evenings and the weather turns gentler. Perhaps we will
be fine here, and thingswill improve. Happinessis not athing of absolutes, ether.

32. KITSUNE'SDIARY

It turned out to be a harder life than we had thought.

Our new scrape under the Sde gatehouse was smdl and raw: only two small holesand asingle
tunne, dug in aday from rocky dirt that sifted down on us whenever we moved. The Side gatehouse
had been abandoned by the humans for many years, and now was no more than aruin: asingletiny
structure, roofed in shingles, walled in wattle, gated in pine. Its raised floor was close enough to the
ground that | lowered my head when | stood benegth it, and even so, my eyebrow whiskers brushed
the rough boards. Sometimes Mother mourned for our old den: once she woke me up as she stepped
acrossmein her deep, trying to return to the burrow in full daylight. We held her down until she woke
up whimpering. Sometimes | wanted to go home, too, even knowing it was no longer home.

The advantage the side gatehouse had was that it wasignored by the humans, built into the fence
bordering the formal grounds. People had to walk along along and narrow (and treacherous, from a
human's perspective) wakway with no railings and a broken roof to get to it. Mostly they did not. The
magjor domo, Hito, brought a carpenter to ook at the side gate and the walkway roof. They seemed
to decide against repairs. After that, it was ours aone.

We could escape to either side of the fence. Outside the garden was a narrow track no wider
than a pawprint. Overgrown with tendrils of ivy, the path skirted the plaited cypressfence, leading
down to the road or up to the ridge path. Edged by forest, we walked there often, but hunting in the
woods was no more than adequate, and we ate up our caches amost as soon aswe buried them. |
think we were not very good at hunting; the garden had spoiled us.

If we dipped out on the garden side, we were hidden in a patch of rhododendron growing
through leaf-strewn sand. From there, it was Smple enough to cregp unseen into the formal garden or
aong the back of the enclosure, to the stableyard or the kitchen garden.

It did uslittle good. The servants cut back the growth in the formal garden, and there were fewer
mice and rabbits to eat. Those that remained and bred were warier and more clever. The tempting
foods the humans brought were locked away in a storehouse that stood in the center of the kitchen
garden. The servants did throw food leavings into the midden heap in the kitchen garden's corner, but
we got sick more than once from egting rotting fish entrails.

Stll, it was easiest to steal food. It was dangerous, but we were young, my brother and |, and



never thought of death. We crouched in the shadow of the storehouse, nogtrilsfilled with the strange,
rich scents over our heads, and watched everything that went on in the garden, waiting.

The cook, ahuge man with eyeslost in rolls of fat, came out some days and pulled roots from
the dirt. Sometimes he would drop one, and | would wait until his back was turned, and run o,
exposed to the world, and snatch it. Thiswas mostly unsatisfactory. Roots are poor fare; even asa
woman | have thought so.

Often the cook came to the storehouse. In our hiding place beneath we eased farther back,
listened to the latch lift, the door dide open, and the man's heavy footsteps over our heads, one board
creaking; and then the sounds of hisleaving, the latch being secured and sounds of hisfootsteps
scuffing up the walk to the house.

One day we listened, and there were the noises, just as there should be, but—the latch was not
closed. | looked a my brother, who crouched beside me. There was no reason to spesk. We knew
what we wanted. No one was in the garden. We crawled out, and ducked in the open storehouse
door.

There were the foods, just aswe had smelled them: a hanging yamador i -pheasant and dried
fish, pickled radishes, sake and vinegar. We knocked over jars and chewed open boxes and ate and
ae.

The shout at the door took us completely by surprise. The cook was back: he cursed at us, at
the damage we'd done. | spun around, but there was nowhere to hide; | backed into a corner and
bared my teeth. The cook dammed the door shut, and thistime we heard the laich.

A fox dways has an escape route. We hid in small places, and dept every day in aholein the
ground, but there was aways a bolt-hole, someplace to run. Except here, in this storehouse. | had
never been closed in like this. Panicked, | tore at the boxes, at thewalls, at thetiny cracksin thefloor.
| cracked my claw and |eft threads of blood where | scrabbled. | smelled the copper-dirt smell of the
blood, and beyond that, the air outside, clean and sunbaked, crisp with azaleaand pine.

"Out! Out!" my brother was keening. Far out of reach, atiny pale patch of sky showed inthe
triangular screened eave-opening. He jumped from the barrdl toward the light again and again. Each
time, hefdl hard to the floor. Hefell on meonce, and | ripped blindly at him.

Voices. The door was suddenly thrown wide. Waving aknife and barking with rage, the cook
stood too close to the door to dip past him. Several male servants off to the side held poles and
barked to one another.

A huddle of brightly dressed women stood behind the cook, a child clinging to the robe of one.
They gravitated around a single woman in rich robes, with ahuge red fan concedling her face. | knew
she was the migtress of the house, Shikujo, though | had never seen her or her women infull daylight
before.

Shikujo tilted her fan dightly to starein at us. Light through the fan colored her skin crimson, but
| could see shewas very beautiful. Her face was round as the moon. Her mouth was fine-lipped and
smdll, open over tiny even teeth. Her eyes were deep black, and met mine. A killer meetsthe eyes of
its prey: asuperior among foxes stares a lower-level members, who avert their faces. She was not



killer or prey or fox, and gtill she sought my eyes.

A jolt ran through my body, asif | had run full-speed into achest-high wall. Terrified, | growled.
She screamed and jumped back.

"Foxed"

| understood her. For thefirgt time, | heard the humans barking as speech, as communication.
And | could understand the others, as well. The men shouted for assistance and spears. One woman,
older than the others, held Shikujo's deeve and insisted she go back inside. Shikujo only watched
with her black eyes.

"Y oshifuji," shesaid. "Whereismy husband?' She smelled of, she sounded filled with, fear.

This broke me out of my panic. She was afraid of us? She had dl the advantages—servants and
wegpons and dl theincomprehens ble powers of humans—and we were only half-grown foxes
trapped without escape in a storeroom.

"He'scoming!" There was aflurry of noise from the crowd, and the master walked to stand
beside Shikujo.

Thiswas Kayano Y oshifuji: the master of this house. Hewasin hunting dress, blue and gray,
with dull slver medallions woven into the pattern of his outer robe. In one hand he held ashort bow;

arrows stuck over one shoulder from aquiver on hisback. His hair was oiled and arranged in aloop
over hishead. His eyes were degpest black; his voice when he spoke was low and humorous.

"Shut up, dl of you! Y ou are making it worse."

"Husband!" Shikujo cried. She was shaking. "Destroy them!”

"They are only animas—foxes, young foxes. Quiet, you are frightening them.”

"Frightening them?" Shikujo's voice cut acrossthe babble. Later | redlized that many of the
humans would never have seen her or even heard her voice before, and thisiswhy the crowd fell
dlent. "No! Foxes are evil—everyone knowsthis. Kill them, please!™ Her voice broke. There was
water on her face.

"Go." Y oshifuji made agesture at the cook and other men-servants staring openmouthed at
Shikujo. They ran away, up the path and into the house. The women hovered protectively around

Shikujo until he waved them away, too, leaving amere handful of attendants around her.

My lord turned to Shikujo. "Wife, what isthis? Y ou've aways been alady, and | find you
barefaced and screeching like a sake sdller. What are you thinking, to forget yoursdlf so?"

"Wél, you went under the house like a servant—"
"Isthat what thisis about?'

Shelooked at thefan in her hand. "No. | am so sorry, husband, you are quite right, I've behaved



like a peasant, but—foxes, they are so dangerous. | had to know—for Tadamaro's sake. Please kill it

"If it wereasquirrd doing this, would you want it killed?"
"Yes" shesad, but then added, "Foxes are evil spirits. All thetales say s0."

"Evil? What harm have they done? Knocked over afew boxes? They're smple animds. If we
give them achance, they'll run off on their own; undoubtedly, after this exhibition they will never be
back, and you can be comfortable again.” Y oshifuji touched her fingers where they twisted on the
fan's sticks, and stopped them. "Go inside.”

Her head was down, but shelooked in at uswith adantwise gaze. | felt my earsflatten again,
my back pricklewith lifting hairs. Y our foxes. Anyone would kill them—but they possessyou,
husband, just as surdly asif their spirits possessed your body."

"Go," hesaid again, angry thistime, and Shikujo left us.

Y oshifuji knelt in the dirt by the doorway for along moment with his hand over hiseyes. "Ah,
well, littlefoxes, so it goes, en?—

If you are simply a fox,
then | must be the complicated one.”

| recognize now that what he said was a poem, even though | did not know then what a poem
was. It isahuman thing; | do not know how well afox will ever understand it, even afox woman.

He stood and brushed at hisknees. "I will be back in abit. It would be wise to be gone before
then." He paused. "Run, little foxes. Be free while you can.”

| could not stop watching him as he walked up to the house. It was not until my brother bit me
on the shoulder that | followed him through the door.

33. THE NOTEBOOK OF KAYA NO YOSHIFUJI

Foxes half-seen in the darkness;
| courted knowing less of my lady.

Am | obsessed with the foxes? | had not thought so. | drew them, yes, and | wrote poetry about
them; | thought about what afox'slife might be like; on my long walks, | have sometimes hoped |
might come near afox. | certainly crawled under the house hoping to see one. | had not thought of this
asan obsesson. If thisis, | have been obsessed with every woman (or man) I've dept with, with my
son, with poetry, with every go game I've played, with the twisted little maple that grew in the centra
courtyard of the house in the capita, with the herb balls my wife hangs from the eaves for New
Year's. Thefoxes arefilled with life, immortdity of asort, and this draws meto them: onefox is
replaced by another asthey die and are born; foxness, the state of being foxes, remains.

But Shikujo fearsthe foxeswith dl her heart.
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We bolted out of the storehouse, ran the shortest distance toward the woods, north across
hillocks of beansto the back wall of the property. We squirmed on our bellies under atied-bamboo
gate and ran and ran, and we did not stop until Brother dropped to the ground, heaving with
exhaudtion.

We hid shivering under a collgpsed and rotting cedar tree.

"How did we get free?' Brother asked, when he could breathe easily again, but | was Htill
off-balance. | did not know what had happened to me, inthetime | had looked at Y oshifuji's eyes.
All I knew wasthat | felt dizzy and confused, and the feding did not go away when my heart and
breath returned to normdl.

At dusk, Grandfather came into the woods, and we ran to him and Brother told him our story:
the humans speaking, and Y ashifuji'sleaving us done. Brother besieged him with questions: why did
he let uslive? Why did he make hiswife go back insde? At the end, the extraordinary words he
spoke to us: what were they? Question, question, question. Grandfather did not say much, just led us
back towards our scrape.

| spoke at last. "The woman. Her face was wet. There was—a look—"
"Tears, child. Y ou understand them or you do not. Thereisno explaining.”

| learned to cry that night. Crouched together in the scrape, my family listened in silence. After a
time, Grandfather laid hismuzzle againg mine.

"Isthissadness?' | said. "How can | livethrough it?
"Y ou have magicin you. That ishow you can cry, and how you will survive."
"All foxes have magic, Grandfather," | said. "They don't dl cry.

"Not thismagic," hesad. "Thismagicislove”

BOOK TWO: SUMMER

Now summer's come,

smoky torches at every house
drive away mosguitoes—
and I—how long will 1 go on
smoldering with love?

—Anonymous, from the Kokinshu translated by Burton Watson



1. KITSUNE'S DIARY

It was summer, and | wasinmy first heat.

| was young for this, but | had been born out of season and now | burned out of season, my
mother's daughter. | fought constantly with my family. The smel of my mother made me berserk; one
night | attacked her fiercely enough that she ran from the scrape and hid in the woods. My brother
had vanished aswell; | suppose he and Grandfather had aso fought. Even being near my grandfather
annoyed me. | snapped at him any chance | got.

| knew thisfever that ran under my skin for what it was, my heat; but knowing this did not make
any differenceto my restlessness or my hodtility. | lay nearly unconscious from the fed of my own
now-unfamiliar blood throbbing through me. | shivered sometimes, asif itchy, hot and cold dl at once.
It was the same fedling I've felt before athunderstorm when the air dmost crackles; but heavy,
blood-filled.

Grandfather kept following me and nuzzling my flanks. It was affectionate, but drove meto
madness. The only place he would not follow me was under the house.

Human words and mannerisms seemed awaste of time just then, when | was throbbing and
irrationd; but to be free of the world, with Kayano Y oshifuji's scent in my nose—thiswasthe closest
to ease | found. Too restlessto lie till, | hid beneath his rooms and paced with the footsteps
overhead.

Onenight it wasraining and so | paced in utter darkness. My master and hiswife sat in her
rooms. Her women were all adeep or slent; only the creak of afloorboard when one shifted her
weight told me they werethere at dl. Y oshifuji and Shikujo talked and talked, as unending asthe
stream to the lake. | was too absorbed in my own discomfort to pay much attention until | heard
Shikujo moan softly and redlized they had stopped talking some time before that. Then | stood dlert,
ears and nostrils focused upward.

Thiswas human sex. | heard the sounds. | know now, learned soon enough, that thiswas
kissing: mouth tasting mouth, lips and tongues and teeth. Then it seemed incomprehensible, asif each
partner were tasting some dainty food.

Silk brushed away from skin, and flesh stroked flesh. How could | tell who touched whom? It
did not matter. His breathing was ragged; hers was languorous, but it caught in her throat sometimes. |
amelled her musk, his swest.

It was not like my heat, an uncomfortable irritable experience. There was addicacy to the
humans sex, an elegance. The only word she spoke was his name, once, on an unsteady sigh. |
whined softly and arched my hips.

"Sgter." | whirled when | heard my brother's bresth in my ear. He had returned from wherever
he was hiding. He smdlled hot, restless.

"Areyou sick?' | breathed back; but we must both have been sick: me to hunger in so exposed
aplace, Brother to sneak back into grandfather's territory and follow me here and make noise so
close beneath the humans. His earsflattened, but he snaked against me. | felt the heat of hisflank and



could not help pressing againg him.
"Y our smell—" He rubbed his muzzle dong my neck ruff. His own scent was thick and musky.
"Leave meaone," | snapped, but | kneaded at the dirt and twisted my face to his shoulder.

"Why, Sigter?| can smell theitch on you. | haveit, too. Why areweflat in the dirt here, instead
of running in the moonlight, hot with this?' He never dared, my quiet brother, but now he leaned his
paws over my shoulder, hind legs shifting behind me. He bit my neck hard enough to hurt.

| writhed away. "Anima!" A new word, an unfamiliar one, meaning somehow base. It must have
come from the humans words: | had never used it, or thought it before. He seemed as surprised as .

"What?'
"Ligen. That's what | want. That—elegance. Beauty."

Brother snarled, asif tired of my mood. "Do you? We're foxes. It's not that way for us, it's hot
and strong and—can't you smell what it's supposed to be like? It's rut, Sister. Who sméllsright, he
or I—who will you crouch for?"

He nipped at me and nipped at me. | whirled to bite him, kill him, anything to stop his
harassment and my anger and wanting; he grabbed my neck, pressed me chest-down in the dirt, and
mounted me. | snarled and fought when he jabbed into me; but he had me between hisforelegs, under
histeeth.

Thisisthe way of fox-sex, hard and panting and fast. He entered me suddenly with his hot
unsheathed penis, thrust quickly, and spent. A quiver ran through my entire body, aknotting and
rel ease as sudden and sweet asthe flash of blood across my tongue when | bit arabbit's throat.

Afterward was uncomfortable. He stayed inflated in my vulva (also the way of fox-sex; | knew
thisin my blood, as surely asif 1'd experienced it before) so we could not separate; but he moved off
me, and we shifted until we stood tail to tail, linked by his penis. | hung my head and shivered from the
dissolving hunger, sdes heaving, blood drying on the bite marksin my flanks.

The spear came from nowhere and stabbed at us. Brother screamed and tore free of me; and |
screamed from the pain in my vulva, ripped raw.

Later, when | had timeto think, | knew Y oshifuji and hiswife must have heard us mating and
sent aservant to chase usaway. | must have noticed the noises and the dim light of his approach and,
exhausted, ignored them. People make noise as constantly as ariver; their lights are everywhere, as
sensdess asfireflies. How could any particular noise in such aflood be important? Thisisahuman
trick. | have used it mysalf asawoman, to conced atrue or hard word in an ocean of noise.

Then, dl | knew was pain; the smell of the spear's meta head; someone shouting "Fox!"'; torches
and flight; and, findly, the moon-rock. | lay inits shadow, pressed againgt its cool pockmarks, until |
stopped shivering and could limp home.
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My wife stands behind me, watching the torches hare off into the rain. They bob around like
marsh gasin the garden for awhile and eventudly straggle back through the gate to the stableyard.
"They got away,” | say findly. "Whatever they were."

"Foxes. Y ou know they are foxes. And they are not gone.”

Her voice trembles. Thelight isdim, but when | turn | see her face, wet with tears. She holds her
night robes loosaly around her as a child bundlesin quilted deeping robes. Shocked, | touch her arm.
"Comeingde, wife"

"Do not touch me. Please. My lord." She averts her face and hurriesin to St on amat behind a
curtain. I am her husband, so | follow her and st beside her. Her women cluck around us, arranging
Shikujo's hair and robes, until Onaga waves them away like an impatient farmwife shooing hens.

"Cannot you see she does not want you al? Go, go, go. Mistress, you are not well. Y ou've been
terrified, kept outside like a peasant—" She glares at me, gestures to one of the women. "Go, get her
something warm to drink. Give her room, if you please, my lord."

"l did nothing," | say mildly, but sheignores me. The warm broth in alittle dish and dl Onagas
fussing fail to slop my wife's crying, which has the steedy hopelessness of autumn rain. At last Shikujo
says, "Go away." It isamoment before | redize she means Onaga, and not me.

Wesdit insilence. Her tangled hair hangs between us, acurtain more impenetrable for being less
formal than the silk of the curtain beside us. The humid air feels cold and wet against my skin.

There should be something | can say to stop the hopeless crying. "l am sorry,” | bregthe at last,
knowing thisisnot it. But | am: sorry for her tears, for her fegling thisway; sorry for the foxes and for
my interest; sorry for the summer that settles around us here, which is nowhere. For my existence. My
chest hurts, aclenching pang. Numbly | watch her weep.

Her voice when she speaksislow and flat. "Thishouseis cursed.”

"Itisjust ahouse." Even| hear the foolishness of my words. It isnot just ahouse; for meitisa
punishment—or a place to escape to, a place to remember bright nows. "We liked being here before,
youandl."

"The foxes did not haunt us then. Y ou did not paint them, or write poemsto them, or talk about
themin your deep.”

"I dothat?' | say, Sartled.

"You have." Sherocksso dightly I think sheisnot aware of it, like ahurt child cuddling itself
when no gentle adult is near.

"l suppose | dream of them; | dream of alot of things."

If she were not my wife, I'd swear the sound she makesisadisbdieving snort.



"Isthat what thisisabout?' | say. "Y ou're jealous? There were always other thingsin my life.
My duties and my friends and the ten thousand things—" Mistresses, of course: poems and sex;
flirtations with other noblewomen. A gentleman can do no less. She knowsthis; | know this. She has
never been jedous of the other women, my perfect wife. | thought.

"No. Thereismoreto thisthan foxes" | say, knowingitistrue. "What redly bothersyou?'

She smoothes afold in her deeve so that it curvesin aperfect arc from wrist to floor: creating
order, even asthe tears ill shine dmost forgotten on her cheeks. "What do you see, when you see
them?'

"When | seewhat?' | ask, then continue without waiting for her answer, suddenly tired of playing
this nagty little game with my wife, too tired to spesk anything but the truth. "They seem so—free.
Alive. Joy-filled. More than anyone, anything else we know."

"Joy? They are animals, and you place this'joy' on them. They fed nothing—not aswe do
anyway; | an surethey fed pain and—" she hesitated "—lust, passion: the mating ingtinct anyway. But
thatisdl itis dl any of itis ingtinct. They eat and mate, and are as hemmed in by these needs aswe
areby our fates."

"Arethey?' | know that we are, but | do not want to think that there is no freedom anywhere.
"Perhapstheir karma permitsthem dreams.”

She shivers, perhaps from the memory of the foxes mating screams under the building.
"Perhaps. But there are so many stories, about men offering a pretty woman aride, and sheisafox;
or the men who saw vast mangonsdl lit up in the marshes, and there was nothing there when they
cameto them—"

"You say I'm obsessed, but it seemsto me that you've thought about them at least asmuch as|.”
"How could | not," she says sharply, "when | see your thoughtsfull of thisfantasy?"
"Fantasy? Y ou said yoursdlf. They eat. They mate—under our house, sometimes, but they mate.

They play. | expect they deep and defecate and fight, too. They are nothing but redity, wife, more
red than thislife of ours"

"What do you mean by that?'

| wave my hand at the civilized room, at the jagged shapes hurled by the iron lamp that hangs
near us. Theironwork isformed to look like grass bent in the wind around the flame. Thislamp istwo
hundred years old, pounded out by a blind smith—an heirloom of my wifesfamily. "Welook & this
ingtead of thetrue grass, and thisisart. Thefoxeslieinred grass. They get their light filtered through
red reeds. Thereisnoilluson at dl intherr lives. No art, no artifice. Sometimesit seems asif wewere
the ghogts, and they flesh.”

"They will destroy us." Caught in her private misery, she has heard nothing I've said.

"They did not before, when wefirgt lived here—why would they now?"



She gands. "I mugt returnto my wing. | do not fed well."

"You'rejust going to walk awvay fromthis" | say, "asif this conversation were of less account
than a poetry exchange. Y ou can do that? Not stay and see this discussion to its resolution?”

"Thisseemslike an intellectud exerciseto you; but to meit isvery red. Forgive me; | will not
irritate you with my opinion about this again. Please excuse me.”

Sheraises her handsto her forehead in avery proper gesture of respect, then walks out before |
gather my thoughts enough to speak. Thisdick courtesy of hersisthe strongest weapon she has. She
may forget her place (asubjective thing, awoman's place. I know women at court who can say any
outrageous thing with impunity: aman, as'velearned, does not have these options); | could go after
her, force the argument if | wanted, but what would be the point? She has given up aready. If she will
not fight, there will be only meranting at her.

But | know sheleft upset, because she forgot to take back her moon-shaped fan, which still lies
beside my bed. | run my finger dong its pale surface. | ook at the foxes and see freedom and joy.
She looks at them, and sees—something. Who can tell what? She will not say. Perhaps she seesthe
joy, the freedom, too, and that iswhat she fears. Thisannoys me: dl her energy spent pushing away
the very thing | crave. But a the same time, she has been moreinteresting in her anger about thisthing
than she has ever been in her correctness.

Weasl right to press her so hard? Would | have been so defensiveif | did not think | wasin the
wrong? Not in thinking these things, no—how can | help that>—but iningsting she think them as
well? She has aright to her own thoughts, | suppose.

Bamboo ribs show between the fan's layers of thin paper. Are freedom and joy in these
cregtures anilluson? Maybe | stain their actionswith my own longings. The law of karma saysther
freedomisanilluson, asitisindl of us. Asitisinme.

| lean back againgt my pillow. Its cool maple saddle cradles my neck. Therain has stopped, but
the eaves il drip. Overhead, the spiderweb glistensin the moonlight that filters through the eave
openings. The gossamer lines are amogt too fine to see as anything but a lightening of the darkness.
I've seen the spider whoseweb it is, agray lady as broad as my son's hand. Knowing what she looks
like makesit easy to find her, even in the gloom.

She hangsin an especidly dark corner, near afurred gray shapethat clingsto abeam. A mouse
she has somehow amazingly caught and hauled up? 1 squint along timebefore redize: itisanegg
sac. Sheisbreeding.

She exists, and soon (no doubt to my regret) her children will exist. Her lifeisno fancy. Surely
she has freedom. Her very absence of mind must make it impossible for her to doubt as she treads
out the measure of her fate. Can the foxes be any different?

Freedom?When | can brush away her entireweb and dl her children with asingle broom
stroke? Or less: when | can wave my hand, and another does the work?

She has no freedom; the foxes have none; my wife and | have none.



When the ail in the lantern burnslow, | make ink and wet my boldest brush. The surface of the
fan isso white, so blank. | writeoniit.

The spider's web can catch the moonlight,
but cannot keep it.

3. SHIKUJO'SPILLOW BOOK

How aman should act after a disagreement:

How sweet it would beif he were to send a poem apologizing for having disturbed one's
serenity! It would be nice to be sure he even thought of one after oneleft. A poem, after al, requires
but amoment's thought, another moment's act, if it comesat al.

Certainly he should be gentler, until al isforgotten. He should understand that one saysthese

things not from asense of contrariety, but from fear and love. Y ou would not want him hurt, and they
pull & him, the foxes.

Best of al would be never to disagree. Y ou were so afraid for him, and so you spoke more
abruptly than you would have otherwise. Why can he not see that it is concern that drives you?

Conflict isnever welcome. It is better avoided, even at the cost of honesty.

4. KITSUNE'SDIARY

I limped back to the scrape. Brother was nowhere to be seen. Mother was back, lying under the
rhododendrons. Sheignored me, dl her attention caught up by amayfly that hung just in front of her
nose. | think she thought that if she did not see me, | would naturdly not see her. But thiswas my
mother: perhaps she had forgotten my heat. Perhaps she truly saw only the insect.

Grandfather walked across and sniffed a my hindquarters. | flinched when his nose touched the
torn flesh.

"Thisisnot what | wanted,” | sobbed. "1 want—"

"Kisses. Soft words. Love. Human things." He nosed dong my flank. "1 know."

”BlJt—"

"Do you think yourethefirst fox to havefdlenin love with men?' he said shortly. "It iscommon
asditchwater. Ther tesarefull of it. We see them; some of uslearn to hope for things we cannot
have. Y ou are not thefirst. Y ou will not be the last, either. We are susceptible: wise enough to see

something, foolish enough to think that'swhat it islike.

"They were 0 beautiful—"



"Beautiful,” he snorted. "Not even for humansisit that. We see the surface, not into their hearts.
Thereispain, indde and out, and thereisloneliness, and, even for them, heat is heat and needsto be
satisfied.”

And he mounted me. We were animals and thisis what animals do. He was the head of my
family; my grandfather probably; my father possibly; but mostly hewasamale, and, soreas| was, |
wasdtll in hest and hungering.

My hest, my matings, did not take. | had no kits then.

5. SHIKUJO'SPILLOW BOOK
It seemsit will never stop raining:

It seemsit will never stop raining. It poured rain al through the Sweet-flag Festiva, which
restricted our celebrationsto what could be doneinsde: hanging medicine bals, decorating our hair
withiris, hanging specia mottled green-and-white blinds. | know irisleaves were stuffed into the
roof-thatch of the building, but only by hearsay, as| have not actualy left my roomsin severa days.
Still, whenever the rain eases abit | see purple, yellow and white blurs by thelakes. | am surethese
areirises, and | expect they are quite lovely.

| sat with Onagain my rooms, poring over aletter from my mother. Her cdligraphy isdways
difficult to interpret, snce she tends to write quickly and with anearly dry brush, which makes her
characters fade into the paper at times. | often require Onagas assistance in reading my mother's
writing. So far aswe could tell, after sometime spent in perusal, my father iswell, my brothersare
well, my old nurse and the kitchen cat and everyone are, in fact, well. The household (minusthe cat)
leavesfor the house on Lake Biwain afew days—those days now long past in the time it took this
letter to arrive from the capitd.

Unableto get outdoors, Tadamaro was practicing his characters. He knelt over asmall desk on
the veranda just outside the room, nose nearly touching hiswork, asmear of ink on one deeve.
Beside him, Tadamaro's nurse basted together the pieces of anew robe, in an attractive but sturdy
sk patterned with kites. Her stitches are grown large. He grows so fast and is so active that he
congantly ripsthe seams of his clothing; perhaps she has given up on making anything that will last
more than a handful or two of days.

Tadamaro's brush dipped from his hand and rolled out of reach, leaving athick black mark
across the planks. He sighed heavily and cleared histhroat. His nurse raised her eyebrow at the
sound, but made no attempt to retrieve the brush, continuing her large even stitches asif nothing had
happened. "Nurse?' Tadamaro said. "Pick up my brush.”

Silence: ditching. Ordinarily | would not permit aservant (even ardatively elevated servant) to
disobey my son, but | said nothing, trusting that this was alesson she was teaching him. It seemed to
be 50, for after atime he Sghed again and untangled himsdf from hiswriting desk so that he could
retrieve the brush.

"My lady?' Onagafrowned at theletter in her hand. "1 cannot figure out what the lady your



mother writes here. Can sheredly be saying that the fish arethriving?'

She might indeed. My father has anew hobby, having to do with carp bred for exotic
characterigics. By the time thiswas explained, Tadamaro had vanished.

Perhaps | called your name so loudly
trying to outshout my panicked pul se.

He returned sometime later, soaked to the skin from the interminable rain, carefully carrying
something smdl in one corner of hisnow mud-brown robe. "I found this," he told me, and showed it
to me. "Beneath Father'srooms.”

I ignored Onagd's horrified cry when | took my son'sfinding in my hand. It was adip of soft
mouse-gray paper, with startling black characters drawn asfine aswhiskers or toenails. | bent closer
to read whatever poem might be there, and my son said, " Someone has eaten it, see?”’

And he pointed to its ripped-out throat, and | redlized that in some unfathomable way | had
mistaken things. The dip was not paper, but in truth akilled mouse. | screamed and dropped it and
ran to the darkness of my innermost room. And even there, | could not forget that for theingtant |
held it, the object truly seemed both paper and mouse.

| am afraid. What iswrong with me? With al of us?

6. KITSUNE'SDIARY

The moon returned to full before | crept again onto the veranda of Y oshifuji's wing. The weather
had been dry for severd days, and he had taken to Stting outsde again. He left hiswriting things out
(hedidthisalot: I did not redize until | was mysdlf awoman how strange such carel essness was), but
there were no drawings thistime, only sheet after sheet covered with tracings of ink.

Smudged with black markings, around white fan lay haf-hidden in adrift of papers. | pressed
my noseto it. It had the dight sourness of the paper and glue, and the mud-scent of ink; and faintly,
like areflection on water, hisown smell, musk and tiger lilies somehow mixed together.

It was easy to pick up by the handle, but surprisingly awvkward. | carried a uguisu-nightingdein
my mouth once, and one wing kept flopping free and dragging on the ground. Thiswaslike that. |
lifted my head high and took hesitant steps, trying not to drag thefan or trip oniit.

| knew it made me dangeroudy visible, this huge moon-shape glowing dim white in the night, but
| carried it anyway, and felt sick with relief when | got it into the shadows of the rhododendrons
outside the scrgpe. Holding it between my paws, | tried to snuffle free the smell of him.

"Siger?" After my heat had passed, my brother had returned, and, strangely, my grandfather had
allowed himto do so. It was asif wewerekitsagain.

"Leavemedone" | sad, asort of refrain | found mysdlf using again and again with him.

My brother would have run away at my anger amonth before. He was growing stronger. "Why



did you take that?' he said, and sniffed the fan.
"It'shis He painted it.”

"That'sareason?' he scoffed. "He's painted alot of things, none of which you bothered to take
beforethis”

"It andlsright. Likehim."

He craned over my shoulder at theink marks. "But there's nothing here. Hunger isareason for
doing something. Hest. Fatigue. Fear. Fun. Those are reasons.”

"Humanity doesthings." Grandfather came up behind us. "They make no sense to milk-suckers
like you, but they have their reasons. Y our Sster islearning things. Bitter things. They make her sad.”

"Why must she?"

"Try and stop her, why don't you?' he snorted. " She does not have to. She choosesto."”

"l donot!" | exclamed, hurt by the thought that this misery might be voluntary. They ignored me.
"She's crazy then," Brother said bitterly. | snarled and reached to cuff him.

"Asarewedl," Grandfather said.

7. SHIKUJO'SPILLOW BOOK
Mixing soent:

It was the height of summer, and everything was perfectly dl right in oneslife. Therainshad
stopped, replaced by alovely sequence of perfect days and starry nights. There were no bad dreams,
no unwanted memories. The heat gathered under the dark eaves of the house, so one spent as much
time as decently possible on the veranda rimming the wisteria courtyard. With al the screens modesty
requires, it was not perhaps so much cooler. But it was different, and welcome for that.

A friend from the capital wrote, gossiping about the doings at L ake Biwa, where everyoneis
summering. She sent asagift alength of pae-bluefabric light asacricket's breath; and she begsfor a
specia perfume blend one had made for her before. So pleasant to hear from an old friend!'—one
perhaps remembers her with more affection than the friendship deserved because she has written at
al, even to ask for something.

Onée's scent-mixing boxes Sit on an unvarnished table, surrounded by al the little bottlesand jars
and packets and mortars and pestles of the task. One pot broke traveling here; now the dips of paper
tied to the necks of al the others are saturated with attar, amost unreadable. White gardenia—scent
issothick thet itisdifficult to mix anything et dl.

Each vid and pot contains something precious. Together they seem to make a poem with great



beauty but no sense: does, cinnamon, conch shell, sweet pine gum, tulip and clove, gum resin and
honey and murasaki -lavender. Scents arefilled with memories; this collection would be as
reminiscent as adiary—if one could smell anything but white gardenia

One's husband comes. It must be one's husband: no one else would walk so directly up, such a
hasty straight line across the floors of one's rooms. Others would be more circumspect.

He brings bad news, which destroys the possibility of mixing anything at al.

8. THE NOTEBOOK OF KAYA NO YOSHIFUJI

| find her on the veranda, closer to barefaced under the sun than | have seen her since that
strange day she screamed at the fox in the kitchen garden. | do not know that | want to see her face,
s0 | kned discreetly outside the maze of screens her women have constructed for her.

"Wife"

"Husband! | wasjust preparing aperfume.”

"So | perceive. What isthat smdll? Not something you're mixing, surely?"

"1 would never mix anything so heavy or characterless.” She sounds offended: an artist's pride
vh\gr):Tded, perhaps. | am no artist, | would not know. "No, | am so sorry. A bottle brokein traveling

"I'mleaving for abit," | blurt.

"What?' she says gracelesdy; then, recovering herself, adds, "1 hope your trip will be a pleasant
one. Only | thought we were settled for the summer.”

"We are. But | must go."

"Isit restlessness? My lord, | know you have not been atogether content since we arrived here.”
| grimace, bitterly amused; thisis oneway to put it. "Perhaps you would fed better with aconcubine,
to take your mind off things? Even living out here, we should not have trouble finding awoman of
grace from the capitad who would be willing to share our time.”

"A womanistheleast of it. You know this" | am unusud, | know, in having only asinglewife
and no concubines at dl; but | have never wanted another permanent woman. A lover, someone held
once or severd timeswithout respong bility—that is mine anyway. | deep with court ladiesand
prostitutes and neighboring girls when they are pretty; boys oncein awhile. Itisnot new lovel long
for:itisanew sf.

"Well, then, isit an adventure you seek?"

"Yes. No." Thisisastrange question, coming from her. What does she know of seeking new
things? Once, when we were young together, | remember her laughing at the antics of someone from



court. Adventures are what happens when an event is flawed, a mark of imperfection, shed sad
then.

| am certainly imperfect, but | am unwilling to mention it at thismoment, so | gropefor areason
shewill accept. "I had adream last night. | need to visit the Kannon's shrine by the sea.™

"But that is days—no, weeksl—away!"

"Notif | travel fast."

"Why not talk to the old man who livesin the forest?If heistill dive. We used to consult him
for dreams, when we were here last—remember?>—and he was quite competent.” Her face drops, as
if recdling something.

"No, | must go to the shrine."

"What was the dream? Perhaps | might..."

"Uh," | say; because, of course, thereisno dream. | lie about a goddess out of smple
restlessness. "Well. Kannon stood in afield of rice and offered me ajewd shaped like the moon.
When | took it from her hand, she said: "Wear red and the wish will cometrue.”

"What wishisthat?' she says softly.

"Peace of mind," | whisper. My lie has trgpped me into this honesty. All our times together: |
have never been so honest with her as| am now, in this moment.

Time stretches. She snapsit closed. "Do you have anything red to wear?"
"What?'
"For Kannon. She said in the dream that you must wear red. What about the layered crimson

brocade with the lotus meddlions? It is from the princess's own hands: most appropriate for the
Kannon. And—"

"Areyou hurt by my leaving?"

She pauses, dl correct surprise. "Hurt? Y ou've dreamt of a bodhisattva. She summons youl.
How can | be hurt?—and you could take the seven-robe set that shades from red to white, to leave
asyour gift to the goddess."

"Whatever you suggest,” | say numbly. Honesty is dangerous. Regjected or unperceived, it leaves
me more aone than I've ever been before.

9. SHIKUJO'SPILLOW BOOK

What isawifesduty:



What isawife's duty to her husband? To accommodate his needs, and to bear him ason. To be
patient, generous, correct in al things. To ease her husband's heart when heis distressed by life—if
suchathingispossble.

Not to cause pain. To suffer her own hurts as meekly as she can.
| say dl thisto Onaga, who snorts. "What is a husband's duty to hiswife, then?'
| do not know. | do not know if | am being failed or not. Or if | am failing him.

Or mysdf, | suppose. Even thisis possible. For whatever reason, the scent was not blended that
day.

10. THE NOTEBOOK OF KAYA NO YOSHIFUJI

Themorning | leave, | hear asoft scratching on my closed screens. "My lord?" A cultured voice:
one of my wifeswomen, though not Onaga, who leaves the north wing aslittle as does Shikujo.

| gesturefor Hito to admit the woman and an attendant. (Even maids have maids.) She enters
with her face averted: dressed in pale yellow robes under asilk Chinesejacket dyed irregularly in gold
and rose, and spotted with raindrops (for it israining again). She could be anyone, this pretty artifact
of awoman, shifting nervoudy so that her black hair hangs between us. | send my men from the room.

"Well?' Nothing | can say or do will make her more comfortablein my evidently dangerous mae
presence: best to get it over with.

"My mistress sends you asmall thing, of no account; you might consider carrying it with you on
your trip, but it ishardly necessary—"

Shikujo is capable of gifts even when hurt. Sometimes | resent thisin her. Marriageto an
gpparently perfect person isfrequently more difficult than others might imagine.

| nod. The maid knedls swiftly and leavesasmall parcel on the floor before dipping through the
open screen.

Hito magicaly regppears. "My lord, how generous of my lady! Sending one of her own women,
too, instead of amere servant, or asking you to attend her. Shall I—"

"Yes" | say. "Bring it over.” | do not mean to sound ungrateful, but | suppose | mugt, for Hito
frowns (shades of my old nurse again: redly, will | never be free of the woman?) and brings methe

packagein slence.

It fitseasly into one hand. Specia paper—red on one side, bright yellow on the other—has
been so cunningly folded that the package is secure without ties, its folded edges showing both colors.
| pull one edge, and it unfolds as easily asa hirugao bloom on asummer's day.

Insdeisan amulet case. A lot of women wear these tiny drums of brocade hung from atwisted



cord, charmsfor fertility or some other equally feminine thing. Presumably there is something insde for
it to be called an amulet case: I've never taken one apart to find out. This oneis about the size of my
thumb, of jade-green silk, heavy with silver thread turned the purple-gray of new tarnish. A medalion
the 9ze of my fingernail is sewn to one side: two cranesflying in opposite directions across a Chinese
cloud-shape.

She has written on the inside, the red side, of the paper a correct little poem about cranes
symbolizing eterna (married) love. And beneeth:

Leave thisfor me, cut an offering and a prayer for marital happiness, when you visit your
shrine. That you find what you seek is a desire we both share.

Prayersfor marital happiness are nothing: al women do this. But the little cranes flying eterndly

in opposite directions—I cannot decide what the messagein thisis, so | write aforgettable poemin
response, saying nothing about the cranes.

11. KITSUNE'SDIARY

One day therewas dl this activity, packing and saddling and such. Servantsran pell-mell across
the stableyard, tight little bundles held tight againgt their bodies, away from therain. It was not until |
saw the flower-yelow horse saddled that | went in search of Grandfather. | found him in the back
garden under aspecia storehouse where the people kept slks and flammabl e treasures.

"What doesthismean?'

He sghed, if afox can be said to sigh. He no longer tried to stop my watching, seemed
somehow resigned to my questions. Perhaps held given up. "Heistraveling, child.”

"Why?Where would he go?'

"Who knows? It could be atrip back to the capital. It could be apilgrimage. Maybe he heard of
an antique bowl in some backwoods estate somewhere, and he is off to buy it. Maybe heisrestless.”

"How can heleave hishome?' | said. "l can't evenimagineit.”

"No? But when the humans came, you moved quickly enough.”

"That was different. It was not so far, and we had to, to survive."

"S0. Maybe he needsto do thisto survive. For men surviva is more than shelter and food."
"Whet else could it be?"

"Do | know?" he snapped. "Men: it istheir natureto go, asit iswomen'sto wait. But they come
back. Usudly."

"How long will he be gone?’



"Weeks probably. Months perhaps.”

"Hecant!"

"Can't he? How will you stop him?'Y ou're afox—maybe you can bite him and make him sick?"
"BU—"

He cut me off with asnarl. | bit at the muddy dirt in frustration, and then ran off to watch.

A pair of spotted oxen dozed in rigid wooden yokes, hitched to an oak-wood wagon piled with
bundles and trunks. The horses stamped through puddlesin the stableyard. Despitetherain, fliesand
servants clustered at the heads of the animal's, who bore with the people asthey took theflies: the
oxen camly, the horses by tossing their heads and rolling their eyes.

The servants who were traveling were gathered in the stable-yard, dressed in servicesble
traveling clothes of indigo and white and gray cotton and hemp, broad straw hats protecting their
faces. When he came, Y oshifuji's starched silk made him look like an egret among common marsh
birds; when he mounted, his yellow horse glowed among the steadier browns and roans and bays. He
exchanged afew words with Hito before he turned his horse and splashed through the stableyard
gate. The swarm of servantsfollowed, buzzing.

Hewasleaving. | did not know when he would be back. | did not even question my only
possible action.

| crawled through an unrepaired bresk in the fence and followed.

12. SHIKUJO'SPILLOW BOOK
Rain does not stop for partings:.

Though the rain has not stopped, awoman stands outside her rooms and watches her husband
leave. When will he come back? Not even hewould be ableto tel her this; and they fought before his
going, so that he left with no more than the stlandard formdiities.

Shewritesthis poem:

Which are harder?—

the nights | watch your windows glow
but you do not come,

or the nights your rooms are dark
and you cannot.

She does not look forward to the timeto come.

13. KITSUNE'S DIARY



| followed Y oshifuji and hismen at adistance. They moved dowly, at the oxen's pace, so it was
not hard to keep up, although | could not be as quiet as | would have wanted: my feet splashed
through water, and rustled in the matted ivy and weeds, and hissed as | moved through the long
grasses. But the people and their animals set up such abarking and creaking and clopping—I do not
suppose they would have heard meif | had fallen from aman's height into standing water.

I'd never wandered far from the garden before, certainly not aong the roads, so it was soon new
tome. | gill smdled pine and hinoki-cedar, but somehow they were not the right pine and cedar,
Spicier or lessspicy. How can | explain what | mean? Words are inadequate for so many things.
Smdlsare one of them.

The road wound through the hills—aways a dope leading up from one sde, always stream or
ricefield or meadow on the other.

AsYoshifuji and his attendants approached, people moved off the path to et them pass, waiting
knee-deep in wet weeds or brush. I'd hide then, too. Some of the peasants had chickens or ducks
tied by the feet and hung from sticks acrosstheir necks. A few led oxen or goats. One small man
carrying astick astal as hewas had abitch on abit of plaited straw rope.

No one can live near people and not have seen adog. A farmer down the valley had severd,
and sometimes (before Y ashifuji came) the largest one, astocky black male, came up the road and
urinated on the ruined gate. Grandfather said thiswas far outsde the male's range; but he went over
the markswith his own, anyway. | could smell that we somehow shared blood with thismae, but we
ignored him aswe did the cats. And he ignored us—except for the scent-marks.

But this bitch was different. | watched her from the heart of arotted log: about my size, about
my age, short coarsegold hair, tail coiled tight over her back. She shifted restlesdy, sniffing theair. If
she'd been moving, or if | had, she might have ignored me; but idle and bored, she smelled me.

"Fox!" Shethrew her weight against the rope, which parted. "Fox!" she barked as she ran up the
hill toward me. "Fox, | will kill you, and rip your hot heart out and ezt it, fox; | will tear out your
throat—"

| did not have time to run and there was nowhere safe to run to. | backed down insde thelog
and bared my teeth, my hacklestingling. She dammed againgt the opening, barking.

"1 will pull your intestinesfrom your body; | will rip your skull free and egt your brains—"

"Leavemeadone,” | said. It was barely abreath in my throat, but my chest throbbed with the
sound | held in. "Go back to your rope and your master, you belly-up cringing licker of hands. Or |
will kill you, you not-fox, you cur—"

Shedived a me, broad jaw snapping. "Y ou are not fit to be tamed! They cannot eat you, you
are no companion—"

| did not care who killed whom. | knew in my bonesthat | needed to destroy her, and the
thought of her blood in my mouth made me crazy, | think. I did not bark—whom would | call?—buit |
bared my teeth and lunged.



The log boomed around me. "Dog!" a human voice shouted over the barking. "Get out!"
Another boom, and then a solid thumping noise; stick against flesh. The bitch yelped and backed. |
saw her grovd infront of the man who had hit her, but she till quivered with hate for me. He swung
his tick at her again and sherolled out of the way. The man grabbed the rope around her neck,
jerked her to her feet, and dragged her down the hill. "A marten,” he shouted to the other humans.

| waited until 1 could not hear the trudging footsteps of the oxen before | crawled out of thelog.
Therewas no onein sght. Y oshifuji and his attendants had rounded a curve.

| could follow my own trail home, or | could go forward, until nothing at al was familiar except
Y oshifuji. | continued on, but | trembled as| walked.

They stopped just asit was growing dark, in alittle clearing beside a cold stream that crossed
under the path. Y oshifuji swung off his horse and shouted ordersto the men. They pulled thick
bamboo poles and bundles of cloth from the ox cart. | watched, fascinated, forgetting even Y oshifuji
for abit, but | did not see how their clever hands took these things and made alittle building roofed
and walled in dark oiled hemp. They unfolded more bundles, and made afire (there had been no rain
here, and the ground was dry) and cooked rice with dried fish and roots.

| caught alame half-grown squirrel to eat: hardly amouthful. | was still hungry, but | was afraid
to stray too far. They wereall | had, Y oshifuji and his men. | watched them until it grew dark and their
fire faded into embers. Two men spoke softly together. Others snored.

| was done, surrounded by unfamiliar things, separated from my family, cold and hungry and
londly and terrified. And mad: I'm sure of it now.

| crawled under thewall of Y oshifuji'straveling tent.

Thelittle cloth room was empty except for him, and hewas adeep: | heard his heavy, even
breathing. | took astep closer. Helay on athick reed mat, under a pile of padded robes. His pillow
was his sash, wrapped around a pad of pulled grasses. He was dressed in what he had worn all day. |
smelled perfume, without knowing what it was, and beneath that his own and his horse's swest.

I'd never been so closeto Y oshifuji, not even when | was trapped in the storehouse. | stepped
forward until | stood with my front paws on the reed mat. | bent down and touched his face with my
own and tasted his breath by pressng my muzzle againg hislips. He did not move, only sighed.

| must have fallen adeep, curled up under hischin.

| do not know how much later it wasthat | awakened. | heard a scream, and opened my eyes. |
did not remember where | was or why; only blinked. Y oshifuji moved beside me, and even that made
no sense.

"My lord!" It was one of the servants, holding asmall lamp. "Hold till—" He pulled aknife from
hisbelt and lunged at me.

Just as'Y oshifuji shouted, the man cut me. It did not hurt, exactly, when the knife diced open my



shoulder. Modtly it surprised me. The pain sarted later. More men, more lights, poured in.

| do not remember getting free of thetent. | just remember running blindly through the woods,
bleeding.

14. THE NOTEBOOK OF KAYA NO YOSHIFUJI

The fox sleeping against my heart—
if not for the blood she | eft
| would have thought she was a dream.

15. SHIKUJO'S PILLOW BOOK

| would nave given much:

| would have given much
to sleep against your heart last night,
instead of lying awake listening to deer complain.

16. KITSUNE'SDIARY

I ran until | wastoo exhausted to go on and stopped at last in an open glade where the
moonlight lay in strips between the trees. | waslogt, far from anywhere familiar, panting too loudly to
hear anything, leaving atrail of panic and blood any killer could follow. | was done and about to die,
and there was no one to help me.

Help?1 did not know what thiswas, then. | "helped" mysdf; if others helped me, it was because
the family's survival was aided by my surviva. But | asked anyway, my first prayer. "Help me.”

Theair wasthick, misty. Lightsflared, soft unclear blurs of color and brilliance. A gong sounded
along way away. It faded dowly, forever initsdecay. | wasdizzy, theway | had been when | was
young, and had eaten the dried head of a China-poppy | found in the abandoned garden. My ears
cupped, listening for enemies. Unsure, | twitched—run or fight? What is appropriate when dl | can
seeisamatter of blurred lights?

"Thereisno enemy," avoicesad inmy skull. "Thefoeisingdeyou.”

Steady light shone ahead, different from the smears of fire around me. | padded toward it and it
widened, clarified, into asmal dark shrine, closed on three sdes, an oil lamp hanging fromiron chains
fixed to the lowest branch of an overhanging cypress. | passed under adozen red torn-arches, each
smdler than the last, to reach the shrine. The last arch wasjust tall enough for meto pass beneath if |
bowed my head.

Insde the shrine was a block of white wood carved into ashape. Image: redlity. Likeink on
paper that was aso foxes, this waswood and aso alittle woman, no taller than | was. A statue. The



smooth wood was stained black on her hands and belly and face from the il of humanstouching it.
Her eyeswere at exactly my height. In front of her clustered little dishes of brass and dark wood. |
smelled cooked rice and fresh water. | dipped my head and drank.

Two foxes coaesced from the moonlight. Their fur glowed; their eyes were dark. Flames
flickered on the tips of their noses, gold to their silver. They smelled of nothing at dl.

"What isit you want, who drink our offerings?' | could not tell which one of them spoke. The
voice was like the echo of the gong: every note, no noteinit. | hung my head, exhausted from blood
loss, drained of anything but the exhaustion-poisons| felt in my muscles.

| did not think to be afraid. Why would 12—there was no smell to thresten me; they were like
the moonlight itself. "I don't know where | am. | want—" What did | want? Kayano Y oshifuji. Help.
Home.

"A fox can smell home, and find her own way. Why can't you? Is your nose clotted with another
perfume?’

"l do not understand.”
"Why should you?'
"Who areyou? Y ou have no smell.”

"Whereas you smell of blood and weakness. We serve Inari, the rice-god the humans worship.”
The statue flared with light from within for a heartbeat's length.

| sniffed at the statue's base. "Thisisagod?' | asked. "It smells of wood, and men.”

"What did you expect agod to be? Inari isthis piece of wood and agoddess and agod. And
the people who believein Inari and the ricein front of the statue. Also other things you do not
understand.”

| shook my head, to clear away the strangeness. "My mother spoke of gods.”

"Y our mother knows both more and less than any fox should.”

"How does afox serve a human god?'

They seemed amused. "We are not really foxes. And Inari is not necessarily ahuman god. We
only said that humansworship Inari.”

"Well, what are you then?' | said alittle crosdy. "Y ou have not said.”
"Perhaps we are adream a god once had of foxes."
"Do foxes have gods?'

They laughed without noise. "Y ou are afox. Tell us"



"l do not understand,” | said again.
Painted marks appeared before my eyes, shining like black ink. "Can you read this?'

The black marks were the same as the barkings of humans, | realized. They were words: they
meant things, just as other brushstrokes meant two foxes in the reeds. These marks were pictures that
were also sounds and aso words themselves. | spoke them.

The spider's web can catch the moonlight
but will not keep it.

"They arethewords painted on thefan | stole,” | said, knowing it. "But they do not make sense.
What spider? And what moonlight?'

"Any spider. No spider. Therearealot of things you do not understand, aren't there? Poetry is
perhapsthe least of them.”

"Thisispoetry?"

"You are lost between two worlds. Hard to balance on the edge of the fence, little fox." And
they dissolved back into the moonlight.

| licked the cut in my shoulder until it smelled clean, and dept that night under the torn-arches. In
the morning, the way back seemed clear, but it took until the middle of the afternoon to limp home.

17. SHIKUJO'SPILLOW BOOK

Things one does in one's husband's absence:

Cdligraphy and painting in the Chinese or the modern style. Playing on the thirteen-string koto
or the biwa-lute. Playing the sho pipes, the hichiriki or in fact any sort of flute makes one look
ludicrous, and more important, fed likeafool. Thereisno point to performing on the seven-string
koto, unlessoneisvery good, sinceits difficulty throws the performer'simperfectionsinto unpleasant
relief.

Poetry. We memorize famous poetry and useit in various games, matching the correct ending to
abeginning offered a random, or even writing anew ending.

| write my own poems, when it ispossible, or thereisareason. | aso rewrite the poems of
others, practicing my brush-work.

Go. Sugoroku-backgammon. Dice games. Rango. Tagi. Children's gameslike shdll-matching.

Contests of various sorts. We dig roots and judge them for shape and character. Or we attempt
to mix the sweetest scent, or the spiciest, or the gentlest. Or we race to gather the most duck feathers
or some such smdl thing. These were more amusing in the capital, when it was possible to match the
women against the men, but even here, | and my women contrive.



Templevidts, and consultations with dream interpreters, and asking questions of visiting monks
and nuns, if they are not too unkempt for polite society.

Writing sutras out in one's best hand. Thisisuseful for salvation, to lessen the number of liveswe
must suffer through; and also good for one's caligraphy.

When there are no date tabus, bathing and washing one's hair. Also cutting one€'s nalls.

Onaga likes binding notebooks, though this seems tedious to me. What is the purpose of an
empty book?

Layering robes, according to the season and our preferences.
Making flowers of colored papers.
Tending oné's gardens.

Reading monogatari-tales. Sometimes one wishes she were one of the charactersin the old
dories.

Truly, inalig likethis, my life does not seem very exciting. And perhapsthat isthe comfort of
such an exercise, in this circumstance at least. One's women watch one through all of this, of course,
but | fed at timesthat another watches, aswell. Perhapsif my life seemsdull, that onewill choose
another direction.

18. KITSUNE'S DIARY

| dept therest of the day | returned and al the next. | ate nothing, even when Brother brought
me half arabbit; barely staggered from the scrape to defecate and drink water from the nearest [ake.

The second night, Brother followed me when | walked acrossthe susuki grass, in clear Sght of
the main house. It was dusk and raining lightly. With Y ashifuji gone, there was no reason for anyone
to bein the wing that overlooked the lakes most clearly, but mostly | did not care who saw me, did
not care about anything but the most immediate need: thirst.

He hunched beside me as | lapped green-tinted water. "Are you sick?"

"Perhaps,” | said.

"Grandfather saysyes, but that it is not a disease we can catch from you, the rest of us."

| drank.

"What happened? Were you hurt?'



No.

"Y ou have acut on your shoulder,” he said mildly.

| shut my eyes and felt the water-scum dry on my lips.

"Siger! Tdl mewhat ishappening! How am | supposed to fed when you'relogt likethis?!
Brother said other things, ignorable things. Eventually he went away: | felt the grasses brush back in
place against my muzzle. It got dark and surprisingly cold. Theair thickened and settled into aband of
fog no higher than the tops of the pampas grass clumped around the lake. The mist around me was
too dense to see through, but overhead | saw the sky, dark as mourning, and theill-fed diver of the
moon. | shivered uncontrollably, hardly aware of it.

| could die. | did not understand the how or the why, but | fdlt it like apulse under my skin. |
had smelled death before. | had killed often enough; and then there were my other two siblings: there
and gone, aseadly asthat. | had never truly thought of it as something that might happen to me, but
how hard could it be?1 tried not to think of the moon-foxes mocking, tried not to think at all.

An animal skirted the nearest clump of pampas grass and hushed through the shorter grasses
toward me. It flopped with agrunt beside me.

"So." Grandfather said. ™Y ou followed him, and something bad happened.”

"Therewas—aknife—" | hated out; and then the story tumbled from me; the dog and Kayano
Y oshifuji'ssmel when | dept under his chin and the knife and the running. | was crying again; it
seemed to bedl | did anymore.

"Thisisthe cut." He touched his nose to the wound on my shoulder, sedled over and nearly lost
inmy fur. "It isnot serious. S0."

"Itisnot that. He let them hurt me, and he did nothing.”

"Wdl?'

"But | lovehim!"

"Youreafox. Ananimd."

"What does that mean?" | asked.

"Y ou have nothing in common. Why should he love you?"

"If were o different, how can | love him?"

"Loveiscuriosity sometimes. Concentrated wondering about the other one.”
"Hedrawsus," | said dowly. "Perhaps he doeslove us?' My chest hurt at the thought.

He snorted. "'If humans can love. We're foxes, we know what thisis. But him?We're just



something € se to wonder about.”

"Therewasmore,”" | said dowly. "When | was running? | came to ahuman place, ashrine. And
there were foxes. They were made out of moonlight, and they had no smell, and they said strange
thingsto me”

"Y ou've seen them." Grandfather seemed sad.

"Y ou have too?"

"When | wasyoung, hardly older than you, yes. They're Inari's foxes."
"The foxestold me Inari isagod."

"A humans god. Maybe a goddess. Not even the humans seem to know. Humans love their
rice. He overseesit all—plants, fields, season, harvest. She."

"Why did they cometo me?'
"Who knows," he snapped. "Ask them, why don't you?"'

What could | say? There was no answer here.

19. THE NOTEBOOK OF KAYA NO YOSHIFUJI

Therearemorningsit isamost impossibleto avaken. My lifewill bewhat it waswhen | fel
adeep the night before. Why arise? Why dress, break my fast, make polite conversation, write
artificia poetry? Nothing will have changed in the night.

When | fed likethismy dreams seem infinitely preferable and | cling to deep. Adeep, | hold a
dreamin my hands. It islike an exquisite fish that I've found in adark pool, so beautiful thet | cry at
the shimmer of its scales, or the tranducent fansthat are its fins. Someone speaks on the other side of
ascreen or aloon cdls; | half-wake and the fish drops with a splash back into the pool in which |
found it. | reach after it, willing myself back to unconsciousness.

Often | find the same dream waiting; | touch it again and swear thet thistime | will remember dll.
Waking, | recal only fragments—asméll; or avoice, rich asatemple bdl; or the skin of awoman's
inner thighs, softer and sweeter than cherry petds; or acertain qudity of light falling like snow around
me.

Thistrip | madeto the shrine of Kannon was like such an unremembered dream. | remember
fragments: afield so filled with blue cornflowers that its grasses seemed drowned in alake. A young
ricefield (further dong than my own, which are higher in the mountains and thus dower growing)
shimmered like drying silk hung in abreeze, giving formsto the wind's dance,

My first night traveling, afox crawled under thewall of the tent. | think she must havefdlen
adeep next to me, athough my servantsran in and frightened her off before anything dangerous could



happen. | know that this was true, because Hito fretted for days afterward about what might have
happened; but it all seems so unlikely that | fed | must somehow have dreamed it, and Hito and the
rest with me.

Kannon's temple seems somehow lessredl than the fox a my heart.

A few years back certain monks of the capita carved astatue of Kannon from half acypress
tree and threw it into the ocean, swearing to build a shrine where it washed ashore. A strange way to
worship: casting her to the sess, asif she were driftwood or afisherman's boat. She might have
landed on the North Idland, or been dashed to pieces on some rock out at sea. Or even floated to
Korea, | suppose. The monks seem to have had atouching faith that she would restrict her interest to
the aivilized world.

Which shedid not fail: the statue washed ashore on an abandoned beach anot inconvenient
distance from the capital. The priests built ashrine there on the shore. Here,

| suppose the temple and its outbuildings would not seem so impressive in the capita, where the
main palace's roof-peak stands taller than a cedar tree. Here, with stegp hills and uncontrolled forest
to one side and the shell- and seaweed-clotted beach on the other, they are miraculous.

| greet the appropriate officias and mention the offerings | intend to make—the scarlet-to-white
robes, and my wifeé'samulet case, and anumber of gold coins, and acommission for the Lotus Sutra
to be copied in slver ink on midnight-blue paper and illustrated with silver and gold paintings from the
Buddhaslife. All thisis evidently acceptable.

Dressed in red (having claimed the goddess spoke to me, how can | not?), | enter the centra
courtyard. The day hangs heavy and humid around me.

The shrine stands on postsin the center of alarge square of white gravel. The gravel is perfectly
clean. Not even aleaf disturbsits blankness. The shrineis built of cypressand cedar, its posts dyed
black, its deep eaves edged with gilded carved disks. Thelow grille of adog-barrier circlesthe
drine

A broad flight of stairs|eads up to the entrance. Trees stand in chest-high earthenware pots on
either sde, cherry and bamboo, neither at its best at thistime of year. The trees seem filled with
mulberry-paper butterflies: prayer dipstied to the branches as high asaman can reach.

Theair inddeis even hotter, and cloyingly sweet from the heavy clove and aniseincense. | squint
againg the darkness after the hard summer light. Thetempleislarge, but theinitial impressonisof a
rich madman's treasure house, a chaotic jumble of artwork and silks and scralls.

Kannon stands at the opposite end of the high-vaulted chamber, her silvered cypress wood
stained with soot from the il lampsthat give the room itsdim light. Kannon is both male and female;
in this manifestation, sheisfemae and stands three times aman's height, a soft woman with an
expression that might be merciful forbearance. Carved in the Chinese style, her robes probably cling
to her limbs, showing the shape of her legs; but in fact sheis quite modest, nearly lost in the layers of
robes and scarves pilgrims have draped over her. Her feet arelost in ajumble of offeringsand silver
lamp-stands.



Therest of the shrineis cluttered with the statues and offerings of healing Buddhas, bodhi sattvas,
spirit generals and miscellaneous esoteric deities and demons. (The gods seem to love company as
much as men do: you never see one in atemple without a cluster of othersto keep him or her
company.) It all ssemsfussy and graceless.

| gesture and one of my servants brings the robes and the amulet forward. | knedl ona
gold-embroidered cushion, bend forward until my forehead rests against the cool floor. A conch horn
sounds. Words are said.

| dlosemy eyes, trying not to beill. | am dizzy from heat and incense and sadness, disappointed
hopes | had not even redlized I'd had. Kannon isthe goddess of mercy. | lied about the dream, but |
had hoped that somehow this silvered statue would have the power, the magic, to cure my sorrows,
and alow meto return at peace.

And nothing has happened. Nothing has changed. Thereisno mercy, no magic. | am gtill Kaya
no Y oshifuji.

Evidently the priests saw me thus—knedling, eyes closed, fighting nausea and tears—and
assumed | was praying. Perhaps| was.

20. KITSUNE'SDIARY

When | darted to fed better, | began to watch Shikujo. She was human; she loved Y ashifuiji.
She must understand.

It was the end of thefifth month, but surprisingly hot for thetime of year (my grandfather
said—how would I know? It was my first summer). Most afternoons the sky clouded over and it
thundered and rained, but the air never seemed to clear. It stayed humid.

Mostly she moved in the innermost shadows of her wing. Because of the hest, the outer walls
were pushed aside or removed adtogether. Often her curtains and blindswere al tied up to alow the
dight breezesto cool the rooms. Only fox-eyes could have seen her there, in the heavy gloom.

Shikujo was very beautiful: elegant and graceful. Her voice was low-pitched and sweet
(especidly compared to her main servant, who cawed like acrow). Wrapped in unlined silk robes of
blue and yellow, she lay beside an armrest and awriting desk, and fanned hersdf with apainted fan.
Her servants brought her thingsto drink and little trays with bits of food on them, but mostly she did
not eat. Even in the heat, she and her women wore so many robes that sometimes| could not tell
which hegps of sk were women and which just cloth.

They played children's games with tops and hoops, they wrote and painted; they talked
endlesdy; they sewed still more robes; they called out the plaited-palm carriages and went to the
monastery one valley away and listened to the sutras being read. Occasiondly they played with one of
the black-and-white cat's seemingly limitless kittens, or with what | took to be a servant's child.



It seemed clear to methat dl these thingswere merely to fill her time until Y oshifuji cameto her.
Her life seemed full of twilight and waiting, and unacknowledged (and disappointed) hopes. What else
would she do? | knew that her only reason to live must be Y oshifuji, as he was mine.

In his absence, she sat often on her veranda overlooking the wisteria courtyard, where no one
could see her, at alittle table and wrote on hard pale gray paper stitched with red tapeinto a
notebook.

Y oshifuji had done this, too; but when Shikujo Ieft her things strewn about the veranda, her
women followed her and picked them up, like young animas catching the scrapsthat fal from the
adults mouths. Even they forgot, one night.

There was more danger here. Y oshifuji‘'s main verandalooked out on the formed garden, but the
wisteria courtyard was comparatively smal, paved with light-colored gravel, and enclosed on dl sides
by walkways. Except for the porcelain tubs holding the wisteria, there was nothing to hide behind,
leaving only the walkways or the house itsdlf under which to hide.

But | had learned this much from the thingsthat Y oshifuiji left on hisveranda: that the risk brought
the reward. When she went ingde in the evening, she seldom came out again, and never without such
arustling and chattering on the part of her women aswould scare away even acrow in good time. |
could not resist.

She had |eft her notebooks out, flipped open, on alow mahogany writing desk with legs shaped
like cats paws. She had written with anarrow brush in characters that seemed skittery, complex as
the patterns of birds footprintsin mud.

"I watched thelast of the smal robinsleaveits nest in the scarlet maple today. How transitory
youthid"

| nosed the page over. "How terrible to be left done by aman! Worse dill, if he does not say
good-bye before leaving.”

The next page: "l remember..." Thewriting trailed off, asif she had forgotten to write.

There wasanoiseingde. A woman sighed heavily, asif awvake. | crept off the veranda, and ran
back to the scrape.

21. SHIKUJO'SPILLOW BOOK

Onehot night | did not deep:
Onehot night 1 did not deep well, and had a frightening dream.

Somehow | found mysdlf in the main garden standing by one of the bridges. The fox man | had
the unsettling dream about so long ago stood near me. He was much older and grayer but il
straight-backed and el egant, wearing arobe leached of color by the moonless sky. He bowed
wordlessly. Because it was adream, | bowed back, barefaced but unembarrassed and equally



wordless.
He held a half-eaten mousein onelong hand. Thisis a memory from my son the other day, |

thought. | reached out and took the mouse in my fingers—and instead of flesh | felt a scrap of furred
pale gray paper. The caligraphy was sharp aswhiskers. | do not think it was a poem.

A woman struggles against the shape of her life, as do we all
| am sorry for the pain this causes.

"l do not understand,” | said at last, though | do not recall my lips moving.
"l expect not," hesad. "Nevertheless"

"What do you want?' | asked, thinking of hakama-trousers thrown over a curtain-frame, and a
poem/not poem whispered.

He snorted, which seemed very unlike adream to me. "What do you think?"

Robes pushed aside, flesh againgt flesh. "No," | whispered, meaning: | understand, and Please
do not ask me this.

"I thought not," hesaid, Sghing dightly. "Y our soniswel?'

"Yes" | sad, not thinking until later what a strange question thiswas. "Heisgrown tal for his
age, and clever. But then you have watched him in the garden.”

"I have. Why have you tried to hide him? Did you fear | would want him?"
"No," | said, and knew | meant it. He had hislife now—amate presumably: children, certainly.
"Why are you herein my dream, then? To give methis?' | held the mouse/poem out.

"Perhaps." He coughed. "And perhapsto ask you: do you remember that time years ago? When
last we met?

"l remember, yes." Then, because it was adream, and could not actually matter, | asked, "The
poem you spoke then, so long ago. I've never been able to remember it."

Hesmiled dightly. "I have never forgotten it. But it would take al night to repesat properly. Shdl |
reciteit to you?'

| shivered without knowing why, and shivering | awoke. | had walked in my deep into the
garden.

22. KITSUNE'SDIARY

"She'sso sad dl thetime," | said to my brother later that night.



Wetore at amerganser I'd caught, underfeathers making sticky clouds around our heads. "What
must it belike, to fed thingslike that?"

"I'm sad, I'm londly."

| snorted. "Not like her—you're just afox."
"What are you, sger?'

| ripped the duck's head freein silence.

"Do you think were so different, foxes, from humans?' he continued. "I want company, | deep
aone, I'm bored, waiting for you to run with me. | hate how al you do is hide in the shadows and
brood. Y our fur fals out in clumps, and you ezt too little, even when we catch things. Y ou smell sick.
Come play. Hunt. Anything. Be my sister again, beafox.”

"Don't you see? It's not that smple anymore. | love him. I've learned to cry. Everything has
changed.”

"How?If | cried and loved him, would this make me as good as you? Would you play with me
then?"

| growled, warning himto leaveit alone.

He only shook his head irritably. "I'm hedlthy, I'm young, it's summer, and there's enough to edt.
Lifeisgood. And you whimper in your deegp and agonize over nothing. It'slike watching your
reflection in apond and waiting for it to rise out of the water and touch noseswith you. What good is
thereinthis?'

I lunged for him. | have noticed since becoming awoman that thisis more common than | would
like to think, that we hate the oneswho tell usthe truth. | hope that thisis not universal. Even though
our dominance fights were long past, and | had won, at that moment | wanted to pin him and prove
with the strength in my body that he was wrong.

Itisrarefor adult foxesto fight, but we did. Even when we were kits, fightslasted afew
heartbesats, no longer; as1've learned, only between humans do they drag on. | won, but he ran away
before| could pin him, and | wastoo tired to chase him.

| despised him then. | was the strong one, the clever one. | had fdlenin love. He had not.

After this, | stopped watching even Shikujo. Why should 17?'Y oshifuji was not there.

23. THE NOTEBOOK OF KAYA NO YOSHIFUJI

Thetrip home from the shrines: there are trees, mountains, lakes, apair of waterfals. Willows
and reeds, vivid green from therain. A clacker inaricefidd: it fallswith asudden noise, and aflock
of crows and starlingswhirl up from the wet salks, to return momentslater. A man walksthrough a



field of grass so tdl that hisbroad straw hat seemsto float across the wet grasstassdls, gold against
slver-gray. All these things| should have exclaimed at and written nice little poems about; but | rode
through them dl, uncaring.

Thetrip was one dream; | return to another, grimly hoping that al thethings| ran away from
have somehow changed; that life with Shikujo in the wildswill now satisfy me. | am numb, hdfway
between two dreams, waiting to be happy again.

24. SHIKUJO'SPILLOW BOOK

On reading the Manyoshu:

Poemsin a notebook, stonesin a bowl—
they fall through my fingers
and speak to each other, if not to me.

25. KITSUNE'SDIARY

Y oshifuji returned on ahot, wet afternoon, when the air dternated between the silver haze of
rain and the golden haze of risng steam. | dozed in the cool silence beneath the side gatehouse,
dreaming restless scrgps that did away whenever | woke enough to shift my weight.

| felt hisreturn before | heard anything: a horse's hooves making the ground thrum. | jerked
awake. There had been no horses since he left. | bolted through the garden, not caring who saw,
down to the ruined gate. | heard my brother's startled yelp behind me as | ran. Perhaps 1'd stepped
onhim.

Hecameup as| huddled inthelogs. "Sister—"

"Shut up!" | snapped. "He'scoming!”

He backed away, ears pressed againgt his head.

The servants Y oshifuji had left behind had heard the noises of hisarrival amost as soon as|
had—I could hear their shouts—but my brother was gone, and | was hidden before they made their
way to the road.

| stayed out of sight in the bushes, but his horse shied when he passed too closeto me.

"Easy, easy, Kiku," he said, and patted the horse's neck. "We've been through the forest; what
here at home can frighten you?' He looked into the brush, where was hiding, but | knew he did not
see me: | would have sensed somehow if he had. When the horse was calm again, they passed into
the stableyard.

| followed and watched him dismount and walk through the gate between the yard and the
forma grounds. | ducked under the fence, and paced him aong the covered walkway. He went



sraight to hiswife's wing without stopping by his own rooms, even to straighten his robes.

| stole under the house. Women's voi ces dipped through the floorboards. Light, rapid footsteps
thrummed overhead. His footsteps were heavier, and made the floorboards shiver dightly, so that dust
sfted onto my upturned muzzle. As he moved, the footsteps and talk died away in acircle around
him, ripples of silencein apond of noise. | wonder if he redized that they tilled themsdvesfor him, or
that the other, the chattering and running, went on at all.

He stopped walking. "Wife." Hisvoice waslow compared to the women'slight tones of a
moment before.

"My lord?" The crow-voiced woman, Onaga, spoke. "Thisisal quite unexpected. We had
imagined—"

"My wife. Isshe here?’

"But of course. Shewill be so pleased to hear of your vigt. Alas, sheisquite—"
"Whereisshe?'

"In secluson, my lord."

| could imagine hisimpatient gesture, from having watched so much before. "Will | be made
unclean by seeing her?'

"No, it isnot that sort of tabu, but a dream told her to—"

"Wife?' he called, sumping from corner to corner of the house. The women overhead scurried
like mice away from histread, squeaking among themsalves. More dust fell on me. | stifled a sneeze.

"My lord—" Onaga sounded frustrated. "If you ingst on disturbing her reflections—"

"Here, husband." Shikujo's voice was lower than her women's, weary. She must have had
screens pulled around her, making atiny paper-walled room, because | heard one dide back inits
runner. | padded over to stand beneath her. There was along crack between two floorboards, asif
they had warped after being placed. Cool gray light divered down on me, and a scent, cedar and
aoes.

"Wife. | am back."

"So | percaive.” Humans. They talked so much, and so unnecessarily, stating obviousfactsto
one another. | did not know then about the polite nothings humans seemed to need, or about irony.
Y oshifuji seemed to understand both: he faltered.

"l am sorry. | know you werein seclusion, but | needed to... | did not redlize you were reading
your sutra”

"It does not matter,” she said. " So, husband. Welcome back. Was your trip a pleasant one?"



"It was alonger trip than | had expected. Please forgive my absence.”

| heard anoise, ascroll being rolled and dipped into its case.

"So slent, wife?" hesad findly.

Shesad: " Therabbit said nothing, but not from having nothing to say." "

| did not understand at dl, but Y oshifuji said, "What stops the rabbit? Are you angry?*
"Of course not. | am grateful you are back."

"Areyou? Please send the women away. I'd like to be done with you." Shikujo said nothing, but
| heard many light footsteps crossing overhead. "Now. What iswrong with you?'

Therewasalong pause. "l am sorry, husband. It has been difficult of late. But you've returned
safely. Thisisdl | prayed for. Did you receive whet you prayed for?"

"Oh, yes" hesad flatly. "It was wonderfully enlightening.”

Even| could hear theliein hisvoice, so it surprised methat Shikujo could missit as she seemed
to.

"Tel meabout your trip then."

Hesdghed. "1 went; | am back."

"That ssemsrather brief."

"It ssemsthat way, now. | missed you, wife."

"Ah," she said, but her voice seemed softer, moreforgiving. | did not understand this exchange:
anger? sorrow? Perhaps humans used their words so poorly that they used other sgnsto truly
communicate, Sgns| did not understand.

"Please come here, wife"

They embraced, soft noises of skin and silk. After atime | smelled their desirelike athin herba
smoke. | was past my heat, but my body hurt from the tension in my muscles, the wanting.

It did not seem strange to me then, that she might want him even as she fought with him. In my
experience desire was independent of anything but the need of flesh for flesh. Now that | have been
human, | wonder: how could they have reached through the miscommunications and londinessto
expose their throats to each other in this fashion? Perhaps they hoped that sex could reconnect them.
Perhapsit did. Perhapsit was yet another weapon between the two of them, as words and silences
had become.

For methen, what did | want from him? All | knew of closenesswas how mating felt with my
brother and grandfather; the warmth of my family crushed against me aswe curled up in the scrape;



the brief ingtant | lay againgt Y oshifuji's heart. | wanted his breath, his body, as close asthat again: any
space between us was too much.

| jumped onto the veranda. The outside walls of the roomswere al pushed aside or lifted; but
insde was amaze of screens and curtains placed at al angles. Most of the women had moved across
the corridor. | could see none of them, but | smelled their perfume and sweat, and heard their soft
VOICeS.

I moved without breathing through the weird little chambers and halls the screens and curtains
made, toward where Shikujo and my master were,

Silk moved; then Y oshifuji laughed throatily, and said:

"Hot rainy days—
Isit heat or lust that soaks your robes?"

"Tears, perhaps," she said. Poetry again, but she had known what he meant.

And thenit hit melike ablow, so hard it dropped meto my bdly: | will dways be on the
outside. Poetry wastheleast of it. Everything | did, all my work to understand hisworld, was usaless.
| was il afox.

| remember running through the darkening air. Mother and Brother were there, but | wanted
Grandfather, who was scratching fleas behind his ear with ahind leg. | snarled and tumbled him onto
his back, biting whatever | could reach but hoping for histhroat. | meant to kill him.

"How could you do this?' | screamed. "Y ou knew it was hopeless. Y ou knew."

"Shut up,” my mother snarled a me, and bit my leg in the soft web whereit joined my body.
"Youll kill usdl!"

Grandfather rolled me over, until he and my mother had me pinned, spineto thedirt and belly
bare. My face was crushed against my mother'srib cage, so | could not scream, could only grab
mouthfuls of dirty hair that caught in my throat and nose.

"Kill meif you mugt, or drive me away," Grandfather panted; "but not now, not for this. Listen to
rI.E.II

| held mysdlf ill, quivering. Mother rolled off me, and began licking her plucked side.

"Heisaman," Grandfather said. "Y ou are afox. What did you expect? Y ou smdll of musk and
carry vermin and you shit where you please.”

"Y ou knew | had no hopes!”
"l hoped you'd learn.”
" cannot livelikethid" | said. "'l will die"

"Thereis onething we can do," Mother said.



Grandfather snarled a her, "Crazy fox!" She ducked her head between her shoulders.
"What?" | asked her, ignoring Grandfather's anger.

"Magic," shesad. | ill trembled, but | stopped trying to hurt them.

"What do you mean?"

""She means you can take a human shape," my grandfather said weerily.

"It's possible?’ my brother asked. "It's not just stories?”

"I've doneit, once."

| burst out, "Why didn't you tel methis before?"

"I would not havetold you at al," he snapped. "Y ou're afox, child. What €l se could you be?
Y ou can change your shape, but you will till beafox.”

"Changeme," | hissed, "or | will kill you, and then | will die.”

"l suppose you will haveto learn for yourself. Wewill become human.”

"Wait!" Brother's earsflattened. "Why should | have to become human?"

"Weadl will," Grandfather said.

"l can leave," Brother said. "I am an adult now; | should go find my range, amate.”

"You should,” Grandfather said. "But you have not. Y our destiny isastangled as hers. And ours.
No. Wewill dl become human."

Mother interrupted. "We must. Because humans are so alone. We will need each other not to
dieof londiness."

"Why should | follow her into this?' Brother asked Grandfather.
"Because thiswill be my pack someday,” | snarled.

"Itsdill ming, little milk-sucker.”

"Why not mine?' Brother asked. "She'stoo rash!”

"And you are not rash enough,” Grandfather said. "Her curiosity and courage will keep her dive
when dl your caution will not.”

"And if | were bolder?"



"Then you would not betruly yoursef."
"Y ou say this, then you tell me to become aman? That ismysdf?"
"Peace," Grandfather growled.

"I know mysdf: I'm afox. | have my sSster—or had her, before this madness—I have awhole
wood full of thingsto eat, and smells, and adventures: why would | trade thisfor humanity?"

"Humanity offersthingswe cannot even imagine" Grandfather said. "That istheir magic—that
they can aways see beyond what is. Which iswhat your sster does, when she dreams of Y oshifuji.”

| shivered miserably, despite the hot night.

20. THE NOTEBOOK OF KAYA NO YOSHIFUJI

After sex, my wifeand | walk to my wing, where | change from my (now twice-stained)
traveling clothes, and then we wak down to the lake-viewing pavilion. The evening sky over the
mountainsisthe color of certain day lilies, gold and peach shading together, with dark smudges of
cloud overlad.

Great ayu-trout aslong as my forearm hang motionlessin the water, their shapeslooking like
mossy stones. Dragonflies hover over the water's green-rimed surface. The water dimpleswhen one
lands. A fish flicks upward. Its mouth sucks water; the dragonfly vanishes. It happens asfast asaman
can draw abreath. There are predators everywhere; | am not overfond of trout.

Servants have placed incense potsin the pavilion, to keep the mosquitoes away. Thin smoke
hangs around us, making our eyes water; mosquitoes still bite us, but no doubt there are fewer of
them.

"Look!" Shikujo suddenly cries.

"What?" If she were anyone but hersdlf, | would think her cry a scream.

"At the other end of thelake. Seeit?"

| squint through the darkening insect-thick air. "I see some weeds, a bit of the thousand-year
oak, and the half-moon bridge over the stream. What am | supposed to see?!

"An... anima." Sheiswhite-lipped and looks about to faint. "A... fox."

Thefragile peace we forged with our bodies shivers. "A fox, again? They'd never come so close
to people—" | stopped, remembering the fox under my chin.

"But they do!" Shelooks asif she watchesthe fading sky, her head tilted back, except for a
single streak of tearsthat runs across her cheekbone and into her black hair. And her words, which
pour from her in torrents: "I am so sorry, but they've been watching us. Me, while you've been gone. |



have stood in my rooms, back in the shadows, and I've seen them. Their ears and throats glow white
in the moonlight, it issmple enough to see them. | found muddy pawprints on the veranda by my
writing materia's one morning. Why would they watch, if they did not crave our souls?!

"Wal," | say blankly.
"And you, my lord! | looked through your writing box and I—"
"Y ou read my letters?’

"—1I found sketches and poems. About the foxes. What karma are you working out, that we are
haunted by them?

"And your karma? What makes you behave so strangdly? You talk asif | were the center of
everything here”

Unexpectedly, sheflushes. "Please. If | have been at al satisfactory, find the foxhole and dig it

"I'm sorry for the dream, but | will not kill them,” | say. How can | kill them, when | do not
understand yet what draws meto them? | am sorry for her, but | am also angry, hurt by her pain, by
her unwillingnessto pretend everythingisdl right.

Shikujo stands.

"Howl all you like at the moon;
yelling bringsit no closer.”

| st alone until darkness settles, but | see no foxes.

27. KITSUNE'SDIARY

My brother and mother lay outside our scrape, on the forest side of the collapsing fence. | was
going to be human and Y oshifuji would love me; for the moment | could lie beside them without the
congtant frustration that had haunted me so.

It was late, but the sky overhead was the color of cherry blossoms, fading to dark bluein the
east, where apeach-gold moon rose. | say this, "the sky,” asif it were athing, when "sky" isno more
than space. When had | learned to notice such nothings? What did | see, when | saw "sky"?1 tried to
explain my puzzlement to my family, but only Mother understood, putting down her much-gnawed
deer leg, scavenged from amountain wolf'sleavings.

"Yes'" shesad. "Seeing the sky islike seeing ahole.”

"Anyone can see ahole. The sky? Thereés nothing to see,” Brother said irritably. Hed been
impatient alot lately.

She pointed with her long muzzle. The bamboo fencing had agap large enough for afox to jump



through. "What do you see?'
"Thehole"

Mother yawned. "No. Y ou see the fence. Y ou see the garden on the other side. But that is
through the hole: not the same."

" Are we seeing through the sky? What's on the other side?’ | asked, but Mother was aready
chewing theleg again.

Brother snorted and jumped to hisfeet. "l seeacrazy old fox, iswhat | see. And acrazy young
one"

Grandfather appeared suddenly from the forest. "It istime, Granddaughter.”

28. SHIKUJO'SPILLOW BOOK

Littlecomfortsin difficult times

| eat chipped ice with liana syrup. For amoment it is possible to forget how hot it is.

A dragonfly settles on the end of my brush. There are no wordsfor how beautiful | find it, likea
jewel owned by agoddess. | lift the brush, to seeit more closdly. | think: hereit is, but it isaready
gone, flown away in an eye-blink.

Rereading aletter from my mother.

A beewalks dowly across a shoji-screen, leaving atrall of tiny gold-pollen footprints.

Onagacombsmy hair.

| cannot bear to cut dew-wet flowers, but sometimes my women bring themin for me. | love the
green smell of the broken stems, the delicate scent of the dew.

Thewaxing moon. | ook for the rabbit there: surely life cannot be dl bad, when arabbit livesin
so unlikely aplace?

29. KITSUNE'SDIARY

"It is hard work becoming human,”" Grandfather said. "The magicis complex.”
"Isit the clever paws magic?' Brother asked.

"A different one." Grandfather flattened hisears. "A painful one. Do you redly think itisworthiit,
Granddaughter?”



"Yes" | sad. What did | know? All I knew about pain was from thorns and pulled muscles, the
knife cut on my shoulder and the ache of my interrupted breeding with my brother. Thornsworked
themsalves out; muscles hedled; the cut's scab had flaked off, leaving hedlthy pink flesh and new hairs.
Painswere not permanent. Any of these things seemed asmdl pricewhen | saw Y oshifuji St done
drinking sake and watching the night.

"Well. Find ahuman skull and bring it to me."
"What?" | asked.

"Why does she need askull?' Brother tipped his head, eyeing Grandfather from the corner of
oneeye.

"Y our Sster wants to be human: she needs human eyes, a human mind. Wheredseisshegoing
to get them?"

"If itisanything like an animd skull, therewon't be any eyes|eft,” Brother said with gloomy
satisfaction.

"If that's how it works, won't we al need skulls?" | asked.
"No," Grandfather said. "Y ou're the center of this. Do you want it or not?"
"Y es, but why do we need skulls? Can't you just, um, do something? Something magica ?'

"Magic does not happen by itsdlf. Y ou want to be human? Find askull.” He settled on his
haunches and closed his eyes: the end of the discussion.

So | |€ft, trotting a ong the humans path up theridge.

A near-full moon moved through asky filled with clouds that shredded acrossits face and
glowed from behind. The path flickered dark to light under my toes as | walked through the tree
shadows. The moon paced me, soared from cloud to cloud, like acrow following akilling animal.

Where would | find ahuman skull? | had never seen one, dthough I'd torn flesh off bones often
enough to imaginewhat it should look like. I could not kill ahuman for its skull: not even awolf done
could do such athing, unless the human was small or weak. Somehow I'd have to find an existing
skull.

Back in the spring, before Y oshifuji had come to the house, one of the peasants had died in his
deep. | smdled hisdeath the night | killed the kitten. Itstaste had still been sharp in my throat when
I'd crouched in the bushes behind the big kitchen house.

It had been late. For a change there were no fires, no chattering coming through the crack in the
wall beside me. The wind changed and blew through the house and drifted out the crack, and then |
smelled desth: the sourness of loosed bowels, and ahuman's last breath—not a sudden squedling, as|
was used to (the kitten had squedled), but along, soft exhdation without afollowing in-breeth. The
human must have lain just on the other sde.



The next morning the others carried him up into the mountains and | followed them. They laid his
body in abox covered with an orange cloth and laid that on a stack of wood in aclearing in the
woods. A man touched the stack's bottom with atorch in severa places. It caught fire quickly enough
that | think they must have done something to make it burn more easlly.

The smoke wasincredibly thick. It smelled greasy, like an oil lamp, and burned my eyes; but |
did not leave, even frightening as the flames and the people's howling were. In the morning they put
out the firewith sake, and dug the bones from the ashes and placed them in apot. There had been a
skull, but it was in pieces, shattered by the hest.

Now | walked up to where the man had been burned, hoping. There was nothing left, not even
the taste of ash in the dew on the grass. A path led from the clearing higher into the mountains. It
smelled of asingle man's swesty feet, so | followed it. Perhaps, | thought hopefully, another man
would dieinthe night, and thistime | would be there to stedl his skull. | wasyoung; | knew nothing
then.

The path led to asmall hut without araised floor and thatch faling from itsroof in clumpslike
diseased fur. Thelintel over the door was snapped in two, and the entire hut buckled around the angle
caused by the break. Therewas no light and no brazier inside, but | heard someone Singing.

It was aman: he smelled of stae urine and grime, age and sickness. Seeing only darkness past
the collapsed lintel, | crept closer to the dark doorway.

The singing stopped. | froze, one paw off the ground. Now | saw the eyes gleaming out at me,
and aglint that might be aknife raised by an invisble hand.

"Redly, fox," hewheezed. "Y ou might wait until these old bones are at least alittle cold.”

| watched, knowing | wasgoing to die.

"I'm not going to hurt you," he said, asif he knew. "Not that you don't deserveit, trotting up like
someone's pet dog. | suppose | could, to keep you from stealing my rice; but thislate in the game, |

just can't force mysdlf to care. Even afox has karma; maybe yoursisto harass me, hey—or a chance
at rebirth. Have you heard the words of Buddha, fox?' The gleam resolved itself to ametal

begging-bowl. " Speak up, speak up.”

| put my paw down carefully. No human had ever talked to me. Even Y oshifuji, when we were
trapped in the storehouse, spoke more to himsdf than me. "What is karma?"

More laughter; more coughing. "' So you can speak. My whole life, no animal has ever talked
back when | spoketo her."

"Why did you talk to me, then?"
"It couldn't hurt."
"Tdl mewhat karmais. Also Buddha."

"Right to the point, little fox? Y ou must crave enlightenment. Fifty years1've beena



monk—that's more generations of foxes than you have toes, | expect—and | ill don't know." Hedid
not seem dangerous. | sat down, cocked my head. "1 suppose you deserve a better answer than that.
| wish | had one. Well. Buddha—who was aman, along time ago; now he'sagod. This
happens—hislessons taught meto listen ingde until | heard nothing, and then | would bethere. In
Paradise, which isalso nothing. Karmaisthe way we get there.”

This made no sense. "Isthat poetry?' | asked.

"It'sacontradiction, iswhat it is. So I've searched for the sllence my entirelife, and dl | found
were more questions. Whereas | expect you've had nothing but silence your whole life, en? Except
that you're talking to me now. How silent can your life be?"

| shook my head, confused, trying to didodge his rambling conversation, which buzzed like afly
inmy ear.

"Wdl, I'll find silence soon enough, | expect,” he said. "Too soon, maybe, except that it's never
supposed to be too soon for the next stage of enlightenment. So. An old man wants silence; but what
doesafox want? I've never been ableto ask before. | guessI'm dying, hey."

"I want to be ahuman."

"You do?' He started laughing and coughing again. At last he hacked out agob of mucus and
gpat it on the dirt between us. "Well, well. So | suppose you're out hunting for askull. Y ou can't have
mine, you know," hesaid sharply. "I'll fight if | haveto.”

"l would not—"

The old man relaxed. "'l shouldn't encourage you, anyway; you should go through the cycles of
rebirth, not try to jump straight to human without learning the lessons; but | don't care. Either you have
asoul or you don't; I'm no bodhisattva, to teach you."

"1 saw them burn aman once," | said, "when he was dead. There was nothing |eft afterward
except scragps. And thesme L.

"And you're wondering what the soul is, if theré's nothing left but smell, hey?"
"Yes," | said dowly, confused. "'l suppose so.”

"It's gone. Hah. What you should worry about iswherewill you find askull, if they al get burned
up."

| had not even thought of this, not yet. Hismind made legps | could not follow, so that talking to
him was like talking to my mother. Only he was human, so he must know things, and my mother was
haf-witted.

"Well," he said. "Sometimes they're buried, dead people. There's acemetery, up by the shrine
for themountain Kami. But don't tell the ghosts | told you, or they'll never let merest in peace. Now
go away. | can't imagine what I'm doing, talking to afox. Shoo!" He threw the metal bowl at me. |
had not expected it; it caught me on the chest and | rolled over backwards and then bolted.



| ran, and then (a safe distance away from the old man and his fly-bite conversation) | walked
the direction he told meto go, up to aridge and into the next valey. When morning came, | had not
found it yet, S0 | dept out the day with the smell of mint so strong in my nogtrilsthat | knew I'd never
be found.

| found the temple early that evening, following the thick incense that threaded through the
woods. It was nothing like the little shrine where the moon-foxes spoke to me: it was ared building of
dark-stained timbers and shingled roof. The incense came from inside the temple. A dozen men's
Vvoices sang words on asingle note so fast that | could not understand. Near the temple were smaller
buildings: akitchen building (it smelled likefood), adormitory (swest), astable (oxen), aguest house
(disuse). And overlaying al these scents, light as dawn fog asit burns away, was the smell of cleaned
bones and rotting flesh. It led me afew steps down yet another path, into asmall clearing clustered
with wooden tablets hung with prayer flags.

The scent of the nearest grave was muted by the earth it seeped through, but | could smell the
singlerotting body. | tracked the scent to ahillock of dirt hidden in the shadows of atree at the edge
of the cemetery. | checked carefully: no onewasthere. So | dug.

Foxes can dig and do. But thiswas harder than digging the scrape under the side gatehouse had
been: harder than anything I'd ever done, anything I'd even heard of any fox doing. The dirt was
hard-packed, heavy, with clay init. When my toes got caked with dirt, | bit the soil out from between
them, and dug. After atime my paw padswereraw, and thedirt | bit free tasted of blood. The smell
of the corpse got stronge.

Why would humans do this? It had not made sense to me, that they would burn their dead, but
thiswas worse. They had to somehow make this happen, go out of their way to causeit.

My claw caught on fabric. | pulled free, and brought a bit of snagged cotton with my paw.

IIHW!H

| jumped backward, out of the hole, and whirled around, and saw awoman made of mist. Like
the moon-foxes, she had no smell (though the corpse certainly did); but they were strange and
perfect, and she was awarty, decaying old lady without teeth.

"Wha are you?"'

"A ghod."

"Can you hurt me?'

"Yes," shesad. Her hair whipped around her head, like lake weedsin a storm. She bared her
toothless gums.

"l don't believeyou," | said. How could she? She was made of migt, of nothing. She had no
teeth. | went back to digging.

"Stop it! | wasarich woman. | wasthe primary wifeto Tairano Sadafun, when | wasdive."



"Y ou're dead now. Why are you still here?* The corpse's rotting robes fell apart when my claws
touched them. The skin of the face doughed from its cheekbones. The eyeswere gone: gummy
dirt-crusted sockets. The mouth opened and spoke.

"Wheredsewould | go? Thisismy body."

| paused. "I've seen bodies before. Mice and things. They rot away, and then there'sjust bones.”

"They tell me'll bereborn, and | believed it when | was dive, but now—how can | believe
them?1 didn't think I'd die, and look what happened.”

"Reborn? Everything dies” | said.
"What do you know? Y ou're afox. They say you do not have asoul, but | do not believe that,
either. Why should I? | have one, and I'm afraid of the darkness and of rebirth, forgetting everything |

Even asaghogt, thiswoman chattered the way al humansdid. | scraped moredirt free.

"Leave me done, thisisdl | have." No longer supported by soil, the head |olled on its decaying
neck.

"Goaway." | sad.
"Why?' the dirt-clogged jaws said. "What makes you so important that you dig me up?'
"1 need your skull to become human.”

"Hah. Y ou'll never be human. A fox and aghost—we're neither of us human, but at least it was
my skull once. Leaveit done!"

"No. At least you've been human."

"You'reaive and I'm dead and you envy me? I'd rather be afox running dive in the woods than
adead Buddha. What can you want?'

"Love." | mouthed the neck and tasted grainy sweetness.

Something moved againgt my lip asthe ghost laughed bitterly. "Thereis moreto lifethan love.
Mercifully. Humannesswill not assure that he lovesyou.”

"But it gives me achance. A fox and aman?| have no other hope."

"It is better to live asafox than love and suffer asawoman. | know: | waited for my husband's
step out on the veranda, and histouch at night. But now that 1I'm dead, I've learned some secrets, and
one of themisthis: that awoman'slot is shadows and waiting. I'd have traded it al for the chanceto

stand barefaced in the summer sun. Youreafool, fox," the ghost said, and spat dirt at me.

| had her neck between my teeth. | wasfurious; | jerked my head, and her rotting spine



snapped. The head spirded through the air. The ghost-woman lunged for it, but her hands passed
through it. She shrieked and shivered into blades of light, like light through atree, and was gone.

30. THE NOTEBOOK OF KAYA NO YOSHIFUJI

Thevalley istoo hot, too relentlesdy fertile for my present tastes. Therice plants seem afinger's
width taller every morning. Even the trees—larch and birch and witch hazel— ook uncomfortably hot,
their leaves restless and too pae. The only optionsfor hunting just now seem to befrogsin the fields
and the thousand birds that seem to live on frogs: gulls, herons, crows.

Abovedll this, | sriderestlesdy in thethick cover that foreststhe dopes. It isdightly cooler than
thevdley; mogtly it is shaded. Theforest isredly too thick just here to use abow effectively, but | do
not enjoy spear-hunting. Thekilling istoo direct, too immediate, for my civilized tastes. Instead | kil
my prey at adecent distance, and servants (of course there are servants; there are always servants)
collect the kill and discreetly makeit vanish into the kitchen building at the end of the day.

Before| left, Hito asked what | was hunting and | had to admit that | had noidea. | am here
because it isahazy hot afternoon in the valley, aday suitable for deegping or drinking or making love,
and not much else, and | am too restlessfor these. | am here because | think (in some unenlightened
corner of my soul) that it will fee good to kill something.

After thefirst night of my return from Kannon's shrine, my wife has been unavailable. She went
into seclusion for her monthly coursesthe day after | returned. Then she was observing afast date;
then she was preparing to pray at theloca monastery. Lately she has not even had excuses. Sheis
just tragicaly, apologeticdly, unavailable.

| would be annoyed, but | redlize thiswithdrawa isjust alogica extenson of an dready existing
state between us. She has been unavailable to me for much longer than afew weeks, but the fact we
il had sex concedled it somewhat.

It might be better thisway. | am not happy, but | have not been for along time. Now &t least |
redizethat | cannot and should not expect my wife or son to miraculousy make sense of my life, to
make me happy.

| have seen nothing of the foxes, not even out here where | stalk, longing to kill.

31. KITSUNE'SDIARY

It took afull day to return. The ghost cried for awhile. Her sobs resonated through her skull into
my jaw, sound without noise. | found the skull harder to carry than the fan had been; too heavy and
round to hold firmly in my teeth, it often dipped free and rolled a ong the ground.

| was halfway home, teetering down the bank of alittle stream, when it fell and bounced down
to land half inthewater. | did after it; it was not going anywhere, so | stood paw-deep in
mountain-cold water and drank. The water was chill and sweet, and cleared my mouth of the sticky



gaminess of the skull'sflesh. My neck and jaw ached. | stretched and yawned hugely.

The cover downwind quaked. A lot of scavengers had smelled my skull and cometo seewhat it
was, but they'd &l been birds or rats. Whatever disturbed the bushes was my size. | braced my legs
over my skull and growled.

A fox stepped through.

She was afema e somewhat older than |, with amask that outlined her mouth and €l ongated
eyesin black. I'd never seen her before. She belonged to adifferent family.

| wasin unfamiliar territory, done, and | needed the skull. She had family; thiswaswhere she
belonged. | did the only thing | could: abased mysdlf to the strange fox. "I am passing through, back to
my home," | breathed at her, watching warily from my averted face. "1 am sorry | am here. | will leave
now, immediatdy.”

She picked her way down the side of the stream and stood a bare lunge away. Silent.

Keeping my head turned, | grabbed the bit of spine a the base of the skull and dragged it
through the water, away from her. She made no move to follow me and made no noise.

I've never understood this, even asawoman. It was asif we were different breeds and could
not speak, or asif she were unthinking, amere animal. But she cannot have been that. Shewas afox,
aswas|. Wherewas the difference?

32. SHIKUJO'S PILLOW BOOK
In the seventh month:

In the seventh month, one felt safe again. One's husband had returned from atrip. Theair
hummed with the sound of a cicada close to the ruined gate a the bottom of the garden. On itsway to
the first new moon of autumn, the moon was plump in cloud-free skies, and the world outside seemed
brilliantly lit. The garden was tamed now, and few creatures would step across the shining stones and
sands between the grasses and the house. Nothing could happen to us, even if weleft the blinds open.

My women were adeep, but | often found it too hot. Onagawould have stayed up with me, but
| craved solitude. | ordered her to deep, and afew times she even did so, dozing in spite of her
intention of only pretending unconsciousness.

There was one such night, when the moon was dill nearly full and the air hung hot and ill. | sat
reading a monogatari -tale sent from the capital, until the moths found the flame of my lantern and
hurried to their next life, dropping their shed bodies as delicate ashes onto my opened scroll. After
that, | snuffed the lantern, and sat in darkness, watching the slver light of the moon ease acrossthe
wisteria courtyard, shadows shifting imperceptibly until they seemed to suddenly legp acrossarailing
or stone. | had awhite fan once, as bright and round as the moon—no ornament, no ink staining its
surface. Where did it go? | wondered.



Assdlently asthe gliding shadows, someone seated himsdf beside me, smelling of spices. "Lady,”
he said, and the voice was as familiar as aremembered dream. The fox man.

"Why areyou hereagain?’ | turned my face away, and my hair fel between us. "I havetold you
I will hear no poemsfromyou."

"But thisisanew one," he said, and his voice was haf-amused. But only haf-amused: the rest
held sadness and a surprising shyness. Do you wonder why your husband watches foxes?

| stiffened. "I have no ideawhat you are talking about.” Thiswas a stranger, after dl, eveniif |
was only dreaming him. It seemed ingppropriate to speak of such thingsto him.

"No doubt. Neverthedess. He watches them because he islonely for something you cannot give
him”"

| sad nothing.

"Heiswild; you are civilized. Too much so, | expect. | am civilized, too—more so than your
husband, even being what | am. My granddaughter? Who can say? Sheis till young.”

There was nothing to say; | had no ideawhat he was talking about.

"S0, lady. Helongsfor you to be aswild asheis”

"Indeed, we are quite—wild, asyou say. There aretimes—" | stopped, my face unbecomingly
warm. | wastelling him things | would not have said to my husband. A memory of the poem of shed

hakama-trousers and soft touches returned with startling clarity.

"] expect 0," he said. "Wild enough, at least in sex. But your heart? Soft and easily Sartled—a
rabbit's heart."

The moonlight had shifted again, and afragment of light glittered on the porcelain of one of the
wisteriapots, picking out apair of painted indigo kaodori birds. | had seen the pot so often before, in
sunlight and rain: how had | never noticed before this that the birds danced together? "1 am no rabbit,”
| said dowly. An extraordinary conversation, even for adream.

"Oh, they arefierce enough, rabbits. But he does not understand a rabbit's heart, does
he>—And he keeps hoping your heart will be something so grand that it transforms him. Not you. In
the end heistoo sdfish for that."

"I do not understand. | need to change?'

"No. There arethose who prize your heart asit is."

"You?' | said sadly.

It was avery short poem hetold methen. A poem in which along-fingered hand touched my
face. | stopped him before the poem went on, to subsequent lines or the envoi.



33. KITSUNE'SDIARY

The wait for the full moon was along one. Grandfather was often gone those nights, and said
nothing of where he had gone.

"Tonight," Grandfather said. Grabbing the skull in my teeth, | followed him out through the ruined
gate, past the reeking humid rice fields, into the marshes. Heled mein silence through bramblesinto a
clear space saturated with icy light, and floored with short grasses and water glittering between their
stalks. A fora-arch like the one I'd seen at the moon-foxes shrine stood to one side: packets of food
lay besideit.

My teeth chattered. "Isthisashrineto Inari?

"Inari isone of athousand gods," he said. "Ten thousand. Who knows why people worship
here?'

"When | am human, I'll know," | said.

"Poor little bug-eater,” he said. "Y ou think everything will be solved if you take awoman's
shape. Areyou so surethisiswhat you want? Thereis no way to unlearn these lessons.”

"It'stoo late,” | whispered. "I know what | want."

"Very well. Placeit on your head,” he ordered.

"How do you know how to do this?'

"Do you think you're the only one who has done this? Now."

I had no hands, no clever fingersto lift and balance the skull. | pushed my nose under, asif
pushing aside a heavy bough.

My grandfather's eyes were hidden in the shadows cast by his own ears. He seemed terrible and
remote, and somehow unbearably sad.

"Bow to the seven stars of the Great Bear."

Afradit might dip, | tipped my head carefully, but it clung asif held there by sap, aheavy rotting
weight on my head, the upper jaw an arc across my brow. | felt each tooth like a heavy bead.

Hetold me: ™Y ou will say this"" And then he said words, in the language of the humans.
I'd spoken with others: my family al my life, the old man in the woods, a strange vixen and a
dust-colored bitch-dog, aghost. But | had never spoken aoud, not this awkward writhing of lipsand

tongue. My grandfather's voice was harsh and unfamiliar: abark and a sob together.

| tried to repeat the sounds he made, but al that came out was awhimper. "1 can't do this. Show



me another way, Grandfather."
"Thereisnone. Speeking is part of becoming awoman.”
| tried again, but my throat knotted and silenced itsdlf. "I can't.”
"Then youll never beawoman.”

| tilted my face up to the moon, the skull clinging like acap. | barked once, then again: anger and
grief and frudtration. A fox noise.

The moonlight hissed like migt faling around me. Washed silver, my grandfather sesemed to
shimmer. Like areflection on water, one of Inari's moon-foxes overlaid itsalf and spoke: "Choose."

And thewords came. My jaw clenched from the effort, but they came out in halting breaks,
strange sounds forced through athroat and mouth never meant to speak.

| stood in the hissing silver space. Nothing happened. There was no magic, no changes.
| shook the skull free and screamed at my grandfather. "Thiswas nothing! You lied!"

He jumped out of my way eadly, asif he werein fact the moon-fox 1'd so foolishly mistaken him
for.

"Wait!" he cdled after me, but | was dready gone, racing toward the garden, insane with anger
and disappointment.

Thevaley spread before me: rice fidlds and marshes, overhung with trees that tore the strange
slver light to shreds.

| ran faster than | ever had before, my spine curling and extending too tightly: acat'srun. Pain
shot up my spine, dong my bones. My flesh clenched and caught, cramping and stretching. Low
branches dashed & my eyes and face. My pulse thrummed through me like the throbbing of gongs. |
gplashed through warm water, sticky with summer's green dime. It felt like blood, smelled like rotting
things, and burst into pale cold fire as | stepped through it: marsh gas. Foxfire.

I smelled blood from ahundred scratches, and then redlized | was bleeding everywhere, from
the nine openings of my body—eyes and ears, nostrils and mouth, vulvaand anus—from every hair's
root. | was dying for no reason, for thefolly of placing adead woman's skull on my head and wishing.

Thiswas magic like the moon-foxes. But that had been eerig, like a dream after eating poppies.
Thiswas now, thiswasred. | screamed with pain and fear and anger and ran on. There wasno
reason to stop. Magic could kill me as surely running as standing.

The little stream that ran between two of the lakeslay just ahead. | gathered myself and leapt
across. Inthereflection | glimpsed my outline againg the sky: awoman's shadow cast againgt a shoji
-screen.

| stumbled when | landed. | was awoman. | had hands; breasts; narrow feet; hips. When |



touched my face with my fingers, | felt anose and cheekbones and eyebrows. There was no blood
anywhere on me. Perhaps the copper-smell had been a dream, part of the magic.

| tilted my head back and laughed, my first sound as awoman.

Someonerustled. | froze. | had ended here, besde the lake closest to my master'swing. When |
looked up, Y ashifuji stood on the veranda, dmost lost in shadows my fox-eyes would have seen
through ingtantly. | squinted; he squinted back. | was awoman now. What would | fear? Carefully
(my body was unfamiliar to me, a huge gawky thing held together by balance and sinew) | stood. The
moon fell full on me. | was naked. | waited for him to see me, to come out into the dew and moonlight
and mate with me.

And he laughed: "Bright nights, little fox, make men and beastsrestless.”" He had seen me, but
not as awoman. | sobbed: my second sound.

My grandfather appeared beside me, nuzzled a my fox'sface. "Y ou thought that was dl there
was? That you were human now?' Histone mocked at me, but | wept on. "Y ou're naked, you have
no arts. Y ou cannot speak to him, cannot match robes or write poetry or do anything civilized. He has
awifewho is beautiful and gentle and clever. And you, you're fill afox. No: you saw aglimpse of a
woman in the moonlight, of the woman you might become. Thisisjust the beginning of themagic.”

And we began.

34. SHIKUJO'SPILLOW BOOK

Thisjournd of mine:

Thisjournd of mineislike gossamer, no more than ashimmering in the summer sky, or the
thread of a spiderweb that gleams across a doorway.

| write about the things that interest me, that might perhapsinterest friendsin the capitd. | make
lists, write about visiting the monastery, or the smell of the ornamental grasses gone to seed outside
my rooms, or the taste of cold green noodles and vinegar when my women bring food to me. But
thesethingsareilluson, my pillow book anilluson of anilluson—like apainting of spiderwebs, not
even the spiderweb itsalf. And even the spiderweb can be stepped through. My thoughts—abstract
and uncertain asthey are—are the true redity, because they shape dl theillusons.

A spider spins her web in my hushand's house. He does not care, but | do. | cannot watch him

collapsein on himsdf, like abeggar's hut. More: | cannot alow my son to watch hisfather dissolve
likethis. My thoughts are not the only redlity | can control.

35. THE NOTEBOOK OF KAYA NO YOSHIFUJI

| amwriting, or trying to. At last | saw one of thefoxesagain, last night. | was pacing along my
veranda, and caught her watching me. Her? | guess her gender. How could | tell, haf agarden away?



| annot a al sure of my ability totell. Even thefox that dept under my chin: | imagine her tobea
fema e because thisin someway fitswhat | imagine of foxes, or of mysdlf.

Unableto forget, today | grind ink and select afurred paper with acast of orange so dight asto
bedmog invisble,

Three lines have cometo me:

While | watched the moon,
the moon watched the fox,
and the fox watched me—

"Whereistherest of the poem?' Shikujo, standing behind me. How surprising: she has walked
acrossto my roomsin the clear daylight. Onaga and the inevitable others stand afew paces away.
She must havetold them to keep their distance. "There are till two lines missing to make a waka."

I look up at her and smile. "'l do not know," | say honestly. "I'm till waiting for them to cometo
rre”

"The poem and your life" She sghsdightly and knedls beside me with asingle fluid movement,
likeacat. "I know better now than to ask you to give up the foxes, to destroy them.”

| look down guiltily & my poem. "'|—"
"l am so sorry, husband. I'vetried to be agood wife, but | find mysdf failing, again and again.”
Thismust beirony. Sheisexemplary; she must know thisassurely asl. "1 do not think—"

"L et me end your poem." Shetips her head to one Sde, and that incredible hair of hers conceds
her face. One hand reaches up to brush it back, but she stopsthere, hand inthe air, like a statue of a
dancer inthe formal court dances.

She speaks.

"While | watched the moon,

the moon watched the fox,

and the fox watched me—
Trapped outside this circle of three,
others moved unnoticed."

My throat closes. | clear it, but my words sound hoarsein my ears. "What are you saying, wife?'

"Pleaseforgive me. | am returning to the capital.” Her voiceiscam, but the pale hand still hovers
asif she hasforgotten where sheléft it.

"Thereisno point to returning until the new season. It'stoo hot to travel comfortably. Can't

we—

"l am sorry, no. It must be now." Shetouches my hand. | fed her trembling and realize this
serenity she shows meislike apaper boat on ariver: thetiniest wave will swamp it and it will
dissolve.



"Why?' | ask baldly. "I know you fear this place, but—"

"Fear it?" She laughs once, such aharsh sound that | do not immediately recognizeit, coming
from her. "l suppose| do. | must leave, husband.”

| have been here for severad months, drunk on a sort of bitter wine of sadness and sdlf-pity. She
wishes usto leave, my wife; well then, we could leave, and be back in the capital before thefirst
leaves fdl there. Perhapsthere, we would again share more than courtesy and sex. Perhaps. My heart
twistswithin me, apang of anguish. It isasif she were holding out happinessto me again, and I—

| cannot take it. Astrapped as adrunkard, the bitter winewill not let me go until | have finished
it. "l must stay,” | say finally. My facefedsnumb. | can scarcely force sound past my rigid throat.

"l did not expect you to leave." A single frown line creases the perfect skin between her eyes.
"Y our karmais here, now. But not mine. And not our son's.”

She does not even want me to accompany her. She was not offering happiness—not to me. The
world isspinning; my vision isdim and narrow, asif | were squinting at distant green fieldson a
blinding summer day. My voice soundslike astranger'sto me. "Y ou will return to your family?'

"Yes" Shedoesnot redize how hurt | am. "My old rooms are till available. Now that he has
retired from his position at court, my father has more time to see his grandson. He—"

"Do you want adivorce?' Thewordsfal gracelesdy between us.
"No!" She covers her mouth for amoment, asif to conced its quivering. "It isonly here and now

| want away from. Vist me as husband in the capitd. When thisis over, this craziness of yours, well
tak."

"Not later. We must talk now."

"We talk now and nothing happens. Y ou brood over your unhappiness asif you were the only
oneto know grief or longings. Y ou nurse your self-pity like a crippling wound. Until you are through
this, nothing changesin you, and nothing changes between us."

"And you are so capable of change?' | snap. "Thisismy fault? Y ou run from 'here’ and 'now'
and'us like arabbit.”

"Rabbitsrunto survive." Her lipsare white.

"l brood, but at least you know my fedlings. What are you feding, wife? When will you let me
know?" | snap, wanting to swamp her paper boat, see her awash in the emotions that threaten to
drown me.

"Fed—7?" She averts her face, pushesthe word away with alittle gesture. "I will missyou so
much. Every night my deeveswill be soaked with tears. But | have no choicein this. The foxes—they
will destroy me and the boy. Or you will, not caring for us."

"And Tadamaro?'



"He returnswith me. | may be able to do our son some good in the capitd; | do none here.”
"Heiseight—nearly aman. I'd like to see him grow."

"Then cometo the capitd, live with us at my father's house. Nothing changes between you and
me that you do not wish to change."

This catchesme by surprise. | gdl for time: "I am sorry I've hurt you."

"Please, hushand.” She stands. "Farewell, Kayano Y oshifuji. | will pray that our fatesdlow us
to be together again soon."

Tearstains on the dark blue sk of her deaves.

36. SHIKUJO'SPILLOW BOOK

Preparing to trave:

| will travel praying for rain—
an excuse for my wet sleeves.

37. THE NOTEBOOK OF KAYA NO YOSHIFUJI

| caused this.

| sit inthe lake-viewing pavilion watching the ornamenta grasses bob. The sky isthe strange
cherry red of cheap ink. The lakeisthick with chickweed, amottled brocade over its surface,

The noises have died down, as the servants have finished removing my wifestrunks. Shewill be
gone before dawn; apparently no unfortunate tabu mars her speedy remova.

| sent her afarewe | gift, apair of Slver hair ornaments| laid asde asagift sometime ago. They
are carved with grass patterns, and each has afine sllver chain, from which hangs atiny enameled day
lily. I think they are Chinese: | only know that when | saw them, back in the capita, | thought of
Shikujo's hair and | wanted her to wear them. | do not know why | never gave them to her before
this. She sent back a poem:

Today is summer.

Like certain dreams, the wild lilies thrive.
Soon, autumn.

Their season will be past—

Wil they then die?

| should accompany her on her trip, for at least the first mile, acommon courtesy to atraveler
leaving oné's home. But | do not think she would welcome my company.

Hito comes to me from the main house. When heis close enough, he bows, waiting for meto



acknowledge him before he interrupts my reverie. But before aword is exchanged, a shout floats
acrossthelake. "Father!"

Tadamaro stands beside his nurse on the veranda of my house. | expect Hito told them to wait
until he could inform me of their presence, but my son has adifferent idea. The boy bounces across
the wakway toward us, his nursetrailing behind. She grabsfor his deeve, hissng something under her
bregth; he dips free and bolts forward. He pauses for amoment to bob a bow at
me—"Sir-I-trust-1-find-you-welI"—and he throws himsdlf at my waist and reaches asfar around as
possible. Heis quite old enough to behave properly, but thisis so charming that | lift him and hold him
close. Heis getting heavy, Kayano Tadamaro.

Hisnurse, caught up at last, clears her throat in away Hito, my sonand | al recognize as
significant. The boy, cued, says, "Father, | am to say good-bye, Since we leave tomorrow.”

My eyes burn. "So you do. Will you be good?!

"Of coursel" he exclamswith the indignation of childhood. "1 will behave properly. Only—"

"What?' He smells good, like sun and heat and grass.

"l would rather gtay."

| hold him closer. "Why would thet be?"

Hesguirmsalittle. "It's bigger here. Therés moreto see. And you'll be here.”

"But your mother will be with you. And your nurse. And your Grandfather. And—"

"Hah," he says. "I want to watch the foxes!"

| put him down abruptly and turn him to face me. "What did you say?"

"Thefoxes They arevery fine. One of themisold. Heisvery nice, | think."

Almost accidentally, | meet his nurse's eyes. She looks anguished, asif he suddenly speaksthe
Iglgjlz;ge of demons. | talk as much to reassure her as mysdlf. "That'sagame, isn't it? Y ou make

"l suppose," he says, his attention aready straying. "Look!" He points at the darkening sky. "A
bat. It's eating. Please, can | stay?"

I might have wished it before, but now | think my wifeis perhaps wise to take my son away
from here. | liketo watch him, hoping hisjoy will remind me of when | felt smilarly. But | do not wish
my son to catch the sickness my wife seesin me, and | do not wish foxes to spesk to him: heistoo
young for such madness. "No," | say gently, and turn him to face me. "There are batsin the capitd,
and birds, and fireflies, and foxes and everything ese. And your grandfather has strange fish for you to
-y

"He does,” Tadamaro says, dill not totally convinced. "But the foxes will not be the same foxes,



will they? None of it will bethe same.”
"It will not." | straighten. "It isyour duty to go. Do not worry your mother overmuch.”

Tadamaro sighs heavily, but heisa(more or less) good child, and does not argue. "Very well,
Father. | have not seen the old fox. Please say farewell for me."

We embrace again, his cheek pressed close to mine. "Watch over your mother,” | whisper. "Be
caeful." Meaning: do not dream of foxes.

We separate. He bows, asmal boy carefully executing alesson. "Farewell, Sir," he says. "'l will
do asyou ingtruct." Meaning | do not know what.

They leave me, Tadamaro trailed by his nurse and Hito, asmal entourage for hisdignified
recess. The sky overhead burnswith a cold lurid fire. The sky, the child, the attendants, are blurs of
color through my tears.

The sun sets. The evening cools until | am grateful for the hot sake one of my people brings me.
Thereisnot much moon, and what light there is has been softened by the air's humidity, but it isbright
enough to touch my house with silver. Servants have set torches beside the verandas; in the il air,
their smoke makes straight black columnsthat rise to a certain height before flattening and floating
eadt. Gold light flickers behind the shoji -screens of my wife'srooms, but thereis no noise.

| drink sake. | will missthem—I will be done here, more donethan | have ever been. But for
better or worse, something has been set in motion. Start over, with fresh paper and anew poem.
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Leaving:

Grasses drooping by a stone well. An abandoned hermitage: pillows of grassfor my women and
me. A bat whirs by, squeaky-silent.

The evenings cool more quickly now. | am glad of this; the daysthemsdves are brutdly,
searingly hot, the carriages we travel in more so.

Any gentler air iswelcome.
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| was so degp in my learning that | hardly noticed Shikujo'sleaving. | do not think | considered it
part of the magic, exactly, that my rival would be removed; it just seemed inexorable, like the purple
cloudsthat piled high each afternoon and collgpsed into showers. Of course sheleft. What else would
shedo?



Where | used to watch when | could get away from my grandfather, now | watched constantly,
day and night. With Shikujo's women gone, there were fewer people in the wings and walkways,
athough just as many out in the stableyard where the servants worked. The plantsin the garden and
courtyards were thick with their late-summer growth, so it was smple enough to approach the house:
even, at night, to crawl into the rooms and watch Y oshifuji or hismen adeep.

With Shikujo gone, Y oshifuji spoke less, wrote more. He talked to Hito and afew other
servants, ate, mated with aserving girl, dept under amosquito net. | watched.

The servantswere more lively. They interacted in groups, in pairs, and did without stopping.
They cooked and gardened and tended the animals. They played, al the ways my brother and | had
seen before. They twined ropes, tied thatch, built chests, washed laundry—and always they talked.
They gossiped about the neighboring estates, and about their master and mistress. They were never
aone, and never 4ill.

No one seemed to think it strange, that awoman would just |eave as Shikujo had. I've since
learned alittle of what might drive awoman to abandon someone she il loves; then | felt superior to
this strange sllent woman. | would never leave Y oshifuji asshe had. | wasafox; | understood family
loydty, and conveniently forgot the trip that ended with Y oshifuji's breath in my fur and the
moon-foxes words.

| watched, and practiced. It was hard to concentrate: | had never done so before, except for the
short time it took to track and catch prey, or to find my grandfather and ask aquestion. My head
throbbed sometimes, so that | rubbed my muzzle againgt the bare ground in afrenzy trying to easeit.

| do not know exactly how the magic worked. As| said, | concentrated. Sometimes my family
and | talked about something, and there it was; later, after we had made the servants, | would see
them making a screen or afire we had discussed, just as human servants would have done. Our
shapes shifted between human and fox.

We made the scrape beneath the side gatehouse a many-roomed house, with floors and beams
worn to aglow from servants constant rubbing; and trunks and lacquered boxes filled with silk robes
and tortoiseshell combs, porcelain bowls and silver chopsticks, Michinoka paper and
bamboo-handled brushes and cakes of ink, aceremoniad tea set glazed to ook like pebbles seen
underwater. No, we did not make these things, exactly: it was il just baredirt and adry little hole.
But we made it seem asif it were so. | can't explain.

The house was scraped together out of bits of Y oshifuji's house, only bigger, more €l egant.
Things came to us as we paced the bare hals, things we'd never seen but somehow knew should be
there. That was how some of theinner diding walls cameto be covered in squares of gold leaf; and
the source of the Chinese-red brocade curtains that hung around Y oshifuji's bed.

| looked around what would be his rooms and spoke: "There, in the corner by the scroll-chest. |
think there should be an ornamenta screen,” and there it was. ponies dancing through a splashing
Sream.

We made a garden around the place filled with stones and ponds and thick bushes. It would
have been afox'sdream, had | ill been afox; even o, it tempted me to set aside the shape | was
learning to use. We placed a sun, amoon, star's, just like the real ones; once s, they arranged



themsalvesinto an orderly procession of day and night, new and full moons. The peoniesin the
fox-garden bloomed.

We made many servants, dl quick and quiet and clever. We sat one day in aroom (it would be
my room, | knew) and they each walked in and bowed, and thisis how they cameto be. Thelast was
my primary woman, Josai: dim asareed, dressed in double-indigo robes—a cam, efficient woman.

"If you will forgive me, my lady?* shesaid in avoicelike aflute, and bowed hersdf out as
gracefully as she had entered the room. When | (woman-shape) followed her amoment later, shewas
in aneighboring room, aready organizing my women (there seemed to be ahundred of them, more
than Shikujo had ever had; athough | don't suppose the room could have held more than a handful) to
laying out lengths of autumn-colored Slk she had unearthed from atrunk and sawing the pieces
together into robes. They talked among themselves quietly aswomen will who have known one
another for along time, and have no newsto chew over. Unsettled, | backed out of the room
(fox-shape) and searched out my grandfather.

Hesat in front of a desk stacked with papers of every size, forepaws negtly together, ears
forward, absorbed. A male servant in neat dark robesread to him.

"Grandfather!"

Man-shaped now, he straightened and frowned, gesturing with a hand; the servant rose and
bowed and dipped through a haf-opened shoji-screen. ™Y ou shouldn't be running around like afox
anymore. The servants—"

"Where did the silk come from?" | interrupted. "How can they know what the pieces of arobe
look like? How can they know how to sew? I've never seen how the fabric holds together; where did
they learn it?"

He held up ahand to silence me. "They're shadows—not red. A shadow doesn't know what it
does"

"What do they mimic, then?"

"Magic sometimes does more than we can do, sees more than we can. Becauseit isnot red,, it
can afford to be perfect, you see.

| did not, but | wastoo lost in the wonder of what we did to pursue this stray thought. We
crested aworld. Y ashifuji would be mine here.
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Returning to the capitd:

The mile markers pass—
no way to prove they are not the same few repeating—
itismy heart that says they are not.
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The human shapes settled more comfortably around us as time passed. My brother became
small and exquisite, with narrow poet's hands. His hair was shaved, except for atail at the back that
he wore in an elaorate knot, as we had seen Y oshifuji wear his. He dressed in green and red like a
young courtier.

He hated the changes, and fought them until Grandfather (or I, when he was gone) forced him to
remember hispogtioninthefamily.

| asked Brother once about this. We walked in the garden, looking at sweet flags (which were
improbably in bloom, though it was the end of summer: the sun and stars and moon had not yet settled
down). "Areyou jeal ous?'

"How can | not be? Y ou were my sister, partner, mate. Now you change everything. Where do
| fit?"

"l need you."

"Do you? Y ou havethisman you love. Y ou have this shape—" He jabbed at my chest. "You
have everything you want, Siger."

"But wereso similar.” | lied, of course—smug in my humanness. "Theresaplacein thisfor you,
asaurdy asthereisfor me.”

"Aswhat?1'm afox. | want nothing else. Y ou and our grandfather are the ones maddened with
this—disease.”

"Please. Youll find thingsto love about it: you'll have ahuman form, and perhapsa
professon—"

"Don't confuse my wants with yours,” he hissed, and (suddenly fox-shape) his ears flattened.
"Y our madness makes you and Grandfather unfit to run thisfamily. Why should | listen to either of
you?"

It was growing harder for me to maintain my dominance; | cared less and less about heading the
family, and fought more to save the magic. But here both were united: my body flickered to fox-shape
and | bit him.

"Embraceit,” | snarled.

As| said, he hated these changes.

Not that it mattered. Grandfather would still have been the head of our family, and he shaped the
magic asmuch as| did. | remembered Grandfather's anger about the humans before they had

returned, and wondered sometimes that he permitted these changes. But truly?—I did not redly care.
| would have Y oshifuji. Thiswasal that mattered.



Grandfather was very handsome as a man. He wore russet robes with small medalions on each
deeve; when | bent close to see what they represented, he snorted and pulled away. "Kamisori," he
said: fox-lily. He had always seemed sad as afox; this was stronger now that he was a man.

My mother became a dender woman with tiny wrinkles at the corners of her eyesand asingle
streak of slver inthe black hair that fell to her knees. She adapted very poorly to her human life, and,
despite the magic, she was aways untidy, and she wore unattractive color combinations. She was
never intelligent: even in her human shape she was barely more than afox in her nature. She dipped
shape back and forth more easily than any of us. Sometimes one or another of uswould haveto
follow her into the woods and remind her of the shape she needed to return in. Shewas smple, my
mother.

And me! | livedin my new shape, S0 | could not seeit as| saw the others, but | felt the new
knitting of my muscles, the strange connections my joints made. | had fingers that parted and picked
things up. My hair fell past my robe's hem when | stood, and coiled on the floor like apool &t the
base of ablack waterfdl. | had a Chinese mirror made of silvered bronze, with swallowstwining on
its back; when | looked a my reflection, my face was as round and pae as the moon.

| loved my new form. "How could you givethisup?' | marveled as| stroked the silky hairless
skin of my belly, lifted one breast to peer at itsround pink nipple.

"Close your robe, Granddaughter. Y ou are amaiden now."
| wrapped it absently. "How could you not stay forever in this magic?"

"The priceishigh," Grandfather said dowly: "Y ou lose your sharp eyes, and your sense of smell,
and you are cumbered by this—" He held out the deeve of hisrobe.

"l do not care about that,” | said. | would not missthese things: the eyesight, the speed, the
stability of four feet on the ground as| ran. Losing them wasjust aminor inconvenience, | knew.

"Don't you? Humannessis more than robes. Or tiled roofs, or poetry.”
"Thenwhat?'

"Expectations. Segparation from things. Loneliness. Sadness. Truthfully, | wasglad to giveit up,
to run again. Not even love can make it worthwhile.”

"You don't know that," | said hotly. "I'd dieif it weren't for this."

"So | thought when | was your age. But | neverthdesslived.” Grandfather snorted. "The wisdom
of defeat. Some lessons are too hard to complete. | walked away from my examination.”

"I never would!" | said, shocked.

"Perhgps you are stronger than | was." But he did not sound convinced.



"Here, Granddaughter,” my grandfather said one day. "Y ou will need this."

"What?" | asked. | looked up from my ink stone, where | had been trying to grind my ink stick
evenly, and had only made amess.

He gave measmdl bdl the color of the moon. | say, "the color of the moon”; | mean it glowed
in my hand like the full moon on aclear night. "What isthis?' | asked, turning it over.

"A bdl. All fox maidens carry one. You will find it useful.”
"What do | need aball for?"

He shrugged. "It is something afox maiden has. Y ou are giving up alot of things, some you do
not even know about yet. Thiswill hepfill thetime.”

"Fill time?" | repeated. There was so much to do: lessons and learning and practice. How could
| ever need this?

"It seemsunlikely, | know; but there will come atime when thiswill serveits purpose.”
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Last night | wasrestless, | suppose: certainly drunk. It wasadark night. | groped my way to the
place where agiant hinoki-cedar had fallen when this house belonged to my grandparents.

A jagged section of the cedar'strunk till Sitsthere, broader across than aman's height and
covered with furred weeds. Now atree-tall hedge of matched trees marks a perfectly round space.
No doubt other, smaler trees have made their stands here and been cut back by my ruthless
gardeners. Instead, the clearing isfilled with dry broad-bladed grass. | silenced the crickets as|
walked: | heard the grass rasp againgt the ankles of my hakama-trousers.

| do not know why | did this. I've done strange things since my wife left: drinking too much sake
and stumbling around my own garden in pitch darkness may be the least of them. | had abottlein one
hand, and my portable writing set tucked into my sash: perhaps| meant to write poetry.

At any rate, | climbed up onto the trunk section and looked upward. Humidity blurred the Sars.
There was no moon.

And then | saw aflash of light and along brushstroke of fire that ended in atiny bal of light, an
exploson like a Chinese firework. Thethick air itsalf seemed to pause and then breathe again. This
morning it seemslikeadream. If itisone, | would rather livein theworld where| dream of shooting
darsthan exig inredlity.
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We werefinished.

| sat inabillow of skirtsand deeves behind ared-and-green kicho-curtain hung from a
black-lacquer frame. | had afolding fan painted with cranesin one hand; | kept staring with wonder at
the way the fan sngpped! open, and then shut, and at the quick gestures of my human fingers that
made this happen. My family was arranged around me: my mother behind the curtain with me,

Brother and Grandfather decently on the other sde. Mother had aflea; | saw fox-her lift ahind leg
and scratch behind one ear, and, like areflection on water over apassing fish, | saw woman-her raise
one long hand and discreetly ease hersdlf.

"Mother," | said, shocked. "What if he sees both?"

She looked ashamed, and Grandfather asked what was going on. | explained and he laughed.
"Hewill not. Heisaman; he will see what he wantsto see. Are you happy, Granddaughter?

"Itisdl beautiful, | think. But Y oshifuji doesnot love me.”

"Yet," Grandfather said. "I'm enjoying this despite mysdlf. It has been too long since | got into
mischief—not since | was akit, and my brothersand | used to lure travelersinto the marshes with
foxfirein our tails”

Brother made aderisve noise. | longed to see his expression, but the curtain separated us.
Grandfather said: "Be respectful, Grandson. Be as human as you can, for your sister's sake."

Brother's voice sounded sad when he replied. "Why can't she be happy asafox? We played
and ran and ate and dept. It was good.”

"Because shelovesaman,” Mother said. "We are doing thisfor her."

"l know," Brother said. "I will try to be agood brother to her—and a good son and grandson to
yoursel ves—but this makes no sense.”

"Thismanwill help usdl," Grandfather said. "Hewill be agood provider, and perhaps he will
find you agood position in the government somewhere.”

"I will try to be dutiful and satisfy dl your expectations,” my brother said. He did not sound
dutiful, only melancholy and angry.

"Well," said Grandfather. "Granddaughter, are you ready for the next step?”
"Grandfather, | will do anything.”

"Then go tonight. Walk in the woods, and when Y oshifuji comes out, |et things happen asthey

| 1eft the beautiful house—which meant | crawled out of our dusty little hole—in the company of
severd ladies-in-waiting. There was afox-path that appeared to lead through gardens and over a
stream to the forest path, but it was redlly just passage through some thick weeds behind the side
gatehouse. We moved down to the path and walked there in the twilight.



He came; though duller than they had been asfox-eyes, my human-eyes saw him before he saw
me. He was in house-dress, smple sk robes without elaborate dyed patterns, and not even sewn up
in the back. He wore no hat, but his queue was arranged just asit should be. Hisface was
sad—missing hiswife, | imagined, aswdl as he might, she was S0 pretty and gentle. What wasl|
doing, stedling him like this? Now shewould wait in her dark hals forever, with no oneto bresk the
dim monotony of her life. | wondered if | should just shed this maiden's body and ease back into the
fernsthat fringed the path.

But | wasafox: | seded mysdf eadly, and said doud, "1 would rather she were done than me.”

Perhaps he heard me, or saw the ladies-in-waiting, who were dressed in bright colors that
glowed even in the gathering dark. At any rate, he walked toward us. My women sgueaked and
averted their faces, hiding behind their fans. They were magical, so of coursethey did just asthey
ought; 1, who was only mortal (and afox), stared barefaced, with no maidenly reticence. He met my
eyes. | have given that hunting stare; | know it well. | responded astheanimal | am. | turned to run.

He was beside me before | could gather my skirts, and laid his hand on my deeve. "Wait!"

| felt trgpped like amouse in hiskilling gaze. My women fluttered up, making meaningless noises
of concern. "Pleaselet me go,” | said.

"No. A pretty thing like you?" | remembered my fan, and brought it up to hide my face: he
caught my wrist to prevent me. Thetouch of his skin againg mine made me dizzy. "Who are you?"

"Nobody," | sammered. Of dl the things we had remembered, dl the unfamiliar thingswe had
been so clever about—the tea s&t, the stonesin the gardens—we had given oursalves no names! But
he seemed to accept this.

"l am Kayano Y ashifuji. Why are you here, walking in my woods, with no men to protect you?'

| groped, thinking desperately. "It is a contest. We write poems to the dusk, my women and 1."
Theladies chirruped in agreement.

"Doyou live near here?' he asked.

"Oh, yes. Just on the other side of the woods, my lord."

He nodded; fox magic made him accept this, even though the woods are aday's hard travel
deep, and he has made thisjourney himsdf. "Still, it isvery unsafe, and it isredlly too dark for you to
wak home. Would you and your ladies honor me by coming as guests to my house, to wait there until

your relatives can be sent for?'

| thought of those rooms, and thought suddenly of Shikujo, drifting amlessy, waiting as she 0
often did for Y oshifuji. Even in her absence she would be aghost there. | shrank back. "No, | could

not possibly!"
Helooked relieved; perhaps he felt her, aswell. "Then where do you live? | will escort you."

"That would be very nice" | said with relief. "'l live over there."



Maybe he would have seen the fal seness that first time when he stepped from the true path onto
the fox-path; but he was looking a me, his head bent to try to see past the fan | had managed to
raise. It was hard walking in my many robes, but he mistook my inexperience for night-blindness, and
he was very solicitous.

The fox-path was long and wandering. We walked aong it until we saw lights. "Home," | said,
and took hishand and led him the last few steps. He was|ost in the magic then, and did not notice
that he had to enter my beautiful house by lying belly-down in the dirt and wriggling under the sde
gatehouse. | stood on the veranda and servants clustered around, shielding me from his gaze and
exdaming.

"Y ou are the daughter of thishouse?' Y oshifuji asked.
"lam," | sad.

Helooked around, at the many torches and stone lanterns thet lit the garden, and the quality of
the bamboo blinds edged with braid and tied up with red and black ribbons. ™Y our family must bea
fineone"

Hefollowed meinto my reception room, where servants had set up a curtain-stand; they would
preserve my womanly modesty here, even after | had committed the solecism of alowing aman to
see mewalk, and to see my face unshielded. | sank to the mat behind the panels of red-gold gauze.

My lord still stood. "Perhaps | should go, having seen you home," he said.

"Oh, please wait! My family will wish to thank you for your kindness. Please sit.” | heard
servants bring amat for him.

A door did open with asnap, by which | knew it must be one of usfoxes, asthe servants were
all perfectly silent when they moved around the house. My brother spoke. He sounded awkward,
reciting what we had practiced earlier. "1 have only just heard of your presence in our house. Forgive
me that my sster was your only welcome.”

| think Y oshifuji gestured, but | could not see this. After amoment, my brother went on, "l am
the grandson of Miyoshi no Kiyoyuki, and in hisname | welcomeyou.” (I sghed with relief. Someone
had remembered!) "Please accept our hospitality for the night.”

"Thank you. | am Kayano Y ashifuji."

"Therewill be food brought to you. Let meinform my grandfather; heisin secluson tonight, but
he will be deeply honored by your presence when histabu has been lifted and he can socidize again.
Please excuse me, so that | can arrange to have a message sent to him." The screen snapped shut,
and | heard my brother's narrow fox feet pad away from us.

He did not come back that night. Nor did my mother or my grandfather appear. Our only
company was my women, slent and efficient. Wetalked and Y oshifuji teased alittle. After abit, |
dropped my fan in such away that one of the panels of the kicho-curtain was pushed aside, and |
could watch hisfacein thedim light of asingle oil lamp.



My women brought my lord alittle lacquered tray with dried fish and seaweed and | otus seeds
arranged on it, and a heaping pot of whiterice, and alittle cracked-glaze pot with herbsbrewing init.
There were dso carved ivory chopsticks and asmall shalow bowl for the rice and then the tea. |
sniffed theair, and | smelled perfume and these ddlicate little foods, and at the sametime| smelled the
sngle dead mouse my brother had been able to catch and save. My lord lifted bits of the mouse with
scraps of straw held between hisfingers, and drank rainwater from a dead leaf, and thought nothing of
it.

Wetdked and talked. He said:

" A mountain seen through shredding clouds;
a pretty woman glimpsed through a gap of the curtains.

"1 would be glad of aclearer view."

| knew the appropriate response was another poem, but | had no ideawhat to say. The silence
was gretching; if | said nothing, he would know something was strange, and he would look around
and see that he was not in this house, but crouched in the dirt, hung with cobwebs—"Please St beside
me" | said.

Thiswasforward of me, but | could think of no other way to distract him; at any rate, it worked,
for he barely blinked, just stood and moved behind the curtains with me.

My ladies-in-waiting were of course present; but they dept, discreet little hegpsin the darkness.
One even snored, atiny undignified sound. | was grateful for that snore; it would make the women
seem redl, and our privacy seem absolutely convincing to my lord.

I hid my face with my fan, which hetook away from me; with my deeve, which he gently
brushed aside; with my hands, which he captured in his own and kissed. His soft lips made me dizzy.

"Please" | whigpered: my second prayer. | had asked the moon-foxes for help, and they had
mocked me. Now | prayed, and Kayano Y oshifuji kissed me.

| had never expected anything like this. His mouth was warm, and his lips firm but soft over
mine. He pulled a my lower lip with histeeth until | opened my mouth, and his tongue entered me.

Kissngisnot auniversa thing, | have sncelearned: then, dl was new to me, kissng no more or
less than the rest. His mouth moved down across my throat. | tilted my head back. Flat even teeth bit
at the joint of neck to shoulder. My blood throbbed in my arteries past hislips.

Clever handsfiddled with the little knot that fastened my Chinese jacket, and opened my robes,
baring my breasts and belly. He pulled back and |ooked at me for amoment.

| stared back, unable to breathe.
"No one has even told you to be modest? To struggle and weep?' His voice was hoarse.
"Am | supposed to?" | gasped.

"No. Oh, no." One hand reached forward and traced a path from the hollow of my throat under



the curve of my left breast. When his nailsflicked across my nipple, | shivered. Nothinginmy lifeasa
fox had prepared mefor this sharp sweetness over my heart, my breast feding the way certain berries
tasted, tart and sweet. The nailsflicked again. | amost cried out loud.

"What isthisyoure doing?’ | said.

"Making love," he said, and bent forward. The hand he had touched me with cupped my breest,
my nipple pressed between hisfingers. His mouth took my other nipple, tongue circling and lapping,
and then thefed of teeth and suction and warmth.

His hands moved along me. The magic had given me thiswoman's body; but his hands defined it
and madeit redl. | wanted him desperately, as crazed with longing as | had been during my hest; but
when [ tried to move onto my belly, he only pressed me back into the bed robes.

His hands cupped my knees and separated them. He touched me between the legs with his
finger, and | sobbed doud. He released himsdlf and took me.

Even now, with experience behind me, familiar with hislovemaking, | can't describethisfirst time
successtully. | had mated before, felt maleness before. | had watched, and | had listened to, and | had
smelled human sex. But now! Hewas large and hot, and thrust athousand timesinto me. My inner
places wept clear fluids as sweet and agonizing astears of joy.

Afterwards| cried.

He brushed at my tears with afingertip, and | sobbed more helplesdy, and hid my facein my
hair.

"What'swrong, my love?' he whispered.
"How shewill mourn,” | said to mysdif.
"Who?' he asked.

"Your wife" | sad.

Hedhrugged. "Itisyou | love."

And that ishow | knew that the fox magic had taken him.

BOOK THREE: AUTUMN

A time comes when

leaves yellow in the blustering wind
pile up before you know it

like heaps of gloomy words—

Isit that time now?

—Ono no Komachi (mid-ninth century) translated by Burton Watson
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Traveling to the capitd:

Alone, | retraced my path—
this pillow of grass was softer when we shared it.

| have never traveled aone before: seldom traveled at dl, infact. And in truth, | do not travel
alone now. | have with me my son, my women, and alarge number of male attendants. We are not
unprotected in thisworld, and yet my women cling together in terror, fearing bandits, wild animds,
tengu-spirits and demons of every sort. Knowing things are difficult between hisfather and mysdlf,
Tadamaro is subdued, just in tune with my own thoughts.

The season is bad for traveling. Though autumn has begun, and the mornings are refreshingly
cool, it isgtill too hot to travel comfortably, especialy in closed carts. The days are till long, but the
maoon is new; once the long twilight ends, we are stuck wherever we may be, trapped in amost total
darkness.

Diviners have told me that thisis a dangerous year for me. Usualy one fears degth in such a
year—childbirth isworrisome; journeys seem fraught with risks of every sort. | comfort mysdf (if so it
can be called) with the thought that danger comesin many forms: the dissolution of amarriage may be
one of them.

But no, | am not prepared to think that. Thisis not adissolution. It isa pause, no more—a
moment when my husband and | can draw breath and think, our minds uncluttered with immediate
annoyances.

The journey would have been a pleasant one, if not for the weather and my racing mind,
unwilling to leave things be. We threaded our way down the narrow roads that bordered the river of
the Tani valey. | have never traveled to the river's beginnings, so | cannot say what it islike, but
whereit runs besde my husband's shoen-edtate, it isyoung, like aflighty young woman dressed in
random brocades made of water-current and stone and whirlpool. But the river matures quickly as
we descend toward the ocean. Severd days later, the river isamatron, dow-moving and gracious,
dressed in the plain silks that only great personal e egance can make seem rich. Thetreeson ether
bank are stately attendants. Leaves are no longer the fresh brilliant greens of summer, but are muted,
duller, with amatte look to them. Here and there atree has aready turned to its autumn colors: hereis
the startling red of urushi-lacquer trees; there the glowing gold of gingko.

And aday or two later, theriver has changed again, to the dim grays of mourning, or anun's
garb. Girl to woman to crone: theriver poursat last into thetidal basin of Narumi Bay: dark waters
lost like the smoke of afunerd, into the ocean.

Thetidd basinisastrange haf-place: neither land nor sea, neither sand nor soil, neither sweet
water nor salt. Perhapsthisis exaggerated in my mind, for | also am suspended between then and
now (or now and to-come, or past and future). The pale sand of this broad half-beach is dirty, mixed
with soil blown down from the fields and forests above. The dirt and sand have layered themsdves
into patterns like watermarks or wood grains—overlaid with rocks, driftwood and shattered trees. In
one place, afidd of ragged pinks ram through the pounded sand, like embroidery over dye-work.



| think much of dyeing aswetravd. It isnaturd: after al, coloring fabricsis something | do well
and gladly, and it is(at least technicdly) autumn, the proper season for such things.

A day or two later, wetraved through afield of tall obana grass. Its feathery seed heads tower
far over the heads of the oxen, and shake down onto the carriage as we pass. The grass hasthe
shimmering gold silkiness of certain well-made fringes, and | ignore Onagals warnings about spying
bandits with rape on their minds, to push the orange blinds aside and touch the soft grasses.

Except they are not as soft asthey appear. The tassels may be soft, but the leaves are sharp,
with serrated edges that cut my fingers. | snatch back my hand, hot with sudden ragged pain.

When we pass the next shrine, we pause to offer prayers against the bad luck of shedding blood
onajourney.

The shrineissmall and old, just arock with a plague explaining why the rock isworthy of our
worship. An unraveling straw rope drapes across the rock's unprepossessing shape, strung with
mulberry-paper prayer strips dissolving in the sun and wind and rain. Careful packages of unknown
foodstuffs have been laid before the rock—unknown because wild animals have broken into them dl,
leaving only the husks and cloths that served as wrappers. Onagawatches meworriedly, afraid that
theintimations of anima presenceswill prove difficult for me.

Thelast few days of the journey are quickly past. The more closely we approach the capitd, the
more traffic we encounter—messengers, or rows of carts bearing goods to the city, or finer carriages
arranged in great convoys, off to vigit shrines or country estates or provincia governors. The weather
is colder, which compensates somewhat for theincrease in dust that worksitsway into the carriages.
| look out the grille from time to time, and see the first black-headed gull of thisjourney, welcoming
me back to the capital.

We cometo the Osaka Barrier in the middle afternoon of acool windy day. A guardsman tries
to shove hishead into one of the carriages, but Onaga dedl s with him easily enough, and we pass
through quickly.

The last few miles of the road are broad and crowded. We pardld the city wall, now scarcely
more than a collgpsing mound covered in serriaand kuzu-vines, its moats glittering with sanding
water half-conceded by reeds. The gate; the shopmen's district, noisy and reeking of cheap torches,
the broad avenues of the west side, separating abandoned plots and forgotten homes decaying into
wilderness; Nijo Avenue; and just asthe last dim purple of evening fades with the risng moon, the
house | have shared with my husband for these many years. noise and lights, and outside the garden’s
walls, shouts and wagons and running horses.

Strangeto fed aone surrounded by so many. Did | movetoo hadtily in leaving my husband? No,
because it was not my husband | |eft to escape from. It was an unfortunate obsession.

But was this obsession hisor mine? Or did it belong to someone else dtogether?

2. KITSUNE'S DIARY



Y oshifuji and | did not deep: hissmell and thefed of hisskin againgt my own made metireless.
The things he did and showed me to do were strange, but left me shivering. Intheend, al | could do
was hold him with my new fingers and shake.

Gray dawn'slight sifted like powder from the eaves when he at last pulled free of me and stood.
Chilled air filled the man-shaped place he left in the quilted robes of my bed: the rude embrace of air
after the warmth of flesh. We had not noticed, but the night must have become cold.

| sat up to watch. Y ashifuji's unbleached robes hung like ghosts about him. He stared at the grille
over awindow shaped like the opening petas of alotus, his handstying the knot of histrousers
automatically, the way men dresswhen their minds are e sewhere.

"My lord?"

Helooked down a me; even in the darkness | saw histeeth glow suddenly ashe smiled at me.
"Dear littlelover,” hesaid. "I did not mean to wake you when | left.”

"l was not adeep. Do not leave.”" | reached out for him. He took my handsin hisand pressed my
wrists againgt his cheeksand lips. | burned for him again, asharp pang between my legs.

"The springs were deep,
and the water sweet—
Too much for a single drink.

"Perhaps| may vist agan?'

Poetry, | presumed. "Y ou even wonder?' My throat tightened. "But why leave a al?Y ou could
say here—"

He knelt and pressed hisface against my bare breast. "You are new to dl of this, aren't you?1
can't stay. It would be completely improper and might ruin you. What if someone saw us?'

"Saw us?' | exclamed. "They've certainly heard us.”

Helooked amused and embarrassed. "That is, of course, different.” Helaid hisfingers againgt
my mouth, aready asking the next question. "No. Y ou must know thet thisistheway thingsare.”

"Well, wherever you're going, may | go with you?" | asked wistfully.

But he only laughed again and stood. " Thank you for sharing your robes with me, pretty one.”
He did afusume-pand aside and stepped out into the veranda. Gone.

| waited amoment, then: "Grandfather,” | hissed. " Grandfather. Where are you?' My voice
sounded panicky in my ears.

"Yes, I'm here” Where dse could he be? Theillusion shimmered; helay curled up nearby, under
the gatehouse with me. And then my rooms were rooms again, and his voice came through the panels
leading to a corridor. "What?'

"Heleft!"



"S0." Grandfather entered and came to stand beside me, a pine-straight man in blue and
sage-green robes. Helooked older, moretired, in the gray light.

" 'S0'"? He's gone! ™

"Of course. Heisagentleman. And you are now, despite rutting al night like amonkey in heet, a
woman. He leaves at dawn, before your family and friends discover you." He clapped his hands. My
woman, Josel, her hair tied back and her robes disordered from deeping, brought him afat reed mat
without spesking. Hisface twisted with pain as helowered himself onto it. "It isturning to autumn,
Granddaughter. The night frostswill kill me."

| did not care about hispains, or the cool heavy air that dimpled my skin. "But he will dip back
to his other world and he will be gone!”

"Are you S0 unsure of your charms, little bug-eater?!

"No. Yes. Grandfather, | can't lose him now!"

"So thiswasn't enough.”

| looked at him curioudy. "Did you think it would be? No."

He sighed heavily. "1 hoped. Very well, then, we will not allow him to step free of the web, even
for aday. Grandson!" he cdled.

"Yes." Therewere rapid footsteps, and then my brother did a screen open and cameto us. He
shifted sometimesin his deep and forgot to change back; but thistime he was dtogether human, a
dender man with heavy eyes, histopknot touded and his clothesin disarray, asif he had dept in them.
Which he had, | suppose.

"Do not just walk in herel” Grandfather snapped. "Her women will offer you entrance and direct
you to Sit beside ascreen.”

"1 did not think it mattered,” Brother said mulishly. "Y ashifuji isnot hereto see. Sheismy sder,
and you just walked in."

Grandfather rubbed hiseyes. "I am the head of thisfamily, an old man, and the least likely of any
of usto forget that under this shape—" he gestured at me as | sat naked among my bed robes "—we
aedill foxes™

"I'm not—" | began hatly, but he interrupted:

"Grandson, go. Find him."

"Now?Why?"

"Because | tell you that you must do this" Grandfather and Brother locked eyes.

Brother turned his face away and ducked his head. "1'm so sorry. | do not mean to be



disobedient. I'll keegp himinthe fox magic." Brother bowed and Ieft. | heard him shouting for his
servants as he ran to hiswing: fresh robes and hunting gear. He was better at humanity than he
thought, my brother.

"Granddaughter.” Grandfather's voice surprised me; | had forgotten he remained on the other
side of the curtain. ™Y ou were pleased?”

"It was—" What? There were no words. Humans assign words to things and pretend the words
are adequate, but | knew the truth even then, that the sentence that truly described the night would be
exactly aslong asthe night itsalf, and could only be spoken with touch and taste and the fedl of skin
diding. Any words could only be arobe over the truth. "Y es. | was pleased.”

"Mmm." He nodded once. "Just s0. And now you want to keep him.”
"l lovehim," | said withwhat | hoped was dignity. "I can't live without him."

"Hah. Y ou barely know him, even now. Y ou do not even know what you are. Who. You've
formed yoursdf into what you think he wants. Thisisnot love, not yet."

"What islove, then, if you know so much?'

"L etting go, sometimes. Fighting to keep someone, others. But you do not care about that now,
doyou?'

| raised my chin. "1 want him for my husband. Why did you show methe magic, if you thought
this?"

"Because you would have died and I'm asentimentd old fool. Why should | care? Y ou have a
brother. But were alike, Granddaughter. And you would have gone to him anyway, even without me,
and there are ways that would have killed you."

| was sllent, remembering the tent and the knife, and before that the smell of the metal spearhead
under Y oshifuji's house, thrusting at my brother and me.

"Youll have him, | don't argue with you. But know this: you've no ideawho heis. Or yoursdf,
trapped between woman and fox. Very wel, wewill continue. Arrange yourself.”

| realized suddenly that | was Sitting upright in abed that smelled of sex, bare-breasted before
my grandfather; and | flushed. Such details were often hard to remember.

3. THE NOTEBOOK OF KAYA NO YOSHIFUJI

How can | never have met her before? Her family is obvioudy prosperous, so much so thet |
can't imagine the court is unaware of them. How can | never have met them before: if not inthe
capitd, thenlocdly at least, hunting or at the temples nearby? I've never even heard of these people,
and | should at least have met the hierarch of the family when Shikujo and | werefirst here.



And the daughter! | would not have seen or even heard of her then: she looks perhaps sixteen,
s0 she would have been scarcely old enough for her first pair of hakama-trousers when we were
here last, eight years ago. Such abeauty sheis: even in the darkness that seemsinevitablein women's
rooms, thiswas clear to melast night.

All the Chinese poets I've read who rave about their lovers offer a catalogue of virtues, when |
was younger and first learning the language, | read these avidly and wondered what such women
might belike. And she surpasses them all, her beauty afortunate mix of the expected and the unusual.
Shewould not be out of place as an emperor'sbride.

Her eyesare asurprise: enormous, aluminous gold instead of black in aface otherwise
flawlesdy conventiona, with skin like crysta white jade (as the more clichéd poets—and evidently
I—would say), and eyebrows like willow leaves. Her hands are longer than expected, and she tends
to use them asif her fingers were new to her, so that they cut through the air asa single graceful
shape. Her feet are narrow and long, and white as afox's paws.

Her breasts are smd| and findly shaped. She cailslike acat and moans when | touch them, asif
she has never been touched before. Perhaps she never has, despite her age—buried as sheis, with no
oneto appreciate her beauty in thisforgotten place.

Her hips curve sweetly around awarm liquid sex that last night parted for me at first hesitantly,
then joyoudy. Exhausted as| am, | am hard again, even thinking of the fedl of her, insde.

I've sayed dl night with women, even made love through the night instead of lying quietly and
talking or exchanging poetry or even dozing, my head againgt their breasts. In the mornings I've been
tired, and looked forward to writing the morning poem and then going to deep; but nothing has
prepared mefor this absolute enervation | fed. My body seemstoo light for itsdlf, asif any stray
breeze might lift it like akite. Everything ismisted over, asif | see through acurtain as transparent as
slk gauze.

The sun rises, hot cherry-red, flooding the sky. It seemstoo large, snagged asit isby the
outlined branches of agreat katsura tree. The heavy dew over the garden flares with the new light;
my breath (it is cold enough for my breath to have a shape; thus autumn begins) istinted red.

| am in Miyoshi no Kiyoyuki's garden. It hasto be, though the garden'slayout issmilar to my
own, with three lakes and two pavilions built out onto their surfaces. Migt hidesthe pillarsthat must
support the pavilions; they float, asif celegtid.

Even the placement of certain objectsis smilar to my own home. A stone lantern standsin the
lake nearest the house, athough hereit is shaped of black stone threaded with the color of peonies.
The date-dark stepping-stones across the middle lake make asimilar pattern to my own. But it isdl
different, better in some indescribable way. The lakes are bigger; their surfaces through the dissolving
mist are apurer blue; the pretty little pagodas haf-hidden in the maples are somehow more poignant.

Off to one side, | glimpse a clearing gpproximately where my own moon-rock clearing would
be, but nothing standsin its center. For amoment | wonder if they are waiting for the rock to fal and
have prepared its resting place in advance. A fancy of my fatigue, | know: last night was swest, but |
am nearly thirty now. It must be thisthat leaves me so tired.



The path from the house leads down the hill before me, down to ahuge Chinese-style gate | et
into the horse-high bamboo fence. Like mine, the gate is of peeled boxwood logs; unlike mine, itis
intact. Itsroof is covered with bluetile so bright it might have been cut from midsummer sky.

I look back (I must have walked along path to get here; but al | remember are the rockless
clearing and the stepping-stones, afrog the color of jade lying comatose on one); the houseisa
jumble of buildings and wakways haf-hidden by the trees between us, the gentle curve of the hill
hiding its (no doubt) thousand cypress support pillars.

The house shares the gateway's tiles. The roofs cluster together, showing a thousand—ten
thousand—angles, that same blinding blue tile edged with black aong each rooflinés arc.
Bleached-wood medallions edge one such eave: the main entrance to the main house. | can't see what
iscarved into them: no doubt it isthe same unfamiliar (to me, anyway) lily brocaded into the grandson
of Miyashi no Kiyoyuki's deeves. The effect of al the bright blue roofs, the black and near-white,
should be gaudy. Instead it looksrich.

How can they possbly afford this? No, thisis not the question: rich men abound, evenrich
eccentrics who for incomprehensible reasons prefer their rustic estates to the capital. (Not that thisis
rudtic in anything but location: princesin the capita live under plainer tiles))

The quegtion is: who are they? And why do they live here? "Because they can” is not answer
enough for me. She said little enough about her family last night. Now | am curious.

More than even the questions of why and who ishow? How did al this get here? The roads (|
know) are bad, certainly not capable of bearing the weight of the many carts that would have been
needed. Did they somehow carry al thesetiles (impossible to produce locally) from the capital? They
might even have come from Chinaitself: surdy that would have been no lessimpossible.

| pause to squint, imagining my own gate, completed and roofed in this brilliant parrot blue.
Perhaps | can persuade my newly discovered neighbor to part with some of his sparetiles.

"Sir!" A light maevoice behind me. "Wait!"

| turn to see my pretty lover's brother loping down the path. He moves easily, asif more
accustomed to this easy ground-eating trot than amore respectable walk, and when he sopsan arm's
length from me, | see heisnot even breathing heavily.

In the pearly dawn, he looks more like his Sster than | noticed last night: adender young man of
about her age, sharing her flawless features and candid gold eyes, dressed today in fawn and
orange-red hunting robes, awood-block quiver at hiswaist and abow case thrown over his shoulder.
A single peacock feather has been tucked into his narrow sash. | cannot imagine whereit came from.
| have not seen peacocks since leaving the capital, not even here, in this amazing garden.

He bows as awkwardly asaboy hdf hisage. "Good morning, sir. How fortunate that | chanced
to seeyou! | hopeyou dept well?"

"Good morning. | did not expect you to be awake so early, or | would have taken my leave
formally—" A politelie, of course.



"No, you would not have." The youth, incredibly, snorts. ™Y ou had sex with my sister. Youd
leave quietly, no matter what. Grandfather says so."

"Youredize" | say mildly, because| can't think of what elseto do and | am afraid | might Start
laughing, "that that is a completely shocking comment.” He seemsto share hissster's ability to say
anything at dl, regardless of the proprieties.

He shrugs. "Y ou mated with her. We al know that. Y ou were very noisy."

I've been walking beside him toward the gate, but at this| stop. | find | am blushing, which
makes me laugh out loud.

"My lord?' he says. "Did | say something?”'
"No," | say, and touch hisdeeve. "I'll go home now. | need to—"

"Oh, no," he says, hisface gone suddenly pae. "Y ou can't. No, stay with me and perhaps we
cango hunting.”

"That would be pleasant. But | am quitetired, and...” | trail off. No onewould fail to seethisfor
what it is, apolite refusal. No one but my lover's brother.

"The hunt will make you fed better. | dwaysfind it so. Please." Perhaps he hasno friends; |
redlize suddenly. If hisgrandfather keeps him as sequestered as his Sster, this seemsvery possible. |
fed alittle sorry for him.

"That would be nice, but I'd only hold you back, unarmed as| am.”

"Oh, | have aspare. | hoped you might agree to hunt with me." He swings his bow case around
to show that he has brought two cases, and | somehow missed the second. "Here's yours. And your
quiver." Somehow, the quiver | saw sirgpped to hiswaist wasin fact two quivers, he hands oneto
me. | must betired, but now there seems no gracious way to back out.

The bow caseisof findy quilted felt with abrass amulet of some esoteric demon or other sawn
onto each side. The bow insgdeis made of horn bound and strung with sinew; light glimmers through
its pae mottlingswhen | hold it up to the bright sky. The quiver isablock of paulowniawood
polished with beg'swax (I smell the sweetness) until it glitters. The perfect arrows are dark-fletched:
raven or crow feathers, | suppose. Thisisakit for an emperor. | am effectively slenced by his casua
presentation of these things.

"Shall we go?" This odd young man leads me beneath the gate's shadow. | shiver for amoment,
chilled.

The Miyoshi edtateis pressed againgt the Sde of avalley I've never seen before. Still, al valeys
(and dl estates, too, | suppose) ook somewhat the same: | see the usua peasants and fidds, the
rutted dirt path that passes the front gate, the steep dopesthat loft up and up to lose themselvesin the
light clouds a the mountains height. | look around trying to locate the path to my own home: | should
not be so exhausted that | can't remember the path, though | seem to be.



My companion views the valley with something gpproaching wonder, asif he has never seen this
place before. | watch him curioudy until he notices. He flushes and ducks hishead. "It is very beautiful
today," he mumbles.

"Look." | gesture acrossthe valley a acopse of treesaround alittle shrine. Their greenis
touched by the faintest brush-touch of red and gold: remnants of the cold night. "Autumn is sarting

aready.”

"I know, | smdll it. Let's go thisway; perhapsweéll find some kiji-pheasant.” Hisvoiceishigh
and happy, excited, thefirg thing he has said to me that he seemsto fed redly comfortable with.

"Wait." | catch hisdeeve and bring him to astop. "The morning poem! I'm so sorry, but | must
go home."

"You can't!" he says. "Not nhow, not when you've promised.”

"I have to write the morning poem, or I'll offend your sister utterly and shelll never consent to my
vigting her again.”

"About poetry?" He barksalaugh. "I think shewon't mind.”

"Yes, shewill. Any woman would.” | glance at him. ™Y ou have been with awoman before this?"
"Oh, well, the servants, to see what it would be like—" He stops.

"Y ou've never dept with awoman of any gentility?' Heredly has been kept sequestered.

He shifts hisweight from foot to foot. "'If you want to write this 'morning poem,’ perhaps you
could do so somewhere besides your home?'

"l suppose s0,” | say dubioudy. "But—"
"The dring" he sayswith sudden decison.

"Well—" Even though it didn't seem so last night, it looks asif it must be along walk back home
(even supposing | remember where the pass back tomy valey is: | fed likeachild, getting lostin my
own mountains); the shrine shimmersin the morning's new warmth, seeming amere sep away. "Very
wdl."

| am very tired, which givesthe path a sense of impermanence, asif | might turn suddenly and
see adifferent path than the one we've just walked down. The youth seems nervous, but heissuch an
unaccountable cresture, it could be anything, even fretting about the kiji -pheasants heis missng.

The shrineisapretty little building of dark red wood in the copse of urushi -lacquer and gingko
treesthat showed the flicker of autumn from the gate. A single priest uses atwig broom to scrape
together thefirst few falen leaves, dl colored the bright gold of sunlight. He turns hisface toward us
for asecond, showing eyes the moon-white with blindness. "Hah! Welcome, lad, my lord. You'l find



alittle flask of something on the table in my quarters. Writing materias are there, too. Don't forget to
leave alittle gift for the shrine when you go, hey." He shuffles around the sde of the building.

"How did he know what we needed?" | ask aswe step into asmadler, low building besde the
ghrine.

"He'sapriest; he's supposed to know everything, isn't he?' My lover's brother isright; |
suddenly fed that al priests I've met previoudy have been in some way defective for not knowing
everything.

Thesngleroom isdark and smells strange, asif the priest has been kenneling some creaturein
here with him; but thereisalow tablein the center cluttered with plain wood boxes. A smal bluejug
and two carved wood cups stand on a corner. One of the boxes contains mulberry paper, much too
elegant for this grubby room; another an untouched ink stone and ink stick and severd writing
brushes. | sit down on a cushion made of rushes and prepare the materials.

"Sake?" my lover's brother asks.

"Mmm," | say. I drink from the cup when it is handed to me, and | cough: thiswineisstrong as
any | have ever tasted, pungent and warming. My companion sips carefully, with awariness, asif not
knowing what to expect.

| am aready thinking about my morning poem. Being with her was extraordinary: it would be
niceif my poem could in some way break through al the standard imagery to give her an intimation of

my fedings

"You canjust dothat?' My lover's brother interrupts my thoughts. "Just sit down and writea
poem? How do you know what to write?"

"If I'm not disturbed, | can." He blushesand | laugh: "Y ou and your sister. Neither of you redly
understand poetry, do you?

4. KITSUNE'SDIARY

Josai brought me new robes of off-white and adull green: autumn colors, shetold me. Robes! |
was expected to care about such things now. | shrugged into them and resumed my restless pacing.

"My lady. Now your hair." She bowed and gestured for me to knedl.

"No." | wanted to jump, to run, to dozein the sunlight, to follow Y oshifuji. Anything but wait in
the gloom of my rooms, getting my hair combed.

She shook her head. "My lady, | have to get the tangles out and comb it smooth, or you will
look like a madwoman when my lord returns.”

"Wdl, makeit smooth, then."



Shedghed. "If you let mecomb it out, | will."

"No," | said. "I mean make it happen. Magic.”

"My lady?"

" She doesn't know." Grandfather stood in adoorway.

"My lord!" Josal exclaimed. "Y ou are not supposed to see her!" She pulled me down behind the
nearest kicho-curtain, amber-colored crape hanging from a chest-high frame; at once (maybethis
was what she wanted al dong) she began separating my snarled strands with her clever fingers.
Magic of asort, after al, her fingers.

Grandfather said nothing, only eased himsalf down onto a cushion on the other sde of the
screen. "Josd, isit? Will you leave your mistress and me for amoment?”

Shelooked at me: | nodded and she bowed and moved silently away to where the rest of my
women sat at the other end of the huge room. They were surrounded by clutter, asif they had pulled
all my chests open and strewn their contents around: paper and brushes, scrolls of poetry and
monogatari-tales, fans and fabric and armrests and little boxes and ornaments and colored papersto
make flowersfrom. | was surprised by how many things people seemed to need around them; the
only thingswe had as foxes were afew bones|eft over from our kills, brought home to gnaw free of
marrow. While | occasionaly fought my brother for possession of one or another of them, these
bones were generdly interchangesble.

"Y ou cannot ask her to use magic, Granddaughter. Any of them.”

"Why not?' Josal had |eft acomb behind, of tortoiseshell carved into acloud so that itsteeth
werethe streaks of rain. | picked it up and started worrying at asnarl.

"Your maid, al the servants, even the peasants outsde—not that you will have much to do with
them—don't know about the magic. They imaginethey'rered. And here, now, they are red.”

"But they're not.”

"And what are you, Granddaughter, in your borrowed shape? A resll—what? Fox? Y ou don't
look one. A woman? Hardly."

"B
"Not yet, Granddaughter; perhaps not ever. But we made theillusion. Now we live by itsrules.”
"Wemadeitdl up!”

"Josal and the other servants don't know that."

"They must!"

"Why would they? Are you going to tdl them, little milk-sucker? They wouldn't believe you if



you did."
"No," | said dowly. "But—"

"Good," he said. "Good servants are hard to find, out here away from the city. Even magic
ones”

| stopped combing for amoment. "Could Josal do something | don't want?"

"Sheis meant to be quiet and correct. Like any good servant. She will always be that. So, no.
But she has her own life, and she will try to be agood servant whether you want it or not. So, yes.”

| looked at her. She kndlt across asmall cleared space from another woman, playing aboard
game of some sort. A strand of hair had fallen forward from her forehead; it brushed the floor as she
leaned forward to lay alittle marker down.

"What does she do when I'm not with her?" Perhaps she felt my eyes on her; sheleaned back on
her heels and watched me.

"The same things you do when you're not with her—except that you're the mistress. Did you
think she ceased to exist when she left the room? Perhaps. But you will never know, will you? She
might aswell wonder if you were real when she sitsaround a brazier exchanging gossip with the other
women. Neither of you can be sure. But for your peace of mind, | suggest you assume that in your
absence they talk about you, and run your errands, and flirt with the male servants, and eat and
defecate and deep. Assume they remember childhoods and lost loves and old holidays. Assumethey
dream.”

| shivered. Josal took thisas a permission of sort and left her game. "Do they?'

He laughed. "Who knows? Perhaps she thinks she does."

"What would she dream of 7" | asked.

"AsK her."

| shivered again. "No. | don't want to know what a dream dreams.”

"Sheisonly dightly moreillusory than you, bug-egter.”

"l am so sorry to interrupt you, my lady, my lord; but my lady looked cold." Josal tucked alined
robe around my shoulders and removed the comb from my loose grasp.

There was shouting outside, and the thudding of feet running dong awakway. We were

supposed to leave our clogs on great stepping-stones between the dirt garden-path and the veranda,
not stomp around like oxen on abridge. The servants would never—

"It's Brother," | gasped.

"Heleft Yoshifuji," Grandfather said grimly.



"He can't have. HEll ruin everything!" | threw the curtain aside despite Josai's exclamation and
met hiseyes.

A lattice leading to the veranda dammed aside. Brother stopped abruptly in the doorway,
squinting. Of course: it was dark here, compared to the outside light pouring in, outlining him. "Sister?*

"I'm here, werre here." | ran acrossto him, ignoring the heavy thudding of my heart. " ou left
him?'

"It'sdl right. HE'sin the garden, watching ared-crowned crane go after frogsin the middle lake.
We're going after kiji-pheasants. But he made me bring thisback first." He pulled something from his
sash and handed it to me.

| turned it over wonderingly: abranching mapletwig with asingleydlow lesf clingingtoit. Inthe
crotch of the twig was anest little arc of silver: spiderweb. A soft scrap of rope wastied loosely
around thetwig. "What isthis?'

"It's paper, see?' Misunderstanding, Brother loosened thelittle rope with hisfingers. "He didn't
even think about what he wanted to do or how to do it. He just knew what he wanted, arope from
paper, and he made this." Hefiddled with it, and the rope unrolled into afinger-long dip of paper with
furred edges and tiny writing.

Last night was cold enough

to startle the spidersinto sleep;

Awake together, we were not cold at all.
We are bound together forever, my love.

Grandfather nodded. "A very proper morning poem.”
"What isthis?" | asked again. Meaning: the poem, the twig, the little rope he made.

"Thismeansthat he lovesyou," Grandfather said. "Or thinks he does. Or sayshe does. At least
you didn't give him atota disgust of usdl. What are you going to write back?"

"Write?'

He snorted. "Of course, bug-eater. Y ou have to respond. Or did you think the magic would
write your poemsfor you?"

"Quickly," Brother said. "I don't want him wandering off."
"| thought you didn't like him, hey?"
Brother ducked his head. "He's nice enough.”

| plucked Grandfather's deeve. "He couldn't think that | don't want him, could he? After last
night?"

"He can think alot of things. He can even be hurt if you don't write back.”



"Can't shejust tell him sheloveshim and leaveit at that?' Brother touched the tip on the twig.
The spiderweb vibrated dightly. "That'swhat thisisal about, isn't it—ove?"

"And the proper way to do things." Grandfather's breeth puffed out: alaugh. ™Y ou think what
we've created isilluson?It's nothing compared to the illusions people make for themsalves. They all
liveinaworld asfaseasours. If you don't offer him theillusonsheisused to, you'l disgppoint him."

"And hemight leave," | said through numb lips, and handed the twig to Grandfather. ™Y ou
understand. Y ou write the response.”

"No. Thisisyour illuson, your magic," he said firmly, and handed it back.
"Now," my brother said.

Somehow | scrambled and made up the words, and Grandfather and Brother watched over my
shoulder and made comments that might have been useful if | hadn't been too afraid of failing at thisto
listen to them. Even | could tdll it was ahdting, graceessthing. But we were still more fox than
human; it was the best we could do.

5. THE NOTEBOOK OF KAYA NO YOSHIFUJI

| am watching dragonflies. The crane | was watching flew away, off to warmer waters, | think.
Thefish here are beautiful, glimmering carp, but afish is not an aosorbing Sight. The weather is getting
cooler (last night it became actually cold; thismorning | can see aghost of mist as| exhae) and the
dragonflieswill be gone tomorrow, the next day: soon, anyway.

But they survived the cold night, and now that the sun has warmed the lake, they hang over its
surface, iridescent blue. | am sotired that | forget sometimesthat they aren't part of the sky, diffracted
inmy eyes. I'd give everything | own to go back to the blue-roofed house and the darkness of her
rooms, to deep in her arms until dark and then do it al over again. But | cannot with any propriety
(not until dusk, at the earliest), so | watch the sky shiver into splintersthat move over the dark water.

Her brother startles me when hereturns. again that silent effortless lope. He brings back her
reply written in brushstrokes as sharp as the marks of clawsin mud, black ink on blood-colored
paper of astrange amorphous shape, unlike anything | have seen before.

Sweet to see autumn—
Swveet to see you.
My love...

The strokestrail off asif she has run out of words, but even these few make my heart pound and
my sex dir.

"Well?Isthisdl right?" Her brother interrupts my thoughts.

| try not to laugh. He is S0 young, so puppylike in his desireto please—as charming as hissister
in someways. "Very properly expressed,” | say, thinking of the poem. The envoi—that isminedone.



Wehunt al day, killing two kiji -pheasants and ayoung rabbit, and return at evening.

6. SHIKUJO'SPILLOW BOOK

With my parentsin the capitd:

Each autumn day is short,
but not so short as the summer days
when we were close.

The capitd isvery much what it was—crowded, dangerous, filled with noise and smells. The
season of epidemicsis past, but the smells are never gone, though | am sure the cooler air has
improved them somewhét.

Thefirgt night in the capital we went to the house my husband and | shared. We left lessthan six
months ago and aready it seems abandoned! Sharp-scented weeds have overgrown parts of the
garden, and sage and mint crowd againgt the walkways. My women and | stayed there that firgt night,
but | wept and couldn't deep.

Mercifully, my parents were not still at the summer estate on the Toko bay at Lake Biwa (Why
did I not think of this, when | left so intemperately! | had no time to send ahead; we might have
arrived to find my family gone, the house deserted.) My household moved in with them, into the wing
that had been mine when | was a child. Everyone has been very kind, and asks no questions at all.

7. KITSUNE'SDIARY

Women never see anything directly. Our—this word has dways fit uncomfortably, even now:
can afox woman be counted as awoman?—our worlds are dim-lit and fragmented, seen in snatches
through agap inacurtain, or over afan, or through our hair, or around adeeve. Obliquely, from the
corners of our eyes. No doubt thisis how men see women, aswell: as muted color and form in the
dark recesses of aroom.

My first experience of thiswas our first night, when | never clearly saw hisface. Of course, I'd
seen it often enough as afox, watching—my eyesight then was not so sharp asawoman's, but | saw
more clearly into darkness, and | watched constantly, so that | knew the shape of it, his expressions.

But as awoman? He came to me at dusk. Thewak home, and our time talking—there was
aways something between us. The brazierswere dl the light there wasin my room, and we lay behind
curtains anyway, so that my memory of our mating was limited to smell and taste and touch and the
sound of hisvoice. Limited! When | was amere fox, my vison had been the least of it; now my other
senseswere dulled, so that sight was important. And denied to me.

When heleft, the dawn-gray light lay like dust on him, dim highlights that hid more than they
revedled.

| spent the day in my rooms. | wasn't familiar with waiting; even now | don't dtogether



understand it. It ismostly a human thing, though I've known adog to wait with more patience than |
ever could for his master's return. Waiting seems absurd: timeis not like coins, that you can put ina
box and take out later to use. It islike water in ariver, dready past before you have even seenit.
Then, it seemed even more foolish: asafox | ran when | wished, hunted when | wished, dept and
played and ate when | wished. Not to do so wasto lose the timel might have been running or hunting
or degping or playing. Nothing seemed worth that.

Waiting required afuture to wait for: afalsehood. | know now that thereisonly now. |
remember things that happened months (or wasit years?) ago: old worn-out nows. Thefuture
happens, but it is aways shaped from a series of nows. Now—the now of this moment, not the
memory of the now when | firs met Y oshifuji—now | stand in frozen darkness, waiting to hear clogs
in the snow; then matters only in how it shapeswhy | stand here.

| waited for Y oshifuji. | felt aconnection, aline between us, like a spiderweb that had torn free

when we'd stepped through it the night before, and now clung to usbath. | felt his movements through
theweb. | don't think hefelt mine,

They returned at dusk and came to my rooms, where Mother and | were sitting together. | heard
Y oshifuji's tepsfater as he walked into the room and saw my grandfather on his side of the screen,
vigtingus.

"Sir," hesad, and waited.

"Yourethelad," Grandfather said. "I'm Miyoshi no Kiyoyuki."

Y oshifuji bowed. "l am—"

"1 know who you are; my grandson cameto tell me about you last night, but | wasin seclusion.
Please forgive mefor there being no one but my granddaughter to entertain you."

My lord bowed again. Y our granddaughter is awoman of rare beauty and charm.”
"Yes, wdl," Grandfather said. "I hope you mean that.”

"l do," sad Y oshifuji. "And your home, so eegant—"

"Well. Y ou were dways meant to come here. Now you must stay.”

"It will bethe ddight and honor of my life" my lord said.

"Comedrink with me," my grandfather said. "We have alot to arrange.”

Light-headed with happiness, | watched Y oshifuji and my grandfather leave the room. When
they returned, it was settled: we were to be married.



8. SHIKUJO'SPILLOW BOOK
Satlingin:

It has been pleasant, if odd, settling into my old rooms. My mother and father have both visited
to welcome me, speaking not a al of lifesdifficulties, treating me alittle asthey had when | was
young and easly frightened by things. | grew up in thishouse, and there are times—when | walk
down certain corridors or walkways, or when | am half-adegp—when | fed | might be ten again,
knowing no more of life than might be winnowed from the monogatari -tales of my old nurse,

Tadamaro has adapted immediately to the house, which is, after dl, not unfamiliar to him, since
weve visted my family many times, and stayed for months on end when it was appropriate; but |
know he thinks the grounds sadly smdll, compared to certain others.

Thefishinthe smdl lake are aslong as my son'sarm. Breeding carp for exceptiona
characterigticsis an eccentric hobby of my father's; thus certain of the fish are the color of moonlight,
and others are spotted black, white and orange, like alucky tri-colored cat. My son tells me that
thereisaso ahuge basin of blue-and-white China porcelain containing asingle fish, my father's pride:
agold fish the size of arabbit, with eyesthat nearly pop from their sockets. There isamesh that goes
over the water's surface, to keep the cook's cats out. The cook, evidently, feeds any stray with bits of
leftover food, and by now has what must be eight hundred myriad visiting cats. Well, perhaps not so
many; but they sun on certain large rocks in the garden, and the gardeners clean up after them
congtantly. I've seen none of this, or no more than glimpses: itisal outsde, and | stay indoors, of
course.

Hetells methat there are foxes, aswell, that live in the gardens of the estate next door, and have
dug a hole benesth the plastered fence. | watch hisface closaly when hetellsmethis, but to the boy it
ismerely something to see, of no more importance than the fish or the cats. He seems not to have
inherited the obsession. Onaga (who rememberswhen | first had the dream, so long ago) watches
with me, and saysheis sife.

| think heis, becauseit is not the same here. These are just foxes.

9. KITSUNE'S DIARY

My timewith Y oshifuji in the days before the wedding was a blur. Each night he cameto meand
we had sex again and each night | fell even more thoroughly in love with him.

Asmy grandfather explained it to me, part of what would make thisatrue marriage isthat my
lord, instead of leaving in the dawn (which he would ordinarily do, were | amerelover), would remain
with mein the mornings, dlowing anyone to know he had stayed the night.

This seemed unaccountable: we'd been together dl night, in spaces cluttered with people and
walled with paper: of course everyone knew we'd been together. But humans seem to love pretending
that every encounter is shrouded in secret.

He stayed with me and played with my hair and clothes until | dgpped his hands away when my



women tried to make order. We made love often, and lay in each other's arms watching dawn start,
Its sudden red warmth driving back the night's chill.

Even so, | spent many hours alone, when my lord met with my brother or with Grandfather to
discuss the marriage arrangements. A ceremonia sash came to me at one of those times, an indicator
of the marriage to come, but it seemed the merest formality. Of course we were getting married: this
wasthefina god of dl my family'scleverness. It was only oncein awhile, when my time without him
seemed as clear and pitiless asice forming a skin on the water in abowl, that | wondered what would
happen after the goad was attained and he was mine.

We could not know if we were doing things properly, or in the proper order. There was so
much to human marriage, another example of their maniafor complexity and mystery. Wedid our

best, sending forma letters back and forth, pretending to knowledge or ignorance asritua demanded.
But it was dl guesswork: nerve-wracking.

The day before the largest part of the wedding ritua, Grandfather took Y ashifuji off to hiswing
of the house to discuss something about the marriage. There was nothing to do. | waited.

Brother burst in, damming the screen againgt its runner o hard that the frame cracked. "Y ou,”
he said, and pointed at my women, al too surprised to conceal themselves. "All of you: go."

"My lady?' one of the women asked.

| waved them out without looking to see them go, my attention al for my brother. He paced
restlesdy, his brown-and-green robes rustling, until they were gone. His gold eyes were anguished.

"What isit?' | asked at lagt.
"] can't stand this!" He dropped to his knees beside me. "Sister. Please mate with me."
"What?"

He jumped up, back to hispacing. "1 need you. | know it's not your season. But you and he—I
hear you, and smell you—"

"I'm getting married!"

He stopped and looked down a me, his face contorted. ™Y ou and he smell thick and hot, likea
rabbit's lifeblood between my teeth, like mating. Like musk. | need this, Ster.”

"No." | was shaking my head. "Y oure my brother. | can't—"
"What does that have to do with anything?Y ou could before.”
"That was different. We were foxesthen."

"And now we aren't? Does this shape change who we are?’



"It mugt," | said, hoping.

"Please.” He kndlt, his hands over hisface. "I've taken this shape even though | didn't want to.
Because you and our grandfather told meto. Give methis, a least.”

"| can't, don't you see? I'm awoman now; | haveto behave asone. I'm promised to Y oshifuji
now!"

Heraised hisface. "And me? What are my options, Sister? The unreal servants? I'vetried that.
They're perfect, adream aman might havein the night. Mother? She's till half-fox."

| remembered the vixen | had seen, the day | carried the skull. "There are other foxes, other
packs."

He dammed hisfist againgt the floor. For amoment hisimage shivered: we knelt beneeth the
gatehouse, hisfist in the dust. "Y ou know | can't do that, any more than you. Sister, what am |
supposed to do?"

"I don't know. | cannot deep with you," | said softly.

Hetilted his head back; tears glistened on hisface. "Y ou were my companion and my mate. And
now thereshim. I've lost you."

Wheat could | say? It wastrue. Heleft me and didn't return until the wedding.

10. SHIKUJO'SPILLOW BOOK

It wasn't dway's So:
| was sixteen when we wed; you were scarcely older.

My coming-of-age ceremony had been two years before. My women put up my hair in the
Chinese style, and my father's uncle tied on the pleasted mo skirt that meant | was awoman. One
month later, | put on a court train and entered the ninefold enclosure of the palace, in service with the
old princess. | was shy, but she charmed meinto relaxing. | soon grew used to life there.

The women of court are considered loose, willing to untie their sashes for any personable man;
but there are as many attitudes towards such encounters as there are women. | was one whose "gate
was closaly guarded,” asthey say: | was not interested in the glib nobles | met, knowing that my
parents had plansfor me.

When our parents arranged this marriage, you were no more than a character based onyou, ina
story my mother told on my occasiond visits home from my responsibilities at the princesss court.
Not even that: you were a character based on a character based on a man, because my mother had
never seen you, elther, only heard of you through the matchmakers. Y our family was good, shetold
me, and you were clever and correct. Y ou would go far politicaly. | didn't care: despite my serviceto
the princess, my dreams have dways been more immediate than success at court.



Before|l came of age, | had anurse who smuggled in monogatari-tales, to cry over in her
private moments. | read them, aswell: my price for not telling my mother about their existence. After a
time, we were both implicated and | couldn't have turned her in without exposing mysdif.

With my cousin (who was ayear younger and quite adventurous; she had crept out one
full-mooned night to exchange poems through the fence with aboy her age: "playing at love," | called
It, superior in my upcoming marriage), | pored over the much-thumbed scrolls, reading again and
again the descriptions of Genji and Kaoru, and of the tragic, perfect women they courted. These
women al seemed to die, but | envied them the romance of their brief lives. | learned two things from
these: theimportance of refinement, of eegance (asif | were not told thisdaily by my nurse, who
sometimes expressed doubts that thiswas, in my case, possible). And love.

| met you the night wefirst dept together, after the marriage had been arranged. Y ou were so
solemnl—adim blade of a man dressed in scarlet, high cheekbonesin anarrow face, a proud nose.
Thetadesall told meto admire aman with aface asround and pae as the moon, but to me you were
as beautiful asany princein agtory. | thought al the stars of heaven had dropped into my rice bowl.

| loved you ingtantly: how could I not? The only men | had even met were my father and
brothers and uncles and various priests and diviners (al by definition uninteresting); at court men had
vigted, but | had dways hidden myself away in the back corners of rooms, behind screens and
panels. Even the pain of first sex seemed sweet and right. | waswith you: blood was asmall priceto

pay.

It wasn't until after the wedding that we learned to talk. Y our sober propriety began to dip and
show aman-boy who observed everything and laughed unaccountably at things | couldn't understand.
| interested myself in your duties at the court, your friendships, your hobbies—striving to be the
perfect woman a monogatari prince might wed.

| had my own interests. | made perfumes and dyed silks and answered my occasiond summons
to the princess's suite. None of these things seemed somehow appropriate to discuss. The perfect
women of thetaes did not boretheir partnerswith their small doings.

| tried to be the perfect wife, to give you reasonsto love me as | loved you. | never let my
serenity dip. A man might be lighthearted, but awoman had to be cam, to stay aworthy wife and
mother.

How did the talking stop? | only know that it did.

Wereyou trying to talk to me, back at the estate? | didn't hear it: heard only foxesand
obsession, and ran.

11. KITSUNE'SDIARY

Kayano Y oshifuji brought fire to our house and lit the torches here. My grandfather led him to
my rooms (asif he did not know wherel dept by now!). My mother laid the degping robes. Y oshifuji
and | atethethird-night cakes, and the next morning kndlt in front of apriest to drink sake together. |
somehow expected there to be more of an event related to our actual wedding; even fox mating



games were more complicated. But thiswasit: athree-times-three exchange of wine cups carved of
glowing jade: nine swallows of cold sour wine. My family was not supposed to witnessthisritua
(such asit was), but my mother and grandfather and brother watched anyway. My husband was too
far gone into the magic to be surprised at their presence.

| saw the wedding as my lord saw it: our bright robes and the priest'slong hands gesturing at us,
my family watching, an aster twisted forgotten in my mother's hands; but when | cried, the wedding
blurred into patches of color over the truth of the thing: four foxes and adirty madman crouched in
filth and dust and darkness.

| loved Y oshifuji: didn't | want the best for him? Could this be better than hislovely house and
his beautiful waiting wife?

No. | didn't care what was best for him. | wanted what | wanted. | was only afox, after dl.

12. THE NOTEBOOK OF KAYA NO YOSHIFUJI

SheisMine now: wearemarried. Or | am hers.

The wedding reminded me of my wedding to Shikujo. While that one took longer to work out
(marriage brokers being what they are), certain things were the same: the rice cakes and wine we
tasted together; the banquets over the next few days; the sense of beginnings; my delight in
discovering her thoughts and her lovely body. | recall when Shikujo and | first wed, and | explorethe
memory like the hole where atooth once was. Strangdly, | fedl nothing.

| know (abgtractly, asif | read it in astory once) that there are things wrong with how my life has
moved from marriage to Shikujo to marrying my new gold-eyed wife. | know there should be grief
and divorce and time e apsed and new settlements. And thereis none of this. And somehow this has
not mattered to me.

Why should it matter?| st here on this perfect rush mat looking out on this perfect garden. My
ink isas velvety black as araven's underfeathers; this paper gleamslike awinter pelt. Soon | will put
down thisdim brush and walk to my wife's rooms, and she will be waiting for me, warm and
welcoming, dressed in dark red lined with shades of green, her perfumed hair coiled like a skein of
slk at her feet.

Nothing in memory isasred as now, or as entrancing as the possible what-will-bes.

13. SHIKUJO'S PILLOW BOOK

Cataloguing the autumn leaves

The urushi -lacquer tree was once glossy green, itslong ranks of leaves a neat procession. Now
it turns brilliantly red, asred as my husband's finest robes. | long to reproduce that hot bright color in
slk, but it isexpensve and asecret | have not yet learned. Even the Silk with which | made his robes



for hisvist to Kannon cameto us as a gift from the princess at court.

The katsura trees are much subtler: turning a gold tempered with green. The birch, now yellow;
the maple; the basho; the gold dashes of narrow-leafed bamboo—

Why do | writethisligt? Things shift even with my eyes on them; theworld itsdf is changing
color, asinconstant aslove or mist. Perhapsin categorizing these trees| try to stop the shifting.

| was bored and lonely in the country (and afraid); | am bored and londly and afraid here, in the
city. The only thing that has changed iswhat | fear. Perhapsit wasn't the wilds that were the problem.

Not wanting to think about this, one found adip of pale gray paper, and wrote this poem for the
princess she once served, rolling the paper around the handle of one's favorite writing brush, and
securing it with an iridescent red gauze ribbon:

The brush wept black tears
thinking of you.
This one has returned from the hinterlands.

14. KITSUNE'S DIARY

Marriage was good.

Helay beside me, his head in my lap. On the other side of amovablelattice, Josal read adoud
from ascroll about the Buddhaslife, but | ignored her (the Buddha, or Buddhas, seem very
complicated and give me headachesif | think too much about them). Instead | played with a
moon-shaped fan | had found at the bottom of a black-lacquer dressing-case patterned with dy-faced
animasin court garb.

Thefan looked familiar, but | thought nothing of it until | flipped it in my hand and noticed
writing.

His hand caught my wrist. "l wasreading it!"

"No!" | snatched hand and fan away and pressed both to my chest. My lord rocked upright to
face me, amused.

"Why so rluctant, hmmm?sit from an admirer?’
"|—that fan is getting ragged. It'sjust aleftover of the summer. | meant to discard it.”

"Well, let mediscard it for you, then." He held out hishand asif | would just drop it into his
pam.

"Truly, it'snothing,” | said desperately. "Just an old—nothing.”

"Then I'll read it, if it'snothing." Moving more quickly than | could follow, he caught my hand
and effortlesdy twisted the fan free. If we had been foxes, | would have been as strong and fast as he;



| could have wrestled him for it.

He held the fan up to the light and frowned. | closed my eyes, not wanting to see.

""The spider's web may catch the moonlight
but may not keep it.'

"Thisiswhat you wanted to keep from me?"

| opened my eyes and caught him smiling at me. He had not recognized it as his human wife's
fan.

The poem had changed, or it meant different things, and what | thought it meant was different
from what he saw. How did this happen?

Marriage was good, but it was adso hard. We were always on edge, those first days. There was
so much we didn't know, or knew imperfectly. Anything might bresk theilluson and dlow Y oshifuji
to seethetruth.

Mother was often a problem; she seemed to dip between fox-shape and woman-shape as if
there were no difference to her. Luckily she spent much of her time away, unhappy with the
restrictions she didn't understand.

| was relieved when she was gone. Only now do | redlize why thiswas. she was the flaw that
made it impossible for meto believe theilluson mysdf. If it hadn't been for her, | might have forgotten
that after dl, | was gtill afox, and he was still aman, and we were sharing an impossible dream.

After atime, Y oshifuji began to leave me alone more. The fox magic was such that my lord had
responsbilities as he had in his other life. | never understood what exactly his duties were—does any
wife?—Dbut there was a constant stream of peoplein our house, with messages and problems; there
were even envoys from the capital. He had many contacts, and traveled alot. He found apostionin
the neighborhood for my brother as a secretary for an officia of some sort; sometimes my brother
traveled with him.

This sounds so strange, even to me: we were foxes, what kind of work could we do? And there
really was no job for Brother, and no messengers, no reports to be sent to the capita. The cloth he
gathered for taxes was cobwebs and dirt, his papers were dead leaves that crackled underfoot
beneath the gatehouse; the precious gifts that passed through his hands were pebbles and bones. It
wasdl just dreams. But our family felt benefits from thisinfluentid life' Y oshifuji lived, asif it had been
real and we had been human: hunting was better than it had been, and the autumn westher held, as
water-clear daysand coal brilliant nights.

Even a home he spent more time with Grandfather or Brother. | heard them some nightsin one
of the other wings, laughing and exchanging tales. | Sghed then and fidgeted with whatever thing | was
supposed to be practicing, but | knew thiswas the nature of things, that men will seek out the
company of men.

He gtill cameto me often and with joy. It was only when heleft that | walked aimlesdy through



my usalessrooms. | didn't wish | were gtill amere fox, but | wished being awoman were less of a
burden.

15. THE NOTEBOOK OF KAYA NO YOSHIFUJI

My pretty wife stares through an opened screen at ared squirrel and agray squirrdl. They
bicker over nuts from the beech tree outside her rooms; on hands and knees, sheisas absorbed asa
gaking cat. | imaginethat if she had atail, shewould flick it.

Her robes are red and gold with irregular white patches and neet clusters of crimson dotslike
berries, and trailslike tiny black anima tracks or abstract cdligraphy. Accustomed as| am to the
robes of court, hersare of so unusud apattern | would think she was guessing.

Her women kned or lie behind screens, asladies should. Their (much more standard) robes
peep demurely from beneath their screens. It is only my wife who wears the brightest shades of
autumn and laughs doud at the squirrels.

Will | recdl thistomorrow? | seem to be having abit of trouble recaling thingslately. Perhapsit
isacondition of age.

| had adream the other night, in which | saw my wife catch awarbler and et it raw, tearing the
flesh with her dim long hands.

An uncomfortable dream.

16. KITSUNE'S DIARY

| practiced my caligraphy. | was good a mixing my ink so that it wasjust the right thicknessto
leave ablack shiny mark. | loved this. Foxes alwayslove to mark with urine the borders of our land;
but no fox ever left amark so strong.

| loved the blackness of theink and the smell of it, like wet dirt in the spring. | practiced on
papers, on bolts of plain silk, on the paper walls of my rooms. Sometimesthe fussy little characters
humans use got too congtricting, and | would swash ink without any intention, just to see the shapesit
formed.

Thisishow it seemed asafox, but asahuman, | knew | was supposed to notice the meanings
of the shapes | made as much as the shapes themsalves. It was only much later that | redized | was
perhaps as close to understanding poetry in those joyous ink-gplashing moments as| will ever be.

In one other thing was thissmilar to urine marking: that in the mornings, when | awakened, the
magic had somehow washed my walls and verandas clean, and | would begin again.



17. THE NOTEBOOK OF KAYA NO YOSHIFUJI

My wifée's robes are covered with a pattern of ribbons and chrysanthemums on acreamy field.
Under it shewears ared robe, and five shades of white, and adark mossy green robe with a
geometric pattern. Her hair has been flipped into aknot at the small of her back, to keep the ends
from trailing on the floor. She playswith asmall bal that looks alittle like apearl, except that it is
pam-sized. It catchesthe light around it so that it seemsto glow, though thisis of courseimpossble.
Sheisnot very good with it, and it fallsfrom her hands and rolls across the floor. When it does, a
single crease appears on her forehead, and she clgps and awoman bringsit back to her. | haveto
laugh: gitting as she does, with the robes obscuring her limbs, sheislike adog throwing aball for a

person.

It is strange how perfect her house aways is—no spiderwebs here. The wesather, too, has been
fine, an endless sequence of crisp glowing days and hazed nights. Peasants seem dwaysto be
working in thericefidds here, filling tightly woven baskets with gethered grain, racking green-gold hay
on endless frames. Musicians play asthey work, bright charming country tunes| can never remember
even amoment later. At night, the lakesin the garden arefilled with floating lamps shaped like
waterfowl. It isthe same everywhere: perfection.

My new wife, her family, this house—even the valey itself—seem to me fragmented, dightly
distorted. Sometimes aroom or a path in the garden seemsto shift in the corner of my eye; when |
turnto look, the placeisjust as| remembered it. Or isit my memory that shifts?

| havefdt no great drive to write—why would | engage in painting words and images,
experiences given secondhand, when | have the option of breathing, walking, touching, making love?
Redlity isaways more compelling than fiction.

18. KITSUNE'SDIARY

We mated often: most often when he quoted poetry to me.

What sewas| to do? When we were not pillowed together, he lounged in my rooms, and read
thingsto me, and occasiondly fiddled with my soft-bristled brushes and ink. He sat sometimes writing
quickly on alacquered lap-desk, black, shiny ink on white paper: wet date in the snow. | looked over
his shoulder. Written in large, strong characters.

The bowl's dark glaze reflects the sky:
Which color isthe bowl? Blue or black?

"What doesthat mean?' | asked, and then | redlized: poetry again. He looked at me strangely,
and | blushed and blurted, "What do you write, when you St there?'

"l kegpadiary,” hesaid. "l aways have, though not so much lately. My wife..." Hisvoicetrailed
off. I held my breath, for | knew he didn't mean me. After amoment, he shook his head and laughed.
"l had athought, but it escaped me. Perhapsit will come again.”

"Cometo bed," | whispered, and he l&ft that thought, and did not returntoit.



When he was gone (as he was more often these days), | obsessed about poetry. The house
seemed to come equipped with anumber of poetry collections; | fluttered through the scrolls
restlessly, looking for something that made sense, that showed the difference between poetry and
mere observation.

It was dangerous to keep, but | couldn't discard the moon-shaped fan, scrawled with the poem
that Y oshifuji had written.

The spider's web is soaked with moonlight
How can | keep it?

| came back again and again to this, trying to make sense of the writing there as more than a
string of words that shifted meanings confusingly with each reading. It had taken metime to recognize
Y oshifuji'sink strokes on paper asadrawing of foxes; | kept hoping for asmilar shiftin
understanding about this: | see! Thisiswhat poetry is. But it did not happen.

Oneday Josa cameto me. "My lady?"

"Um, yes." It was hard to remember sometimesthat | was my lady.

She bowed. "The master, your grandfather, isasking if you'd have the time to speak with him?"

"Heisawayswelcome."

"l hoped s0," Grandfather said from over her shoulder. "1 hope I'm not taking you from
anything."

This had to beirony, arecent discovery for us. What would | be doing?"No," | said. "I've been
trying to understand poetry, that'sall.”

Josal moved back to a cluster of women seated around a paulownia-wood brazier shaped like a
fat eight-petaled |otus bloom. They were exchanging scrolls. | wondered what they might be reading,
or if the scrollswould be blank until they were read by me. Did they write poetry, these women of
mine? Wasit better than my own stumbling attempts?

"Yes. Wdl." Grandfather settled himself painfully. Josal, who knew his aches, brought him alittle
meta brazier that hung from aframe and set it besde him. "Thank you, girl. Thisisn't why I'm here"

"You don't need areasonto vist me" | said. "'l dwayslove company. It getsalittle quiet.”
"Y ou miss being able to run around, hey?"

"No." | remembered thefed of needles under my toes, theintense smells of the forest and
garden, the bright vivid taste of freshly killed mest. "Well, yes. Sometimes.”

"l would imagine. Well, Granddaughter, | have newsfor you," he said with acertain satisfaction.
"Y our husband will do wdll in the next set of gppointments.”



"How will that work? Will he haveto return to the capita ?

"Y ou should know better than to ask too many questions about any of this, pretty bug-eater,”
Grandfather sad. "It just is."

"l suppose,” | sad, flipping the fan between my hands.

The sk curtain between uswas dightly transparent. Through it | saw him lean forward and
squint. "What do you have there?'

| did the fan under the curtain to him. His dark shape picked it up, and tilted it thisway and that.
"It'snot seasond and it's getting alittle scruffy,” he grunted, "but the calligraphy seems attractive
enough. Why are you playing with asummer fan at thistime of year?'

"l amnot 'playing, " | said. "l am curious. The writing, the poem—I till do not understand these
things”

"| expect youwon't," hesaid.

"l haveto understand this," | said to my grandfather, "or hell never love me. Hed spend more
timewith meif | understood it."

"His wife understood poetry, one assumes; | do not recdl he spent much time with her. If he
lovesyou, it will befor thefox-heart of you, for the anima he tastes when he kisses you. Poetry isnot
for foxes™"

"No," | said hotly. "The foxes at the shrine spoke the same words to me, so they must have
understood poetry."

He snorted. "Those were not foxes, those were Inari's foxes. Totaly different from mere
flesh-and-blood you-and-me foxes."

| tipped my head to one side, distracted by athought. "Grandfather? | have always wondered.
Why did the foxes speak the same words as those on the fan?" If they were the same words.

"l imagineyou are part of alarger plan, girl."
"Karma?' | asked.
"No, karmais human."

"But the old man, the priest in the woods, told me | had karma, that karmaiswhat makes me
wish to change from fox to human.”

"What does he know?' Grandfather snapped. "I am an old fox, and many things have happened
inmy life. But | have no destiny, no karma—just longing and satisfaction, cause and effect. Wefoxes
know better than to hope for second chances. Except foolish kits, of course.”

"Then how can | be part of aplan?' | sad.



"Y ou have no karma, but the humans around us do. Perhaps you are part of Y oshifuji'sfate, or
hiswifes."

"That can't betrue! There must be moreto my life than satisfying another's destiny.”
"Why?' he sad irritably.

There was no answer to that. He returned my fan to me, and Ift.

Y oshifuji came to me one afternoon. | waswrist-deep in asilver basin of maple leaves. My
women and | were having a contest to select the brightest, largest and most perfect leaves. The smell
was good, like dirt and autumn.

"Areyou wdl, wife?'

"Hmm?" Why was he asking? | was dwayswell; that was one of the gifts of being humaninthe
fox magic: no human illnesses, no coughs or runny noses or siff necks from deeping badly.

"I hadn't thought of it beforethis™ he said, "but you have never retired for your monthly courses,
and it's been months? years?'

Thiswas another thing my family hadn't thought of , though there seemed to be no harmiiniit,
when he had been with usfor so long before noticing. "Yes" | thought quickly. "They are different
than you are used to, | suppose. They don't come so often as usua for women."

"Does this mean you cannot bear children?”

| turned him off with alight answer, but | was confused. Children? Later, after Y oshifuji had
gone off to finish adocument on locd rice production for the ministersin the capitd, | spoke with my
grandfether.

"He asked about children.”

"Ah. Hesthought of that, has he?'

"He wants to know whether |—whether we—can have children. What do | tell him?

"Have you ever had any kits?'

"Y ou know that! Of course not."

"S0: maybe no. But you're still young. And now you're human. So: maybe yes. Why should |
know, to tell you?'

"Well, you've donethisbefore! Y ou've been human.”

Hesdghed. "So | have. Very wdl, then: it is possible for ahuman and afox to have achild.



Possible for you? Who can tell?

“If | did, which would it be, fox or human?'

"l don't know. And neither, | expect, would he. He would see whatever it is he expectsto see.”
Grandfather looked at me for along moment, then said dowly, "I wonder if thisis something we can
maintain, thismagic. There are too many aspectsinvolved in such aspdl: hisfedings, yours, the
wife's, the seasons, the gods. Many things. How long can we do this?

"Forever,” | hissed. "We must."

Hewas silent for along moment. The coasin the brazier rasped againgt itssde ashe ftirred
them. "But should we?"

"Arewe doing theright thing?' | said dowly. "Thisisyour question?’

"es"

"You lead thisfamily; why do you ask me?"

"I lead, yes. even now, little fox wife. I'm not dead yet. But we did thistogether, you and I."

"1 know why | did it, but why were you willing?'

There was a silence on the other side of the curtain, silencefor so long that | thought he had
perhaps eft. Hisvoice, when it came, waslow. "I remembered... longing the way you longed for

Y oshifuji. And | couldn't watch you grieve as| had. But now | think, thisistoo far. What if you did
have children”?"

"What if | do?'

"What will your son be, fox or man?'

"Hewill be human, like hisfather." And like me, | thought, or perhaps prayed.
"And hewill grow up where? Here? In the dust?"

"Thisisnot dust!" | said, but Grandfather continued.

"And when heisolder? Whom will he wed?Will we sted ahuman girl for him?*
"It will work out,” | said desperately.

Grandfather made a sound of disgust. "Y ou will not listen. Well, at least you are not pregnant
yet. Recondder thislife, Daughter.”

"Heismy hushand. | will not give himup.”

"Then we continue," Grandfather said. "I hopethisistheright thing."



19. SHIKUJO'S PILLOW BOOK

Summoned to court;

The princess responded to my |etter by returning my writing brush, itstip colored with ink, laid
onthelid of awriting-desk. There was a s0 this note, written on afine paper once purple, now faded
toandkdinegray:

The brush is wet
thrilled to tears to see you again.
Please come visit this one when it is possible.

And s0 | have been summoned to court. | am of course no longer aforma attendant of the
princess, but perhaps she till feels fondness for me because of my time with her before my marriage.
It will be awelcome digtraction to return to court, however informally.

20. KITSUNE'SDIARY

Everyone was gone, and my women were scenting robes, laying them across frames so that
smoke from incense burners beneath them seeped through the silks. | had the screens open, but even
30, my house wasfilled with smoke that coiled in languid tendrils beneath the high eaves.

| sat againgt a padded armrest, with ascroll in my hand. It was an exciting story, al about a
brother and sister who had changed places, so that the brother lived as a noblewoman and hissister
asacourtier. | was confused by some of the goings-on, and | had stopped reading to listen to my
women trill a one another about the westher. The skies beyond the opened screens were bright with
pale clouds. | heard a uguisu-nightingae singing somewhere in the garden. There was aso agroup of
graylag geese with harsh braying voices, flapping about in one of the lakes.

| felt very human, doing dl this. Thiswas just what awoman would be doing on aday like
this—reading and watching her attendants, and commenting to hersalf on the bird cries. It seemed just
asmall step to asking for my writing materias and dashing off apoem, and | got asfar as caling out
Josai's name before the earth started shaking.

The uguisu-nightingale abruptly grew silent and the geese flew up asagroup, and for amoment,
| thought the vibrating of the house was an earthquake; but this made no sense; we had built no such
quakesinto the magic. A clothing framefel over, and two of the women screamed, and il the
shaking did not stop.

Where was my husband? Picking up my robes, | ran into the garden. | threw off my human form:
changing from human to fox hurt alot, asif my bones had been softened in boiling water until they
could be bent and reshaped. When it was over | ran out into the real world, which meant | crouched
at the very corner of the gatehouse looking out, terrified that my husband might be lost somewhere
outsidethe magic.

The earthquake was not happening in the real world. The trees shivered in acold wind, but the



ground was solid underfoot. The main activity outside the magic wasin Kayano Y oshifuji's house.

When my brother and | had explored the buildings of Y oshifuji's home, before he had come
from the capitdl, the spaces had been quiet, unused. Even when he had lived there, many of the rooms
were dark; and even in those where he and the members of his household lived, the lights were muted
and the constant human chattering was no louder than a stream rattling againgt sones, or crows
arguing over acarcass. But now every room of every building wasfilled with light. Torchesringed the
verandas, pouring smoke straight up in the autumn air. Many screens had been pushed back, so that
we could seeinto the rooms, where lanterns hung from the eaves.

In our fox-magic world, things were much better ordered than this. Here, in the real world,
people were everywhere, thick as sparrows in therice fields, a seething constant movement of colors:
the indigo and white robes of peasants or low-grade servants; the pale grays and oranges and whites
of various priests and monks, and al the gaudy greens and golds and scarlets of the women there.
There seemed to be no order to the movements, and for once the women seemed to mingle fredly
with the other people of the household. | recognized no one. Every atempt to make oneself
unique—robes, perfumes, hair—are al just nuances that never conced the underlying continuity, that
al are human.

The noise was incredible. It had been loud before, from the edge of the garden; but now it was
nearly deafening. | flicked my earsback, for amoment longing for my human ears, which wereless
sengtive than fox-ears. The cymbals clashed in the hands of the priests; and one group had set up a
high monotonous droning noise. | suppose thiswas a chant, but even now it isvery difficult for meto
seethe point of such mudc, if mudcitis.

Loud and bright and frightening: | crouched enchanted, drugged with the excitement.

A man emerged from aroom clogged with clouds of incense. He looked worried, and after a
moment, | recognized him as an important servant of Y ashifuji's (in generd, humans dways looked
somewhat smilar to me; even now they were hard to identify unless| could hear their voices). |
supposed he had summoned these diviners and begun their chanting.

A sudden clash of cymbals made me jump from the bush | had been hiding in. For an ingtant |
was completdy exposed, but the attention of the humans on the verandas was absorbed elsewhere.

A diviner had marched from the main house onto the veranda. He was dressed in saffron and
white, with astrange tall hood. Acolytes clustered around him, and Y oshifuji's servants clustered
around them. The acolytes carried cymbals and skin-covered drums and racks hung with brass bells.
The chanting had resolved itsdlf into a summoning of the Buddha. They were asking for hishelpin
finding Kayano Y ashifuji.

A shiver ran down my spine. Why hadn't | thought of this? Of course they would look for him.
They would walk around their gardens, and they might find him under the gatehouse, or seehiminthe
ha f-world where he hunted with my brother. And if they didn't find him, they would keep looking.
And they might very well call on ahuman god to help them, just as the rabbits by the moonrock called
for help from the rabbit-god when they wished to escape.

The diviner staggered down the sairs, asif being drawn by asilk cord. His movements seemed
so atificid that, had | till been awoman, | might have laughed despite my fear. But | also felt



something real happening in the diviner, like the heet waves that rise from coas that otherwise ook
dead. | didn't know what it might be, but | cowered anyway, afraid for my life, afraid for Y oshifuji.

The diviner took astaggering step toward me, and then another. He knew where | was, or was
being led toward me. | did backward through the bush. The thing moving inside him suddenly flared:
the Buddha. There was nothing to see, nothing to smell; but the Buddhawas asred as Inari's
moon-foxes had been. The humans had summoned him, and he had come. And now the diviner
walked awkwardly toward me, pulled by invisble threads.

But why should the Buddha care about us and Y ashifuji? Hewas agreat god (if that was what
he was; | was often confused by theology) who taught that concern over things of thisworld wasa
wadte of time; and | was asingleinggnificant fox who had happened to fdl inlove. Surely my family
and my husband were beneath his notice. The diviner walked closer, and the Buddha-fire washed
across my face: the atention of agod turned in my direction, like asudden piercing shaft of sunlight
direct inthe eyes. | could fed the fox-magic house shaking in the magica earthquake. | knew it would
not work—I was dready burning divein thefocus of his attention—but | crushed my eyes shut and
worked magic furioudy: | am nothing, little and humble, irrdlevant, unimportant, not here not here not
here.

And then the glare lost focus and moved past me. The diviner and dl his attendants moved
away, down a path toward the foot of the garden.

The Buddha had noticed me but didn't care. Perhaps to him we were all—foxes,
humans—illusonswithin the larger redity of the universe. The house still quivered with tremors,
aftershocks of the Buddha's attention.

| couldn't hold my shape. My robes trembled around me: silk to fur to skeletal leaves knotted
into mats. | fell to my knees, and fdlt the dirt cold against my four paws, my fingernails scratching the
surface. | was on the polished wood of my veranda, which exploded into dust beneath my toes, my
hands. | staggered upright.

"Wife?' Thevoice camein layers, to fox-ears, woman-ears. Y oshifuji was back from wherever
he had been. The wallsrippled around me and re-formed. "Wife, where are you?"

Thevoice was closer.

"No," | cried, inahowl likeafox'scry. "Don't comein—"

"You soundill. Where areyou?' He was frightened now. | heard it in hisvoice, and smelled it
through my fox-nodtrils. My robes were choking me. | threw back the layers, which fell like shed
snakeskins around me. | clawed with hands that trembled between toes and fingersto pull freethe

sash that held my underrobes.

Light flared and dimmed: my pupils changing their nature. "No," | said again, but it came out asa
bark.

A paper door broke open, tearing like a cobweb. "Kitsune! "

Kitsune: fox. Thiswasthe end, then: he had seen mefor what | was. He had never called me



this, dthough | knew the knowledge scratched at the edges of hismind. | watched him blur and
sharpen in my changing eyes. He dropped to his knees beside me.

Wasit fox-nature or woman-nature? | snarled at him, seeing melikethis, bit at the hand he
extended. Whichwas|?"Leaveme," | grated out between pointed teeth, past athroat that only
inconsstently carried sound.

"Wife—" he breathed. | smdled it on him: wanting. What can he want? | thought, but |
responded, anyway. | was hot and dizzy with the changes, and the smdl of him in my nogtrils.

Hands on fur, on flesh. | ran my hand adong his cheek, saw blood spring from the scratches that
appeared under my claws. The blood smelled cloying, sharp and sweset. | snapped at his neck, the
death-bite, and my woman'slips pressed againgt the soft skin of histhroet, felt the pulse run under me,
tasted the blood that dripped from hisface.

He caught me by the hindquarters. | whirled to kiss, to dash at him. He bared himsdlf, and took
me

| was on my paws, tail curled over my back; | had no tail; | was on hands and knees, he behind
me, hands dug into the soft flesh where my legs hinged into my body. | clawed at the dirt in front of
me. There were whimpering noises. Was this he or 1? Fox-me or woman-me? What was he thrusting
into? The hot shesthing of the blood that fell from his scratches made us dick and wet.

| don't know what he was doing, how he saw this. | only know what | felt, which wasthe
shivering of sdif into shards of fox and woman, dl lost in the heet and the flickers of light behind my

eyes.
| know we screamed together in the end, like prey under akiller'steeth.
| came back to myself: anaked woman in shredded robes.

Now it was al in control again. We werein my rooms. The floors were clean. My bed robes
were soft and warm. A voice outsde the diding doors. Josal directing the fixing of thetorn screen, as
well as other earthquake damage. Outside the curtains of the bed, awoman moved quietly, gathering
our discarded clothes, stirring the brazier. But like afading shadow, | dso saw him ashewas:
deeping inthe dirt in atangle of filthy swest-, sex-, and blood-soaked robes.

When he awakened, he had no memory of the night. He seemed unaware of hiswounds. And
he never again called me kitsune, fox.

21. THE NOTEBOOK OF KAYA NO YOSHIFUJI

Foxes half-seen
in the darkness | have courted
knowing less of my lady.

Isthis poem my own, or do | merely remember the poem of another?



22. KITSUNE'SDIARY

My brother was gone alot. Asisthe nature of foxes, in times of plenty we hide away food in
cachesthat weretrieve afew dayslater, if things are not so good. We had done this; but it had rained
for days, and now the cacheswere al dug up and eaten, and Brother hunted and brought back food
for us (little dumplings filled with sweet suffing which were redly a haf-esten hare; bean paste
candies that were redly the ragged torso of adead swallow).

When he was with us, he seemed restless and unhappy. Though he was handsome asaman, he
didn't adapt well to the behaviors of humanity, and seemed not to careif he did things properly. |
never saw him practice caligraphy, even though | knew he had responsibilities that required writing
elegantly. He did practice archery sometimes, and | loved to watch when | could. The preciseness of
targeting and release reminded me of pouncing, and | longed to try my hand at it.

But in genera he was humorless, my brother. He did what was required of him asthe son of an
important house, and beyond that he was smply not there.

But there were times. One afternoon after days of rain, my husband was visiting me, and we
weretaking of everything and nothing, asisthe nature of husbands and wives—the roof (which
needed repair after atree branch had fallen on it the night before), and our genera discomfort asdl
the insects of the outdoor world moved into the shelter and warmth of the house, so that we seemed
to be inundated with spiders and fless.

Brother showed up, waking not from the other wings of the house, but straight up from the
gardensinto my rooms. His trousers had been laced tight against hislegs, but even so, the pale violet
brocade was wet to his knees, and autumn seeds clung to his tabi-socks.

Y oshifuji and my brother and | chatted for atime (the deer that had been down from the
mountain lately—we could heer its cries sometimes—would this bring down wolves?). And then the
men ended up outside, on the pale sand around my rooms. Y oshifuji taught my brother to play agame
cdled kemari inwhich they used any part of their body except their hands to toss back and forth a
small soft ball; Brother was very good at it, and (even though Y oshifuji had explained that the point of
the game was the elegance of the passes) they ended up trying to trick each other into dropping the
ball. Brother smiled asthey played; and when Y ashifuji |eft to complete some documents for the
capital, he came up and dropped onto a mat beside me, for once lighthearted and relaxed.

"That wasfun," he sad happily.

"It looked likeit." I tried to keep the jealousy out of my voice, wanting my brother'srare
pleasure to be uncolored by my ownill fedings.

"It was not the same as when we two played, back when we were foxes. But fun nonetheless.
Sger—" He stopped, suddenly serious, asif choosing hiswords. "Thislife—when you first choseit, |
waslondy. Y ou never played with me anymore, and | couldn't see the point of changing ourselves
likethis. But there is something specid about humanness, isn't there?”

"Yes" | sad, but he wasn't listening to me.



"They seethingsdifferently. They want things, to win or know or understand.” He shook his
head. "I can't think of thewords."

"I know," | said. And | did: | fdt thisway aswell, had fdlt it Sncefaling inlovewith Y oshifuji.
"Poetry—" he sad. "Perhapsthereis something to it, after al?"

After that, my brother seemed to take his humanity more serioudly.

It was about thistime that | made a discovery.
Mother shrieked when [ told her. "Pregnant?’
"l canfed it, alittltemae.”

"How canyou tdl?'

| stared at her in slence, for | had no idea: perhaps something about the magic made it possible,
but sherattled on:

"A son! Oh, such newd Y ou will bring such honor to the house!™
"How canit?| am afox. My child will beafox. Hewill see, and leave me."

Mother laughed a me. ™Y ou have lived al thistime with aman, and you have not learned the
first thing yet. He will see ason, because that iswhat he wants. Hewill be so happy! | an going to go
tell your grandfether. A son!"

It wasjust as she said. Y oshifuji was thrilled.

23. SHIKUJO'SPILLOW BOOK

It was severd days.

It was severa days before | was ready to attend the princess. There were ritualsto purify me
before entering the paaces, and | wanted to fast and clarify my mind, so that | would be aworthy
companion. The princess expected dl this, of course, but she wrote affectionate | etters urging meto
make such haste as| could.

She sent a purple-waled wickerwork carriage and a cluster of elegantly dressed men to attend
us. | kissed my son and mother (my father was a court dready, atending to his responsihilities), and
then Onaga and | gathered our heavy robes and stepped into the open courtyard. The men—all
functionaries of thefifth or sxth rank—were too tactful to stare openly at us; but they were,
nevertheless, watching, and | found | was no longer used to the casua glances of courtiers. | blushed
furioudy and hurried into the carriage.



Theinterior was lined with gold and silver papers painted with fringed grasses soaked with dew;
the brushstrokes were so fine that | could lean forward and see the reflections of sunlight on individua
water drops, and atiny insect like agnat standing on agrass blade. Incredibly, the insect moved, and
| pulled back with an exclamation of distaste: it was ot apainting but aliving flea.

Fleas (and their equivaents, al thetiny harassments of life) are everywherein thisworld, an
unpleasant reminder that lifeis not as perfect aswe would prefer. But | was traveling to attend the
princess; such areminder a such atime was unwel come. Onaga saw my distress, and using a soft
paper that had been tucked in her deeve, she crushed the tiny anima and dropped it through the
window-grille.

Thebrilliant light that fell through the grille settled sharp-edged as knives across the reds and
greens of our court robes. The air that camein was cool and smelled of the city. The Streetswere
thronged asthey dways are in the capitd; | heard vendors shouts, the clattering of horse- and
ox-hooves and wooden clogs, men singing as they worked.

After ashort time, we paused at a gate to transfer to asmaller carriage drawn by men. The noise
of the city abated somewhat, until we were able to hear the hushing of leaves moving in the breeze.

Wetravel dl thetime, | suddenly redlized. In ahandful of months, | traveled to the Tani valey
and back, and herein the capital from my own house to my parents, and now to the palace; my
husband traveled to the coast and back; my mother and father to Lake Biwaand back. And even
when we are settled in one place, till weal travel. From room to room, and garden to garden, and
house to house and shrine to shrine.

And beyond al that, were we never to leave our beds, till we would travel. My husband travels
along strange roads in his dreams and his obsessions. My son travels often in his games: to distant
Koreaor even more distant China, or to placesthat have never existed, except in hismind. | would
say that | have not done so; but then | remember my fever dreams of the fox man.

So much traveling, and it dl seemsto end wherever we began. Where are we hoping to go, and
what do we wish we would find there? | think perhaps my husband asks these and other, smilar,
questions.

| do not think travel istruly about getting someplace. | wonder if it isinstead desired becauseitis
movement, becauseit helps ease pain, just asrolling an aching shoulder or rocking with ssomach pains
helpsfor at least the moment of movement.

And then the carriage stops, and Onagaand | climb out, and | must compose myself for my time
with the princess.

24. KITSUNE'SDIARY

| had never been pregnant, either asawoman or afox, but | knew in my blood and bones that
pregnancy was not supposed to be a complicated thing. One got pregnant and continued to hunt and
deep and eat. One prepared severa dens, and when the time came one crawled into one of them,
and after asmall amount of pain, one delivered one or two or three or four kits, tiny dark-furred



hungry things. One's mate brought food for afew weeks, until the kits could be left done for short
times. Thelittle foxeslived or died—idedlly lived—and in timeleft to hunt and deep and est and mate
and carry on their own lives. The fact that my brother and | were both adults and had not |eft did not
change this expectation in my mind.

Asahuman, pregnancy was yet another thing that seemed more complicated than necessary.
Josai made much of mein the early stages and constantly fretted over me, bringing extrarobes even
on fine days and forcing me to drink various (generaly nasty) nostrums. Nervousfor my hedlth, |
peeked once through the fox magic to seewhat | wastruly drinking: it was no more than rainwater
cupped in aleaf large as awoman's hand, bright green mottled with cherry-red and gold. After that, |
drank what my maid gave me without complaint.

After her initid excitement, my mother paid no attention to my pregnancy. My brother said
nothing, though I knew he had been told. But my grandfather came to me often, though we never
again discussed whether my child might not be human.

My brother and Y oshifuji went hawking together one day. It wasaday of slver and gold: the
leaves of the zelkovatrees glittered like coins when the breeze tossed them; the Sky overhead was a
flat pae glowing gray. They were dressed in dark and leaf greens. | watched them walk acrossthe
pale dead grasses of the fox-magic garden toward the real world. Men behind them braced great
wood perches againgt their hips; hawks hdf astall astheir carriers clung to the bars.

My brother laughed, a clear delighted sound that floated acrossthe air to me. | hadn't heard him
laugh in along time; when did it hgppen that my husband had replaced me as his companion?

Even after the men were hidden by the soft curve of the hill that led to the gate, | saw the hawks
teetering on their braces. A few moments later, afox dipped from the building next to the one | stood
in, and loped after them, for the world. My mother, freed for the day, hunting for some small animd to
edt.

| was wearing a robe ornamented with monkeys peering from an autumn tree: there were
many-colored clouds of leaves, and the red-orange monkeys clung to the lichen-gplashed trunk with
their long black toes. My underrobes were midnight blue and gold. All thisfinery, and there was no
oneto see.

They spent so much time together, my brother and my husband. | never thought | would be
envious of them. And who exactly was| jedous of ? Brother, who had Y oshifuji when | didn't; or
Y oshifuji, who stole my brother awvay from me?

Or wasit both, for running in the sun when | sat herein the darkness, lost in these greet piles of
clothes, trying to learn caligraphy and throwing asmall ball from one hand to the other?

| wasthe center of thismagic, and so | stayed with the servantsin the house.

Waiting. Again.



25. THE NOTEBOOK OF KAYA NO YOSHIFUJI

The day issurprisingly cold. The sky hasthe sheen of brushed silk. Thereisamost no breeze: a
good day for hawking.

Wewak through the forest. The oaks mingled with the pines and cedars clutch leaves the color
of dried blood. My wife's brother looks around in pleasure and curiosity.

"What are you looking for?' | ask.

He blushesand amiles a me, hisgold eyesdight. "Nothing. | haven't been thisway before.
"Nor havel."

"Where are we going then?"

"Well, there was abig clearing up in the mountains. | used to climb up there when Shikujo and |
werefirst married, but | haven't been there since we came back from the capital.”

"| guessthat would bedl right, going up there," he saysdowly, asif weighing the safety of sucha
trip.

"Why wouldn't it? There are rabbits, wood pigeons—if it'snot too far for the hawks."
"Why would it be?' he asks, genuingly puzzled.

We wak together up the path. The servants behind us march silently, astirdessasariver.
Miyashi no Kiyoyuki's servants are dways perfect: | have never caught one behaving with lessthan
complete propriety. Certainly there has been nothing like Onaga's sour cawings, or my old servant
Hito'sfrettings.

"Do you missher?' My brother-in-law's voice sartlesme. Y our other wife?"

| am thinking more about her today than | have in—months? years? Timeis strange, | think; it
has been along autumn. "Y es. Shikujo. She seems dreamlike to me. We fought sometimes, and made
love. | remember very little of it dl. | think | wasn't agood husband.”

"Y ou seem agood hushand to me," he says, then blushes suddenly. "From what my sster says, |
mean. In what way weren't you good then?"

"] was restless, lost somehow insgde mysdlf. | think she could only watch and wait." The woods
areat last looking familiar; now mostly beech, they glow around us. It islike walking through the heart
of asun.

"I know what that islike," he says softly. "I understand being outside the screenslooking in. And
my sser?

"Your sgter.” | smile even at the thought of her. She has been unhappy for some reason latdly,
perhaps due to the pregnancy; but | fill delight in every moment we spend together. "Sheisasvivid



as these woods, and as natural."

He seems amused by somejoke | can't understand. "And yet she seemsvery unnatura to me.
But then, I'm her brother; I've known her longer than you. | remember when nothing stood between
her and the woods."

"What isunnatura about her now?'

"Everything." Helooks away for amoment, aglimmer of something that might be sadnessin his
hard-to-read gold eyes. He reminds me very much of hissister when | leave her. "When we were
young, we played together. Ran everywhere. Got into trouble together. Now she spends al her time
ingdein the dark. Isthis'natura’ to you? It doesn't seem so to me."

"What € se can she do? She'sawoman.”

"If being awoman isabout that, I'm glad | wasamade. Isthat it?' He pointsat alightening in the
trees ahead.

"Yes" We gep into alarge bowl; folds of land draped like fabric between two legs spill down a
mountain'sside. | have no ideawhy there are no trees here; but there are none but the small willows
that trace a stream's path down the deepest curve of thefold. The grassis dead, turned pale brown. It
hissesin the dight breeze, which smélls of pine and unknown spices.

My brother-in-law gestures to the man bearing the largest bird. He kneels and the boy takesthe
hawk on hisarm and freesits eyes. Helooks at me: "Ready?"

| nod. Hethrowsthe great bird into the air with an ease impossible for aman asdight asheis.
The hawk opensitswings and lifts.

Wewatch it circle. "No one used to determine my fate," he says. Hisvoiceis so soft | think at
first that | don't hear it, or that he recites some poem to himself. Thelatter is, of course, impossible.
"But now | wonder sometimesif we aredl trapped in anet made of the interwoven fates of others.
As| am trapped by my sgter's.”

"Aswedl are" | say absently. "Watch—"

The hawk pauses, then foldsitswings and falls. It drops out of sight into underbrush at the fringe
of thetrees; there is a scream and the sound of beating wings, and the hawk flutters backward, then
down again. A scream from benegth itsfeet.

A large animal rears up, dashing heavy claws at the hawk. The hawk dances back again, blood
gouting fromitsbreast. A tanuki -badger. Amazing: any hawk would normally hesitate to drop on
such acresture, but my new family's hawks are (like everything e se they own) unusual.

"Hurry!" my brother-in-law snarls, and sprints forward, drawing along knife. Thisisno way to
conduct a proper hawk-hunt.

"Stay," | cdl to the men. The hawk iscertainly injured, the tanuki -badger probably so. Thelast
thing | want islarge numbers of people thundering through the bushes getting bitten or clawed.



By thetime | catch up to his ground-eating run, my brother-in-law is aready in the brush where
the hawk dropped, and faling to his knees. The tanuki -badger seemsto be unwilling to move; the
hawk dtill thrashes againgt the bushes, blinded with pain and killing-rage.

"Yes" my brother-in-law growls a the tanuki -badger, and hisvoiceislike the snarl of an
anima. The beast haf-curls, protecting its belly. He lashes out with along arm, but the badger snaps
and backs dowly. It turns suddenly and divestoward asmal gap in the dense underbrush, but my
brother-in-law is quicker. He catchesitstail and pulls hard; in the instant beforeit jerks free, he drives
down with the knife. Blood pours upward over his hand, splashing across his hunting costume.
"Mongter," he snarls. He stabs again, and the badger is till.

Helooks up at me, catches me staring a him. He flushes: "What? Have | behaved badly?’
| swalow. "Ah. Y ou were very passionate about killing it."

"My kind hatesthem dl." Hiseyesare fill flat and pae with the killing-rage. "They kill our
children. They would kill usif they found uswesk or sick or done. Isn't that enough?’

"Badgers would kill you?" | haveto laugh. "I know they are occasondly difficult, tricky animals;
but unless you leave ababy outside unattended or your family has incurred the wrath of some
badger-god, this doesn't make much sense.” | pause for amoment: could such an anima kill my child,
the baby insde my wife?

"Nevertheless." He catches the hawk by one leg; with the other, he pulls free his sash and wraps
it tightly. It snaps at his hands, but he appears not to notice. "Here," he says, and hands the swaddled
hawk to me, risng easly to hisfedt.

| takeit automaticaly, like aparcel ddivered by a servant, watching the planes of hisface
smooth as hisanger leaves.

It isnot until we have handed the injured hawk to a servant and walk back toward Kiyoyuki's
house that | notice | waswrong about hisrobes. | thought they were stained with blood, but I must
have misinterpreted what | saw, for they are unmarked.

Heisvery interesting, my brother-in-law.

26. SHIKUJO'SPILLOW BOOK

The princesswas very kind:

The princess was very kind to me. When | entered her rooms, she wasin the midst of agame
of hentsugi -character matching with her women, but she saw us and stopped immediately. "My dear!
How welcomeyou are!"

| felt suddenly dizzy and could barely prevent mysdf from bresking into tearsright therein front
of everyone. She was enough older than | that she might almost be my mother, and | had cometo
servein her court when | wasllittle more than agirl. She had treated me gently, those first dayswhen |



was S0 shy | thought | might die from the shock of such apublic life—she coaxed meto St next to her
and play sugoroku-backgammon; she sent me poems on my occasional absences from court. At first
| felt myself specialy singled out by her; by thetime | redlized she treated each of usthisway, at least
some of the time, my heart aready belonged to her. | thought | would dways attend her, and | wept
when | was sent home, when my father began thinking of marriage for me.

The princess knelt among her women. Her hair was half-slver now, though it till stretched past
her feet. Her robes were of hammered silk in shades of gray; their austerity made her look asif she
had kept the promise (or threat) she had been making since | had first attended her, the promise to
leave this world to become a nun and contempl ate the next. Compared to the bright parrot-colors of
her attendants, she seemed even more beautiful than | had remembered. "Lady,” | whispered, and
knelt before her.

"l am s0 glad to seeyou, girl!" Her voice was aslow as the biwa-lute's degpest notes, with the
rasp of an always-near cough. "Sit besde me.”

And everything was asit aways had been, asif the years of separation, of my marriage and her
aging and ill hedlth, were gonelike ground mist in the sunlight. The game of character matching began
again, and | played with the rest of them, straining my mind for clever combinations of e ementsthat
might create aword no one ese had yet thought of. We played and for atime | forgot my confusion
and unhappiness, though the princess seemed to watch me with knowing eyes.

After atime, | asked to leave, but she refused to alow this, demanding | Say at least until the
moon-viewing party severd dayslater. | wroteto my father and my son, explaining things. In truth, |
was not sorry to stay.

27/. KITSUNE'SDIARY

My writing ingtructor sat on the other side of my kicho-curtain. | ruined sheet after sheet, and
threw them to the floor in disgust. Heis a Buddhist, which makes me laugh—our magic constructs
have religions?>—but heisat least patient. Me, | was never patient, practicing writing; pregnant, |
found | had no tolerance for the dow rituals that married mind and hand for such things.

Poetry hasforms. The rules are so smple. The waka isfivelines of five, seven, five, seven and
seven syllables. Thereisashorter form, aswell: five, saven and five. A poem haswhat iscaled a
pivot word, around which the sense turns; and a pillow word, on which the poem rests. Y ou try to get
In something about a season or anatura image appropriate to the emotions you are trying to convey
in the poem. Autumn is sad. Geese mate for life. A deer calling in the mountains symbolizes aheart
crying for itsmate. Falling snow symbolizes the passage of years. The wax tears of a candle symbolize
leaving. (I think my instructor isasentimentalist.) | knew thisin the magic way | knew so many human
things, but it made no sense. My paintbrush waslike alittle tail trapped in abamboo twig. | wet my
brush in the dick black ink-poal, and wrote:

The deer in the autumn mountains cries for a partner,
and I'mlonely, too.

| pushed it under the curtain for the ingtructor to see. "Well?'



"What did you fed when you wroteit?"
| thought. "I wanted you to tell meit was apoem.”

Hissghwasbardly audible. "Poetry isnot like dying silk: throw in the right plants and you get
red. And it isnot poetry just because someone esetdlsyouitis.”

"How else am | supposed to know?" | snapped.
"Y ou are closer to understanding poetry when you splash your paints on the wall.”
| threw my brush down. "Thisismad! A fox learning to write from avision.”

"How elsewill you learn?' he said softly, and | knew then that not everyonein the fox world was
blind. "Come, wewill begin again.”

| wasimpatient like thisfor much of my pregnancy. | could not build aden, not in this vast
ringing house of wings and rooms; but | could endlessy worry at the details of it, and this| did.

| decided that it was agood day to clean out every chest and box in our wing, So my women
laid out their contents and took the boxes out into the thin sunlight, to better clean them. | could not go
with them; ingde, | picked my way restlesdy through hegped clothing, bolts of silk and hemp and
cotton, and endlesstrinkets laid out like arook's prizes on the glossy floor. By the time the men
returned, my head had started aching.

| heard my brother'slight laughter firgt, then Y ashifuji's, lower. | barely had time to settle behind
acurtain with Josal beforethey burgt in.

"Sder!”
"Wifel Look—"

"Isthisapeasant'shouse," Josal said camly, "that every man heretearsin like cows escaping a
thunderstorm?”

"Y our mistress doesn't care," Y oshifuji retorted.
"But everythingis—"

"Josd, | don't care. We have a present for your mistress.” Y oshifuji stepped around the screen.
Brother stayed on the other side as he should, but | felt sorry for him, alone ashe was.

"Something to keep you company when it gets harder to move around,” he said, and held out the
thing held been cuddling.

It was a puppy.



| froze. It was so young that it seemed only half-formed, with eyesthat were bare dits. It was
mostly black with white on throat and belly and tail. Blunted triangular ears curled around a blunt face;
oversized paws paddled the air. | could see from the shape of its bonesthat it would grow up to be
big, alean rangy dog with along face and big pointed ears. larger than afox. Theway Y oshifuji held
it, | saw its pink belly, the little fur-tipped button of its penis. It wasjust on the edge of being ableto
survive without its mother.

Except for itscolor, it could be afox kit. It could be the child | was about to bear.

"Get it away fromme," | tried to say, but words didn't come ouit.

"I know having adog in such afine house asthisisirregular, but perhapsit will be good luck for
you." My hushand stepped forward and laid the puppy in my lap.

"Take—" | licked my lipsand tried again. "Take it avay."

The puppy, tired and hungry, burrowed against my robes. | realized with horror that it was
looking for anipple. "No!" | jumped up, and the dog rolled off onto the floor with a squesk.

"Wife?" Y oshifuji'sarmswere around me. "What isit?
"|—" | cast about in my mind. "I have ahorror of dogs. I'm so sorry, husband, but—"

"Y ou do not," Brother interrupted with something suspicioudy like asnort. "The puppy needsa
home, and you need company. What could be better?"

"We can't have adog!"
"Why not?" Y oshifuji asked.

How could | answer this? "It will ruin everything!" | looked helplesdy a Y ashifuji. "Don't you
see?' And then | redized: of course he wouldn't.

My brother's voice came through the curtain. "Keep him, Sigter. The dog will befine."

"WEell ask our grandfather,” | findly said.

But Grandfather, to my surprise, said the puppy could stay. "Why?' | said, when | got him to
myself. "How can we keep it? It must know we're not what we seem!”

"Must he?' Grandfather barked alaugh. "Dogs aways accept the myth their owners cregate.
They'redl fools, Granddaughter, especidly young ones. What does the puppy know? He thinks that
thisisnormal, foxesliving like noblemen under agatehouse.”

"Could it change to a human the way we did?" | asked, seeing a sudden horrible vision.

"No," Grandfather said. "Dogs have no magic."



| do not know if thisistrue, or if it was just my grandfather trying to separate us from the dog—
see, we have magic and they do not. See, we are not animals.

28. SHIKUJO'SPILLOW BOOK
The moon-viewing party:

The fifteenth day of the eighth month was perfect. The current emperor, who wasthe princesss
nephew, had asked her to attend, which meant al her attendants attended as well. Since coming to
vigt, | had falleninto my old duties easily, carrying messages and amusing her whenever she seemed
to need it. It was asif we had both decided to overlook the intervening years—my marriage, my son.

Wearedl generdly eegant and well-bred women, but on this day we ran about like peasants
and chattered like children. Knowing | would need them, my mother had sent to me severa trunks
filled with my best autumn silk robes: | selected adark blue-gray robe with an dmost invisible dyed
pattern of rabbits dancing in court dress, and dark red underrobes. The rabbits made the princess
laugh out loud.

We l€ft just after the sun set. The day had been warm, but it grew cool quickly, and | was
grateful for the close company of the other women in the carriage. | was not with the princessin her
carriage: shedid not liketraveling, and sat done with her closest woman, who was burning a specia
incense to prevent iliness. The twilight breeze brought its sharp scent back to us.

We pulled into agraveled courtyard. Curtains were set up to protect the princess from prying
eyes, and we were led to a screened-off portion of apavilion.

We drank wine with the men of the court, waiting through the dusk. They could not see us, of
course, for we were hidden behind the kicho-curtains, but gill they exchanged poemswith us.

The sky deepened from pae blue to violet. The moon appeared over the pinesto the east:
amber-colored and improbably large. The princess was beside me; | heard her breathe:

"The moon risesand | set—
How can | leave when there are so many moons
| have not seen?"

Tearsglittered Slver on her face.

My cheekswere cold, and | redlized | dso was crying. This had been my life before my
marriage: poemswritten on theinsdes of sake cups; tears at the sight of the moon.

29. THE NOTEBOOK OF KAYA NO YOSHIFUJI

My wifées brother and | are off to view the maples at the head of the valey, which are beautiful
this autumn—>but right now he writes something (unusud for him: he does not write much), and | find
myself with time to spend. One man moves through the garden setting torches: heis preparing them, |



know, 0 that the garden can be illuminated tonight, when my wife's brother and | return.

Beyond the walls of the garden, peasants have bundled straw from the fields, and laid it against
raised logs, so that the racks look like unkempt thatch. The peasants are gone, but an animal must
walk there, for suddenly finchesfly up, ascattered cloud. With my eyes| follow them into the sky, up
and up; my gaze settles on the branches of the white oak towering above me. The dirty gold leaves
areunmoving inthecam air, and seem ared, solid wall between me and the sky, like afiligreed
carving—until asudden dight breeze bresksthewall into shifting flakes of color laid over thered and

solid sky.

If theright sort of wind came up, would the day sky shiver into blue fragments dancing over an
unknown something behind it, something real? The sky seemsno more (or less) real than the leaves.
Theredlity of everything seemsfragile these days.

| remember my former life, with Shikujo and Tadamaro, but it islike aletter left out in therain.
Theink runsand blurs, when | try to read it later, | do not know if thewords| think | seearered, or
remembered, or even false memories created by my mind to fill the forgotten gaps. | remember being
unhappy, but | remember being happy, aswell, and neither seems more (or |ess) redl than the other. |
think perhaps redlity has dways been more fragile than | would want to think.

30. SHIKUJO'SPILLOW BOOK

At court:

Most of her women had retired to their rooms at the court, to intrigue with men (or sometimes
other women) or deep, according to their inclination. | rose to leave with them, but the princess
gestured for meto stay. There were only a half-dozen of usleft. | helped the princess out of her many
robes and into quilted deeping robes. She stretched out on athick mat, sighed with relief and tucked
her feet in.

"Better," she said. "Much better. | am too old to kned in cold weather without feding it.”
"l understand,” | said, thinking of my own aches.

"l don't think you do, my dear, not yet," she said, but without asperity. "That comes soon
enough.” She sighed again. " So, tell me how you have been, these last years."

| hesitated, and she understood more than | wished. She spoke kindly: "1 know about your
husband's doing so poorly back in the appointments at the New Y ear. | felt bad for you, but such
things happen. And then he dragged you out into the country to sulk with him. | was relieved when
you returned, and | wondered how you were."

"It was not precisdly likethat," | murmured, but | redlized that it might aswell have been.

"No, it never isprecisdy likethat," she said. "But you wish it might be different than it wad, don't
you?

"Two things as hard to change as a river in spring—



an untrained dog,
an intractable husband."

She saw my confusion and laughed. "1 can say dl this, of course: | am dlowed. Sotell me. There
ismoreto this unhappinessin you than the redly very unimportant lack of gppointments.”

"1 hadn't known | seemed unhappy.”

She snorted. " Of courseyou are.”

"l amfine. Redly, everythingiswel," | sad.
"Hah," shesad. "You arelying to me."
"Certainly not!" | exclamed.

"Of courseyou are," shesaid again. "It isobvious. Y ou are unhappy and confused about your
marriage, and you have fled back to your home, to the safety of familiar places.”

"No—" A tingling flood ran through my heart. | felt faint. "Please—" | began.

The princess |ooked up a me, concerned. "Areyou al right? Forgive me, girl: | spoke the truth
without thinking you might not be ready for it."

"No, itisnothing,” | said, and stood quickly. "Just aheadache. Please forgive me, but | must
leave"

And then | fainted.

| awoke. Theroom inwhich | lay was very smdl, unfamiliar. My woman, Onaga, sat in slence
with me, her face scarcdly visblein the dim red light thrown by asmal brazier's cods. | heard soft
voices ashort distance away, aquick stifled laugh, then adoor diding open and closed. |
remembered where | was, and how | had disgraced mysdlf, first by trying to leave the princess
without permission, and then by fainting.

Perhaps | moaned, for Onaga leaned to one side and did a screen aside, and murmured
something to whoever was outside. She bent forward and laid a gentle hand against my face, her skin
cool aswedll-water. "My lady?' she whispered. "Are you awake?"

"Yes," | sad: she knew aready; there was no point in dissembling. Tears leaked from the
corners of my eyes.

"We are in an attendant's room; the princess had you brought hereto rest. | just sent for aheder
to attend you, as sheinsisted.”

| cried harder at this.

"Please, my lady," she said, and atear gleamed dull red against one of her cheeks. "She has



forgiven you dready for fainting. Don't be too hard on yoursdlf.”

"No," | said: because only | knew what | had been feding. | had not fdlt thisfor many years, and
when | findly did it was wildly ingppropriate, amed a my princess, who asked questions and called
mealiar only out of love.

What | had felt was raw anger.

The princess would not alow meto leave after this. She snapped at those who said it was
unlucky (if not downright dangerous) to permit asick woman to linger in the court. "Sheisnot ill; she
issad and confused,” | overheard her say once, "and if that were enough to get someone sent from
the palace, spiders and micewould nest in al our beds.”

31. KITSUNE'SDIARY

I had been pregnant for five months when we had the iwataobi -belt ceremony. Y oshifuji gave
me amaternity belt dong with certain ritualized good wishes. Just asfor the wedding, there was no
oneredly there but usfoxesand Y oshifuji, but il the ritua was comforting: thisiswhat any man
acknowledging his child's mother would do.

The sash itsdlf was very beautiful, of silvered brocade patterned with autumn grasses and clouds.
The puppy discovered it and chewed it one evening when | wasin deeping robes and distracted by a
game of go; even though the belt fixed itself in the night, | was distraught. Y oshifuji had givenit to me,
and | had been so careful not to see it asanything but asilk belt.

| did not like the puppy, but at least it was red and cared for me. | could not bring mysdlf to
regect this.
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Emoations

Tranquillity isbest, of course. One strivesin one'slife for cam acceptance of circumstance,
whether good or bad.

Happinessisthe pleasantest of emotions; because of this, it isaso the most dangerous. Having
oncefdt happiness, onewill do anything to maintainit, and losing it, onewill grieve.

Regret and sadness. One grieves for the dead, but aso for friends forgotten, and thingslost or
midaid. | lost awriting desk long ago; even now, | remember it on occasion and fed apang of regret.

Anger is never acceptable. It isasort of madness pulled from one's soul by the cruelty or
carelessness of others. No: thisisnot true. | have talked with the princess about anger, and | have



learned this, that anger comes from a sense of powerlessness. If | cared less, cruelty or carel essness
would not matter to me.

But thereis no power in thisworld. We are danddion chaff in the autumn wind—blown
wherever the wind chooses, until wefall a last on barerock, or in the salty sea. Does thismean
everyoneisangry dl thetime?

Doesthismean | am angry? | hate thisand fight it with other, smpler thoughts: the delicate smell
of spider lilies; the brilliant red of sansho-ash berries, the denseflavor of yams. Tranquillity iseasy
enough, if one just does not think too much.
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| had trouble falling adeep when | was pregnant. | could not get comfortable. My belly wastoo
big to deep in any position except on my sde, and whenever | wanted to shift, | had to fully awaken
to carefully rearrange my bulk to the new postion. My back ached aways, after atime, my breasts
hurt aswell. My husband was gone (traveling with Brother, who knew where?); my mother changed
into her fox shape and dipped out every dusk; my grandfather was nowhere to be found, presumably
hunting. | watched my women, who stayed up to keep me company and were sewing robesfor the
colder westher, but my mind kept fretting about poetry.

When we were foxes, we sometimes dragged home bones as long as our bodies from the
abandoned kills of larger animds, knowing there was unclaimed marrow insde. We would chew on
them whenever we wereidle, hoping that thiswould be the time that we finaly broke the bone and
got to its contents. Thiswas like that, but the bone did not crack. | fell adeep still worrying at the

poem and the thought of poetry.

| wandered in aforest in my deep. There were fora-arches, as there had been at the shrine of
Inari, but these were astdl asthe highest cedars, and they flickered like lightning, cold indigo flashes.
| stepped beneath the first and heard it crying; when | looked up, | saw grest dark blurs against the
light. One dropped on asilken cord as | passed beneath itsarch. It was aspider aslarge asafox. Its
eyeswere faceted gold; charactersflickered across their surfaces, poems| could not read. It settled
on my shoulder. A voice spoke. | suppose it must have been the spider saying, "Homeisthe web
between us." | felt nothing when it bit deep into my shoulder and dissolved the flesh there. | ran
forward, under the last of the arches.

The moon-foxes were there, which was no surprise. Two bowls stood before them, asthey had
before the statue of Inari in the shrine so long ago: one held clear water and the other cooked rice.

"o, little fox woman," one (or both) said, in avoice (or voices) like slver bellsechoing to a
far-off thunderclap. "Which are you? Fox or woman?'

| wanted to say, as| had said to my grandfather, "Woman," but | could not. "Both,” | whispered.

Their laughter chimed at me. "Say rather: neither. Y ou will be closer to the truth. Y ou are nothing
and no one. Y ou don't even have aname."



"My grandfather is Miyoshi no Kiyoyuki. | am his granddaughter.”
"Isthat aname?' one (or both) jeered. ™Y ou borrow finery he has himsdf solen.”
"Please” | said. "l must dothis.”

"We have apoem for you," the other fox (or both) said. He (or she, or they) bowed and
touched noses to the bowls, and the bowls changed to the corpse of afox curled around adead kit. |
screamed and dropped the moon, which | did not redlize | had been holding in my hand. It fell onthe
dead fox and flared up, a cold white blast that |eft me queasy.

"Can you reply?" the voice or voices said. "Of course not.”

Their laughter waslikethewind blowing dust past slver bells ahigh hissng noise.

| woke crying and cdling for my women. My experience with bad dreamswas minimd: asafox
| had dreamt sometimes of running, not sure whether | was predator or prey. Thiswasfar more
horrible than that.

"My lady?' Josal ducked benegath the blinds that shielded my deeping area. "Areyou dl right?"

My face was cold with tears. Josai wrapped my robes close about me, snapping orders at the
other women: bring alantern, hot sake, new incense. | curled into acrook of her arm. | could not
stop shaking. | told her: "I don't know."
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Conversations with the princess:

Like aspider or mouse, | nested for ashort time in the smal room the princess had assigned to
me when firgt | fainted. The other attendants were very kind, | suppose because the princess had
ordered them to be courteous, but also | hoped because some had been friends so many years ago. |
received affectionate |etters from the princess begging in the most elegant fashion for my company. |
awayswrote back, thanking her for her kindnessin alowing meto stay comparatively closeto her
shining presence, but fegling too weak to attend. How could | see her? | had been crying and my eyes
were unattractively swollen; my face was blotched from tears.

Onagawas dways with me, and in the end it was she who goaded meto action. "Do you want
them saying you are haf-wild from living in the country?" she cawed a me; this moved me as no other
pleahad, and pride at |ast forced me upright and into hagi-colored robes. purple-red lined with
green.

Silence fdl when | stepped into the princesss room for the first time; she hersdlf brokeit. "My
dear! You look lovely, sorefined.” | assumed this meant "haggard,” but | was grateful.



Over the daysthat followed, she was dl solicitous attention. She was old and so did not deep
much, and when nightmares or smple deeplessness kept me from my bed, | often found her curled up
beside abrazier, her closest attendant asleep beside her. Her cough was nearly constant now, a
frequent low barking that did not stop even when she swallowed syrup of kinkan-oranges.

Wetaked then.
"I'm dying, you know," shesaid. "I haven't told my nephew the emperor yet.”

| said nothing, but the cough had indicated she was not well, and | had been staying with her and
her women for too many days not to have heard this dready.

"Thedivinerscame," she said, "and some physicians, and apriest and some North Idand
barbarian famous asahedler. Sometel methat | will bewell soon, but | know thisisjust wishful
thinking—men who know nothing trying to cheer amember of theroya family. Hah."

"Perhapsthey areright?’

"No." She pushed acod in the brazier with the poker in her hand. It brokein haf and flared; for
amoment | saw her face, wrinkles fine as mulberry threadsin paper. " There was a ten-thousand-lights
sarvice. My nephew had a Hedling Buddha erected. Everything indicates the same problem,
something esting a my lungs. The diviner said it was ademon; everyone sethinksitisasckness.
Me, | don't care. I'm glad you were herein the capita, child: I'm leaving for the nunnery at Kasugano
very soon. New robes, hey? Soon I'll bein gray and yellow: better for awoman my age than the
gaudy thingsyou children love. A nun, and then death will be easy. | look forward to seeing whether
thereisa Pure Land, after all.”

"Please don't leave us," | said.

"I'm leaving whether you want meto or not,” she said dryly. "It isjust amatter of whether | do
S0 in stages, with apause at the nunnery; or diedirectly from here. And that would be bad luck for
the emperor. No, | look forward to alittle peace before my degth.” She looked up a me sharply from
the corner of her eye. "So what do you say now, my girl ?*

"Um." What could | say?"My lady, there are ahundred poemsin the Manyoshu and el sewhere,
al dedling with desth. And at thisingtant, | am too numb to think of asingleone."

She snapped out alaugh, which turned to athick hacking cough. She spat into a soft paper dip
she pulled from her deeve. She dropped it in the fire, which flared up for amoment; her woman
shifted and then settled back into deep. "Bdieve me, | am grateful. My women have been boring me
to tearswith al of them." She glanced at me again. "Are you surprised a my attitude toward the
poems? | leavefor the nunnery as soon as| can get permission from my nephew; | think | can afford
to be honest with mysdf about things now."

"My lady, what are you telling me? Don't you care for these things?—for poems and propriety
and courtesy?'

"Of coursel do, girl. They'reimportant, just not asimportant asliving well."



"But they are livingwdl!"

"No." She coughed for amoment, then: "They'reliving beautifully. Thereisadifference.”

And another conversation with her, aday later. We watched two of the women playing at
archery with short bows. The princess was pale and tired-looking, and retired to rest, asking meto
attend her. | led her to her deeping dais, and took her outer robe. She did not deep immediately, so |
sat beside her, and her attendant carefully did not listen to us.

"Y our son. Tell meabout him."

| smiled. "Heiseght.”

"That isno answer. What ishe like? Hasty, polite, graceful, funny?’

"All those things, from timeto time," | said. "And handsome.”

"He must have that from your sde of the family." She coughed. " So, tell medl about him."

"l don't know what you wish to hear. Heis ill very young. Heis never clean, and lovesto run
about outside.”

"Minewas like that, too—and my daughter, until | straightened her out. They'redl likewild
animds, aren't they?"

"No," | said, through lips suddenly numb. "Not my son. My son is perfectly human.”

"No oneissaying heisn't, my girl." Shelooked a mefor atime. Y ou have nothing to worry
about: hewill settle down eventualy.”

That is not what frightens me, | thought, but | did not say it.

"I have wanted to talk with you for atime now," she said. "I have certain rightsto do so. Firg, |
amroyal, and so freeto say what | wish; second, | am old, and thus doubly freed from propriety;
third, | have been married for many years, and am experienced with men and their ways. Fourth, you
were my handmaiden, and | have no secrets from you, nor you from me. Last, | an dying, and | have
awish to see the people | care about at peace. And you are certainly not at peace.”

III_II
"l don't want to hear it. Y ou still can't face unpleasant truths, can you?"

| remembered the anger, theflare that had filled me aswater fillsadrowning man'slungs: a
dtifling pressure. "'l facewhat | mugt.”

She snorted, which turned into a cough. She rested for amoment and began again. "I have
known you for along time, girl. Y ou face only what you cannot avoid.”



"Would | be abetter personiif | faced thesethings?' | said bitterly. "If | saw lifeasan
aggravation and a disgppointment?’

"Isthat what you think lifetruly is, thet you hide fromit?'
| pushed at a camphor-wood box beside the brazier. "Isit not?"

"Of course not!" she snapped. "Well, no: itis, but itisal the good things aswell, and you'll never
know how sweet they areif you do not see the others. Be angry, be sad, be glad, Shikujo—at least
you will bedive. It is gone soon enough.”

Incredibly. | found mysdlf telling her everything about my husband and the coldness between us,
the sex that had tied us together with threads as thin and ephemera as spider silk, hisrestlessness and
obsession with foxes; my londliness. After atime, | thought from the albsence of coughing that she had
falen adeep, and so | told her about the dream of afox man, and how he had returned to my dreams
this past summer.

There was silence when | wasdone. | sat beside her, emptied by al the words, feding light, like
new-dyed sk blowing in the drying wind.

"S0. You are not so perfect, after al." The princesssvoice startled acry out of me.

"l am hardly perfect,” | sad with alaugh.

"And yet, you seem S0 to many people. Does he know this, your husband?”

"How could he not?" | asked; but in retrospect, | wonder. Would it have been better for our

marriageif | had been more honest, less polite? | do not know; | only know that | would perhaps
have felt better.

Wedso taked of divorce. It would be simple enough. Divorceis never technically that hard;
with my hushand behaving so strangely, sometimesit doesn't even seem that difficult to me. It might
be better for my son, since my father'sinfluence (and even my own) islikely to be of greater usefor
my son's career than is my husband's.

But divorce would |eave certain words unspoken, certain things undone. | cannot do it, not now.
Neither can | return to that house and my husband. But | fret—yperhaps | should have stayed

after dl?—knowing that | couldn't have, that his madness would have destroyed us dl. If you had just
talked to me, my lord... or if | had talked to you. When did it get so hard to speak to you?

Inthe end, | wasforced back to my father's house, after al. My monthly courses began, and |
could no longer stay in theroyd paacesuntil | was again clean.
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| sent amessage to my grandfather, asking him to visit me. Proprietiesindicated | could not
demand his presence, or even tdl him how much | needed him; so | waited impatiently, hoping he
would read the characters that were not written, and come quickly.

Mother was with me—unusua these days, she preferred fox-shape and the forest behind
Y oshifuji's house, and we did not see her often. She seemed to live less and less comfortably in the
world we had made. Now she was woman-shaped, but her robes were filthy and covered with
cobwebs. She had nothing to say. She held agnawed bonein her hands asif it were aflute; | tried not
to notice that no music came out when she bent her head toit.

"Granddaughter?| can only stay amoment. Why did you summon me?* Grandfather settled near
us.

"l had adream, aterrible dream.” | found mysdf shaking again, just a the memory. "About
Inari's moon-foxes. They said terrible thingsto me. Why did they cometo me?

"What would | know about dreams?' he said.

"Well, wasit amessage? Did it mean something?"

"They al mean something." It was my mother's voice. Grandfather made an annoyed noise as
she put down the bone (or flute) and turned her face to me, eyesfocused on my face. " Sometimes
they mean that the rabbit you ate had strange plantsin its belly. Sometimes they mean you are
pregnant, and the kits you carry are telling one another stories. Sometimes they mean that you are
afraid of something, and that whatever-it-is comes to hunt you in the night, when you can't run away.
Sometimesit meansmore.”

"But what?' | said. "'l haveto know."

"AsK the diviner in thewoods," Mother said. "He knows such things.”

"What diviner?' | said.

"A dream interpreter,” she said. "It'swhat humans do, when their dreams disturb them, visit him.
He'smad, but he would have to be, wouldn't he? Dreams are an uncomfortable study.” She abruptly
shifted to fox-form.

"Mother!" | exclamed. " Grandfather, she will ruin everything if she doesn't sop this."

Mother shifted back as suddenly; thistime her robes were clean, but embroidered with
cobwebs, and dyed in patterns like the staining of mud.

"Shecan't dothat," | said shakily to my grandfather. "It'stoo dangerous.”
"You'vetried to stop her, yes?'

"Yan



"And she doesn't stop. So."

"Sowhat?' | asked.

"So we will have to accommodate her and trust to Y oshifuji's blindness.”
"Issheright,” | asked, "about the dream interpreter?”

"Probably. Sometimes she understands more about humanness than any of us.”
"Hah," | said.

Grandfather snorted. "Madnessis auniquely human State, little one.”

Mother said nothing, preoccupied with licking her hands.
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Theilles or omens
Theillest of omens. Can it be averted?

Lifewas very difficult. | had been in the capital for over amonth, and | had been back at my
parents house for amost aweek. | couldn't help wondering about my home, my husband. The
westher was hot again with the false summer that sometimes comesin autumn, and the air was o
thick with some overbred autumn bloom's perfume that my head throbbed with it. Something moved
under my skin: an itching, arestlessness. After my conversations with the princess, | felt wild and
irrationd, ready to perform any insane act.

So | asked Onagato arrange for me to walk in the garden. She seemed shocked (indeed, |
shocked mysdlf alittle, even thinking of this: how could | act s0?), but agreed when | pointed out that
| would in al likelihood walk in the garden whether she arranged for proper privacy or not. (Would |
have done this? What has gotten into one these days? The city is so loud; perhaps oneis not deeping
wdl.)

It would have been so much smpler back at the estate, where the only man of any importance
was my husband. Provided he didn't need the garden for something or other, it would have been a
smdll thing to leave ordersthat no other men were to enter the gardens. Why did | never do this, then,
walk aong the paths and touch the trunk of the thousand-year oak | had seen myriad times from my

wing?
No: | was content to watch from the lattices, then when | could have walked every day.
Mercifully, my father was gone to court, and my brotherswere al away, at court or on

pilgrimage or visiting one or another wife. In ashort time, Onaga returned to me: servants had cleared
the garden. It was mine.



Compared to the garden in the country, it was small, hardly more than an acre or two. All
cunningly arranged, like the little boxes that nest into apicnic box: no space was wasted. | looked at
the pond my son had told me about and found that these fish my father so prized were nothing but
oversized, distorted carp. With ashiver, | started hunting for the great porcelain basin that contained
my father's pride. Horrible asthe regular fish were, what must this monster look like?

Onaga disgpproved: why brood on unnecessary unpleasantness such as misshapen fish? But |
ingsted. Still complaining, sheled meat last through alittle gate of varied sizes of bamboo to asmall
courtyard half-roofed with the overhanging branches of pines hung with ivy, floored with huge smooth
stones dmost hidden in two sorts of moss. The fallen needles had been swept from the moss. Therich
textured green made brighter the blue and white of the basin, and the bright gold of the cast-aside
bamboo covering and the red of blood.

Thefish had been ashorrible as | had thought. | could see this from what remained. Now it was
worse: haf torn away atogether, shreds of brightest orange skin and blood as red as my own. Should
| have screamed? | did not.

It was foxes, of course: foxes after all. Onagatried to tell methat it was one of the cook's
thousand cats, but | saw the tuft of fur beside it. Perhaps there are cats that color; | suppose there
must be. But it couldn't be: for it to be other than afox would make no sense. | wasn't free of them.

Theillest of omens. | have sent for apriest.
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Traveling to the dream-diviner, | fet the shock when we l€eft the fox-magic world for the redl
world, like stlepping through awaterfal of glittering dust. | had been afraid of the shift, but to my relief
| was gtill awoman on the other side. There were a half-dozen women, and adozen carriers of our
litters, and another haf-dozen men accompanying us, for our safety. Josal knew where the interpreter
was to be found and gave the ingtructions to the leader.

I'd never beenin alitter before. Awkwardly | hunched myself and my huge belly into asmall box
walled with woven reeds and lined with pale brocaded silk. There was asingle window, a pand of
black wood carved into cutouts of leaves clustered on water, and the water'sripples. | didn't see
much through the window, and braced mysdlf instead againgt the litter's frame, trying not to be
bruised. | think we must have moved &t arate that would have been adow walk for afox.

At last we stopped. The men withdrew to adiscreet distance and my women made things
decent for me.

| stepped out into alittle weed-filled clearing, in front of adirt-floored hut with shedding thatch.
"Hah. You again," said avoice from within the sagging doorway.

"Who—" | stooped to look into the darkness and found myself face-to-face with the man who
had refused me his skull so long ago. He cackled.



"Didn't expect to find me dill dive, did you?'
"1 wasn't looking for you. | wastrying to find adiviner."

"Me." He dapped his chest and coughed. "Comein, don't make me squint a you, out in the
light."

"Not indgde." Josai's voice behind me. | turned to look at her: did she think he would attack me?
"One minute, my lady." Josal gestured, and a servant moved forward to lay out acloth for meto kneel
upon at the doorway.

"You're thediviner?' | asked as| sank down.

"Of course. Do you think I'd till be diveif | weren't so good at telling what my dreams mean?
Now they tell meit'smy lungs. Hah. What do dreams know? So, fox, | see you succeeded at what
you wanted."

| couldn't help preening abit. "Asyou see.

"l bet it was easier for you to get up herethe first time, hey. Wasit worth it, fox maid?”

"Nomaid," | said proudly. "l am married and expecting.”

"So why are you here? Not for my skull," he said sharply. "It'still not yours, you know."

"l don't need that,” | said. "1 had adream, and they tell me that you can read these things.”

"Who told you that, hmm?Wel, | can. If | wish. If you leave me something.”

| nodded. One of the women stepped forward and laid a pretty lacquered picnic box in front of
him.

"A dead rabbit?" he said dubioudy. "Well, | suppose. Now. What does afox whoisnow a
maid—no, a woman—dream?'

| told him, fatering over my words. When | finished there was a pause before he said, "And that
was al? No more?'

"Was there supposed to be more?" | sngpped. "Y ou're the diviner; you tell me."

"A spider settles and bites you; dream-foxes speak in poemsthat are not made of words but of
Images" Helaughed.

| frowned. "Don't play with me! | just want to know what it means.”

He sghed and lay down, pulling agrimy deeping-robe over hisknees. ™Y ou would not be ready
to hear it, even if | had the energy to tell you."

"Tdl me" | snarled a him. It was hard to be respectful with thisfoolish old man.



"Fine" he said, and rolled onto his back, eyes closed. " The spider may mean you have trapped
yourself in abigger web than you expected. Or it may mean alover will come calling, but who the
lover isand who he calls on?—Doesn't say. Doesn't say why the spider bitesyou, either. Or it may
mean something dtogether different. The foxes? Hmm. May mean your infant will die young. May
mean you redlly are human, for ahuman god, even arice-god, to send his attendants to call on you.
Why should the foxes care otherwise? May mean you are afox, for the same reason. May mean you
should give Inari gifts, or maybe not." He opened one eye and peered a me. "How am | doing?'

| wanted to cry from frugtration. "Y ou have said nothing!™
"Well, then. Maybe | should ask you. What question do you really want answered, hey?"

He watched me through dit eyeswhen | said, "Thekit. Will he be human or fox? And I—which
am |? Thefoxes sad neither. Isthistrue? Does the dream tell you that?"

"Y our child will befine, aswill you. Oneway or another. Despite everything. Now leave me
done”

"Y ou don't know that! Y oure making it up.”

"Clever fox woman, figuring us out like that. We dl make up dl of it—life, dreams, memories,
hopes. Be careful getting home." And with that he was adeep, as easily and irrevocably asthe sun
seting.

| grew heavier, and my body remained only reluctantly my own. It grew harder to deep anight
through. My feet and back and breasts ached continudly. | felt the child inside shift and kick
restlesdy. With asort of grim humor | thought my child was amost certainly human, for no fox had
suffered like this before bearing her young.

| thought much about the old man'swords, but they never made sense to me, not then. Itisonly
now, this snowy moment as| wait for the sound of clogs, that | think I might understand.

38. THE NOTEBOOK OF KAYA NO YOSHIFUJI

| have not read the monogatari -tales the women of the capital seem to love—they arelow
literature, not worth the attention of men (they say). But | have listened to women read them aoud
from timeto time—Flowering Fortunes, The Princess Who Sought a Corpse, The Tale of Genji,
apeculiar story cdled The Bat's Tale—and | have noticed severd things about them.

Oneisthat they are dl idedlized versions of what might once have been redlity. It isa perfect
world the tales describe: every noblewoman is uniquely beautiful; every poem isawonder of clarity
and wit; every celebration and ritua isworthy of the courts of the gods.

Thisaways seemed unlikely to me. Back in the capital, we all bemoaned the decadent dayswe
livein, o unlike the golden past; but | could not then imagine that things had really changed so much.



Many of our houses are beautiful, but often they are shoddily made and poorly tended. The buildings
of the palaceitsdlf are dways dirty and usudly leaky, best seenin thedim light of lanterns. Our robes
are hard to clean and thus often dirty; al our fine perfumes only imperfectly conceal the smdll of
unwashed skin when tabus forbid bathing. There are beautiful women, of course—faceslike moons,
floor-long hair thick asahorse'stail, perfect pale skin like the petals of kobushi flowers—but there
are far more women who are not. Their skin is scarred by smalpox; their hair isthin, or extended with
hanks bought from peasant women.

But then | cameto my pretty wifeshouse. Hereit truly isjust like the jeweled little world of the
women'stales. It is perfect, the Suff of fantasy and dreams.

| had no idea such things could bered.
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The message from Hida province:

The message from Hida province came the day after one found the fish. One had expected such
amessage since then; but despite this, it was no easier to seethe note. A twist of plain white paper,
hedtily marked:

In great haste, thisindividual had traveled from the estate in the Tani valley and now
takes the liberty of writing, begging an audience of the wife of Kaya no Yoshifuji.

Onaga admits him immediately. Quick footsteps, robes brushing against the floor as he knedlson
the oppodite Side of a screen.

"Well" (Onaga says, one cannot, of course, speak to aservant). "My lady isindisposed and
doesn't wish to be disturbed. | am an unimportant servant of hers, but you may tell me your message
and it will be passed on." Thisisal aconvention: he knows| listen, as surely as| know he knows.

"l am sorry for her indigpogition,” he begins.
"Tel usnow," Onagainterrupts. "What has happened, back at the estate?”

A half-seen shape through the fine silk curtain; hishands wave hdplesdy. "I am Tabibito. My
lord Kayano Y oshifuji's mgjor domo, Hito, sent meto you. | |eft the estate fifteen days ago, traveled
a aterriblerate, ignoring directiond tabusto get here as quickly as| might. It isof no matter what
luck I might bring upon mysdlf; the news| bring is more important. When I eft, my lord, your lady's
husband, had been missing for ten days."

"Hah," Onagasays, and smilesgrimly at me. "Itisaswell | didn't disturb her. Why would you
want to waste my lady'stime with this? He has gone on another of his pilgrimages.”

"No." The man sounds most certain. "1 am so sorry, but Hito is hismost trusted servant, and he
sad nothing to Hito."



"Then," she sayswith a certain satisfaction, "he hasfound some low peasant mistressin the
neighborhood.”

"My lord isnot so lost to propriety and what is dueto hisrank asto stay with such awoman for
more than anight. They would have nothing to talk of—it isunthinkable."

"Maybethey didn't talk."
"He has taken nothing, not so much asacomb.”
"Might he have joined a monastery?' Onaga asks.

"Hewould not forget to inform us, if heleft thisworldly planefor alife with the blessed. Truly,
we are dl concerned for him. Perhaps something has happened—"

"Or perhaps heis back now, and fedling sorry for himself about the loss of some baseborn

lover.

"Or perhaps not,” he says with a certain sharpness. "Perhaps he is dead, eaten by wolves.”

"What do you expect my lady's presence to do about that—about any of these possibilities?”

"Perhaps he was a little saddened by her leaving so precipitantly. Perhaps her return might tempt
him back if heisnearby, in retreat at somelocal temple. If heisnot dive, Kayano Tadamaroishis
son. He will need to return, to set into movement such rites aswould allow my lord's soul to rest
comfortably before rebirth.”

"1 will inform her," Onagasays. The servant leavesin slence.

I cannot move, cannot speak. My mind whirlswith dread and fear and anger. Onaga steps
away, returnsimmediately with atiny pot of something warm and sharp-smelling. She poursalittle
cup and handsit to me, and the spell breaks.

"My lady?' Onaga knedls beside me. The cup contains a medicine of some sort, ginseng and
juniper.

"How could hevanish?' | whisper. Meaning: how could he be so inconsiderate? Hemight be
dead or injured or lost in the mountains, and there will be no further discussion between us. | will
never know what redlly happened in hisheart or my own. And | am enraged that he might not be
dead or logt, that he might have frightened us dl, frightened me, likethisout of sdf-indulgent pity.

Onaga says nothing, not even when my tears start.

The dead fish was as evil an omen as one had feared.

Wewill go, of course.
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My ddlivery of my child was easy, comparatively painless asthesethingsgo, or o1 am
informed. My water broke, and | was moved to araised bed wrapped in white. | was hidden behind
amaze of curtains and screens and hangings, but | could hear men in my rooms, hustling about with
gtill more curtains. Priests and monks and diviners—every holy man the fox magic could
contrive—chanted and sang whatever spells or prayers or sutras they thought were important. Men
played sugoroku-backgammon for luck; they shouted their bets at one another. | bit my lip during the
contractions that ripped a my belly, unwilling to cry out in the presence of so many. A fox bearsher
young aonein aclose-walled dark den, her only noises panting and the occasional scrabbling of her
feet in the dust. Surrounded by so many, my body struggled for atime to hold the child in before
relaxing at last.

Mother had vanished again, back into her fox-form and the red world. Josai held me, urged me
to breathe and push, her voice scarcely audible over the din the men made.

After the child was born, Josal dlowed my husband behind the curtains. The stained cloths| had
littered in were gone now, replaced with gleaming white silk and hemp.

"My son, let me seehim!™ hesaid. ™'Y ou marvelous wife of mine!”

| gestured for the nurse to show my husband the child. He pedled away thetight cloths. "What a
child! Wife, you are extraordinary. A beautiful healthy boy."

| said nothing, seeing in my exhaustion the shadow of aman infilthy, ragged robes crouchingin
the dark to kissafox kit on its closed eyes.
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Somefaravdls

Some farewd|s are comparatively smple, aswhen one knows that the parting isfor the best.
Eventhenit can be painful.

Other farewells are forced on one. A letter comes with bad news, and one leaves with scarcely
enough time to pack afew trunks. One's good-byesto one's father and mother arelittle more than
exchanges of bows and quick words. One's parents offer to keep Tadamaro, but | cannot bear to let
him stay behind. There are threats everywhere, evenin the city; at least if heiswith me, | will be able
tokeep aneyeon him.

The hardest farewell has been the | etters between the princess and onesdlf. | was not able to
return to her before the message from the country; now | must leave without even the briefest vist. |
wrote her aletter, broad strokes of black ink on white paper flecked with crimson, tied with a hank of
dead grass, paegold. It explained thingsto her, and ended:

The nights grow longer than the days—
Already they seem endless,
knowing | will not see you before leaving.



She wrote back, saffron-colored paper tied with adried aster:

Where | go now the nights are endless
in keeping with my sadness.

We will not meet againin life.

We will meet again in the Radiant Land.
Be brave and be alive.

Her hedlth isfailing, she adds. She leaves on alitter for the nunnery as soon asacertain
directional tabu permits her to travel to the south. | thought of her long hair, to be cut so short, and |
darted to cry—asif the hair were the woman, asif it were her life. | prayed to the eight hundred
myriad gods and al the Buddhas—everyone | could think of.

There have been alot of farewellslately for me. | think perhaps there should be fewer.

Onagagives me sake and asks how | fedl. Sheisasinsstent as she can be, given our respective
positions. | say nothing because | do not know what | fed. But at least | try to examine my emations,
because | know it would please the princessfor meto try; if | find only asort of numb waiting, then
that iswhat thereisto befound.

| leavein the morning.
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Like everything e se humansinvolve themsaves with, the time after childbearing was
unnecessarily complicated by ceremony. For afox it is easy enough: the mother deeps and nurses,
cleans her cubs, eatsthe food her mate brings her. For usit was not so smple: Y oshifuji had no idea
how to hunt, and it was my brother who brought rabbits and grouse to me.

As humans, it was much more complex than this. We wore white for the first seven days, not a
good choice around a newborn. The whole undertaking was wrapped round in rituals and ceremonies
a atimewhen all | wanted was the chance to deep and nurse. Thefirst nursing; the severing of the
umbilica cord; thefirst bathing (and many subsequent bathings, two a day with associated rituas); the
readings, the gifts of swaddling clothes; the attendants gifts and the priests giftsand the family
gifts—all of these were done in an gpproved manner.

We placed certain lucky objects on the infant's head: a pine branch, awild orange, agold coin, a
diver of wood carved to look like rhinoceros hide, a piece of snake's-beard greenery. Predictably
enough, the child cried, but we could not tell whether this was auspicious or not.

There were banquets every other day for half amonth, but | was happily excluded from them.
Nobles and powerful men from the capita cameto the parties. They toasted Y ashifuji‘s son (whom
we cdled Shonen, "boy," having no facility for naming) and played till more sugor oku-backgammon,
and recited poetry and drank.

The largest banquet was the night that Y oshifuji presented the sword to his son. | had not known
there could be so many peoplein the fox world, but my husband wasimportant. The nobles were
without exception handsome and articulate (dozing, | heard their voi ces through the screens; |



watched asthey came and went), but | never saw or heard them before or after that time.

| didn't pay as much attention as | might have, since | wastired and preoccupied with the child,
and | left it to my husband and my women to do things properly.

On thefiftieth day, Y oshifuji came and fed Shonen from an assortment of rice cakes, presumably
for good luck. Later at the banquet, Y oshifuji bragged about his baby's new teeth, thefirst two
dready showing.

Thewholetime had the feding of adream.
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Thetrip back:

Thetrip back had many of the features of a nightmare. The weather had turned cold, so | and
my women were constantly chilled, even crowded as we wereinto the carriage. Wetraveled in such
haste that we often drove into the evening, stopping only when the full darkness of the early nights
prevented our going farther.

A handful of daysinto thetrip, while traveling aroad so soaked that the dirt had turned to amud
gticky asdrying liana syrup, the axle on my cart broke. Two of my women tumbled out into the road,
fortunately sustaining no damage worse than the utter ruination of their robes and a certain amount of
hysterical weeping. The male attendants hel ped us out and across the mud, then sent back to the
nearest villageto seeif a smith or wagon builder might be there to help us. Asasteady rain began to
fal, wetook refuge in aclearly abandoned hut, which most regrettably turned out to have no roof, nor
much of afloor. Still, | wasgrateful for the rain: it meant that it was too early for snow, which would
have been much worse.

It took three days to have the axle replaced. By this point Tadamaro and his nurse had both
caught kaze-colds (will there ever be rdief from colds?), and we had to find aloca heder who would
make ginger syrup for them and apply moxas. They recovered dowly, and we were obliged to let
them rest for several days, though they did not deep well, because of the sounds of the crow-scarers
clattering dl day. Thefirst day it would be possible to travel was tabu for movement in the direction
we were going; | sopped my conscience and the gods by having the carriage pushed a short distance
north into some sort of pasturage, justifying the subsequent travel in the forbidden direction asamere
continuation of along curvethat had at least started acceptably.

Inall, it took three weeksto return.
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Timeisnot acongant thing. The shift from season to season—uwinter to pring to summer and
autumn—is constant, but time itself—the sequence of event and thought and dream—is at best
inconsistent. | recal certain dayswith absolute clarity, asif | carried them about with me carved likea



sutrain characters of gold on tablets of lapis lazuli, ready to be consulted whenever necessary. Other
times—whole years—are vague and jumbled together, asif | overheard a conversation in which
someone only mentioned them in passing. And yet | know | passed through those times, one day after
the other, like stepping on the stones of agarden path.

| say the shifting of seasonsis constant, but thiswas not true in our fox world. It was dways
autumn here. | did not worry so much about Y oshifuji noticing thisas | used to.

When Shonen was three, we had the trouser ceremony. Grandfather presented the boy with his
firgt st of hakama-trousers and we refitted hisroom in miniature furnishings that evening, an
acknowledgment of sortsthat he was growing closer to adulthood.

The boy was growing up hedlthy, but he waswild and kept doing things that ought to have
shocked Y ashifuji. My husband took him to watch dragonflies one day, and Shonen instead grew
interested in the insects that were so thick in the grasses, and caught and ate blue bestles, crunching
them between histeeth and laughing a the noise they made and the tickling of their struggling legs.

Y oshifuji told me of thisthat evening. "Didn't you stop him?" | asked, dry-mouthed.

"No," hesaid, and looked puzzled. "Why would 1? It's his nature, after al."

Thisfrightened me. My husband noticed some things, missed others. | did not know how he
truly saw the world we had made. There were times| felt he saw it more clearly than any of us, but
for some reason did not care.
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This| must write about.

My wife's brother and | have taken the dog and gone out to practice our archery, to the large
clearing where he killed the badger afew days ago (or isit months? years? No, it cannot bethat: itis
gill autumn). The weather has been beautifully warm, though there was awindstorm last night that
knocked over afew potted plantsin the garden; even now the wind leaves creamy pearls of foam at
thelake's edges.

Our men have taken targets (hulking straw men; my brother-in-law seemsto find this very funny,
the prospect of shooting arrows at false men) and set them up, and then left us alone with our targets
and avadt array of picnic supplies.

We do precisdly this: practice shooting at straw for atime. Now haf-grown, the dog chases
from target to bowman and back, barking hystericaly until at last he growstoo tired to stand and
flopsin the shade panting. When we grow bored with that, we start shooting at targets picked out for
each other: willow branches, tree boles, awood pigeon ill advised enough to flutter through the
clearing. | hit more often than | miss, but my brother-in-lawv'saim isflawless.

When we run out of arrows, we stop and pull open the little boxes that nest together, filled with



our medl. Everything tastes good (asit dways does). The sake is excellent and we drink much too
much of it.

| point at a half-concealed path. "Have you ever been up there?" | ask.
Helooks carefully. "I don't bdieve so. It'sred, isn't it?"

| have no ideawhat he means by this. "There's a place up there, where the mountain has a cleft
and water comes up to make alittle pool, steaming hot. Sulfur.”

"That explainsthe smell," he says, and lookswise; but | can't smdll anything. We arealong walk
from the spring and the wind blows away from it. How can he smell anything?

"Therésashrine up there. Very old, maybe older than all my ancestors, or even thefirst
emperor. | used to walk up there and leave rice and wine, but | haven't done that since | wasaboy."

"Wasthere apriet?’

"No, nooneat dl. It looked completely deserted, and | never saw asign that anyone else ever
left anything. Only me."

"Why would one build ashrine in the middle of nowhere?' he saysidly. Heistrying to baance
the sake jug upside down on arock, whichis proving difficult. | hadn't noticed before thisthat his
sandas are laced in brilliant sky-blue, an outrageous but charming color.

"Well, it's not the middle of nowhere," | say, frowning.

"Itisfor anyone but deer and tanuki -badgers and wolves, isn't it? No one lives up there, no one
vigits. What's the purpose then?"

Thisisanother one of those questions his family asksthat leave me struggling. How can he be
ignorant of this?"The mountain livesthere. And it may please the mountain to have ashrinelikethis. If
it is for the mountain, and not for the springs or atree or something else up there.”

"Y ou don't even know what's being worshipped?' he saysincreduloudly. "And you still 1eft rice?”

I roll onto my back. "Well, | couldn't read the characters on the shrine: they werefilled with
moss. Whatever it was, it was holy enough that someone thought it was agood ideato build ashrine
toit. That makesit worthy of respect." The clouds overhead are purplein their heart, but soaked in
brilliant sunlight from the west. There will be astorm soon. | find mysdf idly looking forward to this:
autumn thunderstorms have dways been addight.

He starts laughing, and somehow | fed defensive. "How can you not know this?" | say. "You
and your sster! | mean no offense to your grandfather, but sometimes| fed asthough you were
raised by demons, or wolves."

Hefrowns. "It islike poetry and so many other things. | fed sometimes as though there must be
apoint toit. And | hear what you tell my sister, when she asks about poetry or Buddha, or anything
else. Nothing you say about any of it ever makes sense”



"| supposeit doesn't, but then, that iswhat religion and poetry and painting are about, aren't
they? Making sense out of nonsense?—And life, too, actualy.”

I roll to my sideto find my wifée's brother watching me curioudy. For amoment he looks exactly
like hissigter; they are agood-looking family, the clan of Miyoshi. The ones|'ve seen, anyway—I ill
have never viewed my mother-in-law, of course.

Hejumpsto hisfeet; the dog follows suit. "Come, let's go to the springs. Perhaps welll see
something to shoot on the way there."

This seems unlikely to me; the woods around us are dense, and the muddy path shows no
footprints but our own, and those of a single anima whaose tracks | do not recognize. The sky is
darkening quickly asthe heavy clouds move over us. "Perhaps we should—" | begin, but he has
loped on ahead, black-fletched arrow and bow in hand, the dog at his heels. He can hear nothing.

"Was anyone ever thishasty?' | ask the woods doud, but | aready know the answer: | am. Itis
my nature as much as histo think only of here and now. Hah, avoice saysin my mind; | recognize it
asmy wife's grandfather, who occasionaly speaksto her in thistone. What do you know of here
and now? You're too lost in dreams and memories.

My brother-in-law is out of sght now, and | can't even hear him as he runs, though occasiond
barks drift back. | have never known anyone so fast and agile. | lace my trousers close to my leg to
get their bulk out of theway as| run, and trot after him. | am panting within minutes, far sooner than |
expect. Wdll: | must be growing older.

Thewoods are &fire with reds. The windstorm knocked many of the leaves down, but astand of
diseased pines have turned to rust and flame on aridge; the kuzu-vine threaded through the nearer
trees hasflared to crimson.

We are amost to the spring and the shrine. The path hasturned to irregular stone stairslost in
fdlen leaves. The sky isgrowing darker and a cold wind gusts, tearing leaves and needles free of the
trees, snapping them at my eyes and face. | think for amoment of tengu-demons and stumble
forward.

A shout ahead of me: my brother-in-law's voice thick with the jubilation of prey in range, which
suddenly chokesinto asurprised warning. | dash around acurveinto asmall clearing with abuilding.
Brother's bow is drawn, arrow nocked, but heisnot aming it. A blur of rust-red arcs across atiny
stream and disappearsinto the ferns under the trees, followed by the dog.

They'veflushed afox.

| shout, too late. The dog lunges forward. The bushes explode: red fur and black-and-white roll
back into sight. Clear even over the dog's savage growls, the fox makes a sound like a sob.

"No!" | shout, and leap across the creek, dashing to the fox. But it istoo late. Perhaps she
would have survived, but the dog has caught her by the throat and shaken her. Her body flopsfrom
sideto side, loose and boneless.

We scream at the dog; he lets her go and vanishes into the woods.



Thefox isdead, an aged little female lying on her sdein the broken grasses. | can't tdll: sheis
old, she might have been one of the foxes | knew from before, when | il lived with Shikujo. No: that
was another valey (1 think), and besides, it was years (or was it months?) ago. They would dl be
dead by now.

Asisshe. No breath lifts her ribs, one gold eye presses without flinching against the ground.
Blood seeps from her throat.

My wife's brother stands beside me, the fierce glow of killing fading from hisface, being
replaced with shock and horror. "No," he says, stunned.

I tilt my head back, trying not to cry. Something terrible has happened here. | just do not know
whatitis

A flash of indigo-white light and then thunder, smultaneous. | smdl| the sharpness of lightning.
Even through theringing in my ears| hear my own shout, and the tearing of wood from astruck tree.
Another flash; another ped which leaves mefedling asif the air has been stripped from my lungs. The
trees around the clearing suddenly arefilled with clamoring, and the first hailstone hitsme. A struck
hinoki -cedar sartsitslanguid fal, each flash of lightning catching it astage closer to the earth.

"Hall!" one of usshouts, just asthe other shouts, "The shrine!” | don't think either of us knows
who sayswhat, wet to the skin, bruised and deafened and blinded and maddened by the fury around
us. We both know what we mean: we must find cover.

A flash of light as merciless as truth exposes the shrine and jagged shreds of Seam risng as
hallstonesfall into the hot waters of the spring. We dash across the small space and diveinto the
shelter under the shrine's eaves.

The shrine has no inner chamber, isrealy only awall and two cypress pillarsholding up a
shingled roof. | suppose a some point there must have been something under this roof—a carved
rock, awood tablet, astatue. Now thereis only us, shivering in soaked silks. My companion's skin
glowsin lightning-flash, but | know it is not merdly the light that makes his lips appear blue.

And then, amazingly, | am laughing and shouting, mad from the sorm. My body is aroused,
manhood hard and hot against my clothes. | feel awash in wildness. For an ingtant | remember the

tales of fox spirits possessng humans, and | wonder if the old little female entered me as she died. |
do not understand why this seems funny, and | laugh harder.

Because, even though the fox is dead (and despite the laughter, | fedl tears of grief hot against
my cheeks), | am dive. And in thismoment it seemsto me as though | had forgotten thisfor many
years.
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Thefemd e attendants she left behind:

The fema e attendants she left behind in the country run to her carriage asit pullsup to the



verandaof her rooms. The night isfull of lightning and rain; the air thunders around us. "Lady!" the
women shriek, voices shrill as marsh-birds raised over the howl of the stcorm. "He'sgone! He'slost in
the woods, maybe he's dead!”

"Stop it!" Onaga shouts as she climbs from the carriage. ™Y ou are upsetting my mistress.”

| step down. | am under an awning, but the wind snaps cold rain into my face, making me gasp.
Onaga snatches awaxed-paper umbrellafrom one of the women and holdsit over me. Fitful lamplight
picksout apair of mandarin ducks painted across its surface. They seemto eye me.

We ascend the steps to the verandalike a gabbling flock of geese. Everyone has something to
say; everyone saysit several ways. Itisarelief to step insde and dide the screens and panels shut.
Lightning till flares coldly, casting the triangular eave-openingsin blinding relief. Rain il puffsin, but
| can ignore the occasiona drop that falls on me.

Perhaps| could have prevented dl thisif | had remained. | know thisisalie, however: fate
determines everything. | am apiece of dyed Slk fabric, rinsed in theriver, drying in thewind.
Everything about me—my color, my pattern, the movements of the air stroking me—is determined by
things outsde mysdlf.

Theranisvery cold. Insgde, aspiderweb hangs over my head.
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It was abad night, an unlucky night. The diviner had told my women that | should not deep that
night, but stay up and fast. | didn't know why—the lives of humans seemed ringed ‘round with
arbitrary rules and tabus—but | was human now, and would do what humans did, even where it made
no sense.

I thought of having my son brought to me, but what would be the point of waking him sothat |
would have adigtraction from my fears?

Y oshifuji and my brother had not returned from wherever it was they had gone, though their men
hed al returned earlier in the day, sent back after escorting them to their picnic Site. | knew from what
the men told me that my husband and brother had gone out into the real world, away from the fox
magic, and this dways made me nervous. what if the spdl did not hold? What if something somehow
happened, and Y ashifuji were hurt and did not come back? | was learning the Manyoshu
then—many poems by many dead people, dl apparently moaning about their livesin nearly identical
language—but | could not concentrate, and | jJumped and screamed at an unexpected noise.

"What are you ydping about, little bug-eater?' Grandfather had been gtting near me, flirtingina
perfunctory way with Josal. "Y ou've heard thunder before.”

"1'm so sorry!" My heart beat so loudly that | could scarcely hear the murmuring of my women.
"I'm just nervous tonight. With my husband outsde—" Outside the magic, | meant.

"Heis getting a soaking, he and that brother of yours. And it servesthem right. If they stayed



indde, they would till bedry like sensble people.”

| did not fed very sensible just then. The energy in the air made the tiny hairs on my arms stand
up, made me want to run and shout and throw things. But that would not have been right, of course,
30| sat and read poems, and imagined taking the shining ball my grandfather had given me and hurling
it againgt awal ashard as| could.
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Terrifying occurrences.

One hasjust returned to one's home on astormy night. Lightning illuminates the garden so that it
looks as though it belonged to the dead.

A thunderclap immediately overhead.

Hailstones. They rip through the screens, and bounce acrossthe floor inanicy wind. Itisasif
they are searching for one.

A horse begins screaming. It panicked because of the storm, and thrashed about insdeits stall
until it broke aleg. The screaming goes on for some time before adecison ismade for dedling with
theanimd.

A dog suddenly barks, very close. What isit barking at?

Inatime of greet stress, one's son criesin the night and abruptly falls sllent. He hasfallen adeep
inthe midst of tears over some childhood fancy, but one does not learn thisimmediately. There are
what seem endless moments when one's own adult fancy imaginesthe most horrible things. Indeed, it
may take much of the night for one's heart to stop pounding and alow oneto deep.

Bearing achild wasterrifying, though in adifferent fashion: onewas prey to fancies about the
child. Would it be norma? hedlthy? dive? Even after his birth, one had moments of panic.

One has ahorrifying dream, filled with blood and pain. Fierce creatures with many legsand
glowing eyes eat one's flesh, eventually tearing one's shoulder altogether away. One wrenchesinto
wakefulness to escape their sharp teeth, only to see gold eyesin one's bedroom, and redlize oneis il
dreaming.

Of course, thisisonly speculation.

49. THE NOTEBOOK OF KAYA NO YOSHIFUJI

The storm continues for atime. The hailstones stop, to be replaced by sheets of icy rain that the
wind hurlsat us. We stand close, watching therain fall.



Asif to prove my mind isas numb as my hands, | can't stop thinking about the little dead fox. |
peer through the rain-filled night, trying to see the body, but | cannot seem to find it. Either | can't
remember exactly wherein the clearing it happened; or she was not deed, after all, and has run off.
No: | remember the eye againgt the dirt, the ripped throat. She was not spared.

The rain seemsto have moved off, but even with the clouds clearing it is nearly dark. The moon
isduelater: wel then, wewill wait until it rises and find our way home by that. But in the meantime, |
can barely stand for shivering, while my wife's brother ssemsto be faint from cold. "Come," | say, and
my words chatter out as puffs of fog in the chill air. "Let'swarm oursavesin the sorings.”

Wefed our way toward the little pool. The falen tree narrowly missed it; but branchestrail into
the steaming water, scenting the sulfur air with pine'stang. We ped free of our soaked robes, silk
layersclinging asif reluctant to part, and lay them carefully over rocks. Wewill haveto get into them
later, and they will still bejust as cold and wet asthey were before, but | can't be bothered with that
right now: it isenough to know | am about to be warm, deliciously warm.

To step into the water islike stepping into the depths of afiery hell. I lower mysdlf into asmall
pool that looks asif it isnothing but steam, but | find mysdlf up to my thighsin nearly unbearable
warmth. | hope the waters have not grown hotter in the yearssincelast | visited, or we will be boiled
alive; but no. | grow used to the water and ease mysdlf lower, until | am sitting on astone, up to my
shoulders. Brother has watched me warily, and stepsin after me, flinching alittle as he settles. Then he
sghs, abandoning himsdlf to the hest.

For atime we say nothing. The spring's pool isasmall one, abowl shaped of large rocks. At
first | try to keep my feet politely out of theway of hisfest, but giveit up soon enough, alowing them
to settle together like deegping puppies. | lean my head back on one of the fallen pine's branches.
Tendrils of steam stroke my face like fingers. Steam settles on my cheeks, collects on my eyelids. |

look up through agap in thetal trees, and see ahandful of stars gleaming tentatively. After atime,
they are flooded out by the moon, which fillsthe sky with asiver haze.

| say:

" After the storm, the moon shines,
but who remains to seeit?"

"Mmm. Poetry,” he says.

"Wekilled afox," | said, tasting the words to see how | felt about them.
Splashing noises: | open my eyesto seehim st up taler. "What?'
"Thefox. Wdl, we didn't exactly kill her, but the dog did."

"That waan't red," he saysflatly, frowning.

"Of courseit wasred!"

"No. It was not real. No one died. No one was hurt."

"But | saw it. Y ou don't think she crawled away—" | stop. Theflatnessin histone, | suddenly



redize, ispain or guilt. "What'swrong?"
"It would be bad luck," he saysfindly, "to kill afox."

| recall the stabbing burst of sorrow when | saw the fox was dead. | had no ideahe might fed!
the same way, that anyone but me might care for thelife of afox, tricky and dangerous as so many
seem to think they are. But clearly he cares: hisgold eyes are so filled with grief that for asecond |
forget heisnot the sster he lookslike, and | long to put my arms around him, comfort him.

After amoment, he continues, asif thewords are torn from him. "1 was caught up in the chase. |
forgot everything—who | was, where | was. And the fox jumped out, and for just amomernt, |
forgot—I thought shewasjust afox, | was going to—" He swallowed.

"Areyou afraid thefox might have cursed you?'

"No," he sayswith alaugh that wrenchesinto asob. "Not exactly. | just wish | could remember
what isred and what isnot.”

"Andwhat isred?' | whisper. Strange question: but at this moment, | want hisanswer tothis,
want it desperately.

"My sigter knows. Sometimes. And thefox wasred. But so are you, and soisthis." He meets
my eyes. Hisfaceiswet.

| am hungry and exhausted, asis he, which must be why this conversation makes so little sense.
But lifeis such that things don't have to make senseto cause pain, and hisgrief isred enough.

The moon has inched to agap in the trees, and the steam coils around us like smoke from a
strange incense. Heis as beautiful ashissister, and my body gtirs. | lean forward and touch his
shoulder, pull him close. He looks soft and smooth, but | fed muscles under hisdick skin, asif he
does many athletic things. Heiscrying in earnest now, and | stroke his head.

The kiss seems so natura that | am not sure who initiatesit. His mouth is smultaneoudy soft and
hard, narrow lips so very different from his sster's fuller mouth as they move under mine. He tastes of
something rich and ferd, of sulfur and flesh. Firgt thekissis gentle, but then histongue flicks againgt
mine, and | find mysdf wanting him fiercely. | want to bite, and | do, pulling a hislip with my teeth.
When he bregks away, | find myself gasping, or snarling.

"What are we doing?" he says breathlessy even as he reaches for me, hand closing around my
manhood, fingers cool compared to the heat of the water. "1 am male!"

| didetoward him, wrap my own hand around him. His manhood islike him, long and dender.
"Have you never played with friends when you were aboy? Never been with aman?' | sop. Of
course he has not, though every boy his age—every one | ever knew when | was hisage—has at
least experimented thisway.

He groans, "But—" and then speaks no more, as we embrace again, adl fire and thrust, mouths

fighting,



Heisasinexperienced as his sster waswhen first she and | had sex, but he knows what he
wants, perhaps has thought much about sex with men, to have so much enthusiasm. | pull him to me,
out of the water and onto the rocks. Entering him is hard, with only the bitter water and my sdivato
makeit easer, but | gentle him with my hands until he rlaxesand dlowsmein. | moveinsdehim,
dower and then faster. He criesaoud, but does not ask me to stop, and instead reaches back and
pullsme againgt him when | pause.

Werdease: my fluidsreleased deep in him; hisabrief cloudy mist in the water. Afterwards, we
stleinto thewater again, my arms around him, his egant body pressed thigh to shoulder against my
chest and belly. By now | have learned enough of hisfamily to know better than to attempt any sort of
poetry exchange with him, and so thereisasmplicity to the time afterward thet | have never known
before.

| have had sex with men before. For others| know, it isagreat passion, but for meit hasadways
been athing of little moment. Friends drink too much sake together, or admire one another's poetry
or wit; or they amply long for the touch of skin against skin and turn to someone they hold in affection
or trugt, or even whoever isavailable. Thisisone of those things, or another: jubilation at being dive
after the close call of the lightning and the storm; or sadness at the killing of the fox. Or perhapsitis
something atogether different.
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At dawn, two things happened. Thefirst wasthis: Y oshifuji and Brother returned exhausted, in
wet, filthy clothesthat reeked of sulfur. They had been caught by the storm and taken shelter at a
ghrineinthehills. | remembered that shrine from my daysasafox: | had never been there, but on one
of our hunting paths we could smdll it sometimes, when the wind wasright. The smell certainly wasno
incentive to explore further. There seemed some constraint between the two men, for Y ashifuji went
immediately to hisroomswith scarcely aword to any of us, and only asmile for me.

The second thing was this: Brother said nothing, just walked straight through my rooms (women
scattering before him as poultry used to, back in hisfox-days) to our mother's chambers, Grandfather
and | trailing behind him. "Mother?' His voice wasrough, asif he had shouted or wept much in the
night. "Mother!"

"Sheisdeeping,” Josal said, and when Brother did open the screens around her deeping dais,
my mother seemed to be adeep, half-buried in deeping robes, her hair cascading across the floor. He
jerked aside the top-most robes. Josal and the other servants around us glided away, or perhaps
disolved into theair.

My mother certainly appeared to be deeping, except for the blood on her torn throat. He turned
hisface awvay with asob. "So it wasred. It happened.”

| knelt beside my mother. "What happened?’ Her robes were askew, dyed nearly black with
blood. Shewas curled into abdl, asif shewere again afox, asif she had been trying to ease the pain,
tolick at or bite at her wounds.

"We were hunting, outside," Brother said, "in the rea world. She ran across our path asafox."”



"Hekilled her?' | was horrified. "But you were there to stop him."

"Not him," Brother said in alow hopelessvoice. "The dog. But | didn't stop the dog. | was so
caught up in being human that | didn't even recognize her until shewas dead.”

"But the magic! Didn't she seem humanto Y oshifuji at least? Couldn't hetdl?' | was shivering. |

touched her face, which was cold and damp against my fingers. Her eyeswere still open, clouded
with dirt.

"l don't know what he saw. And then there was astorm, and lightning nearly struck, and—" His
voice suspended itself on tears.

Grandfather gave him asharp look. "So." He knelt heavily beside my mother's body, and pushed
tangled hair off her face, smoothing it back from her forehead. "Poor little daughter. Y ou were never
very good a humanity, were you?'

"What happensto her now?" | asked.

"Nothing. She'safox. She'sdead.”

"But the old man who wouldn't give me his head told me that foxes had souls. Isthat gone now?
What about rebirth?"

"That old man isafool. Humansare dl fools." Grandfather stood carefully. | saw suddenly that
he had grown older since we had taken human shape—there were fine lines drawn from the corners
of hiseyesamost to histemples. "Asare we. No. We die, and that isall thereisto it. No ghosts, no
Pure Land paradise awaiting us, no reincarnation. Just now, and then death.”

| lay down on the deeping robes beside her, curled mysdf around her asif shewere dill dive
and | were il her kit, deeping againgt her in the darkness of our scrape. My eyes hurt asif some
poisoned thing melted there. After | time| redlized | was crying.

"Why am | sad?' | asked. "I have never grieved for desath before. It was just the way things are.”

"That isanother of the prices humans pay—| o0ss"

"Humans pay alot of prices" | said bitterly. "I had not redlized how many."

"Y ou have not begun to know, Granddaughter,” Grandfather said harshly.

Footsteps on the veranda outside. "Wife?"

Brother flinched. We three looked at each other in horrified sllence. "Wife? Josa? Anyone?” |
heard a screen dide in another room, and footsteps moving toward us. "Whereis everyone?”'

And then he did adoor aside and wasin the room with us and my dead mother. Unlike
Brother's robes, his were clean and sweet-smelling: he must have changed before coming to find me.
"What?' He stopped, frowned, looked at her. "Isn't this the fox that—7"



My grandfather answered. "Y our mother-in-law has | eft thistearstained world. Sheis dead.”

"No," Yoshifuji said. "That isnot her. | seethe wounds."

Brother gasped.

"Y ou see nothing,” Grandfather said heavily. "Thereis nothing to see”
"But—"Y oshifuji shook his head asif trying to shake free of spiderwebs.
"Y ou see precisdly this: awoman dead, her family mourning. No more. No less.”

"l suppose s0," Yoshifuji said dowly. "I must have still had the dead fox in my mind. So your
mother isdead, too. | am so sorry, preity wife." He reached down and took my hands, pulling me
upright and holding me close, not minding my tearson hisslks. "Wewill summon the priests. And
your mother will awaken in the Pure Land."

"l don't think s0," | said, and Started crying in earnest.
Brother covered his face with his hands and ran from the room.

The dog returned aday later. | could not blameit for the death, for it had no idea of right and
wrong. It was only adog, after al.

51. THE NOTEBOOK OF KAYA NO YOSHIFUJI

Thelittle fox we killed—
curledinaball, asif deeping—
reminds me of the sleeping one.
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We prepared my mother's body for the funeral. Priests chanted until their voices became a
steady background to our thoughts, of no more importance than constant rain, or the hammering of a
woodpecker along way away.

My women and | washed her. A priest painted words on her body—sutras splashed across her
skin. We dressed her in her best robes and laid her in a hinoki-cedar coffin, tucking certain precious
things beside her. It was traditiond to place small pottery figuresin with the dead, but | was confused.
Her understanding of humanness was wesk—how could she gain from human figurines any of the
benefits that she should? Perhaps fox statues would be better. But there was no precedent, of course:
when had afox ever died and been given aBuddhist funera? In the end we gave her no statues at dl,
and worried that their absence might harm her.

The pyrewaslarge, lit by my grandfather. The smoke smelled of sandawood (asit should), but
it dso smdled of decay: for in truth there was no fire. There was only my grandfather and brother



dragging her body outside the magic's range, to where the crows and rats and beetleswould eat her
fox body, leaving only scattered bones. After that, when the wind was wrong, we could sometimes
smdl the rich gaminess of her decaying body, and that scent became the smoke of her pyre.

We did what we could to make her passage into the next world better, offering medicines and
clothesand sutrasin her name. Would they count toward her well-being, received as they were by
phantasms, by fox-magic constructs? Was a Buddhist priest crested as part of our magic truly apriest
of Buddha, or was he just the shadow of such aman? And the Buddhathey prayed to? Wasthat truly
Buddha, or another shadow? | hoped they would somehow count, but | was afraid. If the Buddha,
the true Buddha, cared enough about usto hear our prayers, might he be offended that they were
somehow not real ?

Mother had talked sometimes about gods. | wished there might be agod who cared for foxes,
who might offer more to her than degath. Perhaps another life, something gentler than afox without
wits?

| had so many questions, but my grandfather was stern, silent in away that did not encourage me
to ask them of him. He performed his part in therituas, but aways watching my brother, who wept
steadily without pause.

Wetook the forms of mourning. For forty-nine days we wore the browns and charcoas and
usinubi—blue-grays of sadness. Even Shonen wore gray, though it seemed ill suited to hisyouth. We
wore the proper rough-woven overrobes; ordered the correct servicesfor her. On thefiftieth day, we
wore layers of unrdieved black, and even my son was subdued.

| wasin retirement, but my calligraphy instructor sent me aletter of condolence. He ended with
this poem:

My grief will not be shown
'til the mountains are bare,
every beech tree gone

Beech gives usthe black dye for our mourning robes; | suppose thisiswhat he meant, but just
then poetry did not seem terribly important to me.
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| had my husband's manservant summoned:

Firg thing the next morning, | had my husband's mgor domo summoned. He arrived
immediately, asif he had been expecting the call, which | suppose he must have.

"My lady has sent for me?' Hito asked.

"Yes. Tel me about his absence.”



"Yes" | didn't seeit, of course, but | know he bowed then. "1t has been nearly two months,
sncethe end of the sixth month. We have performed rituals, and | sent for diviners, but they were
unableto find anything.”

"And he visted no temple, no friend, no misiress.”

A hesitation. "To my knowledge, my lady, no."

"And you would know such athing."

"He has aways honored me with a considerable degree of candor asto hisactions before this. |
do not think—"

"Whet did thedivinerstel you?

"Nothing—or rather, strange things, my lady. They say heisnot dead, so far asthey cantell,
though they aso say he might be."

"Hito, do you recal, those last few weeks before | |€ft.."

"Yes, my lady. He seemed very interested in the natural world." He meant foxes, of course, but
he found it as hard to speak of thisas| did.

"Did you mention thisto the diviners?'
He hesitated. "1 took the liberty of doing so. | thought it wasimportant. But they found nothing."
"What of the woods?"

"Naturally we have searched there. We had feared he might have lost himsalf, perhaps hunting,
but..." Hisvoicetrailed off.

"We must inditute further searches. He might have been injured, lost in astorm. Anything."” |
listened to my cam voice, amazed. It was asif | were speaking of something distant, an abstract
religious precept or the death of adistant relative | had never met. "You will send dl themae
servants, al the peasants. Y ou will ask every savage and every monk living in the mountains. Heis
here, Hito. | know this. And you will hunt with dl the rest of them.”

"It has been two months. | am afraid it istoo late."

"Thenwewill find hisbody," | said harshly. "Now take them al away and leave my husband's
housein peace again.”

Hito bowed and | eft. | heard his footsteps out on the walkways and across the gravel of the
wisteria courtyard, and then, wonderfully, quiet. My women moved about; but with the sounds of
women, soft voices and gentle footsteps.

Despite my wordsto Hito, | am not sure of anything. | must know whether heisdive or not.
Onaga suggests we consult the old man in the woods, but | don't want to see him: heisafraud!



Hemug bedive.
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Brother never seemed to recover from our mother's death, even after the one-year purification
rites were completed and we al went on with our lives. He still went out with Y ashifuji, but he

seemed more restrained with him, and | did not hear him laugh again. | worried: perhapsthere was
more to thisemotiona sickness of histhan loss.

| saw him in one of the pavilions one day, with writing desk and papers. | asked him what he
was writing, and he blushed furioudy. "Poems" he said.

"Y ou understand poetry?’ | exclaimed.

"Yes. No. But | will understand it. I will be human, Sister.” He started putting away his papers
and brushes.

"Let mesee!”

"No." | grabbed a sheet away from him. He snatched at it, but | bared my teeth at him asif we
had gtill been foxes and read it.

The paper was gray flecked with scarlet; the caligraphy what my tutor would have in his polite
way cdled "variable"

When the last |eaf has fallen, what then?
Will you leave, aswell?

"Thisisapoem?' | asked. "I don't understand.”

"Itisnot for you," he said furioudy, and tore the sheet from my hands.

"But what isit about, then?"'

"Autumn'send,” hesad, and left me.

| shook my head. He seemed so strange, my brother: he had only reluctantly come to humanity.

That he embraced it now was as strange to me as anything. Even now, he was asdiento me asthe
rabbit on the moon.

My brother came to me one day when | was bored.
"She's back, Sigter.”

"Hmm?'



"Y oshifuji'swife. She has come back.”
"Why? It'sbeen years | would have thought shed have given up by now."

"No: for them it's been afew months only: barely a season. What did you expect? When he
didn't come back from hiswalk, they searched and found nothing. I'm sure they caled hiswife back."

"I am hiswife," | said automatically, but | knew my brother did not refer to me. "But it's been
years."

| shook my head, then remembered he couldn't see me; | was behind my kicho-curtains. As
aways. "What's she doing?'

"Crying, | expect. It ssemsto be the only thing humans do consistently.”
| frowned. "He doesn't want to be with her. He wants to be with me."

" She doesn't know that. Sister, what are we going to do?"

"She can't do anything," | said.

"She can do alot of things. What if she calls on her gods? What if she seeshim?* Hisvoice
broke.

My brother was dways so cam, so resistant to everything we had done to become human. This
made no sense, the break in hisvoice. | knelt and looked around the edge of the curtain. There were
tearson hisface.

"Brother?' | pushed the curtain asde. "Why isit so important to you?'

"Wecan't lose him," he said, and looked at me miserably. "We need him too much.”

"To stay human, you mean?' He hesitated amoment, then nodded. "Why would we lose him to
her?' | continued. "He cameto me once dready. And his gods did nothing.”

"And he can step back, Sigter, just likethat. It'sthe real world outside. It'stoo smple for himto
step from one to the other.”

| shivered, knowing it. "Whereishe?'

"With Grandfather in hisrooms. They are reading some papers from the capita. They didn't ask
meto atend them."

"All right then. Let's see what's happening.”
Brother tipped his head to one side. "Y ou wish to join me?"

| stood. "Asafox, yes. We can sneak closer to her home then, and find out what she plans. If
anything." | knew that was afoolish thought. Of course she was planning something. Why esewould



she be here?
"When wereyou out last, Siter?

"l don't know," | said. Y ears? Months? Since before Shonen was born, anyway. "l liketo be
here when my husband is around. But now—"

Now. He knew what | thought, my brother. We needed to be clever and resourceful, and that
meant knowing everything we could.

At dusk, we stood at the very edge of the magic (along walk from the front gates of our
fox-magic house, barely a step past the shadow cast by the gatehouse over our scrape): awoman and
aman. "Now?' my brother asked.

"Now," | said.

| bit my lip, not wanting to cry out. Brother had always shrugged easily into and out of his human
shape, asif it werejust another set of robes; thistime it seemed harder for him, aswell. We hung our
heads and gasped for atime, forcing bresth through now unfamiliar chests and throats.

Once | was used to the shape of my fox-legs and body again, running was swest. A fox's body
is so perfectly shaped to run and dance and pounce, and my brother and | did al these and more. |
missed amouse | jumped at, and chased it for afew steps, just for the ddlight of fedling the dead
grasses dap past my legs. It had been too long, perhaps, since |l had run like this.

The house wasfilled with noise. Brother grew more nervous as we gpproached, and finaly
stopped, legs tiff with fear.

Discussionswere had. Priests were going to be caled, but this| could ignore: had we not
aready fooled the Buddha himsdlf? Another search would be made: but we had avoided the humans
before this, and now the shorter days and dull skies of late autumn would make the searches shorter
and not so effective.

"We haveto go," Brother whispered. "We can't stay.” Not so changed after al, my brother.

"And missthis? Don't you want to know what is hgppening here?'

"Yes. No." Hemouthed my shoulder, but | shrugged him off. ™Y ashifuji will missus.”

"Y ou thought it would be good to see what is happening.”

"l know. | just didn't expect to hate being afox again so much. | want to be back in our world."

"I'm gtaying. | have to know what sheisdoing." Meaning: hiswife. What plans did she have?
What schemes?| said no more, only crawled under the building that contained her rooms. After a

time, | ceased to notice my brother. | assumed he dipped away, but for al the attention | paid, he
might aswell have fdlen adeep (or died) there.



It was quieter here: infact, it wasdmost slent. | lay belly-down in the dust for along time,
listening to the noises from the main house. Strange, this pond of stillness, surrounded by storm. After
awhile, I heard rustling in what | had taken to be an empty room, and | redlized someone had been
there, gtting dtill, and perhaps doing what | had been doing: watching or listening to dl the activity.
This of course would be hiswife. Who e se would wait in stillness, cadm asa spider?

Late that night, when al of her women were degping (or seeming to deep), | smelled new salt on
theair, and heard the faintest of breaths and recognized these for what they were. She was crying.

It was just dawn when | returned to the fox-magic world. | stood sobbing in unbleached robes,
tinted the red of certain maple leaves by thefirgt rays of the sun danting beneeth the gatehouse.
Grandfather stood beside me, for once not insisting on a curtain or blind between us. Hisvoice was
hushed, with the tones people use when talking at dawn in a house with paper walls.

"Still crying, Granddaughter?'Y ou have cried ariver you might drown in by now."

| explained about Shikujo and her tears. "l caused this," | whispered. "I had no ideal would be
hurting her s0."

"No, | suppose you didn't,” he said brusgquely; then, in agentler tone: "Poor little human woman.
What do you think of your decison to steal him now, Granddaughter?

"l was—" | stopped, swallowed. "I didn't expect her to suffer. If only | could have him without
hurting her!"

"Hah. Nothing in the human world even hopes for the absence of pain. Y ou wereafoal to think
it might be otherwise."

"l wasafox! How was| supposed to know?"

Hesghed. "You weren't, of course. But that makes neither of uslessfools."”
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Difficult imaginary conversations
Difficult though it would be, one would very much liketo find her husband and ask him this: if

you loved me, how could you skulk away without telling anyone where you were going? What do you
gain by this?1sit sdfishness or misery that drivesyou to be so calous?

One dreads the conversation with her son about his father's absence. Where is father? | do not
know. Is he dead? | do not know. Doesn't he care for us? | do not know. | had thought so.



Perhgps most difficult of al isthe conversation one might have with the fox man of my dreams of
s0 long ago, the one who left me apoem. He would come to me in the dusk and bow formdly. | did
not expect you to return, hewould say.

How could | not? Perhaps| would be somewhat sharp, since | have been very concerned.
| am so sorry for the loss of your husband, he would say.
What do you mean? | would ask: Do you know something about this?

Hewould sgh. What had happened to your husband is not my story to tell. | know he will
be hard to get back.

| suppose, | would say. But | will have to try.

Hewould say: | can swear to you that | did not steal him away because | wished to court
you again. Or perhaps hewould say: | did not steal him away so that | could read poems to you
again. Itishard to know precisgly.

Well then, | would say, why are you here? All | can think about is my husband's absence. |
do not have time for anything else.

Are you so sure? Hisvoice would be as sweset asthe lowest note of a koto. | did not make
him go away, but he is nevertheless a heedless fool. You have been lonely for a long time, lady:
| would like very much to begin again our conversation—or wasit "connection"?—of so long
ago.

Londy? One supposes thisistrue, when one's husband is more caught up in his own thoughts
and fedlings and has no time to spare for one's own. It is not an expected thing, that a husband should
carefor hiswifesfedings so much that he would change his behavior accordingly, and yetitisa
common occurrence. Men have loved women to such an extent. Unexpectedly, | might find mysalf
arying. Yes, lonely, | would think, but I would not say this. Instead | would say: It isimpossible.

Why? he would ask, his voice impatient now.

Because | love him, | would say findlly. | do not want anyone else. Even if heisa fool, heis
the man who taught me to laugh, and the man who stayed up all night with me to watch for
shooting stars, and the man who—

| see, hewould say, and he would bow. | had not realized. Please forgive me for disturbing
you like this. | will not do so again.

Can you at least tell me where my husband is? But he would only shake his head and bow
agan.

No, hewould say. As said, it is not my secret to tell. And hewould be gone, as quickly and
slently asadream or an animal.



Thiswould be adifficult conversation to have. Except that perhaps | have had it? | cannot
remember.
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After that, | tried not to think of Y oshifuji's human wife drifting through her darkened rooms. Her
life hasn't changed at all, | would think when | could not avoid it, after listening to sad folk songs or
reading depressing monogatari-tales. | have taken nothing from her. But | knew thiswasalie, and
that | was saying this because | wanted to bdieveit.

| dso knew there was not such agreat difference between her life and mine now. A woman'slife
Is shadows and waiting. Even mine,

Onerany night after Y oshifuji was adeep, | dug from atrunk the robe he had been wearing
when first he cameto me. Tearing adeevefree, | cut the flesh ingde my wrist and dropped blood on
thedlk, and then | left the deeve at the edge of the garden, where | knew it would be found and
brought to Shikujo. Better for her to mourn and accept and forget.
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They havefound hisdeeve:

They have found his deeve, torn and covered with blood, at the foot of the garden. The servant
who found it; Hito, who brought it to me; Onaga and my other women: everyone wept. But | did not
cry. Numb, | turned the deeve over in my hands. It is of unbleached silk, from one of hismost casud
robes, but now it is patterned, marked with grass stains and mud stains and, everywhere, blood.

| pressthe deeve againgt my face. It smells as though some creature had made a den with the
robe, but benegth the animal smell, I think | can smell the amber-and-musk scent of him. | do not
know if thisismy imagination.

It cannot be. He cannot be dead. Why does this appear now, after he has been lost for months?
I am only making excuses, hoping it is not so. He cannot be dead—I had too much to tell him!—and
yet he must be.

In my shock | have another conversation, this one with mysdlf, asif | were achild talking mysdf
out of afear of spiders. How do | feel? | do not know. Did | love him? Yes. Do till? Who can
tell?1 told thefox man that | did, but honesty isa part of love, and when was| ever honest with
Y oshifuji? Thereisadishonesty of omission. | wasangry, and | never told him. | was sad, and never
told him. Fear. Grief. Loneliness. | never told him | felt these things, too involved in propriety to spesk
the truth.

And the foxes. | spoke thetruth when | said | feared the foxes, but | did not tell him why, about



my fever-dream of thefox man. And | did not tell him how | felt about that dream, which wasthe
mogt frightening of al.

But then, heis not the only person to whom | waslying.

| cannot adlow his corpseto lie unburned. | will summon the priests of merciful Kannon and ask
for their intervention to seek it out.
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My son was playing with the dog. | would throw my ball, and he and the dog would chase after
it asit rolled across the room. Sometimes my son caught the ball, and he would walk across the room
with great stateliness and bow as he presented it to me; sometimesit was the dog, and when | got the
ball, the presentation was soggy and much lessformd. | ill did not like the anima much, but | was
usedtoit, asit was used to me. Grandfather had been right; the dog believed what we showed it. Or
perhapsit smply did not care what the truth was. despite their transparent emotions, what a dog sees
asimportant isgtill amysery to me.

Shonen's nurse sat with us, an open scroll beside her. "Boy! Attend!™

The boy and the dog exchanged glances, speaking in anonverba language only they
understood. Thisworried me as a possible sign that my son was less than human, but Grandfather
assured me that any number of people were close to dogs and parrots (and, amazingly, cats) in this
way; and | didn't know how to separate them without distressing Shonen. The boy did not quite Sigh
heavily, and cameto kned docilely besde hisnurse.

"The plants that symbolize autumn?' she asked.

Shonen listed them easily: bush clover; obana grass, kuzu-vine, fringed pink maidenflower,
fujibakama, morning glory. But then | had aways been ableto do thisaswell, repest lists| did not
remember learning. Was hetruly learning anything or merely drawing from the same fox-magic
knowledge?

"And sring?’ shesad.

"Um," Shonen sad.

"Y ou don't know the herbs of pring?*

"It has never been soring, nurse.”

Josai burdt into the room. "My lady! | was speaking with the magjor domo, and he tells me that
your brother is packing to go somewhere."

| looked up from the boy. "Where? | know of no pilgrimage he plans on making. But hesaways



leaving for one thing or another."

"No! Heisleaving." And | understood suddenly. He was leaving the magic. | stood. The ball
fell to the ground and rolled off. "Is he gone aready? Without saying good-bye?'

"Not yet," Josai panted. "But—"

"Ishein hisrooms?'

"l do not—" But | was gone dready, not waiting for her answer. Lifting my robes, | ran dong
one of the walkwaysto my brother'swing. He stood in the largest room, stroking hischin ashe
watched his peoplefill asmall iron-bound trunk with robes and atraveling writing set.

"Brother! What are you doing?"

"l am going away, Sgter." Hisfacewas hard, asif he were clenching his jaw against words he
didn't wish to speak.

"BUt Wl,ly?l
"Thereisno place for me here”

My hair had fallen into atangle acrossone eye; | lifted it aside. "Y es, thereisl What about your
government work? What about your duties? Y our family?!

"They arealie, Sder, anilluson. | think they will al get by without me.”
"But wewont. You can't leave us!”

"l can and do." He met my eyefor amoment, and | saw hismisery. "I can't stay here any longer.
Please undergtand.”

"Explanit, if you want meto understand!”

"Y ou don't know? 1 loved him, too."

"Of course you do. How could you not?"

"No. Hewasmy lover, Siger."

| frowned, puzzled. " Sex?'

"Did you think you were the only one? We are dlike, asyou dways said."

| felt over my thoughts, like sucking on the place where atooth hasjust falen out. | was not
jedlous. why would | be?'Y oshifuji was my husband, the father of my child. He was not lessthisfor
having aso been with my brother. Jeelousy isalittle like poetry, incomprehensibleto me. "Why are

you leaving, then? Has there been a disagreement?' Surely it could be worked out, and we could stay
together.



"No!" Brother burst out. "But it was acasud thing for him. He does not love me. | must become

"Helovesme, and | amafox,” | said dowly.

"Does he? Heloveswhat he thinksyou are. No. Being human isatool to you, something you do
becauseit isthe only way you can have him. But it's more than that, Sister. | know that now."

"Doyou think | don't?" | said hotly. "'l try so hard to understand what humans do, to do it right!"

"Y ou don't want him to catch you acting incorrectly.” Hislip curled. "Y ou know no more about
humanity than amonkey trained to wear robes and eat with sticks."

| gasped, speechless.

"See," he sad, and haf-laughed, "you are not properly human, but at least you have the
compensation of being hiswife. | don't havethat. And | cannot bear this false world we have built.”

"But you are hisfriend,” | exclamed. ™Y oshifuji needsyou.”

"No, hedoesn't. Not as| need him." Brother laughed bitterly. "Humanity is harder than we were
warned, Sister. Take care.”

| ranto tell my husband, but by the time he came, Brother was gone, escorted by asingle
sarvant carrying one smal trunk. Y oshifuji ran out to find him, but he had no luck: the rain had washed
out hisfootprints, and there was no way to follow.

59. THE NOTEBOOK OF KAYA NO YOSHIFUJI

| lied to my pretty wife about finding my brother-in-law. Histracks were dissolving into indistinct
mud, but there were enough marksto follow. | caught up to himinasmall clearing, wheretherain
poured down our faces as we talked, colder than snow.

Heisleaving because of me, because we had sex at the spring so long ago. | remember the
experience, though it has been months (or years) sncethen. | recal the dick fed of his sulfur-wet
skin, histaut hunger, my flesh driving into him. But | have thought of that experience, when | thought
of it a dl, as an interlude brought on by the storm and the old fox's death: affection and isolation
combining in passon. | thought our actions were casud; it seemsthat for him thiswas not so.

| should have thought of this, but it did not occur to me that he might not see our encounter in the
samelight. Inmy life—my world—sex is often acasud thing. But it is not dways so. And my
brother-in-law fell in love.

(Aside from my thousand other thoughts, | cannot help but wonder at this. Why me?1 am not
extraordinary in any way, not agreat poet or abrilliant administrator, not famed for my features or my
dancing. What does he seein me?—Because perhaps, if | knew what he and his sister think they love
inme, | could become that thing.)



And now heand | have hurt my pretty littlewife. And heishurt, and | find | dso am hurt,
saddened by hisloss. Was Shikujo saddened by the women and men | shared pillowswith? | never
redlized she might be, that she adso, for reasons | cannot understand, might have loved me.

60. SHIKUJO'S PILLOW BOOK

Dreams can be very unsettling:

Dreams can be very unsettling. | did not deep wdll last night, but stayed up watching the autumn
sky. Therewas astorm at dusk, which terrified Tadamaro, so he and his nurse sat with me. Heis il
too young to wear adult trousers, but | shielded my face from him asif he were afull-grown man
because | didn't want him to know | was asterrified as he was, though not at the storm.

After atime, the boy fell adeep with hishead in my lap. His nurse offered to take him back to his
rooms, but | wanted him there. He will be gone soon enough, grown to manhood and sent to court, if
al goeswell. One of my women did open the fusume-panel s between us and the veranda. | watched
the moon dide out from behind the thinning clouds. | saw falen leaveslike spilled ink, branches blown
into the lakes, bushes crumpled by the passing of some animd or the wind. The garden struggles
awaysto return to the wildness we disturbed, back in the spring.

It was cold, and one by one my women retreated back into the house's depths, until only Onaga,
the nurse and | remained. The women fell adeep over agame of go played in the moonlight, dumping
over the board asif enchanted. And then | also fell adeep.

| dreamt | saw my husband walk across the lower end of the garden, dressed in hunting garb.
He seemed to be surrounded by light as he moved.

| caled hisname and jumped to my feet, rolling my son off my lap onto the floor. The child
understandably burst into tears, which woke my women. It was just before dawn, and there was no
onein the garden except for asingle rabbit, who ran when | cried ouit.

One needs to accept hisloss, and perhaps this means seeing a corpse, however horribly
disfigured by animas and the weather. One has summoned the priests of the goddess Kannon. She
offers mercy and kindness: shewill understand one's plight and return his body to one.

Thisterrible grief. | misshim so.

61. KITSUNE'SDIARY

Timewas strange in the fox-world. Y ears passed for us, and for Y oshifuji; Shonen grew rapidly,
until he hunted birds with koyumi -bow and toy arrows and began to ride afat gold pony with athick
black mane and tail. Y ears passed for us, caught up in the fox magic, but in the outer world, it was
only weeks.



| was not anatura mother—or not anatural human mother, anyway. A fox does her best for her
kits and then sends them off to their own dens and mates and kits. Only humans seem to linger over
their children, asif hoping to repair any mistakes they might have made. No, | am wrong: our
grandfather and mother kept uslong after they might have driven us away. But they can hardly be

typicdl.

Asahuman, | had not thought much about a child, and when it came, | had ahard time
understanding it or my fedlings about it. | wanted Y oshifuji; there had been nothing in my dream about
anyone dse. Perhgpsit is sometimeslike this for human women.

Y oshifuji, however, seemed to love the time he spent with Shonen. They played with kites, even
though it was not springtime, the correct time for such activity. He helped Shonen at hislessonsasthe
boy studied the Thousand-Character Classic and the Classic of Filial Piety. They tossed my ball
to each other, and played kemari, kegping abean-filled bag in the air without touching it with their
hands. Y oshifuji made straw whistles for the boy and taught him the first smple melodies.

When the child wasfive, hefdl from small stilts, and broke abonein hisleg. | took him away
from hisfather for several days after that, for the child kept trying to lick theinjured limb. A heder
came and set the bone straight and tied it with silk cords againgt a stick; and after awhile, it mended,
and the child ran straight-legged again.

When he was seven, we held the skirt ceremony. His beautiful long baby-hair was cut into a
man's Syle, and he received hisfirst pair of grown man's hakama-trousers, so long that he struggled
not to trip. He was as beautiful asthe seven precious stones, my son; only the gold of hiseyeswas
unsettling.

62. SHIKUJO'SPILLOW BOOK
My son:

Tadamaro has gone from boy to man, overnight it seems. In grief for hisfather, he hasregjected
histoys, and studies his sutras and Anal ects with asober intensity that does not sit easily on so young
aboy. He came to me yesterday and swore he would do something about his father's death; but what
can he do? Degth isthe only thing that cannot be rescinded. Nevertheless, | dlowed him to stay with
me when | met the priests of Kannon.

There were ahaf-dozen men sent from her temple severa days walk away—two priestsand a
number of monks and acolytes. They arrived at dusk on achilly evening. Clouds high in the sky ill
flared with the red sunset, but the house was hidden in the mountain's shadow.

Hito brought the priests to the guest house. Their breath puffed around them as they stamped
along the walkway. Their robes were dusk-dark but flared red as sunset clouds when the priests
stepped past alantern hung from the eave. Acolytes and servants followed them, bearing warming
foods and beverages. | smdled the sharp scent of sake, and teg, like summer straw intherain.

| watched from a darkened veranda, deeve over my face to keep my tearsfrom chilling my face.
| wondered sometimesif my constant tears were eating me away from theinside, like driftwood



hollowed in an endless salt sea.

63. THE NOTEBOOK OF KAYA NO YOSHIFUJI

| haven't written much, | see. I've been very busy. Orders from the capital are keeping me busy.

Shoneniseight now—tall and handsome. | watch him with awe; | was never so graceful when |
was young. | think of sending him to the capital to serve asacourt page, but | am reluctant to have
him so far away.

The autumn has seemed very long. | cannot remember when last | saw cherry blossoms or
snow. Perhapsthe turning of seasons, pring to summer to autumn to winter, isnot asimmutable as|
thought. If thisisthe case, then dl things can change.

64. KITSUNE'SDIARY

| knelt with my women, listening to atraveling nun read sutras. Shonen waswith us, hewas
restless, but occasiona whispersin hisear from his nurse kept him from disrupting the reading. The
nun's voice chimed on and on.

Josal had not been sitting with us, and it was Josal who interrupted the reading. | heard the
clatter of clogs and her shouts as she ran along the veranda: she had not even taken time to remove
her footwear when she approached. "My lady! My lady!" Her voice was tight with urgency. The nun's
voice sammered to a hdt; for amoment we all sat immobile, like insects caught in pineresin. Then
Josai dammed open the screen.

She stood, disheveed, panting heavily. | thought she had gone mad. "My lady! Something
terribleis happening.”

| stood, shook loose the folds of my kimono. "What?"

She did not answer, but only caught at my deeve. "Jose—" | began, but then | looked and saw
tears standing in her eyes. | had never seen her weep before, did not even know it was possible.

"Please," she whispered. "Thereis something—outside.”

"Show me," | said. "Madam nun, please forgive me, and continue.” | bowed—as Josel did,
rapidly, dmost as an afterthought—and we hurried back along the veranda. Her tears were falling
freely now. She sobbed as she led me to the edge of our garden and pointed out, over a
split-bamboo fence and across the empty ricefields. It was nearly winter, and the cropswerein. The
peasants were dready tucked into their little huts for the night. Far away a dog barked.

"Not there," shesaid. "There."

She pointed again, and thistime | redlized that by "outside," she meant outside the magic. How



could she see this? How could she even be aware? My vision shifted and | saw where we were: Josel
il stood, adim eegant woman on a boxwood wakway (where e se could she be? she waswholly
magic—she had no existence in the real world, or so | had imagined); but at the sametime, |
crouched benegath the corner of the gatehouse, looking out toward the house Y ashifuji had shared
with Shikujo before | had claimed him.

Behind me, Josal spoke dowly, asif forcing the words past some obstruction. "They are
searching for him, my lady.”

| looked at the house in the gathering evening. The air was cold, but many of the screens had
been pushed aside, and insde the rooms | saw movement and warm lights. | shrugged. "They tried
before, Josd, and failed.”

"Nol" Shesad. "Thisisdifferent. | cantdl.”
"How can you seethis?’

She dashed tears from her face with one hand. "I don't know. | watched the dog once, when he
left here. After that, | could see—outside, if | tried. | would come here sometimes, to watch them.”

"BU—"
"Please, my lady! Thereis something happening—"

Shouts from the house, acluster of men hauling something up awakway. | shivered. "All right.
I'll look. Go back to my rooms and watch Shonen.”

Thistime, crawling out of my woman's form was excruciating, asif it were my own flesh | ripped
from my bones. | hunched over until the pain and the sense of losseased. When | felt alittle better, |
lifted my head and |eft the space under the gatehouse.

It was early evening, and the stars were still washed out with the brightness of the western sky. |
loped across the formal garden, moving in the trees short shadows. When | legpt across the stream
beside the half-moon bridge, | caught aglimpse of my reflection in the moving water, and it Sartled
me enough that | ssumbled when | landed and rolled into aball. Despite my fox-shape, | had seen a
woman in my reflection.

There werelightsin the house: torches set dong the verandas, and braziers and lampsin the
rooms. Many of the diding walls were open despite the chill wesather: | watched the silhouettes of
bats, catching the season'slast insects, drawn to the lights.

The north suite of rooms, Shikujo's rooms, were dimly lit. | crept up dmost to the verandaand
looked in. | couldn't see her, but | smelled her (chrysanthemums and sdlty tears) and saw her deeves,
the brown of dead leaves, haf-exposed under her kicho-curtain. A priest knelt in front of the curtain,
chanting the sutras. The night's breeze pushed aside one of the curtains; before one of her women
could pull it back in place, | saw Shikujo, listless and sad in the gloom.



The house's main rooms were full of light. My husband's other sorn—his human son—stood
there, dressed in somber robes that seemed too dull for achild. Hewas haf the height of the men with
him: Hito and other high-level servants, with aBuddhist priest and his acolytes. The ordinary
servants—kitchen- and field-workers and various peasants—crowded in the garden watching the
men in the rooms. Everyone was dressed strangely; in mourning, | redlized. It surprised me—no one
was dead—until | redlized it must be my husband they were mourning.

The heavy thing | had seen men carry into the house was a segment of a cypress-tree trunk as
tal asaman. It had been laid on wood supports; tools gleamed on ahemp cloth besideit. A priest
bent over the trunk and chanted something | could not hear. Incense hung in the cold il air, glinting
dull gold from the torches and lanterns. After atime, he picked up a chisdl and mallet and handed
them to the boy. Solemnly the boy laid chisal to wood and chipped at the cypresstrunk, aformal
action. Then with abow the boy passed the tools back to the priest, who began carving.

| inched forward and stared at the wood: close like this, | could seethat it had already been
hewed into a rough image of some sort, though | could not tell of what. The priest laid down histoals.
Two assigtants threw more incense on the braziersin the room. Everyone elsein the room and the
garden lay down on their somachs and began to pray softly. The priest fell forward and chanted
again, thistimeinaloud voice.

He was praying to the Eleven-Headed Kannon (when | squinted, the crude carving made sense
thistime: there was the cluster of heads, and the arms and the crossed legs). When he called this god
my fur rose on my shouldersuntil my skin prickled. | hate this, | thought, but | could not leave.

The voice went on and on, asking Kannon's hel p. She was a goddess of mercy, | knew: now the
priest prayed for mercy, asking for the rest and peace that would cometo Y oshifuji'sfamily if they
just knew where his dead body lay and could burn it, asthe Buddhi<t faith dictated.

Thissurprised me: why should they care what happened to Y oshifuji's body? They thought he
was dead: well, then, hisbody would just be decaying flesh. There was no point to saving it. But they
had before. | remembered the body | had seen burned so long ago, the humans incomprehensible
burying of the woman whose skull | stole, my husband's ing stence that my mother's body deserved a
pyre. | had been so clever, with the deeve and the blood; it should have ended there. But they kept
searching!

There was no reason to worry. | remembered the priest who had caled on Buddha and walked
past us anyway. How could this one fare better? Once | had realized that the Buddhawould not (or
could not) involve himsdf with us, thefear had become aplayful thing, like acrow that teases wolves,
knowing that they cankill it but that they probably will not.

But thiswas not like that. The Buddha had been uncaring, but this god cared deeply—I felt a
strange muffling warmth, like quilted deeping robeslaid over usdl, and | knew thiswas the Kannon. |
did not think | could hide from her.

Incense snaked from the braziers and out onto the still air of the garden. One tendril seemed to
move toward us, like a smoke-snake questing. A tiny cold wind lifted itstip, so like a snake's head
that my courage broke and | bolted, my heart so hot and heavy with panic that | could hardly seethe
garden | ran through.



| ran under the gatehouse and rushed back into my woman's shape and stood there, shivering.
Josal waited there, hands out, but | ignored her. "Husband?' | called. "Husband? Where are you?

| ran through the rooms and halways, careless of being seen by the men of the household, caling
my husband's name. | was on one of the verandas when Y oshifuji emerged quickly from abrightly lit
room, dropping the blinds behind him.

"Wife?" he said. Hisface waswrinkled with afrown. "I have emissaries. We could hear you all
over—"

"Husband!" | panted. "'l am so sorry—I know thisis most unseemly—it'sjust that | was so
afrad...."

His face softened, and he moved forward quickly to hold me. "What's happened? Shonen?!

"No, he'sdl right, but I—"

"It'sdl right now, whatever itis, I'm here."

| swallowed, tried to control my breathing. "No, not our son, he'sfine." What could | tell him?
"A snake of smoke, and it waslooking for you. [—must have had abad dream. | woke up, and | was
al done and | felt so afraid.”

"Alone? Where were your women?'

"They werethere. | just meant—ondly for you." | threw mysdf againgt him, my armstight
around his neck, and sobbed against his cheek. He held me and made soothing noises. After awhile,
he loosened my hands and passed me to Josel, who stood waiting in the shadows.

"Better?'

| sniffed.

Hetook my hands. "I'll take care of thislittle bit of business, and then I'll come and sit with you,
al nightif you like"

"Yes" | sad. "Hurry."

| waited in my rooms. The dog whining a my feet, | sat in the near-dark, and tossed my ball,
and cried with the horror of that snake of smoke, and longing for Y oshifuji. The nun was gone, and
Shonen had fallen adlegp and been removed to hisrooms, but his nurse carried him in to me so that |
could watch him deep, curled up in anest of robes. " See, my husband must love me,”" | said to myself.
"Hereisthe evidence: no god can take thisaway. No god can threaten hislove for me." Then | would
think of the snake of smoke and | would jump up and pace and stare out at our pretty fox-gardens
again. And Y oshifuji did not come.

But the Eleven-Headed Kannon came. Kannon came as an old man with only one head, and



holding atick; but | knew it was she: the old man was not made of fox magic, in aplace where
everything and everyone was. He smelled of the priest'sincense. Who e se could he be? He walked
across the gardens, stepping through the carefully placed trees, and our rocks, and the ornamental
lake; and heleft apath in hiswake, like aman raisng mud when he fords a stream. The magic tore
and shredded where he walked, leaving bare dirt and the shadow of the gatehouse overhead. The
magic eddied and sedled the break afew steps behind him; but he carried the gash of redity with him,
likeacourt train.

Hewalked straight through al our creatings, toward the house.
"No," | screamed, and ran out onto the veranda. "L eave him here!l”

The old man walked forward. | ran to the room where my husband was, burst in to where he sat
with an emissary from the capita and his secretary. "Husband! Run!™

"Wife—?" hesaid, but | felt the veranda beside me shiver and dissolve. | fell to my knees.
Y oshifuji jJumped up, his sword shegth in his hands. | clawed at the Kannon's robe as he passed me,
locked my handsin histhick belt, until he was pulling me forward with him. He did not even dow.

"What are you—" my husband bellowed, as the man prodded him with the stick in his hand.
Y oshifuji jumped backward, and pulled his sword free.

| screamed. The sword shivered into ahandful of dirty straw. My husband looked at it in disgust
and threw it on the ground. The man prodded him again, and Y oshifuji moved backward, through the
house.

"Leave him, please leave him, they mean nothing to him, I love him—" | begged and prayed as
the man dragged me through our house, out into the gardens. My hands bled from the hard edge of
the belt. If nothing else around uswasred, | knew thiswas, this hot blood in my pams. Y ashifuji kept
turning back, trying to help me; but the man just jabbed a him again, and forced him stumbling away.

The belt was dick with blood; my fingers dipped and | fell behind the old man, in the dirt below
the side gatehouse, beside one of the support posts. The Kannon gave my husband one more jab,
and he crawled out from our home, and stood upright in his garden—the real one, the nonmagical
one. | crawled after him, but | knew it wastoo late aready. | lay by the side gatehouse in my robes,
blood on my hands, my long hair trailing on the ground.

It was dtill dusk there; three months since Y oshifuji had come to me; ten yearsin my fox world.
Nearly al the men who had watched the carving ritua huddled in little clumpsin the garden, talking
among themsdlves. Y oshifuji staggered toward them. He was two thingsin my eyes, like something
seen and distorted through water: handsome in his dress robes, alittle dusty now, still carrying an
empty sword sheeth; and covered with filth, casua robes stained and torn, holding a little worm-eaten
gick: aman who had lived in the dirt with foxes.

Shikujo's child wasthe first to see my husband looking around him.
"Father!" he shouted, and ran to Y oshifuji. "Isthisyou?’

"Son?' my husband said hesitantly. "Tadamaro?' | saw memory coming back to him; but the fox



magic was strong enough to shape his understanding of things. "How have you not grown more while
| was gone?*

Tadamaro threw his arms around the man. " Oh, Father, what has happened to you? Y ou look
soold!"

Y oshifuji looked at the boy in hisarms. "It doesn't matter. Y our mother isback? | was so
desperate after sheleft, and she was gone so long. But | met awonderful woman, and married her,
and we have had alovely little boy."

"You have me," theboy said, dmogt intears. "l am your son."

"Yes" Yoshifuji said hestantly. "But my other son—and my wife—I love them so0."

The boy looked up at a darkened room of the house. | saw aform there, robes shifting softly,
and | redized it was Shikujo, watching, too aware of the proprieties to come down to greet her
husband in front of so many people. The boy straightened. "Whereisthis son of yours?"

"Why, over there," my husband said, pointing at the Side gatehouse.

They saw methen. "A fox!" one man shouted, and they dl took up the cry: "A fox! A fox!" Men
ran toward me and the gatehouse, carrying sticks and torches.

"Husband!" | screamed. " Stop them!”
He hesitated, obvioudy confused. "Wife?" he asked unsteadily.
"A fox!" the people yelled.

"Please!” | cried, and held out my armsto him. He stepped toward me; the boy threw himself
into Y oshifuji'sarms, overbaancing him.

| looked up at the house again, in the instant before the men caught up to me, and, for thefirst
time, | saw her face clearly, where she stood on the veranda. | saw tears on her face, and | knew that
she, done of everyone here (save my lord), saw mefor awoman.

They chased us, the men. They stuck their torches down so they could see under the gatehouse
floor, and poked around with their sticks. My family fled in al directions. | tried to run to my son, but
they hurled atorch a me, and then astick, and my son, who was only haf-grown, ran, shielded by his
nursesarm. | saw my grandfather struck in the side with a club; the black-and-white dog stood
confused until aman hit it with astick, and the dog ran off yelping.

The men followed meuntil | threw off even the seeming of my woman's body in blind panic. The
pain drove me out of consciousness, but my fox's body ran anyway, on its bloody pads.

It was days later before | came back to my woman's shape.



BOOK FOUR: WINTER

Did you come here?

Did | go to you?

| don't even know—

Wasit a dream? areality?

Were we sleeping? were we awake?

—Ariwara no Narihira (825-880) translated by Burton Watson

1. SHIKUJO'SPILLOW BOOK
Means of heding asck individud:
Curativefires.

We burn herbs asincense; usualy the herbs are not pleasant to smell, and they give off thick
smoke that makes one's eyes water. Sometimes they seem so foul asto raise even the dead; onein
particular made the major domo retch when he attended my husband.

My husband has aged many yearsin the brief months he was gone. Hishair isthinner and has
gone gray. He would still be handsome (for aman adecade older) except that he appearsto have
garved himsdlf snce the end of summer, and hisskin is pae and seamed with wrinkles, Even washing
has not yet removed theinlaid grime from hishands and feet. | wish | could get him to eat alittle
watered rice, but he has not awakened since collgpsing in the garden.

Steamed plantain leaveslaid under one's degping mat. Thisis another unpleasant smell, though it
reminds one more of peasants cooking than dead matter. Wetried thisfor only ashort time. The wet
leaves soaked his degping mat and robes and ruined the boxwood floor beneath. He tossed and
sobbed in hisdegp just as before, tangled in wet cloth.

Massages and hand-pressure. Nademono dolls: we have tried transferring hisillnessinto them
and then tossing the dalIsinto the stream. This required bresking the thin skin of ice that had formed
there overnight.

Thefever has not broken. | touch hisforehead and it is as hot and dry asthe charcoa ona
brazier. He shivers and swesets. He weeps for his son and hiswife and his home, but when Tadamaro
or | speak to him, hetwists hisface away. If | did not have my own guesses about what happened, |
would imagine heis mad, that he has spent the days and nights since summer's end eating beetles and
dirt, snging to ground squirrels.

Moxas have been burned, pastilles made of dried yomogi leaves burned on hisskin. | cannot
watch this, for asthey burn down they scorch his skin and raise blisters that break and weep tears of
their own. My husband writhes as the healers gpply the moxas. Sometimes servants are summoned to
hold him down.



Other treatments are more benign: the holy man who tries the Goshin method for protecting the
body and soul does no more than chant formulas and burn incense and make finger gestures.

It iscold and the snows vidit the peaks these days, crawling each day farther down the
mountainsdes toward our valey. Despitethis, they have dl cometo trest my husband: the holy men
and genza-exorcigts, the Buddhist priests and the yin-yang diviners, the Shinto priests, aKorean-style
physiognomist, variousloca garden-variety herbalists and heders. They talk (and argue) about what
might be ailing my husband. Isit possesson? A mental sickness? Tengu-demons? A curse? They
make various prescriptions, for rituals and pillarsto be erected, for sutrasto be read and giftsto be
given. And still my husband shakeswith fever. Hito sitswith him most nights; on occason | do, as
well.

He babbles then about awife who is not me, and a son who is not Tadamaro, and a house that
isnot thisone. | fed apang when | hear these things. Was| not enough? Was my son in some way
inadequate? It dl makes astory as strange asafairy taefrom lse; and it isal asymptom of his
madness (or possession, or illness), say the wise men. But | know differently.

| had feared the foxes, for good reasons of my own. And they stole him. And now he is back,
but they have changed him. | am not afraid of them returning for him; Kannon has defeated them and
they have no power againgt her. But ill | am unsure asto what the end result of al thiswill be,

2. KITSUNE'SDIARY

| came back to mysdlf suddenly, asif | had been deeping and someone had thrown water over
me. | was not there; suddenly | was, ashivering naked woman weeping and knedling in aclearing on
the ridge that overlooked Kayano Y ashifuji's house. The sky wasfilled with heavy clouds.

My woman's skin was scratched in athousand places, so that my body seemed marked with a
caligraphy of blood, the wildly scribbled characters of achild or amaster. The pams of my hands
and soles of my feet were smeared with blood that had leaked from damaged fox-paws. My hair was
tangled, itsriver of black clotted with snarls and twigs and dead leaves.

| was alone. My grandfather was gone. | thought he must be dead, for | did not see how he
could have survived the blow or the heartbreaking pace of the escape from the gatehouse.

Shonen was aso gone. | called his name and looked around the clearing in apanic, but it had
been days since | had become afox, and | had run along way. He was too young to have kept up
with my mindlessflight, and too young to have survived adone. The pain from the thought stole my
breath, stabbed at melike aknife of stone; knowing it would be hopeless, | shouted his name until my
voice grew hoarse. Now | cried in earnest. The tears were cold by the timethey fell from my faceto
my breasts.

| could die, | thought. What would be the cost of this, if | stayed awoman, naked and donein
the mountains, far from warmth and light? It did not pain meto think of this. Kayano Y oshifuji was
gone, summoned to hisother life; my child was gone; my grandfather, my brother, my mother—all
gone. | could return to the oblivion | had found while | ran asafox these past few days. The unaware
sf: humans strovefor this, pursued it doggedly. Why should | not embraceit?



Or | could die. Either seemed acceptable. Either seemed too much work to pursue. So | kneltin
the cold and cried.

The bushesrustled. | no longer had my fox sense of smell, and the air carried nothing | could
recognize. Wolves, | thought. | was high enough in the mountainsfor them. It would smplify my
decision; wolves would eat me, and | would be saved even the trouble of dying of exposure.

But it was not wolves. | heard awhine. For aningant | thought it might be my son, il dive
somehow in fox-form. The bushes moved again, and the spotted dog crept out, belly closeto the
ground. He crawled close, tail pounding the earth, earsflat, mouth reaching for mine—the gesture of a
dog looking for apack mate or amaster.

| knelt and wrapped my arms around his neck, burying my nosein hisfur. His musky smell
caught at the back of my throat and tightened my chest. | wondered if | would cry.

Wefdl adeep likethat, in anest of dead ferns. | curled up around my dog, hiswarm fur against
my belly.

A cold space against my stomach awakened me. The spotted dog had arisen; now he stretched
luxurioudy, bowing deep. It was night. | had not changed back to afox. | was still awoman, still
naked. My family were till lost to me.

But at some point in my deep, my body had made the decision for me, the decisontolive. |
redlized suddenly that | was famished and freezing. The dew had been heavy; my skin gleamed with it
in the crescent moon's light, seeping through agap in the clouds. My breath puffed from mein little
cloudsthat flared with moonlight before they dissolved. | couldn't op shivering, sometimes so hard
that my teeth clattered, making my jaw ache on top of everything else. The dog looked sidelong up at
me from brown eyes and whined, which | took to express concern. (Dogs may be kin, but they are
hardly close; | think perhaps humans understand them better than foxes do.)

Clothes or shelter—warmth, anyway—and then food. | looked around to get my bearings.

| was dill inthedearing in which | had first found myself. The pinestowered over me, amed like
arrows into the sky's heart. The dender moon drifted behind tree branches, so that in placesitslight
lay hard aslacquer over everything, and in others it was shattered into splinters; in some places, there
wasnolight a all. A gap in the trees showed me patches of the valey beow: harvested fields showing
ahaze that might have been rice stalks or might have been ground fog: huts and houses huddled
beneath thatching that dripped with dew; Kayano Y oshifuji's house. | saw the thousand-year oak in
his gardens and the clearing where the rabbit-god's moon-rock would be (though | could not seethe
rock); but there were no lights visible, for the heavy roofs conceded much of the buildings. Smoke
eased upward from eave openingsin hisrooms. The sullen color of hammered iron, it moved dowly,
pressed down by the heavy cold air.

The night was 0 dtill | could hear things acrossthevaley. An owl cried agreat way off, and
some small thing screamed. Beside me, the spotted dog's light breathing was perfectly audible, aswas
the soft shuffling of his feet when he shifted weight and sat. Down in the valey, adog barked fiercdly,
sounding the larm againgt some nighttime creature. Where was my son tonight? Dead or dying.

Shivering seized me again; | gasped with the strength of it. Clothing. Where could | go,



bare-skinned and done and starving? Tears of salf-pity thick as poison burned in my eyes.

Wewould go to the old man in the woods, the crazy old diviner. He was human: he would know
what to do. And it was not so far from this clearing.

My traveling was different thistime. When | had been afox—cuddled in my pelt, on sturdy
footpads—walking astony path in the cold woods was of no matter. My eyes had been fox's eyes; it
was asmplething to see at night. And as awoman, it had been daylight when | came here before. |
traveled in alitter accompanied by attendants. My feet had not actudly touched earth, | redlized: there
had been amat set down before | climbed from the litter.

But now my bare feet were numb from theicy ground of the path. | was glad of this; otherwise
the scratches and bruises on the soles of my feet would have madeit hard to walk. Even so, | limped.

The spotted dog paced beside me, tireless, absorbed in his own thoughts, whatever they were.
When | stopped for breath, he stopped aswell. | crouched beside him and pressed my hands against
hisbelly, looking for warmth. After a bit, the cold drove meforward again.

Above the clouds, the moon set and the night became impenetrably black. | did my feet dong
the ground one &fter the other, trying to follow the path by fedl. The dog aided me; he walked ahead,
andif | hdd my breath, | heard hislight panting just in front of me. Following him with hands stretched
out, I managed not to stumble too much.

| did not see the trees on either side of the path, and there was little enough to hear. But in some
fashion | must have sensed their nearness, for | knew when | entered aclearing. | saw the dimmest
glow ahead of me—brazier embers seen through the crack of an ill-fitting door cover. | had found
him.

"Old man?' | said softly. My voice was hoarse, too loud in the muffled air. | still could not see
my feet or the ground in front of me, but the dim light gave me courage to move more quickly. The
dog trotted forward.

| was close to the door, which was no more than heavy oiled fabric, nailed to the broken lintel. |
tipped it aside just enough to look in. The brazier was no more than embers, dull red light cracking
through adarker shell of dead codls. | could see aman lying beneath an untidy heap of cotton robes
and rags. | had been right; thiswas his clearing, his hut. | had found him. He would know what to do,
whereto go, how to get Y ashifuji back. And right now, he would have clothing and food. | could
deep by hisfireand be warm again.

| stepped inside. Hest (or alessening of the cold) washed over me. The dog hung back for a
moment, following only when | ordered him to.

| touched the old man's shoulder and then shook it. He was dead, till warm beneath his covers.
A gleam of eye showed beneath a half-closed lid. Age, or acough, or Buddha: | did not know what
would kill an old man.

Warmth and then food. | poked the charcod in the brazier until it brightened alittle; and | pulled



the heap of robes from the old man's body and curled up in them (he was dead, hefelt no cold); and |
gnawed on half arice bal | found fallen beside his hand. After watching the corpse warily for atime,
the dog curled up beside me and dozed. A cod in the brazier split and sparks flickered upward; the
dog sat up suddenly, watching theair intently. | followed his gaze, but saw nothing. "Are you there?" |
asked the air, hoping the old man's ghost might have lingered. There was no answer, and the dog
resettled himsdlf. No one here could help me.

| fell adeep again, with adead man and adog for company.

| dreamt of my master, Kayano Y oshifuji. We stood in a Chinese garden, where it was spring.
Josai wasin another part of the garden; | heard her voice giving orders for our dinner. Y oshifuji gave
me atiny orange, round asthe moon but so smdl it nestled in my palm. "Every moon containsits own
crescents,” he said to me, and the orange broke into segments, little half-moons forming aflower in
my hand.

Had | known | was dreaming, | would not have awakened.

"My lady."

| startled awake. | had thought | dreamt of Josai's voice, but it wastruly her. She kndlt before
me on thedirt floor of the hut, aamsfull of silk. The dog sat beside her, grinning as dogs do.

"How did you find me?" | asked, rubbing grit from my eyes. Meaning: how are you here,
outside of the magic?

She answered the question | asked, not the one | meant. "I have looked everywhere for you,
lady. We dl have. Weve been so worried." Wrinkling her nose, she lifted the old man's robes from
me. "l am surethis placeisriddled with fleas, eveninthiscold.”

"My son?' | asked her, my heart suddenly pounding. "Have you seen him?'

"I am so sorry. No. | don't see how he could have survived.”

"l supposenot,” | said dully.

Shelooked at mefor amoment, asif gauging my mood. In slence she wrapped mein the robes

she had brought, and dipped clogs on my feet, and twisted my tangled hair into agreat unruly knot
which she fastened at the back of my neck with a piece of silk tape. " Shall we go home?' she said

gently.
| met her eyes. They were gentle, concerned, asthey aways had been. But they were aso

aware. Somehow, she knew she was not rea without me, and she had cometo find me. | do not
understand this, even now; but | followed her home.

The fox magic existed till; the house stood in its gardens beneath the gatehouse. Silent servants



undressed and bathed me and untangled my hair with ateak comb. They brought mefood in pretty
little hinoki -cedar boxes and dressed me in clean padded sk the gold of chrysanthemums. Josai led
me by the hand to my bed-enclosure and laid quilted bed robes over me.

| cried myself to deep.

3. SHIKUJO'SPILLOW BOOK

Thereisno hope:

Thereisno hope of leaving, of course. Five nights ago, thefirst snow began faling. Leaving my
husband's bedside, | stood on the veranda and watched in the torchlight: huge clumps like the tangles
of slk pulled from a silkworm's cocoon or the feathers from agoose's breast. After atime, the snow
put the torch out, and in the end | watched only with the light from the lamps in my husband's rooms,
which touched the flakesinto dull gold, like cinders flying on afoggy night. | could hear no noise from
the garden or even the other buildings, and Onagas voice behind me seemed muted. The air itself
Seemed slenced.

| have never seen such athing. In the capita, snow isinfrequent enough that wereve inits
presence, treating it asamovable festival that changes date according to the gods whim. We make
snow mountains and gawk over silver basins of snow carried in from outside. Weinvite our friends
over to watch the moon shine on the snow. We make snow people and assign them names and
lineage and higtories; when they mdt, ahandful of dayslater (if so long), we even mourn them and
givemock funerds.

When | returned from the capitd in the autumn, | overheard the local servants speaking of
winter. They sounded grim, asif bracing themselves for some horrible thing. | laughed with Onaga
about this, the only laughter in this house of sadness and waiting: trust peasantsto overreact about a
handful of snow!

And then the snow began, and stopped and began again. By thetime it ended, two days ago,
the eave openings were nearly drifted shut, so that the air in our roomswas foul with the smoke from
our fires. Before we could leave, we had to brush the thigh-deep snow off the veranda, to prevent it
from fdling into the house when we did aside the wall-panéls.

The garden hasre-formed itsdf into unfamiliar shapes. The bushes are smal mountains now; the
walkways are gone altogether, buried first under pine needles brought to insulate the mosses, and then
by the snow. | came out one morning from sitting with my husband and saw the gardeners covering
themoss, and it seemed very odd. Why dl thisfussing to protect moss, when the forest isfilled with
moss that survives without such ministrations?

Certain trees are covered with wrappings of straw or tied together to protect their branches
from gathering too much snow and collapsing; their shapes seem strange. Many trees are barren. Bare
branches web the gray sky, and through them | can see things that were never visble from the
veranda before: the fence on the mountain side of the garden, the ruined gateway, the base of the
thousand-year oak, the moon-rock—or what used to be the moon-rock: now it is only another
mound. The lakes are fill open, dark stains againgt the overpowering white, but they are smaller than



they used to be. | imagine they will freeze over completely soon enough.

| am told we are well prepared. Ogi-leaf snow blinds hang in our buildings. They keep out the
blown snow, but since they don't do much to keep uswarm, we usualy leave them open if the snow
alows. The kitchen storehouse and severa outbuildings are stuffed full of roots and vegetables from
the garden. Fish lie pickled, tightly packed asladiesin an ox-carriage, in barrels sent from the coast.

The servants from the capita are not happy to be here. They do not complain precisely (or
rather, none of them complain directly except Onaga and one of the junior ladies, who criesfor the
capita late at night when shethinkswe are al adeep) but there are alot of ways even the best
attendant can express her fedings. Stitches are placed more carelesdy than before: after dl (asmy
women say to one another in just-barely audible voices), who is here to care? There have been a
disproportionate number of poems about the capital and longing for home, dl recited with failing
VOiCes.

The stable yard and the walkways are cleared of snow, but the road beyond the gate has
vanished completely. | am told (by Onaga, who heard it from one of the women, who heard it from
someone in the kitchens, who heard it from a snowshoed peasant) that the path from thevdley is
drifted shut. Thereislittle for any of usto do except worry, and wait, and watch my husband burnin
hisfever.

When we lived back in the capital, there was a summer when Onaga brought me achunk of ice
the cook had acquired from avendor. Theicewas very clear, threaded with tiny lines, but suspended
insddewas asmall red and green snake, its black eyes hard and bright as beads. | think perhaps| am
that snake: frozen solid, waiting for something, anything, to bresk the cold stillness.

Except that when the ice melted, the snake did not revive.

4. KITSUNE'SDIARY

| lived donewith my servants. If nothing else remained, thisdid: the routine. Josal continued to
boss my women about. Rice continued to be cooked with fish or pickled yamadori -pheasant and
brought to me at regular intervals. The wicks of the many lampsthat illuminated the house periodically
became ragged and were trimmed. My writing instructor attended me every day, hisarmsfull of

exemplary caligraphy.

It was colder than it had been. It had been autumn; now it was winter. Snow sat heavily on my
blue-tiled roofs. A stoneware jug broke when the water insde froze one night. My women wore
heavier robes, and sat close to braziers, tucking warmed stones against their feet.

For my part, | behaved as one grieving. | waked through the mountains cdling for my son. As
the days passed, | caled less and instead sought some sign of his passing, ascrap of silk or ahuddle
of bones. My hopedied, but | did not stop searching until Josei spoke with me and forced meto

accept hisloss.

| dept under Kayano Y ashifuji's deeping robes so that | could breathe his scent. My dreams of
him were vivid. Waking from them and redlizing they were only dresmswas not quite as painful asnot



seeing him at al would have been.

Waking, | stalked through the silent rooms, twisting back and forth between anger and sadness.
| bit my fingernails until they were bloody nubs: they grew back when | dept and | bit them again, the
painin my handsasort of punishment—for what, | did not understand. | cried for my lost family, and
screamed with anger, and tore the paper wallswhen | struck out at them.

| still had the moon-shaped fan | had stolen so long ago, before any of this had happened. |
turned it over in my hands again and again. The words mocked me. They were poetry, and | could
not understand them. Y oshifuji had written them and he was gone. In the language my caligraphy
ingtructor taught me, afan meant areunion, but this one meant nothing. 1t was only sticks and paper
and ink. It was afragile thing, but I never quite crushed it in my hands, and it did not bresk when |
threw it fromme.

Anger and sadness, but when | wastired (which was often: | fed myself now, and the cold
weather was draining), there was another fegling deep beneath those two. It said: | can ask for
death. What do | have to live for now?

There was no Grandfather to give me advice, no son to protect, no Brother or Mother. And no
Kayano Y ashifuji. It wasfor him, or for him and me, that this magic had been formed. Without him,
only the routine itsaf kept these things happening.

Writing classes continued, but | did not often write. Cold sunlight would dip through acrack in
the blinds and fall on my hands, and | would become entranced by the texture of my ragged nails, the
tiny multicolored flecks that made up their matrix. | watched my hands rather than theink drying on
the brush because at that moment, my nails were more important to me than any poem | might write.

Isthis possible? That the "perfect poem” isirrelevant compared to the handsthat writeiit,
compared to the process and means of writing it? If this were so, then being human would be the
easest thing imaginable, because | dready knew that |esson back when | was afox—that it wasthe
doing of athing that was important, that every god isrelevant only asit relates to the doing of the

thing.

After atime, | noticed that things were not staying the same. Without my family, without
Y oshifuji asthe goal, it was hard to maintain the house and the servants. | had an aloes-wood table
with three celadon bowls on it. Then there were two bowls and then none, and then the table was
gone.

| owned aslvered-bronze Chinese mirror that | had used when | painted my eyebrows. |
thought the perfect reflection was growing dull and thisworried me—Josal once said that amirror
dimswhen the owner's soul is unclean—but it was not the surface. The mirror itself wasfading,
dissolving like mist in my hands. Perhaps (I thought, when life seemed particularly grim) it meant |
never had asoul.

The garden vanished under snow and then faded like ground fog. The house was dissolving
room by room; | didn't leave my wing much, not wanting to know how far it had gone, this melting of
my home. My servants were fewer now, and more silent than before. Even Josal was quiet as she



moved through her duties.

| thought of leaving, stripping off the humanness one more time and running in thewoods again;
but | found I could not, though | did not know the reason. | could not be afox, but | was also not
amply awoman.

5. SHIKUJO'SPILLOW BOOK

Thefever broke:

Thefever broke on the twelfth day after we found him. In truth, it broke adozen timesin those
days, but never completely. He would suddenly be drenched in swest, but a short time later hewould
grow hot again, and toss and babble.

None of the trestments worked (though many of the hederslater claimed some limited credit for
therecovery), and at last we were obliged to fal back on the oldest and smplest of treatments, laying
cold damp cloths on him to cool his blood. He was gaunt as a peasant in abad year, and he turned
his face away from the water wetried to drip into his mouth.

Hito had goneto pray for his master, so | watched over my husband aone. Perhaps | should
have been praying aswell. Instead, | watched by asinglelight. | cried steadily, like snow on aroof in
the twelfth month. 1 would not have thought so many tears could exist, would have thought they would
have bleached the floor benesth me white.

From timeto time, | heard soft footsteps and a screen diding behind me; | felt the pressure of
eyes and whispers. | did not turn to look, only with shaking hands kept to my task: wet theclothina
Slver basin and wring it out, lay it on hishot neck, tekeit away and do it al again—the perfect wife
keeping vigil in the dangerous hours of the night.

| have asecret. | thought he was dying, and | shook and cried, but in fact | felt nothing. It was
not grief or fear that made me cry, but the shock that stuns an injured child; shock that made me
shake.

And not even thisisthe truth. | thought he was dying, and | shook and cried—and | felt much.
But it was rage—absolute hot rage. How dare he do this? How dare he hurt us—myself, our child,
even his servantswho cared for him—for so stupid areason, to grub in the dirt with foxes? Perhaps
he should die, perhaps he owed it to all of us, to leavethislife and start over again somewhere else,
where | and this household would not be hurt by him. But then he would be gone, and | would never
even be able to face him, force him to recognize how he had hurt usal.

Asif | would. | have never confronted him over anything he has done. Should | have? Would
things have been different? Perhaps, but karmaislike the patterns of aforma dance or afamiliar
song. No variation ispossible, and the highest ided isto move through the measures correctly. |
thought | moved gracefully through our life together—no unpleasant jarring actions, no ugliness.

But perhapsthere is something more correct even than e egance. My father owns a set of sake
cups, atreasure that has been in hisfamily for athousand years (or so he says). They are



hand-formed of rough pottery randomly splashed with black and green and silver. Thereis nothing
delicate, nothing e egant, about them. But there is something beautiful and strong about their irregular
shapes and their coloring, like leaves under moonlight. Asachild, | liked them better than the facile
perfection of porcelain. "They are honest,” my father said then. "They do not break when you drink
wine"

Perhaps honesty could be stronger, more beautiful than € egance and correctness.

My husband suddenly sat upright in swesat- and water-soaked robes, and said, "Where are you,
wife?'

"l am here" | said, though | was afraid | might not be the one he called for.

He smiled, but hiseyeswereblind. He said: "Thetiles were the color of the sky—but were they
tileor sky?'

Perhapsit was a poem. There was no way of telling.

After this, thefever broke.

6. THE NOTEBOOK OF KAYA NO YOSHIFUJI

| amwesk, but | find | cannot deep. | do not have the strength to grind my own ink, but Hito
has brushed the dust from my ink stone and mixed some for me. Thisbrush, dim asitis, isamost too

heavy tolift.

| was awakened tonight by a scratching noise. For half amonth (1 am told) | have dept through
storms and ritual gongs and shouting and running feet; | have awakened only to eat and drink and
relieve mysdf, and even these required assi stance for many days. It isjust past the full moon tonight,
and the light seeping through the eavesis very bright to my sickness-dtered eyes. Animmense
piderweb shivers: my spider must till be here, which surprises me until | remember that for meit was
ten years, for her, asingle season.

Where are the spider's young? Grown and gone, dead or degping out the winter. | see no
spiders here, but it isabig space, and spiders are small.

The scratching noise comes again, and the web quakes. The vibration seemsto radiate from one
corner, too massive and violent to be an insect. A tiny shape no bigger than my thumb skittersaong
one beam. A mouse came down from the thatch and disturbed the web in passing.

The spider does not emerge from whatever hiding place she calls home, which is perhaps as
well. Some prey cannot be kept, and is best allowed to leave.

| miss her, my pretty fox wife.



7. KITSUNE'SDIARY

It was dawn, and | was hungry.

| hunted in the woods, but it grew dangerous there as the prey animals grew scarcer with the
colder weather, and the predators, the wolves and tanuki -badgers, came questing for food. More
often | hunted in the garden my husband shared with Shikujo.

| cannot tell you whether | wasfox or woman as| hunted. At timesit seemed that | pounced and
trapped prey between front paws, tearing with fox-teeth; other times, | think | crouched and grabbed
with cold hands, and stabbed with alittle knife of bone no longer than afinger. Perhapsthe world
itself did not know which | was, only knew that | killed an animal and therefore delivered the corpse
tome,

Many of the trees and shrubs had shed their leaves, and | moved through the skeleton of a
garden with little shelter. The cranes and loonsthat had lived on the lakes were gone. The only
animals| saw were two crows on aroof peak, speaking to each other. The screenswere al shut tight
againg the cold. Early asit was, apair of servantstrotted along awalkway, heads low against the
wind, sheltering whatever they carried in their hands.

There was not much to eat. Theinsects were gone, and dl the young foolish animasthat had
falen to my brother and mein the summer were dead or grown now: beyond my reach in either case.
It had been agood year and the mice in the garden were fat, but mostly they dept in their holes, heads
filled with the dreams that take awinter to complete.

So: it wasdawn, and | was hungry. | walked across apatch of lawn blown nearly free of snow;
the crisp dead grass numbed my toes. The air was cold and perfectly still, so that | felt asthough |
pushed through ice or the heart of ajewd. It was so slent that | heard my breathing, and then wings
high overhead and the thick liquid splashes of two geese landing in the nearest pond, late for their
migration. Everyone moved in pairs, it seemed, but me. It wastoo cold to smell much, though cedar
and pine seem dwaysto filter through, no matter how cold it is.

There was another noise, ahdf-familiar wet grinding. The scent camejust as| identified the
sound: arabbit eating grassin the dawn.

I moved carefully, willing my heart not to pound too loudly. She wasfull-grown, afemaewith
gray and white fur, not a half-dozen paces from me. She had moved from cover to the paich of
exposed grass. She was along way from the moon-rock and safety. | could catch and kill her. |
would not be hungry.

Cats hunt by cregping close to athing and then lunging across at it. Mostly dogs rely on surprise;
they ydl at their prey, hoping to dtartle it for the moment it takes their legsto close the distance. With
foxesit isdifferent: we stand tall and legp across a distance severa timesaman's height, an arc
calculated to trap our prey between our paws.

A woman has all these options, though she does not leap so far asafox, or shout so loudly asa
dog. Or walk so quietly asacat, | am afraid. | eased forward: a step. The rabbit's back was turned.
It was probably deafening itsdf with the crunching noise of its eating. Another step. | was so hungry.



The rabbit heard me and lifted its head. | froze asit looked around. One liquid black eye
watched for amoment and then the rabbit returned to chewing. | stepped again, and again. Its head
came up again. We stared at each other: thekilling stare.

| did not blink.

The gasp behind me might aswell have been ashout. | cried out and whirled and the rabbit
bolted, dl at once. Shikujo stood on awakway leading from my husband's rooms, dressed in padded
deeping robes, aporcelain basin in her hands. She was so closethat | saw theindividua strands of
hair that had falen across her face, and her eyes, flat with something that might have been fury or fear.

"Y ou have not gone," she said. Her voice was calm, as though she were commenting on a
painter's style, but her hands shook.

Humans so often speak the unnecessary: | wasfree of this, at least. | gathered my robes close
and looked at her in silence.

"The sarvants said you were il here," she said in the same conversationd tone. "They're
leaving, the oneswho have family herein the valey. They say the houseis cursed. Arewe?"

| said nothing. | knew | had not cursed them, but she was not redlly asking me, after al.

"Go away," she said, and her voice began to shake. "Haven't you done enough?'

"1 have done nothing but love him," | said. "And now you have him, our husband. Y ou've won."
"Did 17" Shelaughed bitterly. "Heis old and broken now; he does no more than deep and cry.”
"Hedid not seem old to me," | whispered. "I loved him."

"Love?" she hissed. "What do you know of this? Y ou have no soul, you foxes. Loveis pain and
patience and suffering.”

"] thought love was laughter and companionship,” | said. "But if it isalso pain, then yes, | know
of it."

"Itisboth," she admitted. Tearsfell on her face. "L eave usaone. Haven't you hurt us enough, al
of you?'

"It'smorethan me, isnt it?' | said dowly. "Y ou were my grandfather's reason for humanity, al
those years ago.”

"No!" Shikujo hurled the basin a me. It hit the hard ground and broke into a thousand pieces:
flowers and leaves shattered into random shapes of blue and green.

"Did you love him, my grandfather?" | asked.

"No," shewhispered, her anger (or wasit fear?) evaporated. "There was no onethere. It wasdl
adream, that'sdl. Likethisone."



"Thisisred," | snarled. "Asred asanything can be. | anred. Unlessyou prefer tolieto
yourself."

But shewasn't listening to me. She examined her fingers, breathed carefully, asif she were afraid
she might break. "He was gone so much, my husband. And the man who told me the poem—he was
no fox! He was polite, charming, quite respectful. He can't have been—I didn't know who hewas, or
what he was, only that he wanted me s0."

"As| wanted your husband. | loved him, and bore his child, and now Y oshifuji isgone and my
sonisdead, and you have both husband and son." | paused, thinking. "Wife of Kayano Y oshifuji,
what color are your son's eyes?"

"He'snormal.” She ground the words out. "Heis my husband's son.”

It wasalie; | knew this. Her child's eyeswould have gold in their depths.

After amoment, shewent on: "He had no heart." Thiswas not her son or her husband; | knew
this, too.

"How do you know what heart we have?' | said softly. "I am his granddaughter, and | know this:
that heloved you."

"He had no soul! None of you do."

"My lady?' Hito walked from the dark doorway behind Shikujo. "' Are you speaking to someone
out here?' He peered out at me, but saw nothing.

Shelifted adeeve and turned her face away from him, and met my eyes. Fox wife and human
wife. "No one," Shikujo said. "My own fears. Do you seethefox in the yard?

He squinted. "It is beside the potted pine?"

She hesitated, and | closed my eyes, waiting for my sentence. | wanted to live, but at this
moment | had no strength to fight for my life. She would order him to kill me, and | could not run this
time

"Please have the servants drive it off," Shikujo said.

8. SHIKUJO'SPILLOW BOOK

Even now:
Even now, after dl this, we are haunted by foxes.
This morning while watching my husband, | dropped into deep and immediately dreamt. It was

of foxes, of course—or onefox, anyway. In the dream, we spoke to each other, but when | try to
remember our words, they dip away to hover just beyond reach, like dragonflies or someone elsg's



cats. | remember only the fedings the dream caused: fear and anger, sadness and dread.

It was adream, of course. | awoke from deep, and found mysalf waking on my husband's
veranda, having dropped the basin | carried.

Wewill never be free of them. There will dways be dreams and visions and night-fears about
the foxes, because even if we never saw afox again, even if our son grew old in aworld that had not
seen afox in ahundred years, the foxes have marked us, stained my family and me and changed us
from what we were. This cannot be agood thing.

| want to storm back to my husband's rooms and shake him awake to tell him that he has ruined
usal with his sdlf-indulgent dreams. | want to scream and weep and shout and sob. But heis still not
well; heistoo weak for such honesty. To protect him | spill my anger and my fear here, ink on paper.

But thisis not honest, either. If | wereto rage and throw things and cry until my nose ran and my
eyelashes grew sticky with tears, the stress on him might cause arelapse. The fever could return and
he might run naked into the woods and die in the snow, mated to atree-kami or amouse. But that is
unlikely. What seems more likely to meisthat he would look at his hurt, angry, flawed wifeand he
would despise her. And | would despise mysdlf. Crying and throwing thingsis not how abeautiful or a
wise or astrong person behaves, however honest it might be.

The sake cups of my father are strong and beautiful and honest, dl a once. My husband was
honest but not strong, and | was beautiful but not honest. What was the fox woman?

9. KITSUNE'SDIARY

| did not wait for the servants but ran immediately. Thiswas not the mindless fox-footed panic of
my escape when my life had come apart. Now | ran conscioudy, down through the garden, past the
thousand-year oak's clearing and the three lakes. The cold air scraped a my throat as| ran, escaped
in puffs of breath like steam. | tucked up my robes and climbed over the snow-covered timber of the
(till ruined) formal gate at the garden'slower end.

On the other side, | paused for amoment to catch my breath. There were no servants after me.
Thericefiddswere nearly empty—water and rice gone, leaving only snow and stubble. | saw no one
but a handful of peasants, indigo-bright in their quilted hemp, cutting bare staks till standing in one
fied. They paused to watch me, but they seemed to think there was nothing unusud in the Sight of a
woman in ragged silk robes climbing over a collapsed gate—if that iswhat they saw.

She had not ordered mekilled. This might have been an act of kindness, or atriumphant
gesture—see, she had my husband, she could afford generosity!—or the heartsickness of awoman
too tired to kill, even for areason. | did not know.

| had been living in ahaze, asif fevered, asif gossamer hung between me and the world.
Perhapsit was the confrontation or the reprieve or the run (though | had run often enough before this,
hunting prey); but the vell seemed gone, shredded into threads that blew away and left me bareto the
world.



| will steal him back, | thought. | would find Kannon, and tell her she was mistaken to take him
from me, that as goddess of mercy, she must know | deserved Y ashifuji'slove.

I had no ideawhere might find Kannon. In the fox-magic world there had been shrinesto
Kannon. | had even visited one, with awhite-graveled courtyard and awide staircase that led under
the eaves. On each side of the stairs had been atree in ahuge square ceramic pot. Thetrees, a
dogwood and a cherry, were thick with prayer flags, but | had never looked at the dips of mulberry
paper tied into the trees, reluctant to see how shallow (or deep) the magic ran. Now | wished | had:
perhaps the fox-magic world (which seemed so isolated, the four of usfoxesand Y oshifuji) was
larger than | had imagined. Perhaps the prayer flags came from others—foxes or ghosts or
spirits—who somehow shared the myth that we might be able to convince ourselvesthat we werein
fact human.

But | had never seen them, these hypothetical people. | knew only silent perfect servants and
contented peasants, occasiona anonymous crowds of nobles arriving for celebrations and funerals.
And now my world dipped away. | did not even know if my husband'srooms still existed. There
seamed little hope for afox-magic shrine that had been half aday'sjourney avay. And | dreaded
going back into the magic to look for it, afraid to see the decaying limits of my world.

A single snowflakefell on my face, stinging for an ingtant before it melted. Another fell and
dissolved, and another. The shoulders of my robes were spangled with them, tiny asfleas. The
peasants noticed the snow, aswell: with curt cries, they |eft their task and ran back to a thatched-roof
hut. They did not look at me. Perhaps they had not seen anoblewoman in silks, after all. | tried not to
think about this, but shivered, perhaps from the cold.

What about out here, in theworld | had not made? Kannon was a goddess; her shrines were
everywhere. There was onein the mountains above Y oshifuji's estate; | had never been there, but |
had heard Shikujo speak of it. Back in the summer, Y oshifuji had traveled to another on the coast
many weeks away. But was Kannon there, at one or the other or both, or at yet another shrine of
which | had never heard?

| had never seen agod, except when the humans summoned one. The priests called the Buddha,
and he (or something that had answered when he was called) came. | had fooled him, then. The
priests summoned Kannon, and she came as an old man, to steal Kayano Y oshifuji away from me
and scatter my family. Perhaps that was the way of gods, that they came when called, like dogs or
servants. It seemed unlikely, but | was cold and wet and alone, with no ideahow elseto find her.

"Goddess?' | said doud to the air. My voice sounded dead in my ears, muted by thefaling
snow. | waited a moment, then spoke louder. "Kannon? Will you spesk with me?’

The spotted dog must have been prowling nearby in thetall grasses by the road; he heard my
voice, and barking, galloped up to dance beside me, leaving wet dirty pawprints on my robes. Even
through my disappointment, | felt myself smile. Perhaps only dogstruly came when called.

Very well, then, | thought. | will go to the shrine in the mountains. In the real world.

10. THE NOTEBOOK OF KAYA NO YOSHIFUJI



My son Kayano Tadamaro visits me today. When Hito dlows him into my rooms, the boy
gdlops up to dance beside me, eager as a puppy. His nurse makes the hushing noises universd to
such women and he settles down, bowing formaly and then knedling beside my bed.

"| am glad to see you looking well, Father."

I smileweekly. Thisisobvioudy something hisnursetold him to say, for it's clear from the boy's
face that hethinks | look anything but well. Still, it is courteous: the boy is growing into a polite man.
"It's good to see you, child. Have you been keeping busy?"

"| watched the peasants cut ice yesterday. They use saws and cut the river-ice into big blocks.
They told Nurse that they are going to send the blocks down the river in the spring and make their
fortunes. And | followed some rabbit tracks, and 1—"

"Have you managed to fit any studying into your busy schedule?!
Hemakesaface. "Yes, Sr. | am supposed to be memorizing the Analects.”

"Mmmm," | say noncommittally. | remember thistask from my own childhood, and | recdll liking
it aslittle as he seemsto.

The nurse clears her throat (I can read the meanings of her throat-clearings. this one means
Aren't you forgetting something?) and Tadamaro wrigglesalittle. "l wrote you a poem, Father." He
pulls something from hisdeeve and handsit to me. It isasheet of thick white paper, tied with bright
red cotton cord. A tuft of cedar needlesistucked into the ribbon. | unroll thelittle scroll and read, in
caeful cdligraphy:

Theriversand lakes are covered inice,
I will lend you my sleeve to keep you warm.
| hope you grow well and happy again, esteemed Sir.

| carefully roll the letter and tie it up again, fumbling abit because of thetearsin my eyes. "Thank
you, Tadamaro. | will write aresponse later, and send it to you.”

"A letter!" He hopsto hisfeet and hugs hisnurse. "A redl letter!” She clears her throat again (this
onesays, St down, young man, right thisinstant), but | say, "No, let him poke around a bit. Boys
do not st il for long.”

She siffs (Very well, but don't blame me if he bothers you) then movesto be near him, for he
has picked up afire-tong and pokes at the brazier's contents. He tries to stack the coalsinto a
pyramid, but they tumble down with the soft scratchy noise of charcoa rubbing together, releasing a
wave of hest.

A strange poem for achild. It isabsurd to think of achild lending his deeveto keep hiselder
warm. It isthe business of children to grow big enough to do this effectively, when their parents are
old and feeble, but Tadamaro is il far too young for such responsibility. Still, before | went to my
fox wife'shouse, | did expect certain things of him, things as absurd as warmth from a scrap of fabric.
| wanted him to be happy and strong and wise, not for his own sake, but because then | might find
peace with thefact that | felt | was none of those things. Life seemed meaningless: onelives, one
writes poetry, one learns a series of sad or tedious or painful lessons, and finaly one dies, after which



one either starts over, goesto a not-terribly-interesting Paradise, waits for attention from one's
descendants (who are busy with their own meaninglesslives), or isobliterated, depending on which
religion isright about degth.

Tadamaro might not have to learn those lessons, | think. Tadamaro might succeed where |
have failed. But thething | forget isthat Tadamaro'slife, good or bad, filled with disgppointment or
joy,ishisownto live. A smdl boy should not haveto carry the burden of mine, aswell.

Tadamaro has stopped playing with the fire; now he walks dong one wall, bent over to look at
the floor. He seemsto have forgotten my presence, though it may aso be that he does not fedl he
must be on hisbest behavior here.

My fox wife had a son. We did the same things together that Tadamaro and | have done. |
watched Shonen and laughed, delighted to see him discover hisworld. But | never brooded over him
as| had Tadamaro, pining for lost joy. My joy seemed to come from insde myself then.

"Father, look." Tadamaro walks carefully toward my bed, his hands cupped around some secret
he does not wish to lose. He carefully knedls. | peer into the shadows between hisfingers, but | see
nothing until he spreads his handswide.

The cold hasfindly killed my spider. Shelieson hispam, atangle of legsand apale husk of a
body, so light that the breeze dipping through a crack rocks her back and forth on my son's open
hand. Welook at her together, my sonand I.

| did not dlow anyone to harm her and she built aweb as soft and bright as silk, with patterns as
fine aslacquerwork. Shelived and bore young and died. It wasagood life, | think.

Later that night, | write my response to my son's poem:

With your sleeve you brush away the snow.
The lake still flowed beneath the ice,

But now it can see out again!

| will grow stronger.

11. KITSUNE'S DIARY

| found Josai writing when | returned to the fox-magic house. She kndlt at alow table, her brush
moving quickly down milkweed-colored paper bound into a notebook. When she saw me, she
dropped the brush and stood, running across the room to me. "My lady, you look disturbed. Are you
wdl?'

"Yes—no," | answered, distracted for amoment. "What are you writing, Josai?"

She blushed. "It isnothing, apoem of no greet kill."

"Y ou write poetry?"



"That isnot important, my lady. Y ou are upset?'
| took her handsin mine. "l am leaving, Josa."

She gasped. "But you have just returned! Y ou should not leave so quickly again: it istoo
dangerous. Y ou do not know what you will find, or—"

"Josal." | kndlt, pulling her down by our linked hands onto the bare floor. There was very little
left in thisroom: thelow table, asinglelarge chest and aplainiron brazier. "I know. But even though it
was dangerous, you came after me when | wasin the woods, didn't you?'

She averted her face. "That was quite different, my lady. Y ou werelost, and | knew | must find
you."

"Thisisnot different. We need Kayano Y oshifuji.” Not wanting to disrupt whatever kept her
redl, | did not say more, that without him our lives dissolved, that | did not know where it would end.
"Heismy hushand. | am going to find Kannon and explain to her why she must give him back to me."

"I do not think the shrine dill..." Josa's voicetrailed off.

"1'm going to the shrinein the mountains,” | said. "Outside." | pulled free of her hands and stood,
brushing dust from my robes. There had never been dust in my house when the magic had been
srong. "1 do not know how long it will take, Josai."

"Y ou will need food and clothing. Clogs," she said automaticaly as she stood. "But, my lady—"
and her eyesfilled suddenly with tears "—please do not do this. There are too many things—
outside—that can hurt you. There are animals, or you might dip and fdl, or be caught in asnowstorm
and freeze, or—"

"I mug," | sad.

In silence she replaced my silks with quilted robes and an oiled cloak. She pulled my hair into a
snglelong tail and tucked it into my collar, and placed a broad plaited-straw hat on my head, tying its
tapes under my chin. These were Smpler clothes than | was used to, traveler's clothes.

Josai whispered, "What will happen to me without you? To this?' She gestured &t the room.

| touched her face; her tears were cold asrain. "Someone must watch this house while| am
gone. Please wait for me." | was afraid the house would fade away if no one remained, but my real
fear was that she might dissolve. | could not bear to watch that.

"l do not think | can—" Her lipstrembled.

"You must." Thefox-magic bal wastucked in my deeve, asit dwayswas. | dipped it freeand
laid it in her hand, whereit glowed like atiny moon.

IIBLIt—"

| laid her other hand over it. "Keep it for me until | return, Josal. Wait. Please.”



Shewasslent for atime. "l will try."

My cheekswere aso cold with tearswhen | stepped into my wood clogs and down onto the
walkway. Josal clung to apillar on the veranda. The house and the pillar seemed hdf-lostinfog; |
hoped it was fog, though the air was clear and icy cold. As| eft, she called something out after me,
but | could not hear it as| dipped from the fox magic to the real world. It might have been a poem.

It was midmorning when | began my journey. Snow il fell asit had sincel left Shikujo, but it
was very light, made of tiny flakes that stung when they touched my bare skin. | followed the path that
led past the ruined gate up into the mountains. It was not wide, since no one used it much in the
winter, but peasants had beaten it down with snowshoes until it formed asingle narrow track between
tal banks of snow. The spotted dog trotted ahead of me, ears pricked to catch sounds under the
Sow.

| saw only one person, a peasant man wearing a straw hat and cape. For somereason, heled a
black bull dong the path toward me, tugging at a braided ropetied to its nose ring. | watched them
approach. My dog barked twice a them, then dropped to his belly beside me. My feet were very
cold, so | inched closer, trying to warm my toesin his fur. The man paused when they were afew
steps away. There was no room to pass. one of uswould have to leave the path.

"Well?" the peasant said, not unkindly. The bull's black shoulders were spangled with snow like
sars. Fog puffed from its nogtrils. Even the dog seemed cowed by the animad's size, but the bull
seemed uninterested in any of us. It might have been a Buddha centered on nothingness; or it might
have been focused on the passing moments of itslife: mate, eat, stand in snow. Not so different,

perhaps: nothing and everything.

| asked the man, "1 am told there isa shrine to Kannon aong this path. Do you know where it
is?'

The man spat. "Y ou've picked abad time for a pilgrimage. Small snowflakes meansacold night,
cold enough to freeze the tearsin your eyes. And you won't make it to the shrine before nightfall.”

"Do you know how to get there?' | asked.

"Yes. Not that 1've ever been. Therésasplit in the path, by a stone-kami. Leave an offering and
then take the upper path and listen for the sound of running water. Theresawaterfall that never
freezesup there."

"Isitfar?' | asked.

"Farther than you'll get." Helooked more closely at me. " Perhaps you would want to stay the
night with my wife and me? It'swarm at least, and the weather might be better tomorrow. Though |
doubt it."

"You arekind, but | have to go now."

"Huh. RPilgrimages,” he said. "Well, | suppose you wouldn't achieve any merit if it were easy.



Good luck, then. If you find nowhere to stay tonight, dig a cave under the snow and cuddle up with
pine boughs. That might keep you dive.”

He stepped aside and heaved on the rope until the bull finally shifted and stepped belly-deep into
the snow. "Good luck," he said again as we passed. It wasn't until much later that | realized | had no
ideawhat exactly the peasant had seen when helooked at me.

The path was easier for awhile, since the bull had trampled it nicely. It wandered toward the
fold between two mountains, with occasional sidetrails that threaded toward farmhouses. The closer |
cameto the forest that cloaked the mountains, the fainter the path grew, until it wasjust aroughened
area showing the dim outlines of snowshoes. The dog did not like that very much: he had trouble
breaking a path and so hefell in behind me. The quilted robes and the cloak kept me warm for atime,
but awind started up and then the cold drilled though me, chilling my bones. Thetiny flakes dashed at
my face and hands. My nose ran steadily. When | touched my face, it felt cold and smooth, asif
carved of jade. My feet were numb in their wooden clogs, past hurting.

Wewalked up and up. | held my arms close, hands tucked into my seeves. The wind caught at
my oversized straw hat and pulled it from my head, but | couldn't untangle my numb hands fast
enough to catch it beforeit blew out of reach. The snow was too deep to follow. After that, strands of
hair pulled free and blew across my face, singing my eyes.

Up and up. Theforest reached down the mountain flanks with long fingers and the path met
them and dipped under the evergreens. The wind abruptly stopped, though the air ill felt charged
with its energy, and the treetops hissed overhead. The snow was only knee-deep under the treesand
the ground was even bare in places, exposing the falen tree bark and needles under my clogs. It was
hard to see atrail, so instead | watched the snow for the dight depression caused by the path. In gaps
between the trees | could see the sky. Beneath the holes were chest-high mounds of snow asfine as
riceflour.

| carried arustic basket over one arm, the uncut ends of the reeds making asort of fringe. Insde
were al the possessions | had left: the worn summer fan, and a piece of dried fish, and rice pounded
into cakes. The house might well be gone by now: | could not know. | thought of Josai and my eyes
filled with teerswhich frozein my eyelashes.

| was colder than | had ever been. Theair bit at my face and lungs, and | longed for the hat,
which would at least have captured sometiny bit of the warmth from my breath. | watched the
spotted dog trot ahead of me, and envied him histhick fur, hisleathery paw pads, hislack of
awareness—everything. | could not change to afox myself, but neither was| truly human. | did not
know what | was, and changing would not make this clearer.

Thetrail climbed up and up. The snow was getting deeper, asif by climbing | entered anew
land. | had to wade through it, and it piled up against my knees as| kicked through. | cut abranch
from a hinoki-cedar and stripped the smaller branches. | could lean against it, and help break up the
snow ahead of me.

Scrambling around afdlen treg, | dipped and fell to my hands and knees, the grest river of my
hair falling forward over my shoulder in front of me, agreat filthy tangled twist. | was so tired that the
hair seemed too heavy to lift, snarled with scraps of twig.



Kayano Y oshifuji had loved my hair: he used to plunge hishandsintoiit, fed it didelike sk past
hisfingers. He buried hisfaceinit, tickled my bresstswith its ends after sex. But now—I pulled free
thelittle bone knife and hacked until the hank fdll free, and my hair hung no lower than my jawline.
The spotted dog sniffed the discarded hair and whined.

| stood and we walked on. It was gloomy under the trees. | had seen no shelter since ahut
downinthevalley, half aday ago. Thiswastheland of trappers and bear hunters and madmen and
visonaries. no onetruly lived here but animals. Very well, | wasan animal, or had been. | would
urvive,

Things changed as| waked. My quilted silks became cottons without my noticing the change.
The robes were shorter, darker: peasant clothes. Why was this happening?

The stone-kami was obvious: afat black rock astall asaman, solidly in my path. Someone
ancient had carved aface into the rock. It stared blankly ahead, with snow drifted about the dead
fernsat its base. There were no fresh offerings for this god, only faded ragged scraps of fabric that
might once have contained gifts. | bowed. " Spirit?" No one answered, but | [eft my piece of fishand a
rice bal. When | took the higher path, the spotted dog vanished for amoment and returned licking his
lips. A kami canlook after itsown things; if it choseto let adog edt its offerings, there was nothing |
could do about it.

Someone had marked the path by writing wordsin bright red paint on large stonesbesideit. The
caligraphy was bold, great splashings of crimson paint, but the characters were fading, sometimes
half-hidden under dead leaves and snow. The stones made no sense, arandom assortment of
unrelated words. Wave's crest. Memory. Heart. Turning. Slver. Were they a poem? Or was each
stone a poem, a stone/paint/word that would mean something atogether different if the character had
been written on another stone, or with black ink or afiner brush?

Poetry. The dog didn't notice, only lifted hisleg against one of the poem stones, which changed
that poem (if poem it was) to one of stone/paint/word/urine.

Pardley. Knife. Tears. Moon.

It grew darker.

Correctness.

12. SHIKUJO'SPILLOW BOOK

If wewerein the capital:

If wewerein the capitd, we would al be talking about the Gosechi dancers. There might be
snow on the ground there, but it would be the pretty dusting we are used to, and the air would be
delightfully cool, instead of thisicy cold that keeps me trapped in my rooms, unwilling even towalk to
my husband's wing. There would be crowds everywhere in the palace aswe al prepared for the
daijosai thanksgiving rituas. There would be ceremoniesto placate the spirits, and banquets and
games and singing and drinking. | look back and there were yearswhen | served the old princess that
| do not recdl deeping at dl, from the end of the tenth month right through to the final banquet.



It is pleasant to remember this activity at atime when we can never seem to get warm. My
women and | huddle together in the innermost of my rooms. We have gathered every lantern and
brazier we can find, but the cold air il cregpsin through the thin walls and the eaves. Lately we have
taken to Sitting under quilts. The women tell stories and bicker with the ease of people who have
spent too much time together without arest.

| dwaysloved to watch the Gosechi dancers as they entered the palace. The girlsthemsalves
were S0 solemn in white, but their attendants were often charming, dressed in matching robes of
green-printed white, or blue, or brown and green, or whatever whim their sponsors were indulging
that year. But it was when they danced that | truly loved them.

It has been years since | attended the banquet at which they dance, and only now do | redlize
something. | dways thought the goa of the Gosechi dancerswasto be correct indl things. Itis
necessary to perform the steps precisaly; necessary to demonstrate the correct restraint in one's
movements, the proper flicking of fan or hand: necessary to wear the correct robes and cords and
headdresses for a given dance.

But more than thisisrequired. Thereis passion, and this shines through even the careful
movements of the best Gosechi dancers. One cannot point to the difference between this girl and that
one, when both have practiced hard and are elegant and graceful. But oneis merely pleasant to watch
and the other catchesthe eye and setsfire to the heart. | know when | watch such agirl that, of al the
dancers, her prayer will be best heard by the gods.

Correctness and passion. | must remember this. Kayano Y oshifuji, al passion and no
correctness, has perhapsfailed. But have | been better? If | were one of the Gosechi dancers, |
would not humiliate mysdlf by performing badly in front of the court, but | think that the gods might not
ligentome.

13. THE NOTEBOOK OF KAYA NO YOSHIFUJI

My mind wrestles with the contradictions of the past time.

Sometimesit gives up in exhaustion. It has been aseason: it has been adecade. | am young: |
amold. | livehere: | livein ahouse with blue-tiled roofswhich is actudly the space beneath an
outbuilding. | am married to Shikujo; | am wed to my gold-eyed wife, who may be human or may be
afox. | haveason. | have two.

Urushimamust have felt like thiswhen he returned from the sea-princess's court and found that
many years had passed in what was only anight for him. My mind wrestles and rgectswhat it cannot
understand. | find | forget too much.

I look back and | remember her, in adress painted with tiny monkeys, her smooth forehead
crinkled as she asked me about souls. | seethe bdl in her hand, the ink splashed on the wallsand
floor, the stone lantern in the garden that glowed at night without ever being lit. And—what | never
saw when | was there and she was my wife—I see the darkness under the gatehouse and smell the
filth and my own rank stink trgpped in my grimy robes. | remember kissing afox’'s mouth.



Fox or woman, her eyeswere made of light. | had dwaysthought (if | thought of it at al) that the
eyes of foxeswould be the same liquid brown asadog's eyes. But they are not. They are gold, and
one can seeingde them, to the pattern of linesthat hidesinside. Foxes don't have souls? Thisis not
true: | have seenit.

| have been listening to a priest read the sutras. He remained here, perhaps understandably
preferring our house to his cold monastery. | am sick and weak, and so | listen; but he speaks so
quickly and in such amonotone that it becomes mere noise, likewind in trees, or the susurrus of
crickets at dusk in summer.

Why was | there, with my fox wife? | know al the reasons. she seemed asfree asthefox she
was, her lovely house and gardens and perfect servants made every day | spent there an experience
out of the tales that women read, too like afable to be true. (And so it was: the world seemed perfect
to me, because | expect it was created for me.)

No, the surroundings were not the interesting part of my life with my fox wife. | wanted to fed
dive again, and that had nothing to do with her perfect world, and everything to do with the adventure
of being with her. Lifeisbetter lived as an adventure than asawork of art, | think.

| felt better about mysalf when | was with her because for atime | forgot the hopelessness that
drove me. She had no expectations of me (except that | be there). | never disappointed her, because
shewas surprised and delighted by everything, and | never disappointed mysdlf, because | waswilling
to bewhat | was. Despite the perfect world we lived in, there was alot of space for errorsin my life
there.

Would it have changed things between usif Shikujo had been less perfect, if life with her had
remained the adventure it began? | think perhaps she never made such claims of perfection, that I'm
the one who thought she was perfect, and resented her for it. She was what was expected of her;
perhaps this chafed her as much as my own expectation did me. | did not think to ask her.

I think | wouldn't have seen my fox wifesilluson if | hadn't wanted it so much. That wasaworld
where no one aged. My fox wife was eternally beautiful. Even thinking about her, even seeing her for
that ingtant as what she was—flea-hitten, afox with wary gold eyes—I ill want that fluid woman's
body of hers. | ill long for her company, her touch, her dreadful poetry.

That was an eternd world. | walked in her garden for ten years. Autumn never ended. Thinking
back, | redize how strangethisis. Where did dl the leavesthat drifted around our ankles come from?
The trees must have dropped a thousand, ten thousand, more leaves than ever they bore.

| was running from desth, from the rotting of the corpse, from the skull benesth the skin. From
thetiny wrinklesthat showed when Shikujo laughed. The teachings of Buddhatell methisisnot
something to fear, that it isthe unhedlthy clinging to possessons—youth, a strong body, happiness
among them—that causes grief. Smpler: the Amidiststell methat al | haveto doiscal on Amida
Buddhas name and | will be reborn into the Pure Land.

Reborn. That's the problem. | don't want to go into the darkness, even if thereisthe possbility
of rebirth. When my father died, I lit the pyre. Asthe fire caught and smoke threaded through the



timber, the fabric over the coffin lifted, puffed out with caught smoke. | saw the wood catch fire, and |
redized: I'm next. Now | go. And even my son couldn't help with this. Someday he will light my pyre,
perhaps with tears, perhaps not. This house, these gardens, will become his, and | will be smokein
the sky, torn to nothing by a steady breeze.

| wasn't ready to face that.

And now I'm an old man. | find hairsin my comb each morning. | am aways cold: | prop my
feet againgt the brazier asif | were apeasant, and, worse, | don't care so much who seesme. Degathis
closer than it was.

| have to wonder which | was more afraid of: dying or living.

14. KITSUNE'S DIARY

Passion. Squirrel. Sand. The path climbed up and up. It was growing dark, and | found it
harder to read the writing. There was nowhere to stay, and even the path seemed to have vanished,
except for these words, this poem/stone trail that led into the darkness. | thought | had gone past
shivering, but now a spasm wracked me, and | shook so hard that | was afraid | would bite my
tongue. The dog seemed cold as well, and stopped frequently to bite at his paw pads, trying to
didodge theice balsthat grew there.

And then on this primitive path, | came to a gateway leading off to one side. | supposeitwasa
gateway—it had uprights and a crossbar—buit it stood three times my height, and was made of
moss-covered cedar logs lashed together with kizuta-ivy. The crossbar was so far overhead that the
towering trees hid it in places. Characters had been carved into the wood. Home. Curious. Five.
Rain.

The supporting logs were rotted dong their Sdes, asif they had lain on the ground for along
time before being hoisted upright. | touched one and found the wood was spongy. When | chipped at
it with my knife, adiver aslong as my hand broke free, and | found a beetle, dead or adeep, beneath
the surface. | thought of eating theinsect (1 was very hungry), but lowered my arm and let the dog

snap it up.

The peasant said nothing abouit this gateway, but he aso said he had not been here. Perhapsit
was new. The snow seemed shallower and | saw that the road beneath the gateway was broader than
thetrail 1 was on, wide enough for an ox-cart. Thiswas absurd: there was no way to get acart into
these mountains, no way even to get alitter up thistrail. People who came thisway would have to be
strong (and young); they would need to walk singlefile.

Primitive asit was, the gate looked like the sort that led into the main gardens of a shoen-estate,
though | saw no fences and no garden beyond, only more of the forest, snow and trees and dead
ferns, and beneath them al, the mountain's shoulders. | saw no house, either; but | did seeadim glow,
like a paper-screened house seen from agreat distance.

No. | would rather deep in the woods, wet and freezing and hungry, than go up that strange
path, under that rotting gate. No.



The dog made his own decision. While | stood thinking, he sniffed the posts carefully, even
though they were too cold to hold much smell. He did not urinate on them, which puzzled me: apost
anywhere was an open invitation to every marking anima in the neighborhood. He bolted through the
gateway, barking loudly.

"Dog!" | ran after him, under the gate and up the road. It was dusk now, but | saw the flashes of
hiswhitetail ahead of me. | staggered through snowy heaps of falen needles and leaves, over fdlen
branches.

Thelight did not come from agreat house along way away: it was candldight through asingle
tiny window of acollgpsing hut scarcdly taler than | was. Expecting something very different, | dmost
dammed into it before| saw it. The dog jumped at its door, still shouting. | pulled back, knifein hand.

The door pushed open and gold light and awisp of warmth emerged. A dender man ducked
out. "What—7"

"Brother!" | ran forward, threw mysdlf into hisarms.

"Sister?' He pushed me away to see, then caught me closer. "Sister, what are you—"
"1 thought you were dead! Areyou wel?Y ou vanished and—"

"How did you—?"

We embraced again, and he finished histhought first. "I'm fine, but, Sister, how are you here?
Why?'

"He'sgone," | said, and, cold as| was, my eyesfilled with tears. "Kannon came and took him."
"I heard. Grandfather was here."

"He's alive?" | thought again of the club and the terrible noise he made when it thudded into his
gde.

"Hewas. Now, | don't know. Sister, you'refreezing. Let'sgoinsde.

| let him lead me through the low doorway into the hut. It was (dightly) warmer here, lit by two
oil lamps with many wicks. The single room wastiny, perhaps three pacesin each direction, and
crammed with human-things; but what Brother had collected made no sense. A broken wagon whed!
was set asif it wereashrine. A rotted scrap of rope hung from the eaves, tied in an unfamiliar knot.
Broken pottery shards lay in patterns on the ground beside a gourd filled with the bits of abroken
slver hair ornament. Leaves and rags were lined up againgt one wall, folded into birds that flopped or
cracked aong their edges. Ragged peltsfilled acorner.

Brother bowed deeply and then spoke: "Veils. The cat's claws remember blood / The fox in
the mountain barksfire. But you're cold, aren't you?' He handed me atattered wolf skin, too worn
for even apoor man's use. "Here, wear thisrobe and sit closer to the brazier. Where are your
women? Shall | order a screen placed between us?’



Hewas being ironic, of course. The words he had spoken made no sense, and there was no
robe, no brazier, no screen—no servant to moveit if it did exist. "Tell me about Grandfather. Where
ishe?'

"Gone," Brother said. "He was hurt when Kayano Y oshifuji was taken, and he ran away and
ended up near here. | found him and brought him home. He told me about the Kannon. He didn't stay

long."
"But | remember thecdlub...."

Brother kndlt on the dirt floor beside me. "He was struck hard enough to hurt something insde.
He coughed and blood came from his mouth. He said it didn't hurt. But then heleft, to find aquiet
placeto die. But hel€ft thisfor you, in case you came here." Brother felt in the deeve of hisfilthy robe
and pulled free arolled piece of bark. When | unrolled it, it cracked. | saw characters scratched on its
inner sde asif with thetip of aknife, or aclaw.

Fox or woman? Fox or man?
Theforest is very wide,

and paths are very narrow.

Do not forget me, Granddaughter.
It may he that we will meet again.

| et the bark reroll itself, and the letter fell to pieces. | had dready thought Grandfather was
dead, and | had wept and mourned for him; why then was this so painful to hear, that he had lived for
atime before dying? | mourned dl over again. My tearsran, warm on my chilled face. Brother sat in
dlence, watching mecry.

"Siger, why are you here? Did you run dso?"

"No. | havethehouse dill." Or something like it, | thought. "Thereisatemple to Kannon here
inthe mountains. | am going to her, to make her give him back to me."

"Why do you want him back?' Brother asked. "He's gone.”

"I have to have him back. He was the heart of the magic." We will lose everything, | did not
say: hewas not acting as | would have expected him to.

"Y ou don't need him anymore,” Brother said offhandedly. "None of usdo.”

"My houseisdissolving! | can't make the magic aone. Y oshifuji hasto be there™

Brother snorted. "Nonsense. Look at me." He gestured around the room. | swiveled to look, but
| saw nothing, only asmdl hut filled with refuse. "I did this," he said proudly. "Without you, without
Y ashifuji. | have managed what you dreamt of. | have become human.”

"Y ou did what?"

"This" he said impatiently. "This house. Thewings, the garden, the gates. | builtit al." He saw
my expresson. "What'swrong?"



"Brother," | said gently, "I seethishut and | saw the forest. And | see you and me and the dog.
But thatisdl."

He snorted. "Y ou can't see this? Look!" He pulled me upright and dragged me to the hide hung
over the door. " See the brocade? The layered patterns? Asfine as anything we had in the valley,
Sigter. Except that thisisred."

"No," | whispered.

"Here, it'smuch bigger than the old place.” He smiled. "1 am delighted with it. It's taken months
to get it just so. It took awhile to find a craftsman who could make good shoji -screens so far from
anywhere. | had to request some of the icons from the capita; but | think they look very fine, don't
you?"

“Brother—"

"Come seethewest wing! Y ou will stay?" He grabbed my hand and dragged me out through the
door, and up the dopein the gloom.

"No!" | pulled away. "Thereisnothing herel What are you showing me?*
"Youredly can't seeit?' He shook hishead in disbelief.
"Thereisnothing to see!™

"The pands, thetiles, the mats—how can you not seeit?’

My eyes hurt from crying. | looked again. The moon was very bright in the clear cold air and,
under the dusting of snow, the rotted tree bark and fallen branches that covered the ground had been
pushed thisway and that. | redlized they formed lines and squares.

Children do this sometimes: play house by tracing the outlines of a building with long lines of
hesped-up leaves and twigs. These are the mother's rooms; these are the second wife's; these are
the father's. This stick isa dliding screen. This pile of leaves is where the father will sleep. This
was like that. Brother played house, but there was nothing there. Or did | not seeit? Magic was
srange, after al.

| did not resst as he led me through his pointless maze of detritus, pointing out rooms, screens,
furnishingsthat only he could see. Who was confused here, he or I? Kayano Y oshifuji drank from
falen leaves and kissed afox kit's closed eyes. What was the difference between that and this? |
knew there was adifference. There had to be, because this was madness.

Fighting panic, | tried to see what he saw, but there was nothing here: no magic, only ahesp of
cagtoffs, leavings.

"l have agift for you, Sigter,” he said, and kndlt to pick up something. He bowed. " Something to
wear inyour hair, come springtime.”

Numb, | put out my hand, and helaid an icy object in my pam. It was afrozen mouse, hard asa



stone. | screamed and threw it away from me. " Stop it!™"
Brother looked hurt. "Don't you like—"

"Stop it, Youre making thisal up!" | wanted to put my hands over my ears and eyes, wanted to
scream until | woke up.

"Making it up," hesaid dowly. "Don't we dways? Dont we dl?"

"No! Thisis—wrong!"

"Becauseit'snot your reality?' Brother laughed. "Mine doesn't fade, Sigter.”
"It'snot redl, don't you seethat? Thereis nothing there.”

" 'Redl"? | watched you learn poetry for him, change your body for him. What was 'redl’ about
thet?"

"l had to. | loved him! It was part of the magic. It was part of being human.”

"Love and magic and humanity. They're not the samethings. | can tell the difference—can you?'
"Stopit!" | screamed. "Leavemeaone! You're mad!”

"1'm S0 sorry you can't seeit,” he said softly.

| turned and ran, asif for my life.

15. SHIKUJO'S PILLOW BOOK

Ligtening to sutras:

A woman gits, listening to avigiting priest drone out his sutras. Shetriesto pay proper attention.
Thisistheway to peace of mind and salvation, after dl, but her thoughts nevertheless wander.

People leave their livesto take on other lives dl thetime. | remember when Lady Tsukinomono
left the court to become anun. This despite the fact that one of the princes begged her not to do so!
Most other women would have alowed the urgings of a prince to sway them, but Tsukinomono, no.

| saw her some months after. | was on my way to the shrine at Narato dedicate asutrain my
husband's mother's name (she had died recently, irritable and critical to thelast). A little bored by the
chants, | pled aheadache and left the hall with my women. On our way back to the guest area, we
got lost, and ended up near the nuns residences, on a veranda overlooking alittle courtyard paved in
black stones. A cluster of women were crossing the courtyard. Most were bald, but severa had
shoulder-length hair, for they cannot shave a noblewoman, even for investiture; our hair isour glory,
our finest feature. | did not recognize her at first, but one was Tsukinomono. Her hair had been thick
and even and falen past her feet; to cut it to shoulder length, the length of any peasant girl's, was



divorce enough from the world she had known.

Other women | knew had withdrawn from the world, but had retained this or another thing from
their previouslives: they followed their sons careersin the court, or they retained severa servants, or
they wore brocaded robes benegath their gray-green nun's garb.

But Tsukinomono! She knelt with the rest of the nuns, her cropped hair brushing her cheeks. If
she hadn't been so unique a beauty before (those e ongated eyes, and the fact that she never shaved
her eyebrows and replaced them with painted ones higher on her face, despite dl the conventions), |
would have imagined her one of the ordinary nuns. She murmured and ran the bright jade beads
through her fingers,

When shewas done, | sent Onagato ask for amoment of her time. She came willingly enough,
but frowned dightly asif caled back to an unpleasant duty. We spoke for ashort while.

Shetruly gave everything away, Tsukinomono. She was there not to leave the world (aswe so
coyly put it, we on the outside). She went to something, to Buddha and the hope of enlightenment.
She sacrificed al for adream. And by now, my princess has done this—if sheisnot aready smoke.

My husband left everything for adream. | don't think it was his dream, though.

Evenif herecovers, evenif he does not choose to throw himself back into the madnessthat has
taken himfor dl thistime, what do | have? A man who dept with foxes, aman who deserted his
family to pursue an uncomfortable dream.

This has happened before, in athousand ways. (Seegping with foxesis one of the less common; |
suppose | can comfort mysdlf with that, at least.) Men leave their familiesto start new ones, or to join
the priesthood, or smply out of restlessness. Other men do not leave their lives, but they move
through them asif degpwalking. It seemsthe opposite of possession: no one has taken control of their
bodies; rather no one dwellsin that body, not even the man to whom it rightfully belongs. Hismind is
far away from hiswives and concubines and friends, far from anything red and solid.

Before he ran away to live with afox, thisiswhat my hushand did. He was restless and unhappy
and, though | did not redlizeit, he was dready gone. And it isnot (or was not, then) possibleto
remove the restlessness from the man; they were one and the same. Kayano Y ashifuji rested with me
for atime; did | expect him to stay? Well, yes. | did.

So: which wasit then? Did he pursue adream or merdly run away from redity? | imagine not
even he knows the answer to this.

Was | too constrained—>by fear, by what | thought you wanted, by what everyonetold mel
must be? | was brave once and faced my life without flinching. When first my father told mel wasto
wed you, Kayano Y oshifuji, | tossed my head. Perhaps, | said, knowing what an outrageous
satement thiswas. And then | met you and loved you. Or thought | loved you; it was not until later,
when you taught meto laugh, that | knew even alittle of who you are, or were.

| did what | was allowed to do: | reached out from the screens and invited you to come to me.



Y ou saw the robes, the perfumes and my hair like ariver. Dare| say that since coming back here and
finding you gone, | have thought of cutting it al off? A nun cuts her hair to show sheisleaving behind
theworld; might | not do the same, saying, | am not athing of the world, but my own thing?If | did,
would you then see me, instead of the robes?

No: you would never understand this. Y our restlessnessis enough for both of us; when | have
expressed my own small whims, you do not see them, too wrapped up in your miseriesto look past
your clenched fidts.

And | no longer have the courage. My hair iswhat | am. Servantswesar their hair short and
hopefully neet; alady's hair isaslong asit can be. If her hair breaks off too soon, at knee or waist,
she buys extensions, countrywomen's hair. They are woven in, secured with threadsfine as
spiderwebs.

Cutting my hair would not hurt. Thereisno pain. | have brushed it and never fdt loss of the hairs
that showed in my boxwood comb afterward.

And thereis another reason. Leaving the world for a convent was Tsukinomono's dream and my
princesss. And for once | would choose to find my own dream.

16. THE NOTEBOOK OF KAYA NO YOSHIFUJI

| am reading my diary from before. In the capital it was an endlesslist of court vidts, horse
races, cockfighting, dakyu-polo—all interspersed with stilted self-observation. Even after we arrived
in the country it seems pretentious, full of pompous posturings. | look back from a decade (or three
months)—did | truly fed those things?

Onething | found isan old poem:

Why does the disorder of a forgotten garden
move me as my tended yards never did?

| know now that | loved my ordered garden; but | till pined for the disorder. And I eft for that,
trading one for the other, without looking at why one might be preferable, or whether it was
preferable only because it was not mine.

It was easy to see my wife as no more than an ordered garden, careful predictable layouts of
plants and hills and stones based on principles brought over from China centuries ago. Asif that were
al shewas

But this discounts so many things we were with each other. We drank sake from asingle cup
and finished one another's poems between sips. We wrote letters—endless | etters! | still have abox
shaped like alotus petd filled with her letters.

She mixed my perfume. | sat with her on an autumn afternoon—years ago now—uwatching the
blood-colored leaves pounded down into the gravel of the garden by asteady rain. She knelt,
surrounded by vids of ail, each with atwist of waxed paper around its neck telling what wasinsde.
The nameswere poetry in themsalves. Dark Winter Incense. Chamberlain's Perfume.



Hundred-Pace Scent. Her hands mixed delicately, dipped bamboo wands into unstoppered bottles,
mesasured oils drop by drop into asmal silvered glassvial. | caught her hands as they worked and
held them againgt my cheek; they smelled sweet and spicy.

Her friends brought her the latest monogatari -tales and notebooks but sometimes| listened to
her read this "women'sliterature” when | wastired of the elaborate (and often impenetrable) writings
acceptable for men; we discussed their tales and poetry.

| sat insde her screens, played with her combs and bracelets and fans. When she turned her
face away, | pushed her hair back so that | could see her pretty ear.

Thisdiscounts her laughter. | remember now. One winter dawn back in the capital, warm under
our sleep robes, we watched through a crack in the screens as ared squirrel dragged a nutcake half
its S.ze through snow it found belly-deep; when it dropped the cake into asmdll drift and dovein after
it, she laughed, asweet trill without affectation or manner.

She teased her brother when she was younger and he visited, before he was sent off to his
governorship in Harima province.

She had a sense of humor, my wife. Isit gone now, or did | stop listening for her laughter?

This discounts our sex, and the kissing, and the contented play on summer days so hot that she
lay in asingle natural-color unlined robe that clung to the sweat on her breasts and thighs, when she
could do no more than moan like akitten from my wet hands on, in, her. Or her mouth on meon a
night so cold that my skin crawled, and her salivacooled on mein the bresth between one stroke and
the next.

Wasn't this enough? Evidently not. Because | was restless. | wasn't looking for something, | was
running away.

All therunning | did, and nothing has changed. | return to the place | began. | still must face my
wife. | Sill must face mysdf.

17. KITSUNE'SDIARY

| ran and ran, the dog panting beside me. | do not know why | ran so hard—nothing pursued,
after dl, only the horror of my brother's madness, and that was still with mewhen | finally stopped,
gasoing, inadearing.

My lungs ached from the harsh air. | listened to my breath scrape in my throat, my pulsedam
like muffled drumsin my ears. Steam rose from my skin, asif | were acorpse burning on apyre. |
had |eft behind the basket; | felt in my deeves and my sash, looking to seewhat | till had, but even
my little bone knife was gone. | had nothing but the moon-shaped fan | had once tolen, tucked into
the back of my sash and forgotten.

No food, no means of getting food. It was till bitterly cold, and | had lost the path. This clearing
was small, a saddle between two pine-covered dopes, but there was enough space between the trees



for meto see the sky filling with clouds again. The moon was aready hidden; the tars dipped away in
twos and threes, lost behind the blackness. | did not know if anorma woman could smell the snow in
theair, but | could: asharp cold dusty scent. My only hope wasto find the path before the night grew
absolutdly black and the snow began.

| tried to retrace my steps, but the snow had drifted over my footsteps, and after atime, | could
only guessthedirection. | had run up the dope; well then, if | walked straight down the mountain, |
would eventually find the path again. Where could it go? Paths do not blow away because they are
not held down by sufficiently large rocks.

It was dmost completely dark under the trees. | walked with my handsin front of me, hoping to
find the trees before | walked into them. | missed one and stepped into it, which hurt my frozen toes
so much that | fell from the pain. The wind hissed through the trees, adry noise.

When | cameto agap in the trees, the wind changed notes and became harder, and for the first
time| redlized that the snow had begun again. | watched my feet inch forward (here, where the trees
did not meet overhead, | could just seethem, black blurs against scarcely less black snow), feding
snow and pine needles and round stones shift under my clogs. The ground before me dropped of f
suddenly.

I had found agorge. The bank was steep as a cliff. | had no ideahow far away the other bank
was. | could not cross, so | turned and walked along the bank. 1t was Slow going, for | moved
carefully so closeto the edge, but at least | could seeallittle.

| stumbled against something set across my path. At last | worked out what | found: two logs
tied together with vines stretched across the gorge from where | stood. This had to be the path.

| felt my way onto the bridge. The dog whined and paced. He did not follow me until | lifted him
bodily and placed him on the fallen trunks. The only way to cross was to balance on the rounded top
of one of thelogs, which were smoothed by footsteps and dick with snow. | stepped warily, sensing
the open space beneath me as | moved from the bank. Blown snow dapped my face and hands; the
wind itself pressed meto one side, solid asawall. | leaned againgt it and walked. Scrabbling noises
behind me told me the dog was following, digging his clawsinto the gap between the two trees. Far
below mewas ariver or astream, rough ice drowned in drifts. It could be aman's height below me; it
could be avery long way. | could not know, in the wind and the darkness and the snow. | walked.

I think | must have stepped on anicy place, for | felt my foot dip. Every musclein my body
clenched likefingers catching at aralling; knowing | wasfdling, | threw mysdf forward and dammed
into the crook between the two trunks, where | lay for awhile until | stopped shaking. | crawled the
rest of the way across the bridge, huddled as close to thewood as| could get. When | got to theend
of the bridge | redlized | had lost my wood clogs.

What would Inari's moon-foxes think of me—huddled bareheaded and tabi -footed in ablizzard
inthedark?1 could imaginether laughter liketemple bells. A foolish way to die, they would jeer—if
they cared at dl. Neither fox nor woman goes out on a night like this. If you are neither, what
areyou?

Dying, | thought. Neither woman nor fox, but dead. The dog whimpered and nosed at me, but |
could not move from where | had collgpsed, coiled in atight ball, a fox-ball, | thought with aglimmer



of humor. Thewind hurtling down the gorge dashed a me like sted-headed spears; the snow pierced
like arrows. | had not esten since | gulped down arice ball as| walked the morning before. | had not
been warm since | left Josa and my house. The snow on my face no longer melted; | felt thetiny
flakesflutter against my eydids, tossed by thewind.

| was not done yet. | wanted my husband back. | wanted to find Kannon and ydll at her, and
thiswas more important to me even than my misery. Recalling the peasant's words, or perhaps
remembering fox lore, | crawled through the drifting snow to the pile that had grown at the roots of a
tree. With numb hands, | pushed the snow aside until | had ahole, just big enough for the dog and
mysdif. | pulled him down besde me. | dug further until I cameto pine needles and curled up there. It
was warmer out of the wind, surrounded by the snow. | pressed my hands and feet againgt his side;
hewriggled in discomfort but let them stay there. | would have envied him hisfur and longed for my
old pdlt, but what was the point? Even foxes died on nightslike this.

| fell adeep likethat.

| think I might never have awakened, except that the dog beside me suddenly went rigid with
listening. Hetried to jump to hisfest, but the snow had drifted over us aswe dept and our warmth
(such asit was) had hardened it into ashdll in places so that we were encased like an insect trapped
inice or amber. He barked, a deafening noise in the silent space, then tossed his head and cracked
the shell. He clawed me as he floundered up, barking dl the while. After amoment | heard men's
voices and then shouts.

They dug me out, and lifted me blinking into the brilliance of daylight. The dog bounced around
us.

"Areyou dl right?' One man hed mein hisarms, so thet | felt the glossy softness of hisfurry
robe. There were two of them, big shaggy hunters dressed in skins, their snowshoes and packs and
long spears leaning againgt atree. "What are you doing out here? Everyone has been tucked in tight
for theblizzard.”

Drowsy asakit, | looked at the gorge beside us. It wasfar wider than | had thought, and the
tree trunks that made up the bridge were narrower than they had seemed. | could not seeto the
gorge's bottom from where we stood, but | could see the opposite bank, steep asawall.

"Look at her feet," the other man said.

The man holding me said, "Mmm. Yes." | wastoo tired to lift my head and see what they saw,
but | felt no pain. "Well take her to the temple. They'll know what to do. Can you ride on my back,
pretty one? Promise not to claw me, hey?"

And soit wasthat | was carried the last milesto the temple. | remember little of that walk, only
the moments when the sun touched my face. Then there was a sun-filled clearing and more voices,
steep-roofed buildings and the sound of running water, the smell of sulfur, the man's
voice—"Good-bye, little one. Good luck"—and then, amazingly, warmth.
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The snow stopped and the sun came out:

The snow stopped and the sun came out. By then | was heartily sick of my rooms, their clutter
of chests and treasures. The voices of my women rasped on my nerves. Their words circled the same
thoughts again and again, until they were as meaningless and repetitive as the barking of dogs. | was
tired of the priest's sutras and counsdls, tired of my husband's thoughts (for he was thinking much, |
could tdll), tired of everything.

Someone outside scratched at a fusume-panel. Onaga and | looked at each other over our
sawing. Thewakwayswere till drifted over: who would come here? "Mother?' avoice said.

| smiled. Hewould be anew face, a least. "Tadamaro. Comein.” The pand resonated like a
drum as he shoved it aside and bustled in, trailing scarves of snow as he approached. His nurse shook
her robes clean and followed, saying, "My lady, | gpologize for the lack of warning, but heinssted.”

"That'sfine" | saidto her. "So, child, did you watch the snow fal yesterday?'

"Yes," hesad. "And the day before. Nurse has a kaze-cold, so she didn't want to come here.”
Sheturned her face away from me, but whether from embarrassment or the sneeze that wracked her,
| could not say. My son bowed to mefor thefirst time, asif he had forgotten his manners until then. "I
trust you are well, Mother?"

"Yes | anwdl," | sad. "And you?'

Hewriggled. "1 want to seeif the rabbits by the moon-rock have left any tracks yet.”

"Hmmm," | said, thento Onaga: "1 am going for awak with Tadamaro.”

"Mother?' he said, hisfacelighting up. ™Y ou'll comewith me?"

Onaga put down her sewing. "My lady, there is nowhere to go. The master your husband is
undoubtedly till resting, and—"

| looked a my son. "I think we will walk in the garden. Perhaps even beyond its gates.”
"Wha?' shesad. "Outside?"
| Sghed. "Yes, Onaga. Outside.”

"But the snow—there are drifts, my lady. Y ou will get quite wet. Y ou might be seen—by
peasants, even!™

"Perhaps” | said. "But just thisonce | am going to do what | want to do. Who will care? Not |,
and not the peasants.” For amoment | sounded just as my husband had before he had goneto live
with foxes: casud, dmost cavdier about the conventions. It felt surprisingly good. "Please bring me
my red wadded-silk robes."



“They!ll be ruined!™

"They will not," | said. "They will get wet, but then they will dry and the water spotswill vanish
and you will put them away and | will wear them another time."

"Yes, but—"

"Onaga," | said, and the sharpness of my voice surprised even me. "The wadded-silk robes,
yes?'

She pulled them from an iron-bound chest, muttering to hersdlf: "—though why she would wear
these, when no one of any importance will see her, isbeyond me."

| knew why | wanted them. | wanted them because the snow was very white and the red robes
would be bright and warm asfire. And because for thefirst time | would walk in the garden with my
son. And because | would see them, and it would please meto do so. | waited until she wrapped me
close, and then held out my hand.

"Come, child." The nurse sneezed again and heaved upright. "No, not you,” | told her. "I will
watch him." She subsided with apoorly concedled sigh of relief.

Tadamaro took my hand and we stepped outside together.

The snow was deep, and | had to kilt my robes up like a peasant woman to walk; my crimson
hakama-trousers were thick with clinging snowflakes. Tadamaro plowed ahead, leaving a swath of
broken snow through which | picked my way.

| had been so afraid of dlowing him out, into thewild; but | had never actudly seen him here.
And | found he behaved exactly as any child would in agarden filled with new snow. He tossed
snowballsfor atime. He jumped around, leaving footprints, then found a stick with which hewrote
charactersin the snow, trying each word several times. Show, day, rabbit, mother, me. Hejumped
up and ran to the path that led to the moon-rock.

| was alone for amoment. There were no words for the sweetness of the air, or the beauty of
the garden. The eaves of our many buildings puffed out greet silver-white hegps of smoke, as
solid-looking as clouds.

"Areyou coming?' my son cdled. | smiled and followed him.

Rabhit tracks threaded across the clearing, looking like a cardless needlewoman's stitchesin a

white robe. Tadamaro squatted in front of the rock, pushing snow away from ahole with his stick,
utterly absorbed.

“Ledy”

Why was | not surprised to hear hisvoice? | turned.



The fox man leaned againgt atree trunk, dressed in white-tipped russet hunting robes, ill tall
and dender but with gray in hishair now, and linesthat pain had carved in hisface. He held himself
carefully, till an elegant man. My heart pounded, but | do not know why.

Tadamaro said nothing, didn't even notice the man's presence. For an instant | thought perhaps|
dreamed dl this; but the bright day, the air sharp with the smell of pine—I knew thiswasred, just as
(I remembered suddenly) his previous visits, and my time with him, had beenredl.

"Sr." | bowed dightly, numb.

He nodded his head toward the boy. "He isafine child. Y ou are glad?’

"Yes" | sad. Truthfully, | was. Tadamaro isagood boy.

"l did not expect to seeyou again,” he said. "I came hereto say farewell to the rabbits. They
have been clever enough to outlive me; the least | can do was congratul ate them.”

| took astep forward. "Y ou are not well ?'

"No." Helaughed once, alittle bark that turned into acough. "1 am not. So, little monkey
woman, what have you learned in thislife?"

"l am no monkey!" | said indignantly. "Are you dying?'

"It'san embarrassing habit in which we dl indulge, like catching fleas or cleaning ears. | will retire
to pursueit in decent privacy soon enough. But first | will tell youwhat | have learned. | think we
might have been more honest to one another, when first we met."

"Honesty is not a part of what men and women share,” | said.

"Don't beafool,” he snapped.

| blinked: when had he ever spoken thusto me? ™Y ou read poemsto me. Y ou were kind to me.
And we did thisthing. What would honesty have added?!

"Who knows? But it would not have hurt,” he said. "Also, | think perhaps | should have told my
granddaughter how it had been for me, when | saw and loved the wife of Kayano Y oshifuji. Perhaps
she would not have had to learn these hard lessons.”

He had loved me. "' Perhaps everyone must learn such lessons” | said dowly. "I—did not know."

He smiled dightly. "Y ou did not know that we cannot protect people from the lessonswe
oursalves have learned? Or you did not know | loved you?'

"Both, | suppose,” | said.
" think you did not choose to know." He coughed out another laugh, and pulled a soft folded

paper from hisdeeveto pressit to hislips. "We aways want to save the ones we love from pain.
Sometimes that's ourselves."



| looked at Tadamaro, singing to himsdlf and drawing rabbitsin the snow. "I tried to protect my
son from the wilds. But it wasn't that, wasit? 1 just didn't want him to be hurt—not just by the wilds
or hisblood, but by anything. And we can't, can we? Fox or human, everyone must learn.”

"Yes," hesad sadly. "'l am sorry to leave just when your lifeis getting interesting. But | am glad |
saw you awaken from your dream.”

"] don't understand.”

"Don't you?Y ou stand in the sunlight, woman-who-lived-in-shadows. Perhaps you will tell me
about it dl when you have died, aswell. Farewell now." The crysta air between us shivered and he
was gone. Instead afox, no taler than my knee, with matted fur and aworn-looking tail, stretched his
legs asif he hurt, and turned to go.

"Wait!" | stepped forward. The hems of my robes spread out on the snow crust around melike
acrimson pooal.

The fox tipped his head. His eyes were gold and wild. His narrow muzzle was gray, and there
was blood there.

"Tadamaro?' | caled over my shoulder.

"Mother?' The child came quickly, looked up a me curioudy with his gold-flecked eyes.
| took his hand and pointed. "L ook, child. There, beside the tree.”

"Oh! A fox!" hesadin awe.

"es"

The fox watched us, and | spoke apoem to the fox. And we kndlt in the snow, my sonand |,
and bowed to him.

The fox bowed his head in return and left. Where he had stood, the snow was bright with blood.

Love and memory and thought and dream—
My favorite poems have never been written in words.

19. KITSUNE'SDIARY

It was summer and | lay in the sun, flicking my tail at agreen dragonfly that kept settling on my
foot. Findly | snapped at it. "Have acare, child,” it warned. ™Y ou'll knock off the compress.”

The dragonfly's words puzzled me enough that | woke up. A man in moss-colored robes kndlt
beside me, rearranging awarm sack of something over my feet. He felt me move and rocked back
onto hisheds. "Ah, youre avake."

| looked around. | wasinasmall building, not much bigger than ahut, with two plaster walls and



two latticework walls. A pand was pushed aside; sunlight on the snow outside was so bright that it lit
theroom | wasin, showing the low eaves. The small heap of my clotheslay beside my head, the
stained fan beneath them. A shrine hung from onewall, plainly made, but lined with gold behind a
smdl dark figurine. "'l am a Kannon'stemple" | said, figuring it out.

He clapped his hands, then twittered at me, exactly like adull-feathered songbird. " Good!
Y ou're doing better, then. Yes, thisisthe shrine—wéll, not precisaly; thisisaguest house we don't
use much, just in the summers when people come. No one comesin the winter usualy. You are
fortunate the bear hunters found you when they did. We thought you might lose atoe or two, but
they're looking much better now; the hot salt compresses and the prayers seem to have worked. The
Kannon must be watching over you. | expect—"

| interrupted him. "Whereis she?

Hetipped his head to one side. "Was someone e se with you? Y our dog is here and quite well,
but it isamale, of course, so no doubt you do not mean it. Should we—"

"The goddess.” | sat upright and pushed the compress off my feet. | was dressed in unbleached
wadded-cotton robes, clean and warm. | wondered who had dressed me, if it had not been the
meagic. "Kannon. Is she here?"

He bowed to thelittle shrine. " She is everywhere, my child. She watches—"

"No. Is she present here? | must speak with her.”

"Y ou can pray to her here," he said doubtfully. "And she will answer, in her own way and at her
own time. But she does not come when called, you know."

| struggled upright, fighting awave of dizziness. " She comeswhen she pleases. | must speak
with her."

"It's more complicated than that.” He stood by the door, hands fluttering in nervousness. "There
are purification ceremonies, and you must speak with the head priest. And there'sthe gift, of course.

"Gift?" | laughed bitterly. " She haseft me nothing to give."
"Of courseyou mugt giveagift!”
| picked up thefan. "She will accept this. Itisdl | have. Take meto her.”

Hefrowned dightly. "It'snot that smple. Y ou must spesk with the priest. And the purification
ceremonies—"

"l amnot impure” | said.
"Well, perhaps not, but you do not wish to show disrespect to the Kannon, do you?"

I left him twittering behind me and stepped out onto the guest housg'stiny veranda. The snow
was S0 bright that it blinded me. | waited for amoment until the black spotsin front of my eyes



vanished. The dog dept curled up on the guest house veranda near me, obliviousin the sun.

A flat courtyard extended to the walls of the temple enclosure; paths had been stamped down,
and off to one Sde agreat mountain of snow was heaped higher than my guest house. A manin
monk's robes came through the gate with a huge basket filled with snow, which he emptied onto the
mountain before returning.

At the other end of the courtyard was the splashing water | had heard when | first was brought
here. A stream rippled through a series of pools, each no bigger than awashing tub. The air over the
open water was thick with steam. Two old men soaked chest-deep in one of the pools, eyes closed
asthey talked idly, faces cherry-red from heat. All around us were the dark trees of the forest and the
mountains. The snow was sharp white with purple-blue shadows, like a delicate robe combination.

A pair of wooden clogs rested on alow stone beside the veranda; perhaps they belonged to the
monk, but they fit me when | stepped into them. Ignoring his noises, | walked across the courtyard,
toward the shrine's gate.

The space inside the gate wasfilled with activity. Monks and acolytes swept the inner courtyard
clean with rice-straw brooms, scooping the snow in baskets that they carried out through the gate. A
laughing boy no older than my son caught up ahandful and tossed it at the wall. The snow splashed
againg the timbers, leaving awhite mark. My son had never seen winter; my throat suddenly hurt asif
| had been stabbed.

The temple had to be the large building in the courtyard's center. No one seemed to seeme as |
kicked off my clogs and climbed its Sairs.

It waslarge insde and very dark, with athousand greet pillars reaching into the eaves. There
were only two candles: their gold flamesflashed like eyes. Strangdly, there was no oneinsde: no
priests, no monks, no worshippers. And there were no statues. | stood in an empty space.

"Kannon?' | asked, as| had once before. "Where are you?”

Slence

" Speak with me!™ | shouted. Outside, abell rang.

"Welcome," said avoice (or wasit voices?) that echoed like bellsin thunder.

The moon-foxes of Inari coalesced from the darkness. What | had thought were candles were
the flames that flickered on the tips of their noses, gold to their silver. " So, little fox woman?' one (or
perhaps both) said.

"Why are you here?' Tears burned my eyes, my disgppointment alump in my throat.

"Perhaps we are viditors, just asyou are.”

"Whereis Kannon?"

They seemed amused. "We are Inari'sfoxes. Why should we know?"



"l must speak with her!™ | cried. "I have to make her see what abad thing she's done.”
"How does a goddess of mercy behave badly?'

"She stole him from me! My grandfather is dead, and my brother ismad, and my sonislogt,
maybe dead, dl because of her!"

"Strange," the foxes mocked. "Men have died or gone mad before this; children have died or
been lost. There are even women who have stolen the men of others. And no goddess was the source
of such tragedies. Unless you are important enough to earn agod's hatred?”

"Do not laugh at me! She must be here.”

IIWMI

My tears burned my chapped cheeks. "Because heisgone, and the magic dipsaway. | lost so
much because of her cruety, and now I'm losing everything. | will make her help me."

"How?Will you urinate on her statue? Bite her? Cry until she changes her mind? Difficult to
thresten agoddess.”

"l know," | said miserably. "But | havetotry. | will dieif | go back.”

"All the best people die, eventualy,” one or both of the foxes said. "Go back to what?"
"Beingafox,” | said, then: "No, that isnot it.”

"Being humanis better?"

"Yes. No. Humanity is sweset, but—so filled with pain." Shadows and waiting, | thought
suddenly. "And | haveto ask her: what am |7

"Why should she know?' the foxes said. "Why should anyone but you know?"
"Sheisagoddess. She has power and knowledge I'll never have.”

"It isasgmple question. No goddess will waste her time answering it. Which are you? Fox or
humen?'

"Both. Neither. | am mysdf.”

Theroom filled with the sound of gongs. One of the foxesflared bright asafull moon; its shape
ran and shifted, and became awoman.

Kannon.
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Thewinter:

| went for awalk today, wishing to pray at Inari's shrine. The shrine wasredly very close: why
had | never been to seeit before this?

Onagaand the rest of the women who felt they needed to watch over metrailed behind, their
skirts dragging like Chinese scarvesin the snow. | ignored Onaga's complaints, and tucking my robes
into my sash so that they did not trail behind me, walked down the path; even beaten down by
snowshoes asit was, | sank past the tops of my wooden clogsin crunchy snow.

Theair caught in my lungslike a sweset, wild incense. A few rust-colored needies and falen
leavesin sharp reds and golds had shaken down onto the snow's crust, and patches of gilt sunlight
werelaid over dl: patternsworthy of an emperor's robe, or afine paper before a perfect poem has
been written on it. When | stepped through each patch of sunlight, the warmth was as pleasant asa
brazier on awinter's day.

We might have (perhaps should have) been carried in litters to the shrine. But we met no one, dl
of Onagas forebodings notwithstanding. And | was not even alittle tired when we got there.

The shrinewas asmdl one: asingle fora-arch twice the height of aman. Beyond it wasa
clearing and aroofed congtruction half my height. A flock of winter sparrows flapped away aswe
approached, and | saw they had been esting, for hegped around the shrine's open front werelittle
sacks of raw rice, and cooked rice on tray-sized leaves, and blue-and-white glazed pots of sake. |
gestured: one of the women came forward and laid our own offeringsto one sde. Another laid out a
little reed mat for me before the shrin€'s opening. | kndlt carefully, arranging my robes on the trampled
Sow.

| wanted to thank the god (or goddess) for agood harvest, and for whatever small part she (or
he) might have played in returning my husband. There are SO many gods, it'samigtake to think they
don't get involved in one another's affairs from timeto time. | bowed and looked into the shrine.

Two pale wood foxes stared back at me with painted eyes. | watched them for along moment
before | remembered the fox satuesthat attend Inari shrines. They weren't redl.

| had to laugh. Of coursethey werered: they were red statues of foxes. Everything isredly
what it is—so long as oneishonest about what it is.

The foxes had never been the problem. That lay between me and my husband. If there had been
no magical foxes, my hushand would have found some other outlet for hislondinessand
dissatisfaction, and | would have fretted about whatever the other thing was—gambling, professiona
women, scheming at court. | do not excuse the fox woman from responsbility for pursuing my
husband, but | cannot blame her. My husband chose hislife,

As| choose mine.
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"How could you!" | hurled the fan at the goddess Kannon. It waslight and fdll at her feet, with all
the drama of amoth settling.

Shewas smdler than | would have expected, fine-boned and soft-fleshed. Her hair was
arranged in the Chinese fashion, and she wore atowering crown, filled with hands and eyes. Inthe
pams of her hands were flames that moved as she moved, writing strange charactersin fire onthe air
between us. The remaining moon-fox twined around her ankles like acat before curling up at her fest.
The room had been dark; now it wasfull of candles and light, and statues and gold ornaments and silk
and gifts.

The goddess picked up thefan in her long whitefingers. "Y ou have brought me a gift."

"Gift? That isno gift! Y ou have hurt mein ten thousand ways.”

"Havel?'

"Y ou have destroyed everything | fought for. There was no mercy, no kindnessin what you did.”

"Kindness and mercy are not the same. Kindnessisagift. Mercy isthetruth.”

"Then | wish you had been kind," | whispered.

Sheturned the fan over in her hands, one eyebrow raised as she looked down at it. "Kind? A
man liesto hiswife because he does not wish to hurt her. Heisbeing 'kind." A woman is courteous to
her husband, never showing her anger or londliness; she does not wish to burden him. Sheis'kind.' A
woman overprotects her child, afraid of what he will grow into. It isfor hisown good, shethinks, a
'kind' action.”

She looked up suddenly and caught me watching her. Her eyes flamed when they met mine, and
| was trapped by thekilling stare of a goddess. " Someone builds aworld where everything is pleasant
and perfect, where no one must face the painful truths of the salf; sheyells at amadman, to shatter his
illusonsand bring him back to an unhappy redity. And thisis'kind.'

"1, however, am not kind."

"l am sorry,” | whispered. "'l just wanted him, isall.”

"l know," she said softly, and amazingly, her eyesfilled with tears. " Poor little fox woman. It has
been so hard. | have felt so sad for you.”

"Thenwhy didyoudoit?' | said.

"Did you think I have a choice? Unlike awoman or afox, | act as| am made.”

"Y ou're agoddess! How can you say you have no choice?’

Shelifted her chin, asif defiant. "1 am Kannon. | have many things—power and wisdom, the

ability to understand the pain of others, agreat and wonderful duty. But | do not have the luxury of
choice. Prayed to, | must listen. Summoned, | must come."



"Y ou did not listen when | prayed to you, or cometo mewhen | asked."
Sheamiled. "Did | not? Truthisasmal thing, easy to overlook.”

"Then tell methetruth. My son,” | said, and bit my lip at the sudden pang the thought of him
brought. "Please, did helive?'

"Perhaps.” Shelooked down at the fan again. "Perhaps heis dive, snatched away by hisnurse
and taken somewhere safe, far away. Perhaps heis dead. Either way, his story isno longer yours."

"But—"

Kannon touched the tears on my face. "I understand your grief, but | cannot tell you how
another's story will end.”

"You haveno ‘choice,' " | sad bitterly.

"No," she said. Something in the goddess's tone made me look at her face. She met my eyes,
but thistime there were no flames, only an infinite sadnessin her gaze.

"Then | am sorry for you,” | whigpered. "Choosing isgood.”
"Yes," sheagreed. "So choose.”
"But what will happen?'

"Liveand find out. Life guarantees nothing, not even itsdf.” Kannon hed my fan to her faceand
nodded dightly: the bow of agoddess. "Farewell, fox woman."

When the priests came in, they found me knedling in the barren temple. The fan was gone, so
she must have accepted the gift.

22. THE NOTEBOOK OF KAYA NO YOSHIFUJI

Theair isvery dill today. Thereisno wind, and this makes Shikujo's return from wherever she
has been walking clearly audible. Footsteps on one of the wakways, women's voicesrippling; a
woman's laugh, clear and high asasiver bdll. | have not heard that sound since returning to thisworld:
my wife'swomen (and the woman-servants; everyone, in fact, except for my mgor domo, Hito) have
been avoiding my presence and mostly keeping their voices down, no doubt in recognition of the
"difficult” timesin which wefind oursalves

And thisisinfuriating me, though | did not redize it before thisingant. When | see my wife, she
treats me with the careful courtesy of anurse for asick man. How dare she accept al thisso easily! |
have behaved badly, | know: how dare she discredit my folly by not confronting it, with tearsand
anger of her own? Fired with thisemotion, | push mysdf to my feet and walk to her rooms. A screen



ispushed asideto let light and air in, and they must hear my heavy footsteps (I do not move so well as
| used to, particularly in cold weether). By thetime | tap on adoor and Onagalets mein, Shikujo's
women are hidden away somewhere dse. My wife standsin the wedge of sunlight that came through
the eaves. Her curtains, her screens and blinds, are gone, and there is nothing but dust and shadow
and sunlight between us. And Onaga: she bringsatray with two cups and ateapot before vanishing
hersdlf, leaving my wife and me done.

"Wife"

"Husband." Her voiceis perfectly cam. | fed aflash of unredlity: so many conversaions
between us have begun thisway. This might be one we held six months ago, everything between now
and then arestlessdream. No. My lifewith my fox wifewasred. My life hereand now isredl.
Everything has been real except for the words, the screens we spread between us.

"Weneedtotak,” | say.

"Oh, yes," shesays. "It istimefor the truth.”
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And o

And so | told him—of the fox in the dream and the poem he spoke, of my sadness and
londliness, of the tedium of waiting, and the sadness of wondering. He listened and said nothing, not
even when in apang of anger too sharp to bear | hurled a cup at the floor, and then threw mysdlf
agangt him, to cry until my hair was matted with tears and my robes were stained with sdt. | do not
know whether | cried in hisarms because of love or the shared sorrow of our past. Truth is not
unambiguous.

Stories never end thisway, not in al thetaes | have read. The abandoned wife weeps and dies
of some undiagnosed disease; or she throws hersdf into ariver and floatslikeice until her silks pulll
her benegth the water, into its clear winter depths. Or she fleesin the most mannerly of ways—cuts
her hair and takes aholy name and retreats into religion, as cool and inaccessible and unaware asif
she had drowned.

But | am not interested in brooding. My husband brooded. | aso brooded, more quietly.

Onagawould gasp if | said thisto her, and so instead | take my tiny steps toward honesty and
whisper the gresat truth here in my pillow book, and perhaps someday into my husband's ear (whether
Y oshifuji or another). Perhapsthere is a Pure Land where we go when we die. But perhapsthereis

not. And either way, itiswiseto live wdl, here and now. | will not run. | will bedive.

The fox woman, my husband, and |. Of usdl, she understood this best.

24. KITSUNE'SDIARY



| returned to the house, footsore and hungry, the dog alongside. | did not stop on the way,
though | passed my brother's grest gateway and the poem/rocks: | knew | needed to talk to him, to
gpologize or explain, but not yet. There were other things that must be donefirdt.

The house was quiet. Perhaps because it was dawn, the mist that had hidden thewalls and
concealed the fading of my home was not there. For the first time since my hushand had been taken
from me, | saw the housein its entirety: two smal wings linked by wakwaysto each other and to a
handful of little outbuildings. The garden was smaller than it had been, and Smpler. There were no
lights anywhere, and the house seemed abandoned, lifeless asadrawing.

| burgt into the larger of the wings, to my rooms—smaller, smpler than they had been. By the
dim dawn light that crept through the eaves, alone woman folded silk robes and tucked them away

into atrunk, asif preparing for along trip. Sheturned to me as| ranin: Josa. "Mistressl” Her face it
up, then fell as she saw memore clearly. "Y our hair! Oh, my lady, your beautiful hair."

| shook my head impatiently. "It will grow. But, Josei—" | stepped back from our embrace,
looked at her from arm'slength. "Y oure till here! Y ou waited.”

She bit her lip. "It was hard. The others—I am so sorry, my lady, but most could not stay. But
thereareafew.” Sheraised her voice: "Thelady hasreturned!" Seepy shouts, a handful of people
stumbled onto the verandas of my wing, rubbing their eyes. The dog began barking, dancing among
them. The calligraphy instructor, my cook, the man who kept the falcons, amaid, a gardener—eyes
averted but faces dight, they bowed.

| bowed in return. "But do not hide your faces. | am so glad you remained!”

"We stayed," Josal said. "We kept hoping you would return, that you would bring our master
back and everything would be as it was before.”

"1 have not brought him back,” | said.

"But we need him, don't we?" Shelooked up at me, and | knew she meant: to survive, to stay
in the fox magic.

| smiled. "I do not think s0."
"Without him, what arewe?' What are you? Fox or woman?

"Whatever we want to be."

25. THE NOTEBOOK OF KAYA NO YOSHIFUJI

The sky has been overcast dl day, with the heavy cloudsthat will eventudly either drop sllent
flakeslarge as dragonflies on us all—or perhaps move on to another place, whereit will do this.

The houseis hectic with activity. Everyone—from Shikujo to the least of the peasants, from Hito
to my son—has something they must complete before tomorrow's New Y ear's cel ebrations. | walk



through the color-filled rooms, seeing ribbons waiting for the bals of herbsthat will be hung
tomorrow. | am rooms away from Shikujo, but through the paper walls | hear her laughter, alow
delighted ripple, asif she has heard an amusing poem or afunny story.

Thislaughter is not for me. We are not comfortable together, she and 1. We speak with some of
the awkward courtesy of children who have brawled, but at least we speek. Thereis nothing dick and
perfect about this new conversation between us. Often we ssumbleinto silence, tripped by the
meanings of our words, now that we listen to that instead of their sounds.

And there aretimeswhen | wish for the flawless Shikujo. Thisone, thisreal Shikujo, hasa
temper; her hurt over my time with my pretty fox wifelingers. It was easier to desire the woman who
seemed as perfect as the doomed mistress of some hero in awoman'stae. Dim lighting and elegant
language concedl much. It should not surprise me if some of the flaws they hid were not mine.

But it is preferable, this new way of speaking, this new language we are discovering. We do not
know yet if wewill divorce. Thethought is painful; my chest fedsthe pang my feet sometimes do,
when | dip and my toes grab desperately at nothing. | love her. But sometimesloveisnot enough. Itis
more important that our lives be good; whether that means alone or together, | cannot say.

We do not know yet whether, after the New Y ear, Shikujo will return to the capital with our
son. Her son, | remind mysdlf, and fed again the flare of mingled pain and anger; | had no part of it.
Back in the capital, it is not uncommon for awoman to bear the child of aman not her husband, but |
am hurt and jedlous. | raised thischild; I loved him, and he was not even mine. Then, suddenly: but
heis. | taught him to hunt; | gave him hisfirst sword; | held him when he had toothache and his
mother and nurse could not keep him il until the medicines were administered. Heismine, by
choice. | will dways havethat.

My lifewith Shikujo, my lifewith my fox wife—they were both illusions. This does not surprise
me. Of course thiswas s0: everything isanilluson, even humanity. | il love my fox wife, our life
together, our son, but, as| have said, sometimes|oveis not enough.

The priests say | am healed of the madness that drove meto afox'sden. | don't know; | did not
fed ill. Thisisnot true: | was sick, but the Sckness camefirg, ablind self-pitying misery. | haverun
away twice now: once from Shikujo into my fox wifesworld, and once away from her, back to
Shikujo. | have injured them both with my running. Theleast | can do is stop running from myseif.

| have already given the ordersto Hito for the gate to my house to be rebuilt. It istime.

| see aflake of snow, and another; and the sky is suddenly full of snow. It will fed good to write
apoem again—thistime no neat set of images, but something as bright and true as sunlight.

26. SHIKUJO'SPILLOW BOOK
New Y ear's preparations.

| need to make sure the rice cakes have arrived from Omi for Tadamaro's New Y ear's wishes.
Tomorrow we will place nine of them on hishead, and hisfather will pronounce the auspicious words



for the next year.

Tomorrow we replace caendars: thisyear'sfor next year's. | look forward to unscrolling the
days.

Onagaisfinishing my robes. They are red-plum in color with afloating white overrobe. | lovethe
red color: it isfilled with light. It makes me smile, and will be addlight to wesr.

In the capital things would be more complicated. There would be socid calls, and carolers, and
the New Y ear's archery mest, various ceremonies cel ebrating the Emperor's honor—ten thousand
things. We are busy enough here.

The Obe sances to the Four Directions. The Buddhist Names Service.

The demon-scaring. Tadamaro is especidly excited about this: he loves the chaos of noise and
running and hurled rice and beans.

The cook assures me that the proper foods will be ready—the spiced wines and herba drinks,
the mirror cakes and radishes and melons and salted ayu-trout.

The snow will make things especialy pleasant tomorrow. Onagaand the other women are
talking about making snowmen: more, whole snow mountaing | haveto laugh, but in truth | look
forward to thisas much asthey. | have never built a snow mountain before.

Tomorrow.

THE NEW YEAR

Sncel no longer think

of reality

asreality,

what reason would | have

to think of dreams as dreams?

—Saigyo (1118-1190) translated by Burton Watson

KITSUNE'S DIARY

| wait in Kayano Y ashifuji's garden, as| have so many times before. But thisisthe last time |
wait; even now | wait only for onething.

It was autumn we spent together, Kayano Y oshifuji and I. Now it iswinter. Snow hasfdlen, a
cold cloud deeper than my wooden clogs. The spotted dog waits beside me, patient, belly in the cold
snow. Tomorrow isthefirst day of the first month: the New Y ear. Tomorrow there will be running
and laughter and herb balls hung from the doorways and games. Now, thisingtant, time hangs, an
eternal now without past or future, strung like abead with al the other nows | have known and will



know.

| haveaplan, if asmpleone. | know Y oshifuji so well. He was sick for many months, but he
seems better now, healthy enough to return to certain old practices. He will come out into the garden
tonight, to write about the snow and the New Y ear and hislife. And | will roll my white ball acrosshis
path. If he seesit for what it is, he will find me, and we will be happy—or at least we will talk of what
has gone between us. And if heis content here, with Shikujo and the child, it will only seem another
piece of the snow.

| have thought of something:

Priests, you can cure him of anything
but love.

| think thisisapoem.

| have thought of another thing: well as| know him, | know myself better. | love him, my master
Kayano Y oshifuji, and | say thisand it is as short and sharp asabark. But | do not need him—no
more than Josel needs meto live long and write her own poems and dream her own dreams. He sees
the ball or he does not: there will still be laughter and rice cakes and the remembering of ghostsin my
house this New Y ear.

We make our own worlds. My brother had fashioned hisworld: it seemed madnessto me, but it
was not mineto judge. | have fashioned and refashioned my own redlity. It wasthe fox world, and
then it was magic, and ahuman world of sorts: robes and poetry and, at its heart, Y oshifuji. If he sees
the ball rolled across the snow, | will be so happy, but it does not matter: | will still build aworld of
the best of dl thesethings.

Human legends are full of fox men and fox women. Mot fail and fall back into foxness. Or
become human, lost in pain. But some humanslearn joy and some foxes grow souls. Thieves, princes,
dancers, charcoa-burners—they are connected in that they have discovered this path for themselves.

Thisisthegift of humanity: that it isclaimed by the saf. None of us—Shikujo or Y ashifuji or my
grandfather or myself or my brother or my woman, Josei—are human unless and until we claimiit for
oursalves. But nothing can stop that claiming—not the eight million gods nor the spirits nor ghosts.
Nothing but ourselves, anyway.

And our lives become the poemswe were born to tell.

| hear hisfootsteps.

AUTHOR'SNOTE

Kayano Y oshifuji'staeisatraditiona fairy tae st in Bitchu province in the late ninth century.
An excdllent trandation of the origina can befound in Japanese Tales, edited and trandated by
Royall Tyler for the Pantheon Fairy Tae and Folklore Library. | have moved the tal€'s date and
location, and drawn from Helan story collections the names of someindividuals and places, othersare

generic.



In the course of researching this book, | read many contemporary tales, histories, poetry
collections, and secondary sources. Among these, certain works were particularly informative or
entertaining. The Pillow Book of Sai Shonagon in lvan Morris trandation is one of the most
enjoyable books | have ever read: degant, witty, by turnsfrivolous and thoughtful. Also of interest:
The Tale of Genji and the Diary of Murasaki Shikibu, trandated by Edward G. Seidensticker and
Richard Bowring, respectively; William H. and Helen Craig McCullough'strandation of Eiga
monogatari, caled A Tale of Flowering Fortunes, As| Crossed a Bridge of Dreams, in part the
diary of Lady Sarashinasjourney to the capital, dso trandated by Morris.... It's hard to know where
to stop such aligt, asthere are so many books worth reading from this period. Far and away, the best
secondary source for Helan-era Japan | found was Morris The World of the Shining Prince.

My favorite trandations of Helan poetry comein From the Country of Eight Islands: An
Anthology of Japanese Poetry, trandated and edited by Hiraoki Sato and Burton Watson; String
of Beads. Complete Poems of Princess Shikishi, trandated by Hiroaki Sato; Laurd Rasplica
Rodd's trandation of Kokinshu; and The Ink-Dark Moon, poems by Ono no Komachi and Izumi
Shikibu trandated by Jane Hirshfild with Mariko Aratani.

Kitsune and her family do not ways behave astypica foxes might: among other things, the
femaes breeding cycleis offseason, and Brother remains with the family even after Kitsune has mated
with another. But then they are not typical foxes, and their exceptions to the norm are based on
ingtances observed by researchers. While | read too many books and articlesto willingly list them dl,
two works| found useful and informative were Wolves, Dogs and Related Canids, by Michad Fox,
and The World of the Fox, by Rebecca Grambo (which had charming pictures).

| wish to thank the following individualsfor their assistance: editors Gardner Dozois, Claire Eddy
and Bob Gleason; Ron Fogter, who supplied Japanese field guides; artist and calligrapher Shih-Ming
Chang; Canids Bertie and the Efficient Baxter; Allena Gabosch, Marybeth OHdloran, Maddeine E.
Robins, and the Thousand Monkeys—Wolfgang Baur, Mike McGinnis, Bridget McKenna, Chris
McKitterick, and Lorelei Shannon—for mora and critica support; and Peg Kerr, for everything.

Mistakesin thisbook are, of course, wholly my own. Mercifully, thisisfiction.

On the leaf-bright pond
the geese stayed a night but left
at dawn. So, too, words.

—Kij Johnson

Seattle, December 1998
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The poemson pages 7, 11, 89, 175, 307, and 377 arefrom From the Country of Eight

Idands by Hiroaki Sato and Burton Watson. Copyright © 1981 by Hiroaki Sato and Burton
Watson. Used by permission of Doubleday, adivison of Random House, Inc.
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