
 

 

The Department of  

Gardens and Ponds 
by Didier Decoin 
Editions Stock, 2017 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
sample material 

translated by Adriana Hunter 
that.adriana@gmail.com 

 

 



LE BUREAU DES JARDINS ET DES ETANGS sample material translated by Adriana Hunter 
 

2 
 

 

  

 

After a long confinement during which she rigorously observed the dietary 

restrictions associated with mourning, and after she had buffed Katsuro’s body to a 

shine with a sacred cloth believed to absorb impurities, Amakusa Miyuki submitted to a 

ritual intended to purify her of the debasement brought on by her husband’s death. But, 

as it would have been unthinkable for the young widow to immerse herself in the same 

river in which Katsuro had just drowned, the Shinto priest settled, with pursed lips, for 

sprinkling water over her with a branch from a pine tree whose lower limbs had dipped 

into the waters of the Kusagawa. 

 Miyuki understood perfectly what lay behind the priest’s comforting words: he 

hoped that, despite her precarious circumstances, now aggravated by Katsuro’s demise, 

the young woman would hand over a tangible expression of the gratitude she owed to 

the kami.1 

 Miyuki may indeed have been grateful to the gods for washing her of her 

debasement, but she could not forgive them for allowing the Kusagawa River, which 

was after all nothing less than a god itself, to rob her of her husband. 

 She had therefore made do with a modest offering of white radishes, a bunch of 

garlic heads and a few glutinous rice cakes. But, skilfully wrapped in cloth and, more 

particularly, thanks to the giant proportions of some of the radishes, the gift achieved a 

volume that implied a donation of far greater consequence. The priest had fallen for it 

and went on his way quite happily. 

                                                           
1
 Shinto deities.  Kami may be elements of the natural world (mountains, trees, winds, seas, etc.) as well as 

spirits of the dead. 
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 Next Miyuki made a point of cleaning and tidyng the house. Although it was not 

in her nature to be orderly. She was more inclined to leave things lying around, or even 

to scatter them wilfully. In any case, she and Katsuro had so few belongings. Finding 

them dotted here and there, preferably where they had no business to be, afforded a 

fleeting illusion of opulence. “Is that rice bowl new?” Katsuro might ask. “Did you buy it 

recently?” Miyuki would cover her mouth with a hand to hide her smile. “It’s always 

been on the shelf, sixth from the back – you were given it by your mother, don’t you 

remember?” By simply rolling across the mat where Miyuki had dropped it (and not 

immediately pick it up), then coming to a stop, upside down, in a ray of sunlight, the 

bowl had gleamed in a way Katsuro did not recognise, which was why he had not 

immediately identified it. Miyuki imagined that the well-to-do lived in a permanent 

muddle, rather like landscapes whose beauty derives entirely from confusion. Similarly, 

surely the Kusagawa was never more exulting a sight than after a downpour, when the 

torrents that fed it loaded it with earthy brown water freighted with whirling fragments 

of bark, moss, watercress flowers, and brittle black rotting leaves; then the Kusagawa 

would lose its mirrored surface, covering itself instead in concentric circles, eddies of 

foam that made it look like the whirlpool in the Naruto Strait on the inland sea. In much 

the same way, Miyuki thought, the rich must be invaded by countless eddies of gifts 

offered by their friends (and they too would inevitably be countless), and by all the 

dazzling trifles they bought from hawkers without thinking, without even wondering 

whether they would ever use them. They constantly needed more space, to house their 

knick-knacks, stack up their kitchen utensils, hang their fabrics, line up their pomades 

and store all the riches that Miyuki could not always even name. 

 It was an endless race, a relentless competition between men and things. The 

height of opulence must have been attained when the house burst like ripe fruit under 
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the sheer pressure exerted by this multitude of worthless things crammed into it. 

Miyuki had never witnessed such a spectacle, but Katsuro had told her that while 

travelling in Heian-kyō he had seen beggars picking through the remains of resplendent 

residences whose walls appeared to have been blown outwards from the inside. 

 

 Katsuro had built their house with his own hands: one room on the beaten earth 

floor, another with bare wooden floorboards and, under the thatched roof, a loft 

reached by a ladder, and all of it of modest dimensions because he had had to choose 

between building walls and catching fish. Indeed the house was mostly filled with 

fishing equipment that fulfilled a variety of roles: nets left to dry in front of windows 

acted as curtains, when piled up they served as a bed, in the evenings hollow wooden 

floats were used as headrests, and Katsuro tools for scraping out the fishpond were the 

sole same implements Miyuki used to prepare meals. 

 The one luxury that the fisherman and his wife owned was the pot in which they 

kept salt. It was only a copy of Tang Dynasty Chinese earthenware, brown glaze over 

terracotta embellished with a rudimentary design of peonies and lotuses, but Miyuki 

ascribed it supernatural powers: it had been bequeathed to her by her mother, who had 

herself inherited it from a forebear who claimed it had always been in the family. The 

pot had therefore been handed down through several generations without suffering the 

smallest scratch, which truly was a miraculous feat. 

  

 

 Although the house was tidy within a few hours, it took Miyuki two days to scour 

it thoroughly. The blame for this could be laid on Katsuro’s: fishing and rearing 

exceptional fish, mostly carp. When he arrived home from the river he did not take the 
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time to peel off his clothes clogged with oozing silt, so he splattered the walls every time 

he made an abrupt movement. His only priority was to release the carp squirming in 

wicker creels as soon as possible because they risked losing scales or amputating a barb 

(in which case they would have lost all their value in the eyes of the imperial stewards). 

He would then slip them into the pool in front of the house that had been made 

specifically for them – a shallow pond dug out of the ground and filled with water which 

Miyuki had enriched with insect larvae and the seeds of aquatic plants while her 

husband was away. 

 After these homecomings Katsuro would sit back on his heels for several days 

and watch the behaviour of his catches, paying particular attention to those he had 

immediately deemed worthy of the imperial city’s ponds, searching for signs to prove 

they were not only the most attractive but also the sturdiest, to withstand the long 

journey to the capital. 

 Katsuro was not very talkative. And when he did express himself, it was more in 

allusions than affirmations, thereby giving his listener the pleasure of having to surmise 

the wider implications of a half-formed idea. 

 

 On the day of her husband’s death, when she had poured the five or six carp he 

had caught into the pond, Miyuki – like him – squatted on the edge of the dug-out pool, 

and she succumbed to the hypnotic dance performed by the fish as they circled 

anxiously like prisoners exploring the perimeters of their cell. 

 She did appreciate the beauty of some carp, or at least the energy, the liveliness 

of their swimming, but she had not the least concept of the criteria Katsuro had used to 

assess their resilience. Which is why she abandoned the idea of fooling the villagers – 

and, more particularly, of duping herself – and stood up, dusted herself down, turned 
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her back on the pond and retreated to the house. It was the last house at the southern 

end of the village, distinctive for the shells dotted about its thatch, their pearly inner 

sides turned towards the sky to reflect the sunlight and frighten away the crows that 

nested in the camphor trees. 

 

 The villagers were relieved to hear that Miyuki was dutifully cleaning the filth 

from her floors and the silt from her walls.  

 They had been afraid the young woman might make herself a tourniquet with a 

length of rope and a stick, and use it to strangle herself in order to join Katsuro in Yomi 

kuni2. Not that she was too young to die – at twenty-seven she had reached the average 

life expectancy for a peasant woman and could consider herself lucky for the time she 

had been apportioned – but she had been privy to some of Katsuro’s secrets and was 

now the only person who could maintain the privileged relationship that the village 

enjoyed with the imperial court in Heian-kyō: supplying carp sufficiently exceptional to 

act as living ornaments in the temples’ ponds. In exchange for this, the inhabitants of 

this gaggle of rickety lopsided shacks that went by the name of Shimae were almost 

completely exempted from taxes, not forgetting the little gifts that Katsuro never failed 

to bring home from Nagusa Watanabe3, the director of the Department of Gardens and 

Ponds. 

 Nagusa had in fact only recently sent three government officers to order more 

carp to replace those that had not survived the winter. 

                                                           
2
 The land of the dead in Shinto mythology 

3
 In Japa, the family name is traditionally given before the first name. 
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 One morning, some days after Katsuro’s death, the emissaries from the 

Department of Gardens and Ponds had loomed out of the damp mist which wafted like a 

curtain around the edge of the forest after a night of heavy rain.  

 On their previous visits they had arrived on foot, which had proved very 

expensive for the people of Shimae because, wearied by their journey, the carp-buyers 

had settled in for a couple of weeks, living off the villagers, with their appetites and their 

weakness for sake growing incrementally as they regained their strength. But this time 

they came on horseback, accompanied by a groom bearing a silk banner in the 

emperor’s colours, and they had relinquished their ample comfortable kariginu4 in 

favour of warrior’s armour that protected their torsos and backs, and was made of iron 

plates that jangled like broken old bells. Their sudden appearance frightened and 

scattered the few women who had gathered on the threshing floor to weave rice straw. 

 In his capacity as Shimae’s first magistrate, Natsume had stepped forward to 

meet the three horsemen and greet them with the deference due to representatives of 

imperial power; but while he brought his hands together and bowed as low as his stiff 

neck would allow, he privately wondered how the emperor – reputed to be the most 

refined prince of his day – could bear the fact that these men responsible for 

broadcasting his wishes across the provinces looked so very unappealing. They lolled 

lazily on their black lacquered wooden saddles, their heads bobbing under helmets that 

extended into an articulated nose-protector, their armour green with moss that had 

clung to it as they rode through the woods; they could not help drawing comparison 

with giant woodlice whose bellies were swollen with putrid waxy substances. But 

perhaps His Majesty had never seen them: some deputy to an inferior minor fifth-level 

adviser had plucked their names from a list (and no one would ever know why the 

                                                           
4
 A garment halfway between a cape and a coat worn by noblemen when hunting 
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deputy had alighted on these names rather than any others); he had submitted them to 

a superior minor fourth-level inspector who had approved them before passing them on 

to an inferior major fourth-level auditor, who had sent them on their slow way up the 

hierarchy, from which they had come back down equally slowly, eventually falling into 

the hands of Nagusa Watanabe who had approved them with an impatient flick of his 

calligraphy brush – and of this entire procedure, like so many other interesting events in 

the sixty-eight provinces, the emperor would have known nothing at all. 

 

 The imperial messengers were more than peeved to learn that Katsuro had died. 

They grimaced, made strange guttural noises, quivered with displeasure, clanking the 

plates of their armour. Natsume was forced to introduce them to Miyuki to appease 

them. They stared at her in silence, rolling their dark little eyes behind the wooden 

masks bristling with fake demon’s teeth that hid their faces. 

 While the young woman knelt, bowing so low that her forehead touched the dust, 

the village leader reassured the emissaries: the fisherman’s widow would serve them 

just as scrupulously as Katsuro had. And then, to soften them up fully, Natsume offered 

them a meal of buckwheat noodles, seaweed and fish, accompanied by salted vegetables 

imbibed with sake, before escorting them to the waterfall where they picked up the 

road back to Heian-kyō.  

 Then he returned to talk to Miyuki. 

 “Your husband was found dead, but luckily the carp he took the trouble to catch 

are alive –” and he eyed Miyuki indulgently as if she were responsible for the flourishing 

good health of the fish “- the ambassadors paid me a thousand compliments to that 

effect.” 
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 “Ambassadors? those great crickets? Just a gaggle of officials with so little 

standing in court that they were sent to the back of beyond when a simple letter would 

have been enough.” 

 Did she mean by this that she would have been able to read such a letter? She 

must have been showing off. But as Natsume himself could not read, he did not pick up 

on this, happier not to venture onto terrain where he risked humiliating himself.  

 He said nothing for a moment – a silence that could have been taken for 

rumination on Miyuki’s comment – and watched the carp swimming listlessly in their 

pond. 

 “Sending three horsemen costs distinctly more just one letter-bearer,” he pointed 

out. “I see that as a sign that the Department of Gardens and Ponds attaches special 

importance to this order, and ultimately to its successful delivery. You will leave for 

Heian-kyō as soon as possible.” 

 “Yes,” she said, unexpectedly pliant. “Yes, even tomorrow if you wish.” 

 He gave a little grunt of satisfaction. The fact that Katsuro’s death meant Miyuki 

was now indifferent to all sorts of things, such as for example undertaking a journey to 

Heian-kyō, had not even occurred to him. He had no idea of the grief that had engulfed 

her, leaving her an empty husk, grey as ash. 

 Natsume had never properly looked at this woman, this widow as it was now 

appropriate to call her. She was too emaciated to make the sort of lover he liked – in just 

a few days, grief had further hollowed her cheeks, accentuated her thin, weed-like 

silhouette. But perhaps he could take her home and give her to his son who still had not 

found a wife to his taste, and who had a weakness for unhappy women – he said that 

even though tears were salty, most grieving women secreted a smell of extremely sweet 

fruit. And if Hara (for that was the son’s name) did not want the carp fisher’s widow, 
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Natsume could always try to fatten her up for his own pleasure; the process would be all 

the more diverting because Miyuki’s charms – her future charms, he corrected himself 

as he contemplated the force-feeding he would first have to inflict on her – clearly went 

hand in hand with exquisite innate obedience. 

 “How many fish will you deliver to court? At least twenty, wouldn’t you say?” 

 “Carp don’t ask for much,” Miyuki said, “but they need a great deal of water. The 

creels in which Katsuro transported them don’t hold much water so the fewer of them 

there are the less they will suffer.” 

 She did not dare add that the shoulders on which the bamboo pole carrying the 

tubs would be balanced were not as robust as her husband’s: the volume of water would 

be the only ballast she could negotiate should the suffering caused by this porterage 

outstrip what she believed she could endure. 

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

 

 Had he not been sure of finding exceptional carp, Katsuro would never have 

ventured so far downstream. But there was an abundance of magnificent fish in this 

part of the Kusagawa, just beyond the Shuzenji spillway, where they were all the easier 

to catch because, having tackled the strong currents generated by the waterfall, they 

granted themselves a sort of pause, letting themselves drift just under on the surface. 

 For a fisherman as experienced as Katsuro, it was simply a case of dropping a 

hand into the water, fingers spread wide, and waiting for a carp to nuzzle his open palm. 

Then Katsuro had only to close his hand, pressing gently across the gills, and with this 

the fish – which had stiffened into a sort of erection of terror on contact with a human – 

would relax. Its fins continued to flitter, but its body surrendered, suddenly limp and 
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submissive in the hand that stroked it. Katsuro was then quick to lift the carp from its 

river and place it delicately into a rice-straw creel waterproofed with a lining of silt. 

 

 Edged with grassy banks where buttercups grew, meandering between screens 

of wild cherry trees, persimmon trees, reeds and blue pines, the path to Katsuro’s 

fishing grounds looked at first glance like the most delightful walk. But the fisherman 

was not fooled, he knew it was in fact a perilous route, swiftly carved into ravines by the 

rains whose streaming waters opened rifts in the earth that could catch a foot like the 

jaws of a trap. The was manageable when Kastsuro was on his way down to the river 

because his creels were empty and he could concentrate entirely on placing his feet; but 

it was quite another matter on the homeward trip, when he had to keep his eyes focused 

on a point far up ahead in order to keep the pole across his shoulders balanced – the 

pole carrying the baskets which were now brimming with water and fish. The tiniest jolt 

woke the creatures from their torpor, they grew frantic, some even managed to propel 

themselves out of the creel in spite of the net of loosely woven lotus stalks that the 

fisherman had wrapped around them. 

 Not once but twice Katsuro had injured himself. 

 The first time it was only a sprain. Having broken his rod in two to make 

crutches, he managed, despite the pain, to make his way back to the village. But he had 

had to abandon his creels, hiding them in cool long grass that a shower of rain had 

flattened and leant a green lacquer-like gloss. As he hobbled to Shimae he heard the 

rustling of forest animals behind him, animals that he felt sure would surely find his fish 

and eat them. The second accident was more serious: he broke an ankle. This time, with 

or without crutches, he was quite incapable of standing up. He had to resort to hauling 

himself along on his belly, dragging his hot, swollen fractured ankle which bounced over 
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bumps in the track, making him shriek with pain. As well as the torture it inflicted on his 

ankle, this crawling shredded the skin on his knees, thighs and stomach. Shivering with 

pain and fever, Katsuro then tried crawling on the other the side of the path, where the 

edges, which were frequently soaked when the river burst its banks, were softer. At first 

he felt relief when the cool damp mud soothed the burning all over his body. But he then 

came to an eroded area where the lack of vegetation had caused the clayey sections of 

the bank to collapse away steeply. Katsuro was not afraid of the landslides he could see 

even though they sent him tipping towards the water, at times dipping his face into it; 

no, the worst of them lurked under apparently smooth compact stretches of bank where 

the Kusagawa had carved hidden fissures just waiting to buckle under his weight. And 

that is what happened, shortly before a bend in the river.  

 A white heron watched impassively as this man slick with mud and disfigured 

with pain panted and contorted himself and then suddenly disappeared in a spurt of silt 

and water. 

 One of Katsuro’s hands remained above the surface, scrabbling at the sky, 

flapping helplessly at the air in search of some purchase. His fingers eventually located 

the vestiges of the bank, hooked into the mud and dug themselves in, but the soaking 

clay melted away between his fingers and his hand slipped back. It stayed there briefly, 

raised towards the sky and then, almost gracefully, without a splash, it seemed to 

dissolve into the river. 

 At this point the heron’s glottis quivered; but this should not be seen as the least 

sign of compassion from the bird towards the fisherman. No, it was a pure coincidence 

of the time the man died and the swallowing reflex of a large wading bird, which 

incidentally has a reputation for bringing ill fortune. 
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 What the seventy-three families in the village remembered of these events that 

took place in Shimae on the twenty-fourth day of the third moon was that Miyuki 

demonstrated a reserve and dignity of which no one would have thought her capable. 

 Indeed, fishermen’s wives were generally reputed to be moaners. When they 

were not making recriminations about their husbands or imperial stewards, they were 

criticising the quality of wicker which, they claimed, was declining every year, and this 

meant that the Kusagawa’s current dismantled their husband’s creels two or three times 

more quickly than it used to – when, in truth, it was the women’s own skill at weaving 

the wicker that was at fault.  

 They would drag quavering tearful voices from deep in their throats to berate 

their husbands for their scant catches, their permanently damp clothes which rotted 

faster than a farmhand’s, and their holey nets which let the most magnificent fish 

escape. Or they bemoaned the fact that the imperial stewards were slow to order more 

carp to repopulate Heian-kyō’s ponds. 

 They should not in fact have taken issue with the stewards but with Katsuro 

alone because he supplied such incomparably long-lived fish that the Department of 

Gardens and Ponds had considered awarding him the title of Carp Master; but as this 

moniker had never existed (at least the Department’s secretaries had found no trace of 

it in official documents), Nagusa had been discouraged when he contemplated the 

countless complex procedures it would take to ratify the introduction of a new honorary 

post. Besides, Katsuro had asked for nothing, he went from temple to temple with his 

tubs full of carp, selected the most temperate fishponds, poured in his fish, and watched 

over them for several days as they acclimatised (squatting motionless on the edge, as he 
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did in Shimae, except that here he had no wife to bring him rice and cover his shoulders 

with a layer of straw when the chill of the night set in). He gave his advice about feeding 

the fish and catching them without frightening them in order to move them to other 

ponds – if they panicked, carp could lose their gleam of varnished copper, of polished 

bronze. 

 When the villagers made their way to Miyuki’s house to tell her that Katsuro had 

drowned, they therefore expected a gruelling scene. The poor woman would ssurely 

cling to them and proffer terrible imprecations against the river’s kami who had taken 

her husband, and against Natsume and his councillors who had encouraged this carp 

trade and persuaded Katsuro to keep catching fish, always more of them and always 

more robust and magnificent. Perhaps in the excesses of her grief Miyuki would go so 

far as to curse the emperor himself for insisting that his waterways constantly seethed 

with carp, when His Majesty most likely never took the time to linger beside a single 

pond and admire the fish, with just the tip of one purple and gold sleeve trailing in the 

water. 

 But no, Miyuki had let the villagers say what they had to say, describing her 

husband’s death, or what they knew of it, which was in fact very little. She had merely 

tilted her head to one side as if struggling to believe what she was being told. 

 When they had finished, she gave a strangulated scream and fell to the ground. 

 Strange the way she collapsed: she seemed to roll up on herself as her shoulders 

drew closer to the ground. Her scream hung in the air at the top of the downward spiral 

described by her body. A fraction of a second later, which gives an idea of how brief her 

cry was, all that came from Miyuki’s mouth was a barely audible sort of exhalation. Then 

came the quick dull thud of her forehead striking the ground, like the sound of a 

dropped wooden bowl falling from a good height and emptying of its contents. 
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 Miyuki’s thoughts had scattered like thousands of grains of rice which had 

previously formed a warm, fragrant compact ball in a bowl. Gathering these grains one 

by one and putting them back in the bowl would be a tedious task. Which is why, when 

this sort of thing happens, it is better to flick the broom over the floor or sluice it with a 

bucket of water. And that is more or less what the swooning woman’s brain did: after 

such a violent shock, it summarily dismissed all the grains of rice that constituted 

Miyuki’s conscious mind (memory, emotions, perception of the outside world, etc.), 

limiting its activities to only vital functions. 

 Robbed of sensation, Miyuki lay peacefully on the beaten earth. Some of the men 

lifted her and lay her on her mat. She was light. Natsume noticed a damp patch 

spreading across Miyuki’s tunic, on a level with her pubic bone. He leant over her and 

recognised the smell of urine. Wondered whether he should mention it to the others. 

But thought that this might be humiliating for Miyuki. And he also remembered that, as 

it dried, fabric wetted with urine gave off a smell not unlike the smell of fish, and he 

persuaded himself that no one would be surprised if the clothes of a fisherman’s widow 

smelled slightly of fish. So he said nothing. 

 

In the middle of the night Miyuki was drawn from the stupor into which she had 

fallen after losing consciousness by sharp cracking sounds made by the mercenaries 

(Natsume had enlisted a dozen of them to protect Shimae from potential incursions by 

Chinese pirates) as they snapped their bowstrings. This was the customary way of 

announcing the hour in the imperial palace where raised voices were forbidden during 

the night. 
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The time had just moved on from the Hour of the Boar to the Hour of the Rat5. 

The moon was full, dispensing a cool light which picked out shadows as great flat pools 

of gleaming black ink – as if freshly applied by a brush. 

Miyuki’s eyes were open. She immediately saw Katsuro’s body which the 

fishermen had laid out on an open case so that it could drip into this container and 

thereby avoid soiling the beaten earth floor with the lugubrious water that continued to 

seep from his clothes and hair – a pointless precaution, truth be told, because the 

moment Katsuro’s body had crossed the threshold, the impurity of death was deemed to 

have infected the entire house, the objects within it (which were few, as we have seen), 

the livestock (mostly ducks that Katsuro once brought home from the Kusagawa and 

that had bred), and more importantly the villagers, those who brought his body home, 

those who would gather for the funeral vigil, as well as all those who might come to the 

house during the forty-nine days of mourning. 

Custom dictated that Miyuki should supply visitors with a receptacle full of salt 

which they could sprinkle over themselves to purify themselves; but she had no idea 

what sort of vessel would be appropriate (a bowl, a dish, a cooking pot?), and anyway 

she had almost no salt left, and did not have the funds to buy enough to satisfy the 

ritual’s requirements. She sensed that life without her husband would be a series of 

nagging questions, and that she would be quite alone in trying to answer them. She 

immediately upbraided herself for this access of selfishness, remembering that 

Katsuro’s fate was scarcely more enviable than her own, at least in these first hours 

after death, a hazy period when the souls of the dead obstinately try to reconnect with 

the life they have left and, failing in this, are filled with an anxiety that borders on 

despair. From that point on, everything depended on which religion was in possession 

                                                           
5
 It was therefore midnight. 
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of the truth: if the path of truthfulness was in the Shinto faith, Katsuro would descend to 

the land of the dead, which was the very image of the living world with mountains, 

valleys, fields and forests, but an infinitely darker version of it. There he might take up 

his place among his family’s ancestors, and would watch over Miyuki until she joined 

him – it was not the grimmest of the hypotheses. If the truth lay with Buddhism, the 

time spent wandering between the dissolution of his former life and the moment he 

adopted a new one would be reasonably brief, and Katsuro would not suffer for too long 

the disturbing sensation of having lost his form and substance, and senses. 

 

Someone had brought a stone basin filled with limpid water, along with a 

bamboo ladle with which Miyuki could wash and purify her husband’s body. 

Three days later, the carp fisherman’s remains would be burned on a pyre 

erected outside the village. His bones would be removed from the embers, starting with 

the bones of the foot and finishing with those of the skull, and they would be placed into 

the funeral urn in the same order – this would spare the deceased the discomfort and 

farcicality of ending up head down. Then Katsuro’s posthumous name would be written 

on a tablet that Miyuki would put on the shelf of the spirits. The urn would remain in the 

house for forty-nine days, it would receive offerings of flowers, food, incense and light, 

libations would be made in its honour, and then it would be interred and there would be 

no more talk of the carp fisherman. 

Miyuki gently stroked Katsuro’s body, unable to stop herself asking in a 

whispered voice whether the water she was smoothing over him was too cold, whether 

she was running her wet hand over the places he so liked to be touched – she was no 

longer guided, as she had been in the past, by her husband’s little moans of pleasure 

tracing out the play of her hands, the pressure of her fingertips. 
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The mud sheathing the fisherman made him look like a piece of pottery, a tall 

terracotta jar whose cracks were erased, smoothed over by the wet palm that massaged 

them. Miyuki made the most of the fact no one was watching and, one last time, brought 

her lips to the long shaft of his penis which had grown strangely cold. 

The earthy taste surprised her. In his lifetime, when Katsuro’s shank had ripened 

in Miyuki’s mouth, it had tasted like raw fish, warm young bamboo shoots, and – when 

she finally released its sap – fresh almonds. But now, touched by the little widow’s 

tongue, the same member was insipid and muddy like the ponds of Heian-kyō’s temples 

when the Department of Gardens and Ponds allowed them to dry out so they could be 

cleaned. 

Miyuki had loved this man. Not that he had been a very good lover – but what, 

after all, did she know of that, as she had known only him? He disconcerted her with 

that way he had of popping up silently behind her and grabbing her shoulders, his nails 

scratching her flesh, his breath – which was quite strong – coiling around her neck with 

its smell of seafood and poorly tanned leather, and his knee pressing into the small of 

her back to open her tunic and reveal an area of naked skin against which he would then 

rub his penis as if rolling tamagoyaki6 with his hand. He did not take his pleasure 

without her, but before her, and in a different way. 

Once Katsuro had left for the river, Miyuki would lie back down to relive each 

phase of the simulated predation in which she had featured as prey – the silent 

approach, the pounce, the stranglehold, the dismemberment, the devouring, the 

satisfaction and the slinking off into the night; this idea that she had been assailed by a 

wild beast was often enough to bring on her own gratification, her nostrils palpitated 

and turned blue, her breath whistled and accelerated, sweat beaded between her 
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 A rolled omelette 
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breasts, her throat offered itself up as if to be bitten, she gave a short husky involuntary 

cry, the skin of her face seemed to tauten, she was suffocating… and then all at once she 

let herself go, her back slightly arched, allowing a long slow hiss to escape her lips. This 

was how she climaxed, like the Kusagawa gently sidling over its bed of wet weeds. 

Another thing that struck her was that her husband’s body seemed to have 

grown. This was perhaps simply due to the way it had slackened in death, even though 

this slackening was not one of the nine stages of a corpse’s transformation taught by the 

monks. 

 

On the night of the funeral vigil, Miyuki disguised herself as a bird: poking her 

neck forward and holding her arms away from her body, she moved about the room in 

circles, taking small, hurried footsteps; she bowed to the other women before hopping 

from one leg to the other; she made piercing cries – krooh, krooh, krooh – the nasal 

trumpeting of a crane, to help Katsuro’s soul, or the soul it was assumed he had, behave 

like a bird and fly away towards takama-no-hara, the high plain in paradise.  

And yet Katsuro had not believed in gods or omens. Nothing had ever stopped 

him from setting down his creels when other fishermen stayed confined at home on the 

grounds that it was an ill-fated day or that there was some religious prohibition they 

must respect. The only prohibitive events Katsuro recognised were the Kusagawa’s 

violent spates which sent all the carp deep onto the river bed. 

He had not been the type to ask questions. Privately to himself or to anyone else. 

He had often said yes, sometimes no, but he had hardly ever asked either where or 

when, or why, or how. Nevertheless, as a young boy, he must surely have displayed the 

same curiosity as any other child; but, as he grew up, he had gradually convinced 

himself that there was no point in knowing what lay beneath bare facts because he 
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could change nothing anyway. His thoughts had grown as smooth as the rocks that 

emerged from the river further downstream, and just as impervious to tiredness, 

discouragement and apathy – all things that would eventually have sapped a carp 

fisher’s strength more surely than the water slowly eroding friable stretches of the 

Kusgawa’s banks. 

Katsuro had never asked an oracle whether such and such a night would be 

favourable for catching carp: the fish would be there or they would not, that was all. The 

colour and shape of the moon might have some sway over women’s moods, but none at 

all over the presence of fish up- or downstream of the Shuzenji spillway. 

 

Miyuki also proved indifferent to omens, even though avaricious monks sought 

her out to tell her that her journey was threatened by inauspicious signs, which – luckily 

– they could correct by filling a fabric pouch with ribbons of hemp on which they offered 

to calligraph the names of all the sanctuaries she would come across on her long trip 

towards the ponds of Heian-kyō’s temples. They believed this would be a powerful 

talisman and would be just as effective on the return trip as on the way out. It would 

cost Miyuki only a few vials of black sake and a meal of mocha7 seasoned with a 

combination of salt and loach meat, and accompanied by a generous portion of oyster 

mushrooms which are said to prolong life expectancy. 

This was no feast, merely the sort of hearty fare she had often made for Katsuro, 

but still she rejected their offer: there was no question of breaking into the nest egg that 

Natsume had handed over to her on behalf of the villagers. They had given Miyuki a flat-

rate sum to cover transport and the first stage of the carps’ acclimatisation in the sacred 

ponds. After this one last delivery, the villagers would probably appoint another 

                                                           
77

 A mixture based on glutinous rice. 
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fisherman to replace Katsuro, and it was unlikely that the new supplier would need to 

call on Miyuki to take his fish to Heian-kyō – he would take care of the transportation 

himself, because the work was profitable only for those who undertook both the fishing 

and the delivery to the imperial city’s temples. 

On her return from Heian-kyō Miyuki would therefore have to reappraise what 

her life had been so far. 

She would become a farmer with no land, the most disadvantaged of the peasant 

classes. Who would provide her with board and lodging now? Would she hire out her 

arms to grind millet? Or work herself to the bone in Master Shigenobu’s rice field? This 

not only had the advantage of exempting employees from property tax, it apparently 

provided opportunities to catch the occasional wild duck, given that Shigenobu 

encouraged them to nest on his land because they pulled out weeds and binged on the 

insects that parasitized his rice. The only thing of which Miyuki was sure was that she 

would not die of hunger: upstream of the Shuzenji spillway, the Kusagawa was covered 

for many months with the pointed leaves of water spinach which was sweet to the 

mouth and had a delicate flavour. 

 

If the journey had involved only herself, she could have left immediately – 

transporting the fish was enough of a burden for her not to consider packing any other 

baggage. She took just one coarse garment woven from wisteria fibre, a few mouthfuls 

of Narezushi8 and some rice cakes which would be enough to sustain her during her 

hours of walking. In the evenings, and on rainy days when the stormy atmosphere could 

threaten to turn the water in the creels green, she would stop in one or other of the inns 

                                                           
8
 Gutted fish preserved in fermented rice to stop it rotting. The coating of rice was thrown away before the fish 

was eaten. 
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that were dotted along the road to Heian-kyō and that became increasingly frequent 

beyond Totomi and Mikawa. 

She remembered how Katsuro’s eyes had twinkled when he described these 

taverns. He even laughed sometimes. He had his favourites: Six Cystals Inn, First Pick 

Inn (so named in reference to harvesting persimmons – at least that is what Katsuro 

claimed, but as he said this his voice altered and Miyuki chose to look away: surely 

young lovers, even venal ones, are picked too?), Red Dragonfly Inn or Two Moons in the 

Water Inn. 

 

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

carp. 

On the way to the imperial city, the young woman planned to travel very close to 

waterways, not straying from them unless absolutely necessary. This decision extended 

her journey, but it ensured that the carp could be provided with fresh water even if one 

of the creels was punctured by some unforeseen accident. In any event, despite all the 

care Miyuki took to ensure they were watertight, nothing could stop the creels losing a 

certain amount of water. To achieve an optimally watertight finish and to soothe the 

fish, who liked the dark, Katsuro had tended to caulk them with clayey silt, then to apply 

layers of hessian on the inside and the outside, and lastly to steep this fabric in generous 

amounts of clay which he simply kneaded with a wetted hand when too much sun or 

wind cause small cracks to appear in it. But even this could not stop the water splashing 

out of the creels when the carp, tiring of their unstable, restrictive accommodation, 

started to move, or when a stronger than usual sway of the yoke (and all it took for that 

was an overhasty correction of a misplaced foot) produced waves, some of which spilled 

over. 
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When she had prepared her tubs, Miyuki selected the carp she would put into 

them. First she chose those whose scales were arranged in a harmonious uniform 

pattern, whose noses, while not elongated, were neither too short nor too stubby, and 

whose fins were symmetrical and exactly the same colour as the snout and tail. With 

this first selection as a starting point, she identified two black carp (one a dazzling 

metallic black, the other a velvety mat black), two fish whose colouring was a dull 

yellow but they were a strain that often promised remarkable growth and longevity, 

then two others in a deep bronze shade that gleamed like a stream of dark honey; and 

she completed her collection with two carp that had almost no scales and looked as if 

they were sheathed in leather. 

In order to ensure they had as much life-giving space as possible, Miyuki had 

decided to take only relatively small carp, fish that had seen two summers, measured a 

little less than one shaku9 long and weighed approximately a kin10. 

She took hold of them with one hand, as patient and deft as Katsuro, not so much 

capturing as caressing them.  

She had waited till after dark to undress and climb into the pond, curling her toes 

into little hooks to avoid slipping on the slimy bottom. She could not swim and, as she 

was in up to her waist, she risked drowning if she slipped and fell. She had started by 

cautiously walking along the edges of the tank. Her knees, thighs and hips rippling the 

black water, disrupting the moon’s reflection that ran on ahead of her. The water was 

ice cold. The darkness meant she could not see the fish, but she sensed them there from 

                                                           
9
 30.3 cm or approximately 1’ 

10
 675 g 
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the soft touch, the subtle palpitations of their fins against her legs; she felt she was 

walking amid a flight of cold butterflies. 

As she had seen her husband do, she scratched her own body to dislodge minute 

particles of skin which, when dissolved, would be perceived by the carp as a natural 

part of the pond water; this was how Katsuro had gradually become familiar to the fish, 

until they would approach him of their own accord and rest their bellies in the palm of 

his hand, a sight that never failed to enthral the desk-bound workers at the Department 

of Gardens and Ponds. 

 

In order for the carp to grow accustomed the confines of what would be their 

habitat for many moons, Miyuki waited nearly three days before setting off. 


