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part one

this world
is a dewdrop world
yes...but...

—Issa (AKA “Cup-of-Tea”)

PROLOGUE: SHINRAN’S WIFE

A long time ago, the monks who lived on the sacred mountain near Kyoto were
celibate. They renounced the flesh and all the hollow promises that the flesh whispers to
the heart-mind. Monkish wisdom dictated: refrain from sex! Don’t fan the fires that can
consume youl!

Then along came Shinran with a different view.

He asked his master, Honen, “Why do we obey the Buddha’s prohibitions?”

“To escape the sea of desire,” Honen replied.

“And, Master, why do we seek to escape the sea of desire?”” Shinran asked.

“To be reborn in Buddha’s Pure Land, my son.”

“So we obey the Buddha’s prohibitions to be reborn in the Pure Land?”

“Yes, my son,” Honen replied.



Shinran frowned. “Then we monks are fools. We avoid one desire to choose
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another. All is craven, selfish calculation

Honen was shocked. His star pupil, his heir apparent, was spouting heresy. But in
one of those not-so rare occasions in which the student teaches the teacher, Honen’s mind
was illuminated by the brilliant truth of young Shinran’s words.

“You will take a wife,” Honen said after a pause.

“But, master—"’

“Take a wife, Shinran. You must!”

Tears welled in Shinran’s eyes. He hadn’t expected this! What if he were wrong?

Was he not condemning himself to rebirth in King Emma’s fiery underworld?

“Master, I don’t—"

“You will take a wife,” the master insisted. “Furthermore, she must be secular . . .

a desirable beauty. Thus, you will show the world that Buddha’s salvation is available to

all.”

Shinran fell silent. Deep in his heart-mind, his kokoro, he contemplated what his
master had commanded him to do. Marry to show lay people the way to the Pure Land?
A worthy goal, surely, but Master Honen must have misinterpreted him. All attempts to
reach the Pure Land were vain, Shinran believed—spoiled by the very desire to reach it.

“Leave the arrangements to me,” Honen said.

Not long after, Shinran woke on his wedding day.

Well, he thought, sighing. Today | marry. Tonight | surrender to my body’s lust. It
won’t get me any closer to the Pure Land. But then again, it can’t hurt if I'm right. All

human calculations, all thoughts of this greedy, greedy mind, are in their nature corrupt.



And so Shinran, founder of the True Teaching Pure Land sect that one day would
number in the millions, married a petite, doe-eyed “secular” whom Honen, his master,
hand-picked for him.

A brave man, that Shinran. That night, under the quilts, he risked his soul till

dawn.



1. ATRYST IN A CRYPT

One night in March, not so long ago but long enough, an amazing thing happened.

| was shooting pool in a little French Quarter bar frequented by bikers and black-
lipped Goth chicks, one of whom wore a T-shirt proclaiming, “I ® Satan.”

It wasn’t one of my regular hangouts. In fact, I don’t remember exactly how I got
there. | only hazily recalled, the next morning, the goings-on, my memory aided by the

scribbles in my hip-pocket pad. For example, this haiku:

puppy

in the biker bar

gentle men

... reminded me that a big-pawed, Rottweiler puppy had visited the bar. Grizzled macho
men in black leather, on hands and knees, cuffed it with tenderness.
And now we get to the amazing thing: the very next entry in my poem pad was
written by someone else: seven digits and the words, “Call me,” in large, looping cursive!
Who wrote this? | wondered. Had it been the biker chick who bragged she was
psychic? Or the black-lipped Satan-lover whose nose, eyebrows, cheek and tongue all
gleamed with silver piercings? Or might it have been the svelte redhead with whom | shot

a drunken game of pool? Had she been my mystery writer?



I hadn’t asked any of these women for their phone numbers, nor had | shown my
notepad to anyone in the bar, as far as | could recollect.

Someone picked my pocket, | concluded. It was a logical explanation. Slipping my
little notebook out of my hip pocket, writing in it, then slipping it back in as I stood at the
juke box or leaned over the pool table wouldn’t have been too difficult for any of my
three suspects, given my state of inebriation.

The final entry of the night, this one definitely my handwriting, describes my

condition perfectly as | slumped in a seat in the rumbling rear of the Canal Street bus:

pass-

outable

| was, indeed, that. But my trusty legs, cruising on autopilot, carried me safely from bus
stop to my second-floor apartment on South Solomon Street. When | did pass out, it was

on my own soft futon.

*k*k

Next night, just as the Channel 12 late movie rolled its credits on the screen of my
little twenty-inch TV, I sat up in my futon, sucked in a deep breath, and dialed the
mystery number.

Three rings.

Four, five, six rings.



I'm calling too late, | thought. Better hang up.

Then: beep! A woman’s voice, soft and sassy, said, “I can’t come to the phone
right now. I’'m out. Maybe. Or maybe I’m in. If you’re a certain bastard, I’1l never talk to
you. Give up. Human beings, though, leave a message.”

Beep.

“I, uh ...” I cleared my throat. “Last night, we met. I mean, | think we did. |
found your number in my, uh . . . notebook, and—"

A click on the line.

“Took you long enough!” a voice, the same soft, sassy voice of the recording,

scolded.

*k*k

Her name was Serene.

“Your parents named you this?” I asked.

“I named myself.”

“Oh.”

“You don’t want to know what they named me,” she added.

What | did want to know was how her phone number got into my pad. And who
was she? Did she have red hair and shoot pool? Was she a biker psychic? A fan of the
Devil?

Serene wasn’t interested in any of these questions.

“Where do you live?” she asked.



“Mid-City. South Solomon Street.”

“Mid-City is it? I suppose you don’t have a car.”

“No,” I admitted.

“You didn’t look like you had a car,” she said.

“I’ve got a bike.”

“Is it a Harley?” she asked excitedly.

“A bicycle,” I clarified with the sinking feeling that this fact scored no points.

“Do you know the Crypt?” she then asked.

“You mean in the Quarter?”

“How long would it take you, on your bicycle, to meet me there?”

“Twenty minutes,” I said. “But—"

“See you in twenty.” She hung up the phone without asking if I would meet her at
the Crypt, a shadowy Goth bar frequented by French Quarter vampires. In those days,
before the Storm, it opened its doors at midnight.

| jumped up and got dressed.



2. MEANWHILE IN OLD JAPAN

After the smoke of their friend’s cremation had wriggled and vanished into a
white winter sky, Kuro and Buck-Teeth divided Mido’s worldly possessions. His ink-
stone, bamboo brush, walking stick and weather-beaten satchel—these relics the somber
Poet in Black, Kuro, kept. Buck-Teeth wanted but one memento by which to remember
the flamboyant Mido: his fat, dog-eared journal. Its hardwood cover blackened by some
long forgotten fire bore the title, Mido no nikki: “Mido’s Diary.”

Buck-Teeth especially loved reading and re-reading the early entries of Mido’s
journal, those written before he personally had met Mido. With each successive page,
Buck-Teeth felt closer to the Poet in Green, felt their relationship, their bond of human
attachment, grow and strengthen—despite the inconvenient fact that one of them was
dead.

For example:

Third Month. 3rd Day. Clear.
A drizzly night, bright morning. I arrive in a puddled, mountain village. The
tavern-keeper studies me with suspicious eyes as | enter his door. Who am I, he wonders,

dressed from head to toe in green?
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I divert his silent question with one of my own, but out loud: “What day might
this be, sir?”

“Taian,” he says.

Wonderful, I think. Today is “Lucky Day,” the most auspicious of the six days
that form the week. | settle onto a bench by the wide-open window, then notice yet
another good omen. A red paper banner dangles exactly over my head bearing the very
word for which today was named: “Lucky.” [I'll drink to that!

“Sake!” I order.

The tavern-keeper smiles now. | have instantly transmogrified from a beggar to be
thrown out into a paying customer over whom to fuss.

A horse, reddish brown, clip-clops past. From my vantage point in the window
seat, its samurai rider towers like a god in clattering, sun-flecked armor. Even his sneer
seems something divine.

| scribble in this diary, sipping rice wine that my fawning host has poured for me.
Lucky for him on this Lucky Day, | have some coins. But I won’t be paying for my
second round. | have my ways . . .

Sake warms the belly, tickles the heart-mind. | feel compassion for all creatures
walking on, or flying over, the Shogun’s muddy highway. | love every cat, pigeon, horse,
man, woman and child, for Buddha has bothered to dream them, as he is dreaming me
right now.

A fine time of day, morning!

And a fine day, today: Taian. Lucky Day!



we’ve survived
to another spring

my fleas

*k*k

Mido loved the mountains. Every time he wandered through them, happy
thoughts flooded his heart-mind or kokoro. Mountain folks, he’d discovered years ago,
made fine drinking pals. And Mido loved the mountains for another reason. His haiku
mentor, Cup-of-Tea, hailed from these same rugged, misty highlands. Hiking through
them, Mido couldn’t help but feel connected to his master.

On this particular afternoon of Third Month, a Lucky Day, the mountain cherry
trees were in full, glorious flower. Mido’s hand fondled his bamboo brush as he strolled
through pale pink clouds. He suspected, immersed in that floating world of beauty, he
would soon have need of his brush.

He smiled. He strolled.

His sandals scuffed over smooth rock, skid on patches of earth still moist from
that morning’s rain. Happy sounds, Mido thought.

And, providing counterpoint to the rhythm of his tramping feet, a mountain
cuckoo gushed liquid notes deep in the paradise of blooms. Mido twirled his brush,
smiled, strolled . . . waited for inspiration to strike.

Until a scream in the woods stopped him.

11
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He stood still, listened—>but heard nothing. Even the mountain cuckoo observed a
shocked silence. Mido clambered up the slope toward the place the scream seemed to
have come from, rushing through shivering petals of cherry.

He yelled, “Do you need help?”

No reply.

“Are you hurt?”

Silence.

He reached a steep meadow of grass and wildflowers, beyond it an outcropping of
rock: a chest-high ledge. He crossed the meadow, pausing briefly to admire a flurry of
yellow butterflies, then scrambled up onto his stone seat, and sat. And then, Mido did
what he usually did in moments that required serious contemplation. He unstoppered his
straw-wrapped jug of sake and proceeded to guzzle.

Then, he sat perfectly still.

Waiting. Listening.

And, finally, composing. Grinding a bit of fragrant, jet-black ink in his ink-stone;
wetting it with spit; dipping and stirring the horsehair tip of his fat, bamboo brush; Mido
scribbled on a fresh page of the diary that Buck-Teeth one day would inherit a series of

bold, chaotic characters flowing in a vertical row, top to bottom:

one
yellow
leaf

takes
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flight

butterfly

... which, in the normal three-line way that English poets like to use for representing

haiku on paper, looks like:

one yellow leaf
takes flight

butterfly

Something came crashing through the cherry grove below, startling Mido so
much, he dropped his brush. A red horse with a long, flowing black mane—bare-backed
but bridled—cantered into the meadow. It stopped, snorted, and then, bowing its head,

began grazing on the lush grass.

it’s good to be a horse
the sweet

meadow

... Mido, picking up his brush, added to the diary.
“So, my friend, was it you, just now, who cried out?” Mido joked.
The horse, chomping, said nothing.

“You don’t look like the screaming type,” Mido added with a chuckle.
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The chestnut horse, a mare, stopped chomping, pricked her ears. Someone was
approaching.

“Ah, there you are!” the approaching someone said, stepping into the clearing: a
gaunt, bony fellow with black eyes sunk deep in their sockets. Judging by his threadbare
garb, Mido figured that this stranger was, like himself, a traveler.

The traveler reached the horse; flung his arms around her neck, murmuring
something softly into a large, pricked ear.

Not wanting to appear the voyeur, Mido cleared his throat.

The traveler looked up. “Ho! A crowded place!” he exclaimed.

“I’'m Mido,” Mido said, bowing. “That’s a fine-looking horse you have there.”

“She is, isn’t she?”

“Won’t you join me for a bit of sake?”” Mido held up his jug, shaking it.

The traveler’s sunken eyes glittered. He smiled, showing more gaps than teeth.

“Why not?” he said. “But first, we shall smoke.”

“You have tobacco?”

“Ahen,” the traveler said.

Mido had heard of ahen but had never smoked it. However, he was ready, in fact
eager, to give it a try. The Poet in Green loved all substances that were said to help
emancipate consciousness from the so-called “right mind” that he believed was nothing
but an inner tyrant that impeded spontaneity.

The traveler rummaged through a satchel of woven straw and produced a
ridiculously long pipe and a dark wooden box that contained the ahen, the opium.

“We’ll need a fire,” he said.
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3. WEIGHTLESS

Mido felt weightless, a stranger to his own voice that, far in the quiet distance,
was asking the traveler, “Was it you who screamed?”

The traveler, slumped forward in his own opium reverie, said nothing, staring at
the cherry blossoms beyond the meadow with dark, unfocused eyes.

“Earlier,” Mido tried to explain, “I heard a scream. That’s why . . . I mean, that’s
why . . .” His voice trailed off. What was he trying to say? It had seemed somehow
important, before. But now he wondered: How could anything feel important?

The traveler passed him the long pipe. Again, Mido inhaled its sticky smoke. And
then, all he could do, all that seemed to matter, was to stare.

The horse whinnied. Golden butterflies pirouetted on air. Down the slope of the
living, sighing mountain, cherry blossoms rolled like pink ocean waves.

Mido stared. The traveler stared. The horse gobbled.

The Poet in Green forgot utterly the scream that had summoned him to this high
meadow amid the cherry blooms. But then, once again, it pierced the air.

The mare jerked up her head, her ears standing at attention. Mido’s heart danced
in his chest. The traveler, a cross-legged statue on the ledge next to him, didn’t flinch.

The horse neighed. A fresh shriek in the blossoms, this one closer, sent her
galloping away.

“Your horse left,” Mido commented.
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“What horse?”

Then, a young woman raced into the clearing.

Mido could tell by the shape of her sea-blue kimono that she was a courtesan in
training. Her long, billowing sleeves indicated her status as a novice—the sleeves of full-
fledged courtesans being short and less billowy. This apprentice geisha flew to the center
of the meadow, barefoot and wild-eyed, snakes of long black hair tumbling loose from a
confusion of lacquered combs and chopstick pins.

She stood amid the madly circling butterflies, where the horse had stood just
seconds before, thirty feet from Mido and the traveler.

Mido found his voice. “What’s wrong?” he shouted.

The geisha looked up, eyes bright with terror.

Meanwhile, the traveler, oblivious, re-lit his long pipe with a stick from the
campfire.

The girl looked at him, looked at Mido, then ran off into the blossoms.

“No! Wait!” Mido yelled.

He dropped from the stone ledge onto soft, verdant grass. Only then did he realize
how far, how very far, he had drifted from his “right mind” this afternoon, puffing on the
traveler’s pipe. His legs sloshed like water. He felt numb from the neck down, as if his
head had just now landed on some stranger’s body clad in green.

“Oh my!” he said half to himself, half to the traveler who remained on the ledge.

Despite the foreignness of his own physical reality below the chin, Mido was

determined to chase the girl into the cherry grove. He willed his watery legs to move, and
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they obeyed. They were running now, even, though each stride lasted, it seemed, long
minutes. Time had slowed down.

Mido wanted to bid his companion a proper farewell, but he feared losing sight of
the fleeing geisha in her sea-blue kimono. Already she seemed miles away, fluttering in
and out of view among the trees.

“Saybnara!” A voice, Mido’s own, squeaked strangely. He hoped the traveler
heard but dared not turn to verify this.

The edge of the blossom world loomed. On strange, numb legs, Mido floated into

pink.

*k*k

When they finally met in real life, which is another way of saying, in Buddha’s
dream; Mido often advised young Buck-Teeth to abandon his “right mind.” Rational,
linear thinking, according to the Poet in Green, spoils art, spoils haiku.

As Mido chased the geisha into the blossoms, logical thinking was neither a
problem nor a possibility. In fact, he found himself immersed in a paradox that would
have confounded any person’s right mind. While he chased the disheveled girl through
the cherry grove, he heard footsteps in heavy, rhythmic cadence, not in front of him, but
behind! And, the farther he ran on his own sloshy-strange legs, the closer those footsteps
came crashing.

| see her ahead of me but hear her behind me, Mido reasoned. So, if | stop and

turn around, 1’ll just grab her! She won'’t be expecting that!
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He ran a bit more, allowing the heavy footsteps almost to catch up with him, then
executed his sly maneuver. He commanded his legs to halt while he twisted his body
about-face, spreading his arms wide to catch the girl.

“Got you!”

But before these words had quite escaped his lips, a thing even more incredible
than being chased by the person he was chasing occurred. The geisha in sea-blue
transformed into a hulking, snarling, armor-clattering, two-swords-dangling samurai!

“Step aside, peasant!” the once-girl, now-samurai bellowed.

Mido froze, his arms stretched wide. The charging samurai, either unable or not
inclined to stop, collided with the poet. Their bodies tangled and tumbled to the ground.

“You fool!” the samurai growled into Mido’s ear, close enough to bite it off.

“I should kill you just to lift my mood,” he added, as they disentangled their
limbs.

“How did you do that?”” Mido asked, mystified. He was still convinced that he
was speaking to a transformed geisha.

“Do what?”

“Change like that?”

The samurai decided the Poet in Green must be a dimwit, not worth bloodying his
blade. He grunted and stood, knocking dirt off his breastplate of dark, lacquered bamboo.

Mido sat on the ground, looking up at the mountain of armed, armored man
looming above him, framed by a canopy of iridescent, pinkish white blossoms. He

seemed, from that angle, a kami-sama, a god.
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A god? The thought evoked a vague memory. He had seen this vision before, but
where, when?

Then his opium-baked mind had it. “I know you!” Mido gasped.

“What are you babbling, peasant?”

“I know you, samurai! I saw you in this morning, on Lucky Day, in a village. |
was sitting in a sake shop drinking my breakfast, watching a cat, some pigeons, people—
passing on the road. And you. You were there, too. You looked like a kami-sama on that
fine horse.”

Mido blinked, then realized another thing. “I know that horse!”

“Of course you do.”

“I saw her, with nothing on her, no you, | mean, not even a saddle. A fine red
horse with a black, shaggy mane . . .”

“You saw my mount?” the samurai interrupted. “Where? When?”

“Your horse? You mean, she doesn’t belong to the traveler? He was with her,
whispering in her ear.”

“A traveler, 1s it?” The samurai smiled. “Buddha be praised I didn’t cut your
throat just now. You will be of use to me, peasant.”

He bent over Mido and snatched him by the armpits, lifting him to his feet as
easily as if the Poet in Green were made of rice paper.

“Come. Show me where you left this ‘traveler’ who has stolen my horse.”

*k%k
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Mido learned that the samurai’s name was Taro and that he served Lord Kaga of
Shinano Province.

“My Lord Kaga is traveling in these mountains. He has business in Kashiwabara,
near Zenkdji,” Taro explained. He and Mido sat on the starlit verandah of an inn,
slamming cups of sake.

“I know the place,” Mido said with enthusiasm. “My Master Cup-of-Tea lives
there!”

“Your master?”

“My haiku master. We’re poets.”

Taro grimaced at Mido’s mention of “poets” but felt too contentedly drunk to
speak his contempt. Instead, he roared for a refill. The innkeeper’s daughter came
running.

“I suppose my lord’s there by now, at Kashiwabara,” Taro continued while she
poured. “I had hoped to dispatch this matter of stolen property quickly and arrive there
before him. Leave it.”

The girl, bowing in terror, left the bottle on the little, low table.

“So, when we . . . ‘met’ today, you were searching for your horse?” Mido’s
memory of the day’s events, thanks to the opium that lingered in his body, was hazy at
best.

“No. Like you, poet, I chased that devilish girl.”

“Oh. | remember! A geisha in blue!”

“Property of Lord Kaga,” the samurai said, draining his cup. “A runaway.”



21

“And your horse, did she run away?” Mido chugged his own sake, matching the
samurai as he had done all evening, cup for cup.

“While I pursued the wench on foot, my mount was stolen. All I found was the
saddle. Since you observed your ‘traveler’ with my horse, his guilt is clear. Taking his
head will be most satisfying.” He fondled the cord-wrapped hilt of his long sword, the
katana.

Mido said nothing. He didn’t relish the idea of leading a killer to the kill. He,
Mido, had no quarrel with the taciturn, opium-puffing traveler.

“So, the girl belongs to your daimyo?”” he asked, quickly changing the subject.

“Recently purchased. Her parents fell behind on their rice tax. But a scrawny
thing, hardly worth the debt he canceled. And nothing but trouble. This is the second time
she’s run away. | would have had her in the woods, but you meddled.”

Taro said this with irritation but no anger in his tone. The peasant poet Mido was
turning out to be a tolerable drinking companion. Even now, he was refilling their cups.

“Let’s drink, samurai, to recovering that which was lost,” Mido proposed, hoping
in his heart of hearts that this might be done without bloodshed. “Kampai!”

“Kampai!” Taro bellowed.

They drained their cups together.
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4. MYSTERY

| followed Serene up a winding staircase, through smoke and black light, to the
Crypt’s second level. There, in a cozy booth of black-painted bricks, a pair of iron
manacles dangled from a wall. We squeezed in and sat, side by side, on a narrow wood
bench.

“What do you write in that pad of yours?” she half-shouted to make herself half-
heard in the stereo speakers’ death metal blast. Her eyes looked green and luminous in
the shadows, her hair, red and frizzy. The redhead, it turned out, had been the mystery
woman who had jotted her number in my notebook when I wasn’t looking the previous
night in the biker bar—not the psychic or Satanist. I was glad.

“Idle thoughts, mainly. And haiku.”

“Oh, I know! Five, seven, five!”

“That’s what they say.” I didn’t feel like discussing the misguidedness of
counting syllables when composing haiku in English—a pet topic of mine, but not
exactly first-date conversation material.

“Sit-ting-in-the-dark . . .” She counted on her fingers. “With-a-guy-who-writes-
hai-ku . ..”

“Five more,” I prodded.

“God-I-need-a-drink!” She finished her “poem.”

“What would you like?”
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“Like you’re having.”

At the downstairs bar where | had waited for her, after my breathless night bike
ride at breakneck speed to the French Quarter, | had ordered a bottle of Blackened
Voodoo, which by now was almost empty.

“You got it.”

| trotted over to the upstairs bar, much smaller than the one on the main floor,
elbowing my way through a pale cluster of under-aged vampires. | ordered two more
Blackened VVoodoos. Back at our dungeon niche, | handed one to Serene.

My eyes, by now, had adjusted somewhat to the darkness. Serene sat wedged next
to me, a black jersey dress hugging her taut curves, neck to ankles. On her feet, she wore
clunky black boots.

“You’ve changed your look,” I commented, remembering her outfit in the biker
bar: a scanty blue halter top with nicely low-riding jeans.

“Change is good.”

“On your answering machine, it sounded like you 're making changes. Avoiding a
certain ‘bastard’?”

She laughed. “That’s something you really don’t want to know about!”

Serene was right. I loved her mysteriousness. I didn’t want to grasp her, limit her,
define her—or define what | was doing with her at one in the morning on a school night.
She, I decided, was like a haiku—the one-breath Japanese style of poetry that I loved,
studied, translated, imitated, wrote about, and taught at the little Mid-City college where |

earned my daily bread and where, tomorrow morning, I’d be greeting my students with
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bags under my eyes and surely hung over. Like a haiku, hidden depths lurked and
beckoned in Serene.

“To mystery,” I said, raising my bottle.

“To mystery,” she chimed.

We banged our beers together in the dark, and drank.

*k*k

Everyone in the village remembered the chestnut mare, bridled but with no
saddle, and the gaunt, hollow-eyed traveler who had walked beside her, clinging to the
horse’s neck, whispering constantly in her ear.

“They passed through,” a farmer informed the samurai. “And then up Temple
Road. That road.” He pointed a gnarled finger.

Taro smiled, his eyes gleaming fiercely.

A strange procession started up the road indicated by the farmer. Taro led the
way, striding briskly, followed by the recently recaptured geisha, Umi—h er sea-blue
kimono’s silk mud-spattered, her wooden clogs clicking and clacking. Third came Mido
in his flowing green robe, frowning and thinking: How do I get out of this one? I don’t
want to point out the traveler and see him lose his head. My karma’s bad enough. Oh, let
me not, Great Buddha, add blood-guilt on top of everything else!

“My mount!” the samurai shouted.

His horse, the red mare with a shaggy black mane, stood in a meadow near the

road, drinking from a stream.
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Taro whistled, and the horse looked up, flicking water drops. She hesitated, as if
weighing her options, but then—sadly, Mido thought—shook her floppy mane, snorted,
and clip-clopped slowly up to her samurai master, who grabbed the reins.

“Keep your eyes open, poet. That thief can’t be far!”

“But you have your horse now. Isn’t that enough?”

The samurai didn’t grace this question with a reply, continuing up the road on
foot. The three who followed, each in his or her way, looked depressed, heads drooping:
the horse, the geisha, the poet. Each wanted to be somewhere else. The saddest, though,
judging by her downcast eyes, was Umi. Ever since her capture, the girl had uttered just a
single word, her name, when Taro had roared for her to say it.

Mido felt sorry for her, so he had tried to make conversation.

“The name’s Umi, is it? Named after the sea, I see.”

Umi said nothing, walking, staring.

“I, too, wear the color of my name. I’'m Mido; that’s short for midori, green. I’'m a
poet of haiku. Perhaps you’ve heard of me?”

Umi said nothing.

“I don’t suppose you have, though I’m famous enough in Edo, I don’t pay for my
drinks there. But surely you’ve heard of my master, Cup-of-Tea. He was born in this high
country.”

Umi stared.

Mido sighed. He gave up trying to converse with the geisha, but as they tramped

along behind the samurai and his horse, the Poet in Green composed and recited several
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haiku that he hoped might lighten her mood. Some of these poems he recorded later in

the diary that Buck-Teeth would inherit, for example:

don’t crap on me
crow!

I’m immortalizing you

But each time he shared a haiku with her, Umi said nothing, staring ahead as if at a

faraway place that only she could see.



27

5. BOTANICAL GARDENS

My second date with Serene happened in broad daylight, which was a good thing.
There was so much to see.

On a Sunday morning, we packed a picnic lunch and took the Carrollton bus to
City Park. It was a glorious March day in the City Care Forgot: grass so green, sky so
blue, Serene’s wild hair so blindingly red. Hoary streamers of Spanish moss dangled
from gnarled, sprawling oaks. Neon-pink azaleas burst into bloom everywhere. And

butterflies were dancing.

on the sign
pointing two ways

butterfly

We toured the Botanical Gardens. Somewhere between the tulips and the pansies,
our hands decided to touch, then hold one another. It was spontaneous, and after it
happened, | smiled to myself, remembering the Japanese word for Nature, jinen, which
means, literally, “spontaneity.”

Serene wanted to know the names of the flowers. | could offer little help, but,

luckily for her, every plant had a neatly typed name tag at ground level, each of which
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Serene stooped to read, repeating out loud both the English and Latin names. No matter
how low she crouched in her investigations, our hands stayed warmly clasped.

On the soft, nameless grass in one of the far corners of the Gardens we munched
on carrots and hunks of black bread with cheddar cheese. Japanese beer in tall, silver cans
washed down our feast.

| felt jinen: in a natural place letting everything happen naturally. The thought of
kissing her passed through my mind like the little white clouds that drifted above, and |
knew this would happen at the right moment, when that right moment arrived . . .
naturally.

After lunch and a lazy hour lounging on the grass, flirting and cloud-gazing, we
headed for the red brick Casino Pavilion for more beer. As we stood in line behind a
gaggle of tourists who were ordering ice cream cones, a strange thing happened. A tall,
white-haired man in a red jogging suit stepped up to us, raised his enormous camera,
snapped our picture, and then, without a word, ran out of the building, banging the screen
door behind him.

“Damn papparazzi,” I joked.

But Serene didn’t smile.

*k%k

When the samurai, horse, geisha, and poet—in that order—reached the crest of
the hill, they entered the precincts of a little Buddhist temple, its blue-roofed buildings

scattered among pines. Bald monks in saffron robes shuffled here and there. Shaggy
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monkeys lazed in the grass, picking each other’s fleas. The traveler wasn’t hard to spot.
He leaned against a tree near a small campfire, leisurely puffing his ridiculously long
pipe.

Taro’s eyes bulged. His nostrils flared. His face flushed bright red. “There’s the
devil!” he declared without asking Mido for confirmation.

Mido sighed. At least the traveler’s blood wouldn’t stain his karma! His prayer to
Great Buddha had been answered—a rare event for Mido—so why, then, did he feel such
a cold, heavy sense of dread? What was about to happen involved a horse thief and a
samurai. It didn’t concern a poet, or so that poet tried, hard as he could, to believe. Taro’s
hand, meanwhile, gripped the hilt of his katana. An inch of steel, glinting sunlight, slid
free of the scabbard. Two inches. Three . ..

It’s not my affair, Mido told himself. Only an idiot would interfere.

Four, five, six inches of blade emerged. Taro strode decisively toward the
traveler. A startled monk, caught between the samurai and his target, backed away,
bowing.

Mido, like the monk, knew better than to butt in. And yet. . .

“Samurai, wait!” he shouted.

*k%k

a roly-poly sunset man
of vapor

and light



Our picnic date ended in my second floor apartment in Mid-City, on my futon.

Serene and | lay side by side.

30

“That was weird.” I leaned over her, kissed her forehead. “That guy who took our

picture. You don’t know him, do you?”

“NO 2

Above our heads, through the tall window that opened to my balcony, leafy oaks

framed a rosy dusk sky.

She laid her head on my chest. My fingers played in the lush, red tangles of her
hair. The idea of making love, floated again through my heart-mind. The right moment
had arrived, naturally.

Then she blurted, “I don’t know him, but I think I know who sent him.”

*k*k

Taro glared at Mido. The Poet in Green knew that he’d better have something
good to say and be quick about it. If ever he required the unpremeditated brilliance for
which he was famous in the haiku world, it was now.

He gushed, “That man, samurai, that wicked man, that miserable thief, he
deserves his fate! But will you relieve him of the worthless burden of his head without
first hearing, in detail, what he has done to your horse?”

Taro frowned.
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Mido drew a deep breath and continued. “From what I witnessed—the villagers
saw it, too—he whispered constantly into the ear of your fine mount. What if witchcraft
is afoot? It would be a terrible thing, samurai, a horrible thing, if your horse betrayed you
one day in the heat of battle . . . because a shaman has bedeviled her!”

“Shaman?” Taro’s face froze in a red grimace. He stood still for a whole minute,
weighing Mido’s words. The long, glinting sword eased back into its scabbard. “Perhaps
you’re right, poet. First, I shall interrogate the thief.”

The “thief” leaned against the trunk of the pine, still puffing. His black, deep-set
eyes stared at nothing.

“Horse thief!” Taro shouted. “Before you pay for your crime, you will answer a
question!”

The traveler puffed.

“What devilry have you done to my horse?”

The traveler said nothing.

Taro frowned deeply, re-gripping his sword’s hilt.

“No! He’s in a trance!” Mido yelled. “His body’s here, but his spirit’s traveling!”

“If he doesn’t speak now, his spirit will have no body to return to!”

“But he’s mocking you, samurai! If you kill him, not only will his spirit roam
free, you’ll never discover what he’s done to your horse!”

Mido sensed that Taro was nearing the end of his patience. Back in Edo, the
Shogun’s bustling, violent city; the Poet in Green had witnessed the ugly tempers of

samurai flare many times—on many streets, in many taverns. He knew how fast swords
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could fly from their sheaths, how quickly and how irreplaceably heads could drop to the
dust.

“There’s a way, samurai,” he added urgently. “A way for you and [—for us—to
reach the vile thief. We must go to his world! I’ve been there. I was there the day I met
this traveler. | breathed in his shaman’s smoke, and the door opened. We can go there
together, confront him in his sanctuary, trap his mocking spirit! For the sake of your poor,
bewitched horse . . .”

It was a crazy proposal, but it was the best Mido could come up with in the split
second he figured he had before the katana flashed its full length and a head thumped to
the ground like a gourd.

It was good enough. To Mido’s relief, Taro answered, half growling, “Yes, poet.

We will follow this thieving coward to wherever he is. He’ll not make light of me!”

*k*k

Cup-of-Tea, Mido’s poetic mentor, was wise.

Some of the greatest scholars of Japanese literary studies have missed this fact,
viewing him instead as a mere child’s poet whose one-breath ditties about frogs and baby
sparrows are as insubstantial as a bubble pipe’s bubbles.

Such scholars, though, are wrong. Even in his silliest of haiku, Cup-of-Tea offers,
for readers who are willing to contemplate them, scalp-tingling insights into the nature of
Nature.

For example, consider this one:
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into the snake’s hole
O foolish

mouse

It seems just a tongue-in-cheek observation. The mouse, in the moment, is foolish, and on
a superficial level, the joke is entirely on it. But Cup-of-Tea’s art is subtle. If we laugh
condescendingly at a mouse that has mistaken a snake’s hole for a cozy refuge, we had
better think again. As a visual aid to understanding, we might hold up a mirror to our own
faces and recognize the target of Cup-of-Tea’s satire. We are foolish mice scrambling for
cover, whether physical or psychological. Our knowledge of the big picture is ultimately
no better than that of Cup-of-Tea’s hapless rodent. It’s so easy for us to dive into the
wrong hole in this life and meet the Snake.

In fact, it’s just a matter of time.

Kuro, the dour Poet in Black, could explain this far better than I, but this isn’t
Kuro’s book. This book belongs to tipsy, fearless Mido.

When Mido first heard Cup-of-Tea recite his foolish mouse haiku, he howled with
delight. When | first read it, some centuries later, | reacted with no more wisdom than
had Mido. I simply copied it into my notebook, worked out a rough translation, and
chuckled.

Stupid mouse!

Stupid me.
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*k*k

“He thinks I’m his property,” Serene said in a soft voice that sounded far away in
the darkness.

“Who?” I asked. We lay side by side on my futon, on our backs, evening’s
shadows settling in the room.

“Lenny. He had that guy take our picture.”

“Who’s Lenny?”

“Someone | used to be with, in Atlanta. It’s over, but . . . he doesn’t think so.”

“Ah, the jealous ex-boyfriend, is it? I’d better watch my back,” I said in a joking
tone.

But Serene’s tone was dead serious. “He’s in jail now but still finds ways to fuck
with my head.”

A long pause—the only sound our breathing.

“Why’s he in jail?” I finally asked.

“He beat a guy half to death,” she said with eerie matter-of-factness. “But it’s a
minor charge compared to what he’s really into.”

“Go on.”

“He sells drugs. He’s a king pin up there. He can afford to hire detectives to find
me when | run; he’s done it before. But this time, he got his ass thrown in jail, so |
thought just maybe, just maybe, I could really get away. | came to New Orleans to start

over. | thought I covered my tracks.”
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“Maybe you did, Serene. Maybe that jerk with the camera was just . . . a jerk with
a camera.” I said this to convince myself as much as her.

“Yeah. Maybe. But anyway, Lenny’s the past. And he’s locked up. He can’t touch
me now.”

“l can,” I said and reached for her in the shadows.
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6. IN THE TRAVELER’S WORLD

To prepare for their trip to the traveler’s mystical world, Mido advised the
samurai, Taro, to sit.

“Very well, poet,” he said. “But first . . .” He marched across the temple grounds,
ignoring monks and monkeys. He reached the place where his horse grazed and the
geisha in sea-blue, Umi, hunkered on the grass, watching with wide, fearful eyes. “I don’t
want to lose you again, while my spirit is traveling,” he told her, then snatched her
roughly by the wrist. With his other hand he grabbed his horse’s reins. He led them both,
woman and horse, into the shade of the traveler’s pine.

“Sit!” he commanded Umi. She collapsed to the ground. “You will stay here
while my spirit travels. Or you will die!”

Taro wrapped his horse’s rein tightly around one hand, then lowered his massive,
armored body onto the spongy brown carpet of fallen pine needles. Mido, meanwhile,
gently slid the traveler to a seated position by pushing out his knees while keeping his
back propped against the tree.

“Proceed,” Taro said.

“Very well.” Mido sat. “Now, to reach the place where this thief has fled to, we
must inhale his shaman’s smoke—as deeply as we can.” He pried the traveler’s stiff
fingers from around the long pipe and handed it to the samurai.

Taro was eager for justice. His lips circled the mouthpiece; he sucked.
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Mido didn’t intend on inhaling. It would be prudent just to pretend to, for Taro’s
benefit, and so keep his own wits about him, he figured. But, the ahen was seductive.
When the samurai offered him the pipe . . .

I’ll just take one puff, he thought. What harm can come of that?

So puff he did. After which, he handed the pipe back to Taro, whose eyes already
looked like dark glass. The muscles of the samurai’s face had relaxed, reminding Mido of
Buddha’s glowing saints in paintings of the Pure Land: calm and detached from all this
world’s anguish and agitation. Taro inhaled again, then handed the long, long pipe,
slowly, slowly, back to the poet.

One more, Mido thought, that’s all. Puff. Puff.

Puff.

Taro forgot his plan to confront the traveler’s fugitive soul, forgot his rage. In
fact, he even passed the pipe unselfishly, at one point, to the horse thief, who took it
without a word.

The traveler reached, then, into his little wooden box, scooped out a fresh dollop
of opium, tamped it into the bowl of the pipe, re-lit the brown paste with a stick from his
little fire, took a puff . . . and passed it back to Taro.

Puff. Puff.

Puff.

Mido closed his eyes then opened them, shocked to find before him, suddenly,
twin brown oceans. Flecked with gold they swirled and surged in Umi’s wide-open eyes.
Their watery depths held his gaze for minutes or hours—he had no way of telling

which—and settled everything. His course was clear. He knew what he had to do.
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“Stay, samurai,” he said. “Stay and continue your interrogation. | shall escort our
prisoner to the outhouse.”

His words felt deliciously foreign as they escaped his lips. Some glib stranger
must have uttered them. Who was this stranger inside him who knew exactly what to say
in such a moment? Whoever he was, Mido was grateful.

Taro said nothing in reply, not a grunt or a nod. He gazed at nothing in particular,
calmly. He was in the traveler’s world, traveling.

Mido clambered to his feet and reached down to the woman in sea-blue, to those
twin oceans of gold-flecked brown.

“Come, little one,” he said.

Umi, bewildered, placed a hand, slender and white, inside Mido’s. She stood.

Mido led her past the great iron bell with its dangling log clapper, heading for the
temple’s outhouse. But when they reached the malodorous shack, the Poet in Green kept
walking, the geisha following behind. Later, in his diary, he would describe it as his life’s
greatest accomplishment.

They reached the road and stepped onto the road. And then, around a bend in the

road, they vanished.

*k%k

It was Third Month by the Old Japanese calendar, the 30th day. Kuro recorded the

day’s date, as he did each morning, in his journal. And then, as usual, he peered out the
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little window of his hovel on the high, green hill for that day’s meteorological
observation.

“Blue sky. No clouds. But expect rain,” he wrote, his bamboo brush dancing neat,
efficient characters on the rice paper.

Kuro always expected rain, his attitude as gloomy as the black he always wore.

He donned his bamboo umbrella-hat and gathered a satchel of necessities: brush,
ink, ink-stone, haiku diary, and a few stale rice cakes. He decided, on this particular
morning, he’d hike down the hill into Edo, the Shogun’s great, sprawling city. There, in a
quiet neighborhood where willows drooped over Sumida River, Kuro planned to visit his
friend and antonym, the Poet in White.

“Shiro,” he said as he entered the hut and bowed gravely, “so good to find you at
home. You are well, I hope?”

Shiro knelt at a low table. Several sheets of blank rice paper lay spread out before
him. No ink or bamboo brush in sight—a fact that did not surprise Kuro.

“Oh. You’re writing. Shall I come back later?”

Shiro’s half smile invited Kuro to pour himself some tea, while the Poet in White
finished the haiku he was in the midst of wordlessly imagining.

Kuro did as instructed. He poured, then sipped, a cup of hot, green brew, all the
while studying his friend’s face for signs of the haiku’s completion. After a few minutes,
Shiro sighed. The ghost of a smile formed on his lips. His mental poem, his “dibbit,” was
finished.

“I was thinking as I walked here, Shiro, how empty Edo seems, now that Master

Cup-of-Tea has gone from it.”
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Shiro nodded.

“His leaving was inevitable, of course. Nothing abides in this fading dewdrop of a
universe,” Kuro said.

Shiro’s eyes agreed.

“Everything passes in this shitty world, my friend. Nothing lasts. But what can we
do about it?”

Kuro’s question was, of course, rhetorical, so he was flabbergasted when Shiro
suggested, by the very high arch of his eyebrows, that there was something to be done
about it.

“What are you talking about?”” Kuro asked.

Shiro explained. He lifted with one hand a chipped earthenware teacup. With the
other he made a fist that he held above his head.

Kuro understood the gesture. “Cup-of-Tea and the moon . . . You want to visit
him this autumn, in time for the harvest moon.”

Shiro nodded emphatically.

“I wonder where Mido’s gone off to this time,” Kuro mused. “If he’s back by
Eighth Month, let’s invite him to come along.”

Shiro nodded again—again with gusto—just as the first, heavy drops of rain hit

the banana-leaf roof.
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7. SURPRISE IN THE PINES

The sound invaded Mido’s dream. He stood ankle-deep in a mountain stream that
rushed and gurgled over pink seashells and small, white bones. Then, as the sound
continued, he discerned language in it—a babbling monologue that he almost understood:
ba-chi-pu-shi-ro-ba-mo-shi-ko . . . but the syllables gushed too quickly for his mind to
sort them into words. This soon became annoying, so annoying, he opened his eyes.

Moonlight bathed the pine forest, casting black shadows. Somewhere in those
shadows, some human or animal was making water. Curious, Mido crawled on hands and
knees in the direction of the dribbling. And soon, through a gap between trees, he spotted
the dribbler.

It was Umi.

He was inclined to avert his eyes politely but couldn’t quite bring himself to do
so. Mido’s brain, still somewhat opium-baked, grappled now with a new strangeness.
Why did the geisha piddle like that? Not squatting, but standing: her legs spread, back
arched, and her sea-blue kimono hitched to the waist? The arc of piddle glistened, a thin
golden thread in a silver patch of moonlight.

And then Mido understood . . . and gasped.

*k%k
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| lent my tattered paperback copy of Buck-Teeth’s Diary to Serene. Whereas I,
when | first read it, had lingered on every page, luxuriously stretching the experience for
weeks, Serene sped-read the text in an hour.

“Not bad,” she said.

“Want to see the original?” I asked, grabbing from my bookshelf the Japanese
version: Deba no nikki, my most prized purchase of my summer trip to Japan. | handed
her the green, leather-bound volume. She opened it and peered at its neat vertical rows of
black squiggles.

“I don’t get it,” she said after a while. “Where are they?”

“Where are what?”

“The haiku. I don’t see ‘em.”

“The Japanese write up to down,” I explained.

She frowned, flipping pages. “But I don’t see anything with three lines!”

| launched into my teacher mode. ““A haiku in Japanese is a one-line poem.” I
pointed at an example in the middle of the page that she happened to be looking at. As
luck would have it, it was one | had previously translated, so | showed off.

“This 1s from Buck-Teeth’s insect period. It goes:

the
fly
that
won’t

shoo
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has
a
broken

wing

You see, it’s one line in the original.”

“If the Japanese wrote ‘em with one line, then why do you use three?” she asked.

| opened my mouth to speak, but no words came. On my futon she sat, freckled
and topless, her perky nipples pierced with thick silver hoops distracting me from this
literary mystery. The tattooed spider on her belly looked like an ebony pet begging to be
stroked, so I did so, gently.

“Well,” I began, hoping that an idea might come to me before the sentence
finished itself, “I suppose it all stems from the, uh, five, seven, five thing. You know,
three parts in Japanese, so three lines in English?”

Her green eyes looked skeptical.

I tried again. “Japanese haiku flow down the page.” I illustrated this flow with my
index finger, tracing a path from one nipple ring, slowly, down to the spider’s velvety
back. “That's their way,” | said. “But English poets like to arrange their words in verses,
stanzas, so . ..”

She was looking at me in a way that told me I’d be a fool to say more. Our bodies

had more pressing matters.

*k%k



44

When dawn light slanted through the mist and black pines, Mido’s very first
thought, after opening his eyes and yawning a yawn, was a scary one: That samurai Taro
is going to kill me!

Later, while he and the straight-piddling geisha shared a breakfast of dried plums
from Mido’s satchel, he spoke his fear. “He’ll be looking for us, that samurai, and mad as
hell.”

“I won’t go back,” Umi said, shocking Mido with the first complete sentence that
she (he!) had uttered in the poet’s presence. And then another: “I’ll die first.”

Mido studied Umi’s eyes: solemn, brown, flecked with gold. If he hadn’t
witnessed what he had last night, in the moonlight, he would never have guessed that this
geisha, delicate and sad, was anything but the genuine article.

“Strange,” he muttered.

“What?”

“Never mind. But don’t fret. We won’t get caught; | have a plan. This morning,
we’ll return to the temple.”

“The temple?”

Mido unstoppered his sake and took a long, blissful swig of the day’s first
alcohol. “Our friend Taro will have left by now. It’s the last place he’ll think of looking
for us.”

He offered the straw-wrapped jug to Umi, but he, she turned it down as politely

and as demurely as a courtesan of the highest rank.
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part two

8. PROBLEMS

Paul from Mississippi, the most junior member of our Thursday afternoon writing
group, hardly ever speaks first. When another member finishes reading his or her piece,
he sits back, strokes his sandy-red beard, and lets everyone else weigh in before sharing
his own deeply pondered points. | was amazed, then, when he blurted, just two seconds
after 1’d stopped reading my latest chapter: “This jumping back and forth between New
Orleans and Old Japan, will it all tie together?”

“Well—”

Before I could say more, Micky, a brunette world traveler in whose office we
always held our meetings, fired: “And what about your geisha on the run? How do you
propose to handle that?” Her gray eyes flashed over her reading glasses, as if certain that
I, and everyone else, knew what she had meant by “that.”

“That?” | dared to ask. She smiled, leaning back in her wicker chair. “I°d like to
see you try running away from a killer samurai, bundled up in a kimono. You wouldn’t
get far. And those clogs! They might be OK for stepping daintily down a garden path, but

not very practical for a fugitive.”



46

And before | could respond to her, shaggy-haired Chaz took his shot, his silver
sword earring glinting in a shaft of late afternoon light. “Since we’re on the topic of
realism, I can’t figure how that Umi person is fooling everyone. Where’s their gay-dar?”

“Gay-dar?”

“Can’t they tell he’s a man? | always can,” Chaz said, smugly.

“On that topic,” Mickey jumped back in, “why do you refer to her as he-she? It’s
more respectful, and more correct, to refer to transgendered persons such as Umi as she.”

They were ganging up on me, big time! I realized though, sadly, that my writing
group colleagues had raised valid points. Would my Old Japan and modern New Orleans
plots ever tie together? And how could Mido possibly lead a boy-geisha to safety across
mountains, dressed as he, she (sorry, Micky) was? And even Chaz had put his finger on a
very sore spot. A transvestite or transgendered Umi might fool drunken Mido, but would
no one else see through her disguise?

I sat frozen on the couch of Mickey’s corner office, feeling their six eyes
searching me but not daring to look up.

I don’t personally take the credit or deserve the blame for this writing that’s
pouring out the tip of my blue Bic roller pen as I sit at my kitchen table in Mid-City New
Orleans, this fine October morning. It’s not really me doing this. The real author, my
muse—unseen and nameless—I call the “invisible Buddha from Beyond.” Will he, my
Buddha, solve all these problems, work all this out?

Let’ssee. ..

*k%k
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Mido’s decision to return to the True Teaching Pure Land temple in the pines
turned out to be prudent. The good monks informed him that the samurai Taro had left
hours ago.

“In a fury,” the head monk, Jitsuwa-b0, added.

“And what of the traveler, the fellow with the pipe?” Mido asked.

“He left yesterday, not long after you and the woman did. He woke from his
trance, cut the rein that was tied to the sleeping samurai’s hand, then walked away,
leading the horse.”

“Whispering in its ear,” one of the young monks added in a hushed tone, as if this
detail were mystical and important.

“And the samurai did nothing?”

“Sat still as a stone Buddha,” Jitsuwa-b0 said. “Sat that way for hours, till he
toppled over to his side, and slept. We covered him with quilts last night. This morning,
when he woke, we fed him broth. He said not a word; just drank his broth, rose to his
feet, and vomited. Then, he left.”

“I saw his face,” the acolyte who had spoken earlier chimed in. “It was bright red
and twisted . . . like a demon’s!”

Though the description should have sent a chill up his spine, Mido had to stifle a
giggle; so the brazen traveler once again had made off with Taro’s horse!

“I have a traveling companion, a boy about his size,” Mido pointed at the shortest
and skinniest of the acolytes. “He needs clothes.”

“The robes of a monk?”” Jitsuwa-bo asked.
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Mido considered this. To pass as a Buddhist monk, Umi would need to shave her
head bald. Would she consent to this? Mido doubted it.

“No. He needs ordinary clothes, a farm boy’s clothes. Do you have any?”

They did.

When Mido brought the crumpled and stained hand-me-downs to Umi in their
hiding place in the woods, she stared at them, not comprehending.

“Put them on,” Mido instructed. “And wash off your powder, take the pins from
your hair. You’ll let it hang down now . . . wear it like a boy.”

When he spoke the last word, he searched Umi’s face for a reaction, but the
geisha provided none.

She took the bundle from Mido and walked into the trees.

*k*k

| wiped sleep from my eyes, checked the glowing red hands of the electric clock
on the floor next to the futon: 5:50 a.m.

Serene no longer lay snuggled beside me. | looked up. In the moonlit bedroom she
was up and dressed, in cutoffs and one of my T-shirts, stepping into shoes.

“What’s up?” I asked groggily.

“Going out. Just an hour or so.”

“At six in the morning?”’ I groaned.

“I just need some things from my apartment.”
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For the past few weeks Serene had been spending her nights with me, leaving her
French Quarter efficiency to the roaches and mice.

“OK,” I sighed, crawling out from under the sleeping bag that served as my
blanket in those days. “I’m going with you.”

“You don’t have to! I'll be fine.”

“You’re already fine,” I quipped. “Still, ’'m going.”

| stumbled around the room, dressing myself randomly. Five minutes later, as we
waited at a Canal Street bus stop—Serene strangely quiet—I wondered why we were
undertaking this dawn mission. | sensed that she was in no mood to explain. | said
nothing.

When we reached her apartment on Decatur Street in the Quarter, | broke our long
silence with a single word.

“Shit!”

The place was trashed.

Water color paintings shredded, books gutted of pages, dresses ripped to tatters.
Her television, answering machine, radio—all smashed and dripping entrails of circuits
and wires.

Dents in the walls marked the violence that had visited the place.

The bed’s mattress, slashed from foot to head and hurled against the dresser,
spewed stuffing. And, in the bathroom, the medicine chest lay jammed in the toilet,
shards of mirror a helter-skelter mosaic on the floor.

Serene finally spoke. “Goodbye, damage deposit.”

“Who did this?” I put my hand on her shoulder.
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She pulled away.

“Serene, 1—”

“I need to be alone. Go away. Please.” Her eyes glistened with tears about to fall.

“But how? He’s in jail,” I said, thinking of Lenny.

“He has his ways.”

| tried touching her again, but again she stepped back.

“Please, go. | need to think.”

Reluctantly, I complied, shuffling to the door where a broken knob dangled. |
stepped into the hallway and stood there a while like a sentinel, unwilling to leave her.
But after a few minutes she thrust her head out the door, her face flushed nearly as red as
her hair. “It’s OK,” she said, trying to sound calm. “Go. I need time . . . to deal with
this.”

“Call me?”

“I will.” She shut the door. I heard some piece of heavy furniture scrape and
thump as she barricaded herself inside.

“Later!” I yelled, then left Serene, alone, in her shambles.

*k*k

Umi mystified Mido. Dressed as a peasant boy, Umi should have no problem,
now, avoiding recapture by Lord Kaga’s samurai Taro. He and his comrades were
scouring the countryside for a runaway girl. Twice, now, Umi and he had groveled by

roadsides while armed patrols thundered past on horseback—without slowing down or
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paying them the slightest notice. Umi was free. Why, then, did she insist on keeping her
incriminating female gear: the sea-blue kimono, the chopstick hairpins, her geisha clogs,
geisha makeup—all neatly bundled in a satchel that the temple’s head monk, Jistuwa-bo,
had kindly provided? “Better leave all that,” Mido had advised, but Umi had looked at
him with such a pitiful expression, the Poet in Green reversed himself immediately:
“Well, if you really want to take it . . .”

And she took it, though Mido couldn’t fathom why.

Walking proved a special challenge to Umi. Despite Mido’s lessons, Umi
couldn’t quite master the confident, rolling gait expected of a robust youth hiking down
the Shogun’s highway. Her steps were short and shuffling. Mido was glad that the
etiquette of the period called for face-in-the-mud kowtowing whenever samurai passed.

When he suggested, one morning, that they leave the mountains and head for
Edo, the Shogun’s bustling city in the east, Umi, for the first time in Mido’s presence,
smiled.

“You’ll really take me there? It’s not too much trouble?”

“No trouble at all. Edo’s a big place. We can get lost in it.”

“That’s always been my dream,” Umi sighed.

*k%k

On the 25th day of Fourth Month—a cool, windy morning—Kauro, the Poet in
Black, received two visitors at his hovel on the hill. One of these he recognized from afar.

That figure in green with sleeves flapping like banners could be none other than his
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friend and haiku colleague Mido, back from his latest journey. But at Mido’s side,
moving slowly up the grassy slope, came a bright blue blotch. As it drew nearer, the
blotch resolved to contours that were feminine. Nearer still, the blotch became a geisha—
and gorgeous.

Why did a gorgeous geisha in a sea-blue kimono keep company with beggarly

Mido? Kuro scratched his head and wondered.
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9. DARK VERSES

I called in sick, canceling classes. | stayed home, waiting and waiting for the
phone to ring.

It didn’t.

| dialed Serene’s number every five minutes. No answer. It just rang and rang and
rang.

| kept resisting the urge to jump on my bike and go tearing down to the Quarter to
Serene’s ransacked apartment. I kept thinking she might still be guarding her privacy,
seeing what she could salvage, licking her wounds.

“Damn it!” I yelled, kicking over a chair. “God damn it!”

My neighbor banged on the wall. | banged back and shouted a few choice words
at the cracked paint. Then, my legs made a decision: they carried me down the stairs, out
the door, into the alley. And my hands, decisive too, unbolted my bike from the gas pipe.

With a running start, | was on that bike, picking up speed for two blocks, then
swerving right onto Canal Street—cars, buses, and people a blur of dull colors. I stared
straight ahead, legs pumping, breathing hard.

“Damn it, damn it, damn it” was my cold, steady mantra.

*k%k
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As | flip through the pages of the notepad that | kept during that dark period, |
find, naturally, dark verses. Days passed, then weeks. Serene didn’t show up at her
apartment . . . or at mine . . . or in the Crypt or any of the French Quarter clubs we used to
frequent. When | called her—every day, every night—there was never an answer.

My little poems of those weeks record the mood swings of a heart and mind

trapped in the narrow range between numb and sad.

moon over the park
just light

on arock

when | kick
the dead bird

a flutter

its last flicker
inajar

firefly

May finally came and, with it, summer break. On the Monday after
commencement at my little Mid-City college—my last official duty of the academic

year—I woke with an idea that I instantly wished | had thought of earlier. Maybe
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Serene’s landlord had information on her next of kin, someone | could contact, someone
who possibly knew where she was!

| dressed quickly and hurried down to the Quarter, to her dark brick building with
black iron balconies choked with flowers. | rang every buzzer.

A tenant’s voice crackled on the intercom, “Who is it?”

“I need to get in touch with the landlord,” | said. “Do you have his number?”

The voice recited the digits. | wrote them down in my little pad, directly under

that particular morning’s morose verse:

road kill squirrel
his tail

still fluffy

“I’m calling about one of your tenants, Serene in 3-D,” I said when a gravelly
voice answered.

“What’s she to you?”

“A friend. I’'m worried about her.”

“They moved out.”

“They?”

“She and her husband.”

“Husband?”

Gravelly voice said nothing.

“Did they leave a number, a forwarding address? Relatives?”



“That’s confidential.”

“But . . . she could be in trouble. I think maybe she’s been kidnapped.”

“Kidnapped? By who?”

“By the asshole who trashed the place!”

“What’re you talking about?”

“He trashed the place, maybe it was Lenny. The bed, the medicine chest . . .”

“What are you talking about? Who is this?”

“Nobody,” I mumbled, and hung up.

That night, on the balcony, I drank methodically, slamming beers with morbid
determination. When a storm brewed and cold rain came slashing down, | wept. Tears

and rain mingled and rolled off my face, dropping into darkness.

56
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10. KURO’S PHILOSOPHICAL ADVICE FOR MIDO

You aren’t real to begin with, my friend, so what is it you have to fear? Do you
follow me?

That samurai wants to kill you. But he’s no more real than you or I, since all of us
are nothing but idle dreams of the Great Buddha. Have you ever faced danger inside a
dream only to realize that you were dreaming and so had nothing to fear? That’s exactly
the attitude that you should cultivate. Life is a dream, so what have we to fear?

Do we fear a samurai’s sword? What can it do? Cut short our life? Ah, but life’s
short anyway, Mido, and no matter when it ends, it’s always too short. Each of us dies in
time, which is just another way of saying, the Buddha ceases to dream us. And since we
aren’t real in the first place, there’s no real loss. Am | making sense?

All is muj6, my friend: temporary as the morning dew. You should know this by
now!

And as for this geisha you “saved” from the daimyo, what were you thinking?
Everyone has his karma, his path to walk in this life. What business was it of yours to
interfere with that of a poor young woman, property of the daimyo? Don’t you remember
the precedent set by the great father of our art, Bash0? I’'m referring to the time, described
in one of his diaries, when he happened upon an abandoned orphan, wailing on the bank
of Fuji River. Did Old Man Basho get involved? Did he take it upon himself to rescue

that child?
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No, Mido; he understood clearly that each person’s fate is caused by the
unfathomable will of Heaven—and so off he marched, leaving the bawling kid behind.

You might think that Master Basho was coldhearted in that moment, but he
behaved in quite an intelligent manner. Not he, nor anyone else, understood the cause of
the child’s plight. Neither can you understand the cosmic forces behind your geisha’s
predicament. Clearly, she deserves her present misfortune.

Mido, you messed up. You can’t save people. You can’t even save yourself. All
of us, fundamentally, are unsaveable! It’s like trying to preserve a dewdrop on a blade of
grass in the hot morning sun. And one more thing: you can’t save the world, because the
world, too, is a dewdrop. Do you follow me? Am | making sense?

My advice for you is simple, old friend. Accept what happens. Stop trying to fix
things. The ultimate fate of everyone and everything is the same oblivion. When the
Buddha wakes up, done with dreaming, it will be as if we had never existed.

Do you follow?

I’'m glad we had this talk. Life is tragic, Mido, only if we cling to it.
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11. MIDO’S REPLY TO KURO

Yes, my friend, life is a dream, but that’s my exact point! If it’s a dream, why be
cautious or predictable? Why not piss off a samurai, dive into a geisha’s karma? Let’s
give the Buddha a dream worth dreaming!

You’re far too careful for one who believes in our fundamental lack of reality,
Kuro. You were hurt in your past, | know. Have you ever considered that you might be
hiding behind Buddhism to avoid becoming attached to, thus hurt by, anyone again? |
don’t dispute that the world is a dewdrop. Our haiku master Cup-of-Tea taught us this.
And yet, once we’ve acknowledged that everything “real” inevitably evaporates to
nothing, what do we do about this fact? How do we live?

For my part, | intend to spend my precious, short time dancing, drinking and
driveling haiku under a fat yellow moon. And I’1l be reckless, gladly! Why shouldn’t I?
Believe me, Kuro, that serious, “right mind” of yours, so cautious and rational, grasps
only that which makes sense to it; it misunderstands or simply doesn’t perceive
everything else. But to make art, to write haiku about Nature as Nature really is—messy
and wild—we need to go beyond sense-making. Does that make sense?

Yes, | fear the samurai. | know, now, there exists in this world, this Japan, a brute
who stalks me, who’s intent on killing me and quite capable of doing so. | fear him,
Kuro, yet I wouldn’t change a single thing. I’'m glad I helped Umi! There’s a lot about

her that I didn’t understand when I first got involved. There’s much more to her than
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meets the eye, trust me! And | agree with you. | could never in ten thousand kalpas
unravel the full mystery of Umi’s destiny, or of yours, or of mine. But then, I don’t have
to. I’'m not here on this earth to figure out life. I’'m here to live it, to celebrate it!

I’m not here to sit on this hilltop and grumble about how soon and how certainly
all things in the universe will pass to nothingness. I’1l leave that task in your capable
hands, Kuro.

My way is different.

If, as you say, we are just phantoms, wisps of fantasy being dreamt, right now, by
the Buddha, then don’t we owe it to the Great Dreamer to feel as much as we can? In my
present case, pure, stark terror. I’'m shivering with dread, Kuro. | imagine that behind
every tree, every bush, a katana-wielding samurai waits to lop off this head that I’ve
grown rather fond of. But fear makes a dream better, doesn’t it? The Buddha will wake
up from it one day and say, “Now that was a life!”

So I refuse to be careful! I refuse to sit back and let each person’s karma take its
cosmic course! And who’s to say that my helping Umi isn’t my karma? Who’s to say that
it isn’t the most important thing | was born to do? When | see in her eyes a glimmer of
joy where once only sorrow lived, I can’t tell you how good that makes me feel.

You can save people. | know this. I’ve done it!

And if you can save one person, you can save the world!

I, too, am glad we had this talk. It’s been a long time, too long, my friend. Let’s
drink tonight, Kuro, to life! It’s good, though not real. Let’s enjoy it while we can.

The only real tragedy in the dewdrop world is refusing to live.
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12. FIREFLIES

Mido and his geisha friend stayed with the Poet in Black; Kuro had insisted. The
sleeping arrangements, though, were cramped: hardly room for the fleas to hop. So Umi
slept in the hut, on Kuro’s hard futon, while Mido and he slept outdoors, like in their old,
wandering days, under the stars.

Kuro worried about Mido. Taking up the dangerous cause of a runaway from the
daimyo’s retinue, Mido had exposed himself prematurely to the doom that awaits all of
us in this shitty, uncertain life—such was Kuro’s verdict. He tried to reason with his
comrade in green, but his sage advice fell on deaf ears . . . which didn’t surprise Kuro;
Mido had never been practical.

The object of his current foolishness, the “lovely trap” into which he had fallen, as
Kuro worded it; was, indeed, enchanting. In the morning, when she served tea, Umi
attended to each detail of the ceremony with grace and unassuming elegance.

How bewitching, the allure of youth! Kuro thought, philosophically shaking his
head and glancing over at Mido, who was grinning stupidly. If I don’t keep up my guard,
I, too, might slip under her spell, Kuro warned himself.

And so he kept his guard up, for weeks. One evening, when he and Mido were
drinking and moon-gazing on their sleeping quilts under the stars, Kuro tried one last

time to bring the Poet in Green to his senses.
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“I forgot to mention, Mido: Shiro and I have decided to pay Master Cup-of-Tea a
visit, this autumn, at harvest moon time.”

“Ah, bumpkin moon,” Mido, exceedingly drunk, muttered. “Very good, very
good. She’s thinner there.”

“Who’s thinner?”

“Miss Moon. Up there.” Propped on one elbow, he guzzled from his jug.
“Mountains. Thin.”

“Mido, you’re not making sense,” Kuro said.

“Thank you! Thank you!”” Mido sat up and bowed theatrically, his eyes wild and
rolling.

“Well, | think it’s a splendid idea, and | hope that you join us. But that’s not what
I wanted to talk about tonight. Mido? Mido!” The Poet in Green’s eyelids had dropped
shut, his mouth open, a glistening strand of drool dangling from his bottom lip.

“What? Oh ho! Yes.” Mido managed to mutter.

“Open your eyes, Mido.”

“I’m with you, Crow. I see your point. In fact, saw her point.” He giggled but his
eyes stayed shut. “In the pines, saw it. What a steady stream!”

“Mido, I’'m trying to have a conversation. Look at me!”

With great effort, Mido lifted one eyelid, halfway.

“Good. Now, about the geisha.” Kuro’s tone was grave. “She has to go. And |
would advise that you send her off alone. You’ve done your part. You freed her from the
samurai, escorted her all the way to Edo. A lovely creature like that should have no

trouble finding employment. Why, she could enter Yoshiwara—"
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“No Yoshiwara!”” Mido shouted, both eyes wide open.

“But where else is a geisha to find work if not in the pleasure district?”

“Too straight, too straight,” Mido mumbled. “Should’ve burned the damn thing,
damn kimono!”

He wasn’t making a bit of sense, so Kuro gave up and pulled his quilt over his
face. Soon, he was snoring.

Mido stayed awake in the starry, hilltop meadow: drinking, talking, giggling,

cursing . . . carrying on a lively conversation with the fireflies.

*k*k

It was a muggy night in May; swarms of winged termites, ghostly white, flew
wild, whirling orbits around the streetlamps. | sat on my balcony watching them and
drinking until my heavy eyelids began to fall. I went inside to sleep.

Then, the doorbell rang.

Certain that it was a mistake—probably a lost pizza delivery guy like the last time
someone rang so late in the night, I stomped down the wooden stairs, grumbling. At the
bottom, pushing open the door, | found standing outside in the alley, looking at me with
wide, soulful, green eyes: Serene.

“Hi,” she said.

“Uh, hi.”

In the yellow glare of the security light, I almost didn’t recognize her. Her long,

fiery hair was practically gone. Short ringlets, neon orange, clung tightly to her skull.
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“Guess what?” she said. “I’m married.”

“Married?” | felt stunned, numb.

“Well, aren’t you going to ask me in?”

| sighed. “Come in before the termites do.”

She breezed past me. | bolted the door and followed this new Serene—short-
haired and married—up the stairs.

At the top, I touched her elbow. “You’re not really?”

“It made him happy. But guess what? He didn’t beat me. Well, not anything
major.” Her tone was cheerful, chirpy.

| blurted, “The asshole doesn’t beat you, so you marry him?”

“It’s not like that!” She turned and started toward the front of the apartment, the
bedroom, her voice getting louder as she walked away. “I had no choice. Lenny and
Dap—that’s one of his crew—they made me do it. They drove me to a Florida wedding
chapel.”

“But Serene, you said ‘1 do’?”

She turned the corner, out of sight.

“I need a drink.” I went the other way, to the kitchen.

“Bring me one, too, will ya?” she hollered from the front room.

| took a deep breath, grabbed two beers from the fridge. | cracked one open,
guzzled half of it, then ventured to the front of the apartment on numb legs.

Sprawled on my futon, already nude, she stared up at me with half-lidded eyes.

“Come here,” she said, opening her arms.
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*k*k

That morning, Mido announced, “I’m grateful to you, Kuro, for your hospitality,
but today we must leave.”

Kuro was surprised, pleasantly. Evidently, some of what he had said last night had
penetrated the Green Poet’s sake-soaked brain.

“You’re most welcome. Both of you,” Kuro said.

Umi, though wide-eyed and plainly shocked by Mido’s statement, bowed to Kuro,
then added a nicely phrased stream of Old Japanese thank-you’s.

“We’ll go down to Edo today, see what it offers us,” Mido said. “Pack your
things, little one,” he told Umi, who bowed to Kuro once more, then did as Mido
commanded.

Now Mido told Kuro, “As for our journey to see the master this autumn, count me
n.”

“Wonderful!” Kuro said, amazed that Mido had remembered that topic as well,
given his state of inebriation the night before. “I’ll be sure to tell Shiro.”

Umi now approached Kuro with short, shuffling steps. “I feel ashamed to have no
appropriate gift for one so kind.”

“Think nothing of that. I understand your situation,” Kuro said.

“But, if you will accept . . .” Umi handed Kuro a feather-light object wrapped in

yellow tissue paper.
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“You needn’t have,” Kuro said. He unwrapped Umi’s present. It was a folding
paper fan. Opening it, he saw that it was decorated with an exquisitely painted dragonfly.

A haiku streamed down one side:

tail up
tail down

the dragonfly’s warm-up stretch

“Thank you.” Kuro felt suddenly guilty for having evicted Umi.

“Farewell, my friend,” Mido said, lifting his weather-beaten satchel and bamboo
walking stick. “Until the harvest moon . . .”

“Yes, until the harvest moon,” Kuro muttered. “Say0nara.”

He watched Umi and Mido descend the grassy hill dotted with wildflowers,
growing smaller and smaller and smaller until, at last, they were two tiny, distant
specks—one blue, one green—and then, gone.

“What a fine woman,” Kuro whispered to the wind.

And he felt terrible.
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13. THUG

Hazy light filtered through the windows. Squirrels scrabbled on the crusty
branches of oaks, playing tag.

“Still foggy,” I commented.

She sighed, said nothing.

“So you were in Florida the whole time?” I asked, one arm draped around her, my
chest her pillow.

“Just that first week. He left me at a hotel. I was broke, but I charged food to the
room.”

“And you couldn’t call me? Collect?”

“I didn’t want to . . . you know, involve you.”

Then what are you doing now? I thought but didn’t say, not wanting to wound
her. “’You could’ve at least told me you were all right. It was hard, Serene. |—”

“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

| ran my fingers through her stubby, tangerine hair. It felt foreign, so different
from the jungle tangle I used to get lost in.

“I meant to stay away. I just couldn’t.” She answered my unasked question.

“When did you get back?”

“Last week. Lenny said I can live here. He got me an apartment in Kenner, out by

the airport. Took me shopping, replaced everything he wrecked, and then some.”
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“And I suppose that makes it all right?”

She said nothing.

“What about your old apartment? Your landlord didn’t seem to know it had been
trashed.”

“That’s Lenny. He cleans up his messes.”

There was something chilling in this simple statement. I swallowed hard. “So,
what now? You stay with him?”

“We’ve danced this dance before. I run away; he tracks me down. Then he locks
me in a closet, throws bacon grease at me, whatever. And then, always, he cries. Tells me
how sorry he is. How he can’t live without me, how he doesn’t mean to hurt me. That
part never changes. And I go along with whatever he wants, to keep on living, because
life is sweet, dear Jesus, amen! And I wait.”

“How long has this been going on?” I asked, a feeling of dread like a cold stone
rolling in my stomach.

“Ten years now.” She let out a heavy breath. “He was my first boyfriend. He was
different then, treated me special. Took me to parties at the Goddamn mayor’s house. |
had no idea he was a thug.”

And then, as if on cue, my phone rang. | answered.

“Hello? Hello?”

It was the thug, breathing but saying nothing.

*k%k
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My fear had a name and a face which, though I had not seen it, was etched deeply
in the most paranoid recesses of my brain’s gray matter, thanks to Serene. On our way to
the grocery store a few hours after Lenny’s first wordless call, she warned me, “You
should know what he looks like, in case he comes running up.”

“Yeah. I suppose,” I muttered, my senses suddenly on high alert, looking left and
right for someone “running up.”

“He’s not tall, about your height, but has broad shoulders and a thick neck. He’s
pale, with reddish hair, short and curly. And freckles, lots of freckles.”

“Lots of freckles. Check.”

All the way to Canal Villere, inside the store as we shopped and all the way home,
| kept looking around, expecting any second to see a reddish-haired, broad-shouldered,
thick-necked freckled Lenny pop into view and then . . . what?

My paranoid imagination couldn’t immediately answer that question.

Days passed; Lenny never popped up from behind a bush or around a corner, but
the intimidating calls continued. He never spoke. He’d just breathe until | hung up. If he
was waiting for Serene to answer, he would have to keep waiting. I never let her. Maybe,
I thought, he might conclude that she wasn’t with me. But Lenny was persistent.

Every night | unplugged the phone, but the silence then seemed somehow as
shrill and threatening as daytime’s ringing.

Serene stopped going to her job at a French Quarter boutique, fearing that he had
tracked her to New Orleans through her Social Security number. “Should've made one
up, she groaned.” In fact, she stopped going anywhere, sinking into a sullen, TV-

watching, window-avoiding depression.
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I missed the old Serene, bubbly and vivacious. This new version hardly talked at
all, and when she did it wasn’t about what was really on her mind, and mine. She’d
complain to the room about soap opera plot twists or the idiocies on some daytime talk
show.

About which, I had nothing to say.

*k*k

The tavern-keeper Takashi fancied himself a poet. In fact, earlier that afternoon,
having no customers, he had labored over a new haiku with grim determination. After an
hour or so and dozens of cross-outs, he recorded the finished product on a blank page of

his account ledger:

So windy
So windy

it’s really windy

Takashi was proud of his poetic achievement. He could hardly wait to show it to
someone. The very next patron who wandered into his tiny shack of a shop would be that
lucky someone, he decided. And when that someone turned out to be Mido, the Poet in
Green, Takashi was thrilled. He bowed deeply, welcoming Mido and his companion: an

exquisite, porcelain-pale geisha in a flowing, sea-blue kimono.
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Takashi was a big, bald bear of a man. Each time his head dipped, its smooth
dome top glinted late-afternoon sunlight that was streaming through the open shutters.

“Please, my friend, sit!” he urged. Mido sat and Umi knelt on well-worn cushions
near a great bronze brazier, the legs of its tripod sporting tiger paws.

“It’s good to see you, Takashi,” Mido said. “Allow me to present my friend,
Umi.”

“It is beginning,” Takashi spoke the traditional Japanese greeting, bowing once
more.

“Hajimemashite,” Umi repeated the greeting and bowed too.

“I just stopped by to see you. [——we—really can’t stay,” Mido said.

Takashi smiled and understood. Mido was broke, as usual. “But you must stay
long enough to lift a cup with me. It’s on the house. Your money’s no good here.”

“You’re kind, but I couldn’t,” Mido answered as he had a dozen times in the past.

“But I insist,” Takashi said, and so completed their little play.

He filled Mido’s cup to the brim with clear, potent rice wine. “And a bit for you,
young lady?”” he asked.

Umi began to decline, but Mido interrupted: “Yes. Give her some. She could use
it.”

Takashi produced another cup and filled it for the geisha. He was burning to share
his new haiku with Mido but politely bided his time.

“What’s the news in Edo?” Mido asked.

Takashi squatted close to the upside-down wooden crate that served as Mido’s

and Umi’s table. He poured a generous drink for himself. “Oh, nothing much. It’s been a
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quiet summer. Nothing but a fire last week in the Kabuki Theater. Two onnagata came
running into the street, kimonos ablaze.”

“That’s horrible!” Mido said, casting a quick, sideways glance at Umi to see if the
tavern-keeper’s reference to onnagata, female impersonators, had caused a reaction.
Umi’s expression remained perfectly calm—a white, painted mask.

“They were apprentices to the great Hasu. Burned badly. But they’ll live.”
Takashi raised his cup. “Other than that, Edo’s been quiet, which is worth drinking to.
Kampai!” He drank.

“Kampai!” Mido downed his sake too.

“Kampai,” Umi said softly and took a swig. Mido guessed by the gasp and
grimace that followed, it was her first taste of rice wine.

“Drink up,” he insisted.

Umi obeyed, draining the cup with a shudder.

Takashi’s attention stayed riveted on Mido. “So, where have you been off to this
time? On another poetic journey, I suppose?”

“Yes,” Mido replied, smiling while Takashi refilled their cups. “I spent last spring
in the mountains, where, by the way, I ran into one of Lord Kaga’s samurai. | was
shocked to learn that the daimyo was away from Edo that time of year.”

“Yes.” Takashi nodded. “I heard of that.”

“So ... you wouldn’t happen to know if he’s back, would you?” Mido’s tone was
deliberately casual.

“Who, Kaga? No, he’s not. It’s a mystery. Whatever he’s doing in the mountains,

no one seems to know. Some whisper he’s on a secret mission for the Shogun.”
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“You don’t say.”

“By the way . . .” Takashi reached for his account book. It was his turn to sound
casual. “Just today | wrote a haiku. But . . . I wouldn’t think of bothering you with it.”

“Please. I'd like to hear it,” Mido said.

“No, I wouldn’t want to waste your time.” Takashi hesitated, just as he had a
dozen times in the past when the two of them had played this scene.

“You will read it,” Mido said, lifting his cup. “I insist!”

*k*k

Mido and Takashi got fabulously drunk that afternoon. Umi, the geisha, was a
babbling mess by evening.

As Mido had hoped it would, the sake helped Umi loosen up. Before today, Umi
had said little to the Poet in Green beyond polite niceties. But after three cups of
Takashi’s high-octane rice wine, this changed. In fact, Umi’s tongue wagged too loosely,
as she blurted things best not said in public. And, to make matters worse, the tavern was
now packed with surly, hard-drinking fishmongers being served by Takashi’s wife.

“He sold me. My own father! Can you imagine?”

Mido raised a finger to his lips in a “shush” gesture, but Umi continued.

“I don’t blame Mother. She’s a gentle soul. A rare flower. She was against it from
the start. What a crazy plan! But what could she do? His word is law in that house.”

“My old man was like that,” Takashi slurred. “A real tyrant. Died last year. May

we meet in the Pure Land!”
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“May I see my father in hell!” Umi shouted, her voice suddenly a full octave
lower than before.

The room fell silent. All eyes locked on the geisha with the strangely booming
voice.

“Hush!” Mido urged in a loud whisper.

“He hated me,” Umi continued in the deeper voice that Mido was hearing for the
first time. “I wasn’t the child he wanted. Never good enough. No wonder he sold me to
the daimyo, the bastard!”

“You were sold to a daimyo?”” Takashi asked with a shocked expression. Others
in the room watched with raised eyebrows.

Mido rushed to change the subject: “I’d love to hear that haiku of yours again, old
friend. I think I know just what it needs.”

Takashi beamed. “Well, if you insist!” He cleared his throat, then recited from

memory, loudly and proudly:

So windy

So windy

it’s really windy

“Very nice!” Mido exclaimed. “But why not make it just a bit windier, why not:

so windy

so windy
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windy! windy! windy!”

Takashi was delighted that his haiku had received a touchup from one of Edo’s
most respected poets—so delighted, he completely forgot Umi’s dangerous comment
about being sold to a daimyo.

Umi revealed no more secrets that night. Her head came down on the wood crate
table with a thump, her face buried in an avalanche of sleek black hair gone awry. Soon,
she was snoring—not at all daintily.

Mido said to Takashi loudly enough for all the room to hear: “That Umi, always

kidding!”
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14. FOOLS AND THEIR FOLLY

Takashi’s windy haiku stank, Mido knew, but he never would have said this out
loud. It wasn’t a question of fearing to upset his sake benefactor. The Poet in Green was a
gentle soul, much more concerned with protecting a friend’s feelings than with upholding
literary standards.

Mido’s mentor Cup-0f-Tea, on the other hand, never hesitated to condemn bad
poetry.

Coincidentally, at the exact moment that Takashi’s haiku was being falsely
praised by Mido, far off in the western mountains Lord Kaga himself, Umi’s master, was
begging Cup-of-Tea to critique a love poem that he had written in honor of Lady Plum,
his cruel and trifling mistress. Cup-of-Tea complied with honest, brutal, silent criticism—
dropping the poem, neatly written on rice paper, face-down onto a fresh cow pile, then
tamping it in, hard, with the heel of his clog.

Though a fine poet, Mido was too permissive ever to become a true master. His

live-and-let-live attitude allowed fools like Takashi to persist in their folly.

*k%k

Speaking of Takashi, he woke the next morning with a splitting head and

someone banging on his door.
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“Go away! We’re closed!” he bellowed, but the banging persisted.

He threw on a brown yukata robe and stumbled to the front room of his hovel that
served as the tavern. He unbolted the door, swung it wide.

A shape towered in the red dawn light. Though Takashi was a large man, this
shape, this samurai, was larger.

“The poet Mido,” the samurai grunted. “Tell me where he is!”

*k*k

“Maybe Colorado,” she said, kneeling over the USA roadmap that lay spread
open on the futon. “Lenny would never find me there.”

“That’s what Mido did.”

“Mido?”

“A poet from Old Japan,” I explained, unbuckling my jeans. “Sort of a raging
alcoholic, he always wore green. Anyway, once upon a time he had to get out of Dodge,
to escape a posse of samurai, he and a runaway geisha.”

“And they went to Colorado?”

I laughed. “No! But they did go to the mountains. When the samurai tracked them
to the capital, they headed for higher ground.” I stepped out of my jeans.

“I guess that made sense in those days. The higher you went, you could see folks
coming.”

“It still makes sense.” My T-shirt hit the floor.
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“What do you mean?”

“I mean, why don’t we do it? Have you been to Colorado?” I leaned in close, over
her.

“No.”

“We could go there, should go there, if only to check it out. If you like it, you
could settle there.”

“You’re trying to get rid of me?”

“I’m a teacher, remember? I’m off all summer, every summer.” My hands slipped
under the cotton of her shirt, felt hot skin. “Well?”” I asked.

Soon, she was naked too, flat on her back on a map of America, guiding me in.

*k*k

It was a close call. If Takashi hadn’t raced through back alleys and warned Mido,
breathlessly, of a samurai asking questions, the Poet in Green might not have lived to
record that summer’s history in the fat diary with its black-charred cover that the village
poet, Buck-Teeth, would one day inherit. In fact, had he died that day, Mido would never
have met Buck-Teeth in the first place. Takashi, though a windy poet, turned out to be a
true-blue friend.

“Where will you go?” he asked. Mido was packing his satchel.

“Into the mountains,” Mido replied. “Where else?”

Umi, her brown and gold-flecked eyes looking sadder than ever, unpacked her

peasant boy garb.
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15. RUSHING THE PLOT

Mido had no money but took pride in the fact that he could always finagle food,
drink and lodging, no matter where his vagrant feet carried him. His modus operandi
went like this: when he arrived at a village, he’d enter the nearest tavern and announce
loudly that he was the world’s fastest poet who could invent a haiku on any subject in the
time it took someone to pour him a cup of sake. It was a bet he never lost.

It only took a word and a second for poetic inspiration to kick in. If someone

shouted, for example, “Fish!” he’d invent on the spot:

at the sushi bar
everyone of us

a sinner

Or if someone said, “War!” he’d create:

after the pigeon fight

one white feather

in the wind
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I can relate to Mido’s ability to spout haiku at the drop of a hat. | possessed that
same ability, for several blessed weeks, when Serene and | reached Colorado. After over
a month of terror-induced hiatus, my creative juices positively gushed in the relaxed, thin
air of Boulder.

| wrote, among many other haiku, these:

lords of the mountain
descend

four dogs

growing north, east
then south

mountain pine

the only monk
on the mountain

chipmunk

We camped in Four Mile Canyon west and up-mountain from the city, and then
later found a cozy downtown apartment, which was sublet to us by a grad student who
was leaving town for a few months.

His name was Rodney, and he was a Buddhist.
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*k*k

“Slow down!” Micky complained. “You’re rushing the plot!”

Chaz scratched his shaggy brown mullet, frowning. “You’re having sex on a road
map, then suddenly you’re in Colorado? What happened?”

“To what?”

“To the sex. Was it good?”

“And Lenny,” the ever-mild Paul piped in, mildly. “Wasn’t he spying on your
characters? How did they get away?”

My Thursday afternoon writing group was ganging up on me, again!

I didn’t know what to say. Micky was right. I had rushed the plot in an attempt to
skip some things that the dictating Buddha most likely would have gotten to, had I let
him: things that were hard for me to write about because, even after all these years, they
hurt.

But they were right. | had no business stifling the Buddha. Some events of great
import, though unpleasant, indeed had occurred between the afternoon | made love with
Serene on a map and the morning, weeks later, when we moved into Rodney’s cozy, cool
apartment in downtown Boulder.

Let’s back up . . .

*k%k
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It was our last week in New Orleans, not long after the day Serene and | made
love on a colorful map of the Land of the Free. (And yes, Chaz, it was good.)

She woke before dawn. She dressed stealthily, trying not to wake me.

But my eyes opened.

“What’s up?” I groaned.

“You sleep. I’'m going out. Just for a while.”

A serious wave of déja vu washed over me. This had happened before and was
happening again! And | knew, word-for-word, what I’d say next—and what she would
answer.

“At six in the morning?” I clicked on the gooseneck lamp that sat on the floor by
my futon.

“I just need a few things.”

| got up. “You’re kidding!”

“Don’t worry about it. He won’t be there.”

“But I am worried,” I grumbled, searching for my clothes.

“Not this time. You can’t come.”

“But Serene—"’

“Nothing bad’ll happen! And the cab driver will be there. Any sign of Lenny, and
I’1l jump back in the cab, I swear. I just need my things, all my things. I’ll need them for
our trip.”

A taxi, just then, honked in the street below.

“Back in an hour. I promise!”
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She blew me a kiss. I noticed, in the lamplight, that she wore lipstick, a dark red
shade that matched her short cotton dress. The clomping sound she made going down the
stairs indicated that she was wearing heels.

| heard the cab drive off. I shut my eyes but couldn’t fall back to sleep, wondering
about those lips, that dress.

Awfully red for six in the morning . . .
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16. SENSEI

after meeting the turtle
every rock

a suspect

This haiku, written by Buck-Teeth early in his early years, perfectly describes
how wary and on edge I felt the morning that Serene, with dark red lips and matching
cotton dress, took a taxi to her apartment in Kenner, west of New Orleans, near Louis
Armstrong International Airport. Of course, since this was the nest that Lenny had
arranged for his bride, | had never gone there. According to Serene, Lenny spent most of
his time in Atlanta, tending to business. In the month after their shotgun wedding, before
Serene showed up on my doorstep, he’d stayed in the Kenner apartment, with her, for
only two nights. Based on this fact, she probably felt it was safe to gather her things
without finding him there, especially at the ungodly hour of six a.m.

Hours passed; | watched, | waited.

No Serene.

| felt even more helpless than the first time she had vanished. Then, | at least
knew her phone number. Ringing it every five minutes at least had given me something
to do. But now I couldn’t even do that, since Serene hadn’t told me the phone number for

her new place, if there was one.
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So | sat on the balcony all morning, waiting, watching, and jumping at the sound
of every car that came rolling down my oak-shaded street.

Every rock a suspect.

*k*k

It was an ideal hideaway, a tiny speck of a village nestled among the fragrant
cedars of an obscure mountain somewhere west of Edo. When Mido and Umi arrived
there, at dawn, both the village and the mountain were shrouded in mist. In the valley
below, invisible, the Shogun’s highway zigged and zagged to more important places.

“That samurai Taro won’t find us here,” Mido predicted. “He’ll stay on the
highway, shoot past this place.”

Umi was silent.

“What’s wrong? You’ve hardly said two words since Edo.”

Umi sighed. “I’m tired, Mido.”

“All the more reason for us to stay somewhere a while, settle in! I’m sorry Edo
didn’t work out.”

“It doesn’t matter.” Umi’s tone was flat. “The city wasn’t what I thought it would
be.”

“Then I’m sorry for that,” Mido said gently. And then, he added a thing that he
knew would brighten Umi’s mood: “We’ll be staying here a while, so why don’t you get

dressed?”
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Umi beamed, reaching for the satchel where the sea-blue kimono lay bundled,
then headed for the trees and transformation.

Three hours later, when Umi emerged a geisha, Mido mused out loud, “I wonder
if this place has education.”

“What do you mean?”

Mido didn’t answer. He waved his arms to get the attention of a nearby rice
farmer who was standing knee-deep in a terraced, muddy plot.

“Hello, my friend! Do you have a school here?”

The farmer nodded and pointed a loose rice plant toward a large, thatched house
at a hairpin curve of the main road, shaded by piney woods.

“The sompushi,” he said.

Mido thanked him and approached the home of the sompushi, the village
schoolmaster. Umi followed behind, her lacquered wood clogs clicking and clacking.

Mido stepped onto the verandah, cleared his throat, knocked.

“Wish me luck,” he said over his shoulder.

The man who opened the door is referred to always in Mido’s diary as, simply,
Sensei: “Master” or “Teacher.”

Mido bowed to him. “Good morning. I’'m Mido, a poet of haiku. My companion
here is called Umi.”

“Hajimemashite.” Sensei greeted the pair with a serious face and a grave bow of
his own. Sensei was tall for a native of Old Japan, with a soft middle and salt-and-pepper
hair. Mido figured him to be in his mid-forties.

“I’m told you’re the teacher here,” Mido said.
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“I am that,” Sensei answered the Poet in Green, but his dark eyes stayed fixed on
umi.

“I was wondering if I might teach the children a thing or two about haiku, in
exchange for room and board for a while. You see, I’'m a student of the great and
renowned poet Cup-of-Tea. Umi and | have been traveling for some time. We could use
some rest.”

Sensei’s eyes didn’t stray for a moment from Umi, who looked down in a show of
polite embarrassment.

“That could be arranged,” Sensei answered softly, his gaze on the geisha.

*k*k

| took the phone out to the balcony, in case Serene called. | waited, watched,
prayed.

But the phone didn’t ring. No taxi came.

Why had I let her go? I should’ve known better, should’ve gone with her! Shame
on me!

| was busy beating myself up when a black-and-white United cab finally rolled up
South Solomon Street. It jerked to a stop in front of the house.

Serene, in her red summer dress, stepped out.

My heart surged with relief.
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But something was wrong. When the taxi pulled away, she stood hunched over,
her arms crossed, hugging her sides. With small, careful steps she headed toward the
alley.

“Meet you downstairs!” I hollered and ran for the stairs. At the bottom, swinging
the screen door wide, I noticed: “No bags? | thought you went to get your stuff!”

“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

“What’s wrong, Serene?”

“I’m sorry,” she repeated, her face yellow, her green eyes distant and glassy.

“What—?

She collapsed in my arms.

“Serene!”

Then | felt something warm and sticky on both hands. | looked down and saw the

blood.
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part three

17. MASTER MIDO

Mido got on well with children, naturally. After all, his basic attitude and
approach to life were childlike, if not childish. His art of haiku amounted to giggling play
for the Poet in Green, well into his adult years with a heart-mind, kokoro, wholesomely
uninfected by grown-up seriousness.

The children of Sensei’s little school were delighted with Mido’s haiku lessons,
which took place every morning for an hour or two. While Mido taught poetry, Sensei
retired to the garden behind the house where Umi served tea and kept him company.

Mido understood Sensei’s true motive for hiring him. Exposing the children to
haiku mattered far less to the village educator than his daily téte-a-téte with the geisha, to
whose lovely, painted face his mud-brown eyes stayed hopelessly glued. But this didn’t
bother Mido . . . much.

Everyone’s happy, he thought, and tried to give the matter no further thought. But

whenever he caught sight of the two of them sitting close together, or when he heard the
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distant sound of faint laughter in the garden, a nameless, troubling emotion arose in
Mido’s heart-mind.

Sensei’s mooning affection for Umi inspired Mido to take a fresh look at the
geisha, giggling and waving her fan. Despite the proof-positive piddling that he had
witnessed that night in the moonlit pines, he at times doubted the conclusion that he had
drawn about her gender—and this confused him deeply.

But everyone’s happy, he told himself again.

*k*k

“Today we’re going on a poet’s walk,” he announced to the class.

“What’s that, Sensei?”

Mido smiled. Though he didn’t stand on formality, being called “master”
delighted him.

“To write haiku, you’ve got to move. So grab your things; let’s go!”

The children, a dozen tykes dressed in little colorful robes tied with sashes,
obeyed. Each one hurried to grab an ink-stone, a bamboo brush, a chunk of hardened
black ink, and a long, crinkly sheet of rice paper. With Mido in the lead, they marched
out the front door of the schoolhouse into the bright summer morning.

Their first stop was just a minute’s walk away. In deep pine-tree shade near a
stream, Mido plopped down to his knees. The children, imitating him, plopped down too.

Mido said nothing for a long while.
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Finally, one of the older students, a boy of eleven or twelve, asked, “Why did we
stop, Sensei?”

“Shhh. Listen!”

They listened quietly for several minutes.

“What do you hear?” Mido asked.

“I hear water,” one child said.

“A mosquito buzzing,” volunteered another.

“Wind in the trees,” a third, a pixie of a girl, answered.

“Excellent! Now look around,” Mido instructed them. “What do you see?”

“Pebbles,” one said.

“A crow,” said another, “on that branch over there!”

“I don’t see anything,” a frustrated little poet whined.

“That’s all right,” Mido said gently. “Now, let’s all touch something. How does it
feel?”

“Prickly,” a boy answered, a clump of pine needles in his fist.

A girl reported, “Cold,” her finger trailing in the rushing stream.

And so it went. Listening. Looking. Touching. At one point, “Master” Mido and
his students even popped something into their mouths for a quick taste. After a half hour
of these artistic exercises, Mido announced, “Now, prepare your ink!”

Picasso’s claim that all children are artists proved true that morning in Old Japan.
Mido’s class made wonderful poems in the pine-tree shade, though none had the perfect

five-seven-five syllable count of traditional Japanese haiku. Mido didn’t care. “Write
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what you notice, what you feel,” he advised. “Just make it short enough to say in one
breath.”

The children noticed and felt plenty: slugs and stones, wind and water, horseflies
and squishy mud. Later, they sat cross-legged in a big circle in the grass and read their

haiku out loud. Some of these, Mido liked well enough to copy into his diary.

the baby mosquito
tries out
her nose

—Yuka, student

life under a rock
IS creepy
pill bugs

—Hiroshi, student

the mossy wall’s
knuckle bone
a snail

—Emiko, student
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18. ANTISEPTIC

Serene sat up in her bed. An elderly woman with a bandaged head lay in the other
bed in the little, antiseptic room.

“Meet my roomie, Dora,” she chirped.

“Hi, Dora.” I nodded to the lady, then bent over Serene and kissed her forehead.
“How do you feel?”

“It only hurts when I breathe.” She lifted her hospital gown, showed her belly.
Bloody, fresh stitches traced a half-moon curve just inches above her spider tattoo.

I took her hand and sank onto a nearby chair. “What happened?”’

“It wasn’t Lenny.”

“No one said it was.” I stroked her hand and contemplated her fingers—Ilong,
white, delicate.

“A guy in a ski mask, he jumped me . . . in the parking lot of the apartment
complex. He had a knife, tried dragging me into his van. To rape me, I guess.” She
paused and | met her gaze. She looked away quickly. “I fought him off, but he stuck me.”

“So you get in a cab and ride all the way to my house?”” I couldn’t suppress my
skepticism. Except for her being stabbed, I didn’t believe a word of her story.

“I didn’t think it went in that deep.”
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| squeezed her hand. A feeling of dread—that cold, heavy stone that had become
familiar to me, these past weeks—rolled back and forth, back and forth, slowly, in my
gut. Why was she lying?

“I described him to the cops. They talked to me down in the E.R. They’re looking
for him,” she said.

“That’s good,” I muttered.

“A stranger,” she repeated. “Not Lenny!”

“Right.” I patted her hand and stared at it, afraid to meet her eyes.

*k*k

In his dream Mido chased Umi again, like the first time, only now, instead of
running through pink clouds of blossoms, Umi in her sea-blue kimono fluttered in and
out of sight through a gray cemetery of tombs.

Mido shouted, “Stop! [ won’t hurt you!”

But Umi kept running, kept disappearing behind monuments of wet, gray stone . .
. reappearing farther and farther away.

“Stop!” Mido yelled.

Somehow, he knew Umi was running toward danger. And then he heard, clonk-
clonk, the sound of something heavy, something terrible . . . pounding and pounding.

Dream logic dictated that whoever was pounding like that, loud and steady, had to
be the Danger that threatened Umi.

Clonk, clonk, clonk!
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Mido looked up, saw his old friend the traveler perched high on a tombstone,
cross-legged and puffing his super-long opium pipe, staring down at him with an
expression of utter indifference.

CLONK!

Mido woke up.

His bean-stuffed pillow was slick with sweat and slobber. He pushed it aside, sat
up. The clonking of his dream continued in real life, crisp and resonant. His waking
mind, unlike his dreaming one, had no trouble recognizing it, for it was a familiar sound
in Old Japan.

Someone was ironing clothes, Japanese-style, pounding them on a stone.

Mido peered though his mosquito netting. Sunlight yellowed the paper window of
his room, dotted by the black shadow of a resting fly.

Yawning, he remembered that he had decided to take a nap after his morning of
haiku teaching. Judging by the low angle of the sun, he realized that he must have slept
for hours.

He got up, threw on his green robe and headed for the door. Outside, he traced the
clonking sound to the side of Sensei’s home and school, where he found its source: Umi
pounding vigorously one of Sensei’s robes. It lay on a flat stone covered with rice-paper.
Umi’s wooden mallet came down again and again—clonk, clonk, clonk!

“What are you doing?”” Mido asked.

Umi stopped pounding, looked up with a puzzled expression.

Mido stammered, “I, uh. | mean, why are you doing Sensei’s laundry? It’s not

necessary. Not part of our arrangement!”
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“I don’t mind, Mido,” Umi replied cheerfully. “Sensei needs help.”
Mido frowned. “Well, suit yourself.” He hurried away.
“l saved her life,” he grumbled to himself, feeling suddenly resentful. “Yet now

she pounds the clothes of Sensei!”

*k*k

Why had Serene lied and blamed a stranger, “not Lenny,” for her stabbing? Was it
because she feared him, and rightly so, or did it come from some twisted desire to protect
him? | wondered. Whatever the reason, | was sure of one thing: she had to get out of New
Orleans—and the sooner, the better.

She was released from Charity Hospital on a Friday. Supporting her by an elbow,
| ushered her out into the warm, sunny morning.

Moving slowly inside the billowy dress | had bought for her—a tent of purple
cotton—nher body seemed light as air. We reached a yellow Nissan hatchback parked on a
side street. | stopped.

“What’s this?” she asked.

“Our magic carpet. Get in.”

| opened the passenger door, and Serene eased onto the seat, following doctor’s
orders not to bend or bounce. | slammed her door shut, hurried around to the driver’s
side, jJumped in, fired up the engine. | shifted to first and popped the clutch. The car
clattered and groaned.

“What’s that racket?”” she asked.
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“Muffler’s loose,” I said. “But she was a real bargain!”

We roared up Tulane Avenue. To me, so used to bikes and buses, this first car of
my own—not counting the Mustang that | and my sister shared And destroyed in high
school—did seem like a magic carpet. Clanking and grinding, it lifted us up and up, onto
the 1-10 entrance ramp.

“We’re not going to your place?” she asked.

“Nope.”

“Where then?”

“You said you wanted to see mountains.”

She gasped. “But without packing?”

“We can buy what we need when we need it. | already got us a tent.”

“But what about my stuff?”

“Leave it, Serene. Make a clean break. You need to, really!”

She sat stunned, staring at the morning traffic, most of it coming our way.

| added, after a pause, “I’ve got cash and plastic. So don’t worry. We’ll make out
fine.”

| switched on the radio, checked the rearview mirror. As far as | could tell, we
weren’t being followed.

All the way past Baton Rouge, | kept checking.

*k%k

“Much better! Much clearer!” Micky praised my recent chapters.
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“Yes.” Paul nodded.

But Chaz frowned. “I don’t get it. Before we made you slow it down, you were
going to skip the fact that Serene got stabbed? Something that important to the plot?”

“I suppose I would’ve mentioned it, eventually,” I muttered. “Maybe in a
flashback.”

“A flashback?”

“You just like blood and guts,” I whined. “Not all readers need that to hold their
interest!”

Chaz laughed, shaking his head from side to side. “Man, you need an outline!”

*k*k

But, of course, I don’t have one. Still, the story rolls on, thanks to the incessant
whisperings of some invisible Buddha deep in my head. The Buddha whispers; I record
his whisperings. We each have our job.

And your job, dear reader, is to ride along for yet another page, and then another.

But hold on tight. The road gets rocky in the Rocky Mountains.
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19. SAFE HAVEN

Mido was ready to move on. One late-summer afternoon in Sensei’s garden, just
as the sticky-thick air came alive with the rasping of cicadas, he announced, “Next
month, Umi and | will go to Shinano Province to join some haiku friends of mine for the
harvest moon-viewing. We appreciate all that you’ve done for us, Sensei, really.” He
bowed, his forehead nearly tapping his tea tray.

Sensei and Umi winced in unison, as if Mido had invisibly pinched them.

Mido, a good people-reader, expected Sensei’s reaction. For weeks, the village
schoolmaster had gawked so stupidly at the geisha, his infatuation was plain. But Umi’s
wince came as a surprise—and disappointment.

“You’ll accompany me, won’t you?”” he asked her.

Umi said nothing; just stared into the pond, showing no emotion. Bright-colored
carp glided to and fro in the cool, green water.

“If you’ll excuse me . . .” Sensei bowed and headed for the house, obviously to
give Mido and Umi some privacy. When the paper door slid shut behind him, Umi
whispered, so softly that Mido almost didn’t hear, “I don’t want to go.”

“Oh, you’re afraid of the samurai? But they say in the village that Lord Kaga has
left Kashiwabara. That’s my master Cup-0f-Tea’s village, where he’s been staying. It’s
the place I’m going for the moon-gazing, the last place Taro would think of looking.

We’ll be safe there!”
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Umi stirred the water with a long white finger. Fat carp, red and gold, surfaced
and thrashed, mouths gaping, wanting food.

“But I’'m happy here.”

“I’m happy, too. But we can’t stay forever, can we? It’s nearly harvest time; the
children will be needed in the fields. With no one to teach, we can hardly impose on
Sensei’s hospitality.”

“That may be true . . . for you.”

“What?”

“I can stay.” Umi added quietly, “He told me.”

Mido was shocked and confused.

“What are you talking about?”

“l can stay,” Umi repeated, this time emphasizing the “l.”

The Poet in Green blinked. Did Umi actually believe that she could keep her
secret from Sensei forever? And why did he, Mido, care? Yet he did care, deeply, which
was the most confusing thing of all.

“Have you thought this thing through?”

“You’ve been kind to me, Mido. But since we came here, I’ve felt as if | belong in
this place. | told Sensei this, and he graciously invited me to stay . . . for as long as |
like.”

It was a bizarre moment. From a rational perspective, the situation couldn’t have
worked out better. Umi had found a safe haven in a dangerous world. And perhaps the

matter of her straight piddling could be kept from Sensei, and all would be well.
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But Mido never looked at things rationally. He followed his impulses. In this case,
his impulse was to be somewhere else, to be alone.

“Stay then,” he said, attempting to sound casual.

“Thank you.”

Mido hurried into the woods “to write a haiku,” he lied. He took a few long
strides into the cool darkness of the pines and stopped.

Like a thunder-bolt came the realization: he, Mido, was jealous!

*k*k

The apartment had a balcony with a postcard view of the Flatirons, those soaring
cliffs of red rock that lord over Boulder’s western skyline. Serene found it. She’d spotted
a handwritten ad for it on the bulletin board of a downtown health food store. She called
the number right away, and soon our feet were sinking in cushy, white shag carpet, while
we chatted with the nice young man who had placed the ad. His name was Rodney.

“Would you like some tea?”” Rodney asked. “It’s herbal.”

“No, thanks,” I said.

“I’d love some,” Serene said.

Rodney stepped over to the kitchenette and prepared a steaming, pink brew. He
poured the concoction into two tall glass mugs, then added cinnamon sticks. He and

Serene sipped while the three of us made small talk.
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After a hot, rainy week of camping in Four Mile Canyon upslope from the city,
we longed for the dry, air-conditioned bliss that Rodney’s cozy second floor efficiency
offered.

Rodney told us that he was a graduate student studying Buddhism at the Naropa
Institute, just down the road.

“That’s so cool!” Serene said. “I love Buddhism!”

“I love it too.” I jumped in, then felt instantly stupid. “I mean I’ve read a lot about
it. Lately, I’ve been reading the works of Shinran.”

Rodney sniffed, “Vulgar.”

“Excuse me?”

Rodney had puffy, cherub cheeks and dark bangs on his forehead cut in the style
of the early Beatles. Though he was twenty-something, he looked like a gigantic ten-
year-old.

“The Pure Land teaching of Shinran,” he said with a haughty tone, “I suppose was
a good thing for its intended audience.”

| found myself disliking this Rodney, but even more intensely I lusted after his
apartment. So, I asked, as politely as I could muster, “And what audience would that be?”

He slurped his pink tea and chuckled. “Why peasants, of course! Shinran’s Pure
Land sect was nothing but a campaign to bring a form of so-called ‘Buddhism’ to the
masses. But it was all so simplistic, so misguided! As if any of them really understood

the eight-fold path!”
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Now | hated the arrogant bastard. But I still loved his apartment. So | said nothing
and smiled—even nodded as if in agreement with his sweeping dismissal of Shinran’s
beautiful faith.

Serene changed the topic to the minutiae of lease, phone and utility bills, laundry
room, and parking. The interview ended well, with handshakes all around. In less than a
week, when Rodney left for his summer adventure in Tibet, Serene and | would move in.

As we drove back to the campsite and our sagging, damp, orange tent—the car’s
loose muffler clanking and chugging—Serene blurted, out of the blue, “What a cool guy,

that Rodney!”

*k*k

The second week of June, we made our first haiga. Haiga is a Japanese-style
“haiku painting,” a duet of image and words. We were inspired to create haiga by Leon
Zolbrod’s book on the subject. The first week in our new apartment, I mailed a touristy

postcard to myself. On it, | wrote:

Congrats on the move to Boulder. Enjoy the view!

Your pal, Buck-Teeth.

| did this because a knowledgeable waitress in Dot’s Diner had explained to me
one morning that I could get a library card at Boulder’s wonderful, world-class library if

only | presented piece of mail delivered to me at a local address. Indeed, when | showed
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“Buck-Teeth’s” postcard to the lady at the front desk, she promptly issued me a yellow,
laminated card.

| spent most of that afternoon in the air-conditioned building that straddled
Boulder Creek, reading magazines and sipping gourmet coffee. The first book of interest
that | stumbled upon, then checked out with my new yellow card, was Zolbrod’s Haiku
Painting.

“We should try it,” Serene said when | returned to the apartment and showed her
the book.

“Try it?”

“Why not? You write the haiku; I’1l paint.”

“You can paint?” I asked.

“There’s a lot you don’t know about me,” she said with a wicked smile.

So it was settled. Next day, we drove my Nissan clunker up the hill to the
university neighborhood, where we found an art store. Serene picked out supplies:
brushes, a tablet of art paper, and a dozen or so tubes of watercolor paint. | bought, for
myself, a fat bamboo brush. Though | had no idea how to use it correctly, when I held it
in my hand I felt a warm connection with the haiku poets of Old Japan, my idols: Mido,
Kuro, Buck-Teeth, Cup-of-Tea. Shiro, of course, was an idol too, but since he never
committed his haiku to language or to paper, he never needed a calligraphy brush.

Fifteen minutes later, Serene and | were back in the apartment, giggling and
collaborating.

My first haiku to become half of a haiga was one 1’d written in the pedestrian

mall in downtown Boulder:
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sweet bath soap
in the window

bees

“I can’t do bees,” Serene groaned, crumpling her first attempt.

“No need,” I said, recalling what Zolbrod had written. “In haiga, the image and
words are like two halves of a conversation: each says something that the other doesn’t or
can’t or shouldn’t—so the whole ends up equaling more than the sum of its parts. Get it?”

She frowned.

“It’s like, if you mention the moon in a haiku it would be redundant to paint a
picture of the moon. It’s better to show something else going on . . . like maybe a cricket
on a blade of grass.”

Her green eyes brightened. Now she got it.

With light, deft strokes of her thinnest brush, Serene depicted green grasses
bending in a breeze. With the tip of another brush she dotted the field with wildflowers,
connecting the scene to the bees of my poem. Finally, with a pale wash of blue, she made
a sky above the meadow: a perfect place for me to scribble my haiku, which I did,
promptly, with my new bamboo brush.

When | was done, though, I wasn’t pleased. My sloppy brushwork clashed with
the subtle delicateness of Serene’s meadow.

“I suck,” I moaned.

“No, I like it!”” She smiled. “It’s like you and me: a sort of weird balance.”
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She tore a new sheet from her pad and laid it on the table. “Let’s do another!”
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20. ROYAL ARCH

Over the next several weeks, we made a pile of poem-pictures. We even took our
haiga act on the road, one morning. Packing lunches and art supplies into backpacks, we
headed for the mountains of Chautauqua Park, just west of town. We found a path that
meandered into a windy field of weeds, heading up and up toward the red, soaring
Flatirons.

We started up the path, ready for haiku and haiga inspiration.

lords of the mountain
descend

four dogs

After a steady, hard climb into the pines, we were ready for a gentler path. An
arrow on a little wooden sign pointed to the left, “To Royal Arch.”

“This looks easier,” I said, so we turned. Our new path hugged the green
mountain, winding through boulders, trees and flowers. It even, kindly, dipped downhill

for a while, lulling us into the thought that our trek to Royal Arch would be a cake walk.

growing north, east

then south
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mountain pine

Suddenly, the path curved to the right and up, steeply. We clambered up the piney
slope, up and up, stopping every now and then to rest, pant, and guzzle water. Being
lowlanders from New Orleans, we weren’t fit for exertion in the thin air of Colorado. But
neither one of us wanted to turn around. Signs pointing to Royal Arch egged us on and
on, up and up.

Onandon...

Upandup...

“Can’t be far now,” I said, trying to encourage myself as much as Serene.

“Just round the bend, I bet!”

“Just a bit farther!”

“I bet you could throw a rock and hit it from here!”

My cheerleading helped me as much as her. We kept climbing. Finally, looming
above us against a blue sky, we saw the two enormous boulders leaning against one
another, forming the famous arch. We scrabbled up just a bit higher and discovered a
vast, breathtaking vista: the city of Boulder below us, the eastern plains stretching to the
blue horizon, and way, way to the east and south—Dbluish and smoggy, bristling with
skyscrapers—the city of Denver.

Serene, her face shining with sweat but beaming a smile, pulled her painting kit
from my backpack.

She dribbled water from one of the sports bottles onto a daub of blood-red paint

on her palette.
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I closed my eyes, sucked in a generous breath of cool and thin, pine-scented air,

and wrote a haiku inspired by something we had seen on the way up:

the only monk
on the mountain

chipmunk

The haiga she painted to go with my verse became my favorite of the summer: a
white sun in a pink sky, a deep gorge of white blossoms.

It’s the only haiga | kept, the one and only artifact | have to remember her by.

*k*k

Mido put off his departure as long as he could, hoping that Umi might have a
change of heart-mind and decide to come along. No such change occurred. If anything,
every morning Umi’s and Sensei’s little tea parties in the garden became, from Mido’s
point of view, even more sickeningly intimate. They knelt closer to each other. Umi
smiled more bewitchingly. Sensei’s eyes devoured the geisha even more hungrily.

Mido could hardly stand to watch, yet every morning after he assigned the
children a task, he stole to the back of the house to peek through a hole in a paper door at
the happy couple.

His haiku class had dwindled down to six students. Summer was almost over;

cicadas rattled in the pines; the rice harvest neared. More and more children were needed
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in the terraced fields that hugged the mountainside. Any day now, there would be none
left for him to teach.

It’s time to move on, he thought, peering one last time at Sensei and Umi in the
garden. He took a long, purposeful swig from his straw-wrapped jug and returned to the
classroom.

“Today’s our last day,” he announced. “Let’s have fun!”

He led his troop of chattering little poets to a shaggy meadow at the edge of the
pine woods.

“For this last lesson,” he said, “we’ll need plenty of dry sticks. Gather as many as
you can, and make a pile . . . here.” He pointed at a spot near his feet. The children, giddy
and giggling, ran into the trees.

“Is this enough, Sensei?”” one child asked when the deadwood pile had reached
the knobs of Mido’s knees.

“No. Get more,” he said.

Soon, the pile was waist-high to Mido, who all the while was drinking, hard. A
child inquired, “Is this enough, Sensei?”

“No. More!”

Only when the mound of kindling reached his chest was Mido satisfied. He
opened his satchel and pulled out a flint lighter. He struck a spark, fired some dry leaves
and grasses, and quickly stuffed them into the heart of the woodpile.

“Now, prepare to write!”

The children raced into the woods, where they dipped their ink-stones in the

gurgling stream. They returned, one by one, and knelt around the high, crackling fire.
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They rubbed chunks of fragrant ink in the water puddles of their stones until their ink was
ready, black and gleaming. Then, smoothing down the grass in front of them, they spread
their sheets of rice paper. Dipping their brushes into the little pools of ink, they were
ready to create.

“Shall we write now, Sensei?”” one asked.

“Not yet. First, gaze into the flames.”

The children did as told. The fire was raging now, engulfing the woodpile,
sending up bright orange tonguess that flickered into ephemeral shapes, one replacing
another faster than the speed of thought. Mido saw a horse galloping, a sword breaking, a
woman throwing up her dissolving arms. Above the bonfire, the mountain breeze lifted
and swirled the smoke—a black cloud whorling over the tops of the pines and out of
sight.

Mido, drunk and working on getting drunker, very drunker, helped himself to
another swallow of sake. His eyes were red and burning but because of the drink . . . or
the fire.

“Now, children, write!”” he roared. “Write what you see!”

His students, used to following Mido’s instructions to the letter, one by one
received their fire-inspired visions and began brushing them onto paper. Mido wrote
nothing. He just flame-gazed and drank . . . and drank.

A small crowd of farmers gathered on the road. They stared suspiciously at this
bonfire in the middle of the day and the Poet in Green who supervised it. Mido ignored

them. He addressed his class.
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“Today is graduation day, children. Over the past month, you’ve all done very
well. You’ve learned to write what you feel, see, hear, and taste. But there’s one last
lesson . . . a sort of test. It’s about haiku and its real worth in the world.”

“Teach us, Master!” they clamored.

The farmers on the road mumbled among themselves, watching the scene with
narrowed eyes. Mido tossed back his head and drained his jug, then dropped it in the
grass. He shouted, “Hold up your haiku!”

Each child, smiling proudly, held up his or her fresh-inked creation.

“Good!” Mido said. “Now toss ‘em in! Into the fire go our useless words!”

The children had expected to recite their haiku, as they always had done.
Bewildered, they hesitated.

“What’re you waiting for?”” Mido shouted. “It’s time to let go!”

Then he lifted his own fat, precious diary—a lifetime of poetry—and chucked it
into the flames.

“See? It’s easy.”
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21. PHILOSOPHER SQUIRREL

Our first month in Rodney’s apartment, Serene and | settled into a tranquil
routine. Every morning, we hiked up Boulder Creek trail uphill to Settler’s Park, where
we clambered up the steep, red rocks—a much gentler climb, compared to our epic ascent
to Royal Arch.

We’d rest then, and enjoy the view. I’d scribble haiku in my hip-pocket pad; she’d
draw and doodle in her sketchbook.

After haikuing and sketching, we’d hurry downhill to the apartment to blend my
words and her images into haiga. And, after haiga-making, lunch. And, after lunch,

siesta.

afternoon nap
our bare bottoms

kiss

And, when we woke, if the spirit moved us (it always did), we’d make love. And
then, out to the balcony we’d go to drink coffee in fat mugs and feed the squirrels who
tight roped across the power line to reach us. Even on rainy days, the little beggars

waited.
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in rain with folded hands
philosopher

squirrel

At dusk, we’d stroll downtown to one of Boulder’s many fine eateries. Some
nights, we’d catch a movie. Others, we’d sit and chat in the flowery outdoor mall. Later,
holding hands, we’d walk under the moon and a billion stars, home.

| was happy.

Serene was happy.

The squirrels were happy and fat.

*k*k

“What’s this?” Sensei stormed out of the house, Umi close behind him. The
schoolmaster’s students were dancing like savages around a raging fire, screaming and

howling. “Put that out at once!”” he commanded.

“Last lesson,” Mido muttered, then stumbled into the woods, alone.

Umi caught sight of the diary in the blaze, its cover black and smoking.

“Oh no!”

“Keep back!” Sensei warned, but Umi ignored him, thrusting a hand deep into the

fire to snatch out the book and drop it onto the grass.

“That was foolish,” Sensei admonished her, then focused his attention on the

children. “Bring water. Quick!”
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All the children raced to the well, as excited, now, about putting out the fire as
they had earlier been about starting it.

Umi knelt over Mido’s diary, beating its burning cover with clumps of grass and
weeds. Its rice paper pages were singed, but intact. When it no longer smoked, Umi
picked it up and marched into the woods in the direction that Mido had gone.

Sensei frowned.

“Where’s that water?” he bellowed.

The children came running with a bucket.

Umi found Mido sprawled on his side like a reclining Buddha at the edge of the
stream.

“You dropped this.” Umi held out the diary.

“Should’ve let it burn,” Mido mumbled, then noticed Umi’s livid forearm and
hand. He sat up.

“You’re hurt!”

Umi knelt next to Mido, setting down the charred book and plunging her injured
arm into the stream.

“I know what your haiku mean to you,” she said quietly.

The Poet in Green put a hand on Umi’s shoulder, then, embarrassed, took it
away. “So . .. you’re really staying?”

“Yes.”

“I wish you well then. I just hope Sensei . . . understands.”

“Understands? Understands what?”

Mido bit his lip but was too miserable and drunk to self-censor.
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“You.”

“Me?”

“I saw you, Umi. | saw . . . in the woods. That first night we ran from the samurai,
in the moonlight. You .. .”

Umi said nothing, didn’t even breathe.

“...piddled.”

Mido gazed down at the black, rushing water, suddenly ashamed. “Not that it
matters. | mean—" he looked back up at Umi. “Come with me, Umi! Come to Shinano!”

Umi bowed her head so that Mido couldn’t see her eyes.

“Ican’t.”

“What do you mean, you can’t?”

“I can’t. I promised Sensei. I'm . . . with him now.”

Mido’s sake-soaked brain at first didn’t grasp this strange confession.

“With him?”” And then the words, ever-so slowly, sank all the way in.

He gasped. “You mean, you and Sensei . . .?”

Umi nodded, still looking down.

Great Buddha, I need a drink! Mido thought. He steadied himself with a nearby
tree trunk and stood. “Since you burned yourself to get it, I might as well . . .” He
stooped, dizzily, picked up his diary.

“Good,” Umi said. “Fill it with poems, Mido.”

Mido bent down to touch the top of Umi’s head with his lips. “Goodbye then,” he
murmured, then straightened, cleared his throat. “And good luck.”

“Goodbye,” Umi said softly without looking up.



117

22. BLAME THE DALAI LAMA

At the end of June the phone bill came.

“It’s high!” I whined.

“Most of the calls are probably Rodney’s,” Serene commented blandly.

“Most? I haven’t used long distance. Have you?” I scanned the bill. Several calls
to Germany, dated the previous month, accounted for most of the charges. Those would
be Rodney’s calls. But below these were two calls placed, a few weeks ago, to Atlanta.

“Atlanta?” I looked up at Serene. She stood at the kitchenette counter, chopping
bananas and apples—our late breakfast on a typical, rainy summer morning in Boulder.

“I called my sister,” she said, as if it were no big deal.

| was stunned.

“Don’t worry about Rodney’s calls,” she added. “He said he’ll settle the phone
bill when he gets back.” She resumed chopping.

“I’m not worried about Rodney ’s calls! Was that smart, contacting your sister?
Lenny hires detectives, remember? That guy in City Park!”

“Don’t be paranoid.” She dumped the banana and apple chunks into a big glass
bowl already half filled with yogurt. She took a spoon, stirred the gloppy concoction
twice, then stopped.

The spoon trembled.

“I can’t take this!” She spat the words.
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“What? What’s wrong, Serene?”’

“I can’t stand it! You’re paranoid! Why can’t we just relax? Enjoy life?”

“I want to enjoy life. | do enjoy life! But that’s my point. We need to be careful!”

“Careful? Oh, great. ‘Careful’ made you drag me here without my clothes, my
stuff! You’re just like Lenny!”

She hurled the spoon into the sink and ran down the hallway into the bathroom,
slamming the door behind.

Just like Lenny? These words stabbed my heart.

“Wait!” I ran after her, pounded on the door. “I had to get you out of there! Your
clothes, we can buy new clothes, like we have! But life, Serene, you only get one. | mean,
this isn’t a game! He stabbed you!”

She opened the door and thrust out her head, her eyes green and red and wet. “It
wasn’t Lenny,” she hissed. “It was a stranger. A fucking stranger stabbed me!”

“Yeah, right.”

The bathroom door slammed shut in my face.

When I stormed out of the apartment a minute later, I slammed my door even

harder.

*k%k
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| stumbled, drunk, into the apartment. It was dark, near midnight.

| longed to embrace Serene, to make up after our first fight, to revel in a
forgiveness of kisses.

After a whole day and evening away from her, sulking, a jukebox had finally sent
me wobbling home on uncertain legs from a downtown bar. The song, “Just My
Imagination,” had me misty-eyed and lonesome for my baby, my Serene.

| peeled off my clothes, clammy and stinking of cigarette smoke from the bar. |
tumbled into bed. I reached for her in the darkness but instead of flesh touched flannel.

She turned from me brusquely, faced the wall.

“Don’t touch me,” she warned.

While her bizarre command was slowly sinking into my beery consciousness, the
door of the apartment, just a few feet from the foot of the bed, swung open.

Someone, a large dark figure, stepped into the room.

| was naked and drunk but ready to fight. When the intruder reached the foot of
the bed, I lunged. I flew from the launch pad of the spring mattress, tackling him. Down
he fell, like a tree after “Timber!”” His back hit the carpet; an oof of air escaped his lungs.
| straddled his chest, swung my fist in the darkness. It landed.

But the darkness didn’t last. Serene switched on a lamp and | saw below me the
astonished face of . . . Rodney!

“What are you doing here?” I gasped.

Serene, standing near the bed, her arms akimbo, screamed. Then she recognized
Rodney too.

“Get off him!” she yelled.
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My heart was pounding as | got up. In the aftermath of my adrenaline rush, my
legs went weak and rubbery. | sank onto the bed.

“I’'m sorry, man.”

The air had been knocked out of him, so it took a while for Rodney to gather the
breath to speak. Finally, raising himself slowly to a seated position, he said, “I thought I
wouldn’t wake you.”

“You’re hurt!” Serene exclaimed. A tiny, very tiny, trickle of blood in the corner
of his mouth was running down his chin.

“Get your clothes on!” she ordered me, icily, then knelt beside poor Rodney. “Are
you OK? Anything broken?”

| found my jeans and stepped into them. Serene, meanwhile, brought Rodney a
glass of water and patted his busted lip with a washcloth.

“I think I can get up now,” he said.

He climbed to his feet and lowered his chubby body onto a chair.

“I am sorry,” I said, wishing that it had been Lenny, so easily subdued. “I thought
you were someone else . . . | mean, what was | supposed to think, you coming in the
middle of the night?”

“That’s the point,” Serene snapped. “You weren 't thinking!”

| wanted to tell Serene that she’d be thanking me if the intruder had been Lenny
or one of his “crew,” but with Rodney there, I decided not to open that can of worms. |
kept my mouth shut and sulked.

After drinking his water and assuring Serene that no bones had snapped, Rodney

explained his midnight intrusion. His summer in Tibet had been cut short. He’d run into
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trouble with the Chinese customs police, he said, smuggling into the country pictures of
the Dalai Lama.

“The Tibetans love pictures of him, but they’re illegal. So I thought I’d sneak in a
few to give to folks.”

“That was really cool of you,” Serene cooed.

“Well, I didn’t hide them well enough. They kicked me out. I had to go back to
Katmandu and catch a flight to the States. I should’ve called, but I flew standby. I left
Nepal on ten minutes’ notice. Then, when I reached Denver, it was too late to call, so |
got my car out of long-term parking and came on over. | didn’t mean to wake you.
There’s a sleeping bag in the closet.”

“No sleeping bag for you,” Serene scolded. “It’s your bed; use it. You must be
exhausted.”

“No. You two paid the rent; you get the bed.”

Serene cut her eyes at me. | knew what she wanted. She wanted me to say, “No,
Rodney, we insist! You take the bed; we’ll take the floor.”

| said nothing.

Rodney excavated a sleeping bag and pillow from a high shelf in the closet and
carried them out to the balcony.

“I love sleeping under the stars,” he said, scoring even more coolness points with
Serene.

She and I returned to bed. If I hadn’t been so drunk and tired, her cold, silent
treatment might have kept me awake.

But I slept like a baby.
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23. A SOUND LIKE THUNDER

Mido once wrote:

this body of mine
part temple

part tavern

On this particular occasion, it was mostly tavern, the temple part drowning in a potent sea
of rice wine. He was in his world, a dreary hole of a sake shop, drinking hard to forget—
but remembering nonetheless.

Above the sake shop loomed the dark green mountain. Sensei’s mountain. Umi’s
mountain. Their village high above, mist-hidden, was just a few hour’s climb. But it
might as well have been a thousand miles, ten thousand miles . . .

Forget the village, he told himself. Drink! Forget them. Forget Sensei. Forget
umi.

But there was something, someone, to remember. Ah, yes: Kuro and Shiro. They
would be passing on the Shogun’s road any day now, on their way to Cup-of-Tea’s
village for the harvest moon-gazing. Mido would join them on their journey, if only he

could remember to watch for them.
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Remember Kuro and Shiro and the moon. But forget the rest. Forget everything,

everyone, else!

Umi, Sensei . . .
Sensei, Umi . . .
Umi...

Straight-piddling Umi . . .

Beautiful Umi . . .

Forget Umi . . .

Forget . ..

Finally, after much hard effort, success.

His head on the table, he forgot all about Umi and Sensei and all the confusion on
the mountain.

He slept.

*k*k

He stayed in the little tavern by the Shogun’s highway for three days, and stayed
drunk. As usual, he made friends with all the local sake guzzlers, winning them over with
his bawdy jokes, his raw stories, and his off-the-cuff, on-any-subject haiku. Not only did
Mido’s newfound pals keep his cup filled to the brim, but just as importantly, they
promised to watch for two travelers, one dressed all in white, the other in black. With
allies spying the road, he relaxed. In fact, he even, now and then, set his head down on

the pine plank that served as his table, and dozed.
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He was sleeping in this way the morning of the fourth day, when a sound like
thunder woke him.

He blinked and tried to get his bearings. Shadows and shafts of red light dappled
the room. The grizzled tavern-keeper stood in the doorway, peering outside.

“What’s that sound?”” Mido asked.

“That, my friend, is a moveable household.”

“A what?”

“Come see.”

Mido struggled to his feet, joints cracking and head pounding. He shuffled to the
doorway, yawned and stretched, then squinted outside into painful light.

“Damn!” he breathed.

Helmets and dark armor glinted in the morning sun. Dozens of samurai on
warhorses were approaching. Behind them followed a long, dusty procession, stretching
all the way to the western hills. Hundreds of horses and servants laden with palanquins
and packs stomped their hooves and feet on the Shogun’s highway—collectively making
the thunderous sound that had awakened Mido.

“Looks like a damn city,” he said, his eyes wide open now.

“Expected them yesterday.” The tavern-keeper sighed. “It’s just my luck they’re
passing so early. No chance they’ll stop.”

“Who are they?” Mido asked.

“Haven’t you heard? Lord Kaga’s returning to the capital. That’s his household.

His samurai, servants, concubines . ..”
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Mido’s jaw dropped. “But I heard Kaga was already in Edo, that he went there
weeks ago!”

“You heard wrong, friend,” the tavern-keeper said.

The samurai vanguard was close now, so close, Mido could see clearly long
strands of slobber dripping from the horses’ mouths. One rider shouted, “On your knees,
peasants! Lord Kaga passes!”

Mido and the tavern-keeper sank to their knees and elbows. But in the act of
kowtowing, Mido realized, with terror, that the hard, booming voice of the samurai was

familiar.

*k*k

| woke at noon hung over. The apartment was empty and still, except for the low
whir of the air conditioner.

| found Tylenol in the bathroom medicine chest, then walked slowly, oh so
slowly—so as not to knock my throbbing brain against my skull—to the Kkitchenette.
There, | groped in the cupboard for a glass.

On the counter, | found a note in Serene’s handwriting:

Rodney and | climbing Sanitas. Back by dinnertime.

This hurt. Climbing Mount Sanitas was something that we had planned to do. I

was deeply befuddled. Then, the fog in my head lifted, and | remembered the events of
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yesterday: our fight sparked by a phone bill, my storming out and getting drunk, my
penitent return, my pouncing on Rodney in the dark, Serene’s icy silence, her flannel . . .

| had to see her, had to apologize! I couldn’t bear the thought of losing her over a
stupid misunderstanding.

The note on the counter made me fear exactly that: | would lose her if I didn’t act,
and act quickly!

| got dressed and, despite my pounding brain, ran down the concrete stairs to the
parking lot. My yellow and rusted “magic carpet” was parked there, which meant they
must have gone in Rodney’s car.

Good, | thought. I can catch them.
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24. SUICIDE

“What have we here?” It was Taro’s voice. “Look at me, poet!”

Reluctantly, Mido peered up at the samurai who towered above him in dark, sun-
spackled armor. The familiar brown mare under him shook her long, floppy mane.

Taro dismounted. “Continue forward,” he told his comrades. “I have business
here.”

He sneered at Mido. One hand caressed the hilt of his long, sheathed katana.
Mido expected to see, and feel, cold steel any second.

“Namu Amida Butsu,” he muttered.

“Pray some other time, poet,” Taro growled. “I’m buying you a drink.”

*k*k

They drained two cups without either of them, samurai or poet, breathing a word.
They sat at the open window, watching Lord Kaga’s retinue of humans and beasts march
slowly by.

Mido, normally jocular when he drank, bit his tongue and kept quiet. He didn’t
want to say the wrong thing and set off the temperamental Taro. He had no idea why his
own head remained attached at the neck, but he was sure of one thing: he liked it that

way.
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The tavern-keeper, too happy to have a paying customer to notice Mido’s terror,
filled their cups a third time. Only then did the samurai speak.

“It was suicide.”

“Suicide?”

“She committed suicide.”

“She? Who?”

“You know who.”

Mido gasped. Was “she” Umi? Committed suicide? In the interval of a few
seconds, he felt a crazy rush of emotions: bewilderment, fear, rage. “If you hurt her . . .”

Taro laughed. “Warrior spirit in a poet! Let’s drink to that!”

“I’m not drinking with you, samurai. Tell me what happened!”

Taro scowled. “Very well. It’s best we get this out in the open now, say it once,
then never again speak on the subject, ever, to anyone.”

He leaned over the table, his forehead nearly touching Mido’s, his breath hot and
stinking of sake. “Now listen, poet.” His voice dropped to a husky whisper. “This is what
happened. If anyone ever asks about it, this is what you will say happened. In the
mountains, when she ran from us, that geisha didn’t get far.”

“She didn’t?”

“I found her body in the woods; we found it. She’d cut her own throat, the stupid
wench, slit it from ear to ear, rather than return to my lord.”

Mido blinked. It took five whole seconds of horrible confusion but then, sighing

with relief, he understood.
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The samurai continued leaning over the table, his eyes locked on the poet’s.
“Well?”

“That’s right,” Mido said. “That poor, frantic girl killed herself. I was there. I saw
it. And to the end of my days, so I shall swear.”

“Only if someone asks. It’s not something to bring up,” Taro warned.

“Of course not.”

Taro smiled. He sat up straight and raised his cup, as did Mido. Without further
words, they downed their rice wine. Then the samurai stood, dropped a gold coin on the
table, and left Mido to relish the fact that his head remained perfectly attached to the rest

of his body.

*k*k

Mount Sanitas, west of Boulder’s suburbs, is hiker-friendly. From the parking
area near a creek, a path zigzags up to the summit, no rock-climbing equipment
necessary. Not long after | started up that path, | came upon a crew of teenagers with
machetes clearing bramble and tamping in new stepping stones.

“Has anyone come this way?” I asked. “A man and woman? He’s sort of chubby,
with black hair in bangs. She’s thin. Bright orange hair—”

“I saw ‘em,” one of the teenagers, a sunburned blonde, answered. “They passed a
half hour ago.”

This was good news. Serene always rested during hikes. Assuming that she and

Rodney would do so today, they couldn’t be far ahead.
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The girl added, as if reading my thought, “You should be able to catch up. That
big guy was moving real slow. And the other one was way behind.”

“The other one?”

“The red-haired dude.”

“Red-haired?” My heart started thudding in my chest.

She added, “I thought he was with them.”

“The red-haired dude, did he have big shoulders? Freckles?”

“Yup,” she said. And if she said anything more, I didn’t hear it. | was running up
the path, my head pounding, my eyes blurred with tears.

Lenny was on the mountain.

*k*k

On the first day of their journey to Shinano Province, Kuro and Shiro met Lord
Kaga’s traveling household, coming their way. As they groveled to let it pass, Kuro
grumbled under his breath, “Just our luck. This could take forever.”

Shiro said, and thought, nothing.

Kuro didn’t appreciate the delay. They had waited until the last possible day to
begin their trip, hoping that Mido might show up in Edo to accompany them, as he had
promised. He hadn’t. Now, to reach Cup-of-Tea’s village before the harvest moon, they’d
need to march hard for a solid week. Every hour counted.

“Damn Kaga,” he whispered.
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*k*k

On the second day, the poets were moving fast to make up for lost time, so fast
that Mido nearly missed seeing them: a flash of black and white framed by the tavern’s
window. He thrust out his head and shouted, “Ho! Kuro! Shiro!”

“Mido!” Kuro exclaimed. “So you did remember!”

“Yes, I remembered, old friend.”

Shiro smiled.

“Happy to see you, too,” Mido said.

Shiro’s eyebrows arched quizzically.

“I can’t talk about it,” Mido answered the Poet in White’s wordless question. “But
please, come in. Let’s lift a cup.”

“We can’t stay long,” Kuro warned.

“Just one for the road. And then we’ll leave this hell hole.” Mido spoke his last

words in the book.

*k*k

A month of hiking with Serene in Colorado had whipped me into better shape
than I had been since high school. Still, I was in no condition to run up a mountain. Soon
| had to stop, my hands on my knees, my chest heaving.

If only we hadn’t fought! If only Rodney hadn’t barged in last night! If only he

hadn’t packed the damn Dalai Lama’s damn picture! If only, if only . . .
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| resumed the climb, but this time walking. The slower pace calmed me. Lenny
was near, just up ahead somewhere on this very path. No longer an imagined Terror, a
disembodied breather on a phone line, he was now finally, physically present in the
story—and | found this thought strangely comforting.

With each step | felt more calm. Terrified, yes, but calm—if that makes any sense.

It was a hard, strange climb to the summit of Sanitas, where | found them all.
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25. LENNY

It had been over a year since Cup-of-Tea’s students, the Poets in Green, White,
and Black, had gathered under the same roof. What made the occasion even more special,
they were about to visit their beloved master in his native village, a joyous reunion that
would afford the added pleasure of them meeting, for the first time, Cup-of-Tea’s new
student: the shy, young, village poet, Buck-Teeth.

Years later, when Buck-Teeth inherited Mido’s diary and read about his friend’s
adventures that transpired in the months before they met in the flesh, he felt as if he were
right there with Mido every step of the way, hearing a geisha scream in the woods,
smoking opium with a hollow-eyed traveler, crashing into a furious samurai—and so on,
culminating with a happy reunion of poets in a hell hole of a tavern.

There were gaps and loose ends, of course. Mido didn’t record everything in his
journal, so Buck-Teeth had to rely on his own fertile imagination to fill in some of the
blanks. For example, Mido never revealed what happened to the traveler. After pondering
this particular gap, Buck-Teeth surmised that the horse thief must have met a violent end.
After all, he had last been seen in the company of Taro’s mare, which Taro later
recovered and was riding when Lord Kaga’s vanguard reached the tavern. Buck-Teeth
figured that the thief had been caught and samurai honor satisfied with one swift slice of

the katana.
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A second gap, one that Buck-Teeth never quite filled—though not for lack of
trying—was what, exactly, the traveler had been whispering into the horse’s ear all that
time. If Mido knew, he didn’t write it down.

A third matter omitted from the diary was the name of Sensei’s village. Buck-
Teeth often fantasized, as years passed, about going there and seeing with his own eyes
the ravishing boy-geisha to whom his dead friend had provided such great and unselfish
karmic help. Buck-Teeth wondered if Umi and Sensei had lived happily ever after, the
way children’s stories end.

Somehow, he doubted it.

*k*k

Dripping with sweat, breathing hard but still terrified and calm, | reached the
rocky top of Mount Sanitas. Under the flagpole on a square slab of concrete Serene and
Rodney sat still and silent. Lording over them, Lenny, just as Serene had described him—
red haired, broad shouldered, madly freckled—paced back and forth, waving something
large and metallic that glinted sunlight, a pistol.

My shoes scuffed on rocks. He turned to face me. “You! It’s about time you got
here.”

“Yeah,” I said, happy to see he wasn’t pointing the gun at me. In fact, he wasn’t
pointing it at anyone, just waving it back and forth as he spoke.

“She played you, too,” he said.

“Played me?”
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“You don’t know! You don’t know this whore!”

| felt relieved. At least Lenny was talking and not shooting. “Do you ever really
know a person?” I asked philosophically.

He sneered down at Serene but addressed me. “She did it again. I caught her.”

| looked at her. Her green eyes, wet with tears, stared into space. What was going
on in her head? And poor Rodney, cross-legged on the flagstone next to her, his big white
knees scraped and bleeding—what was he thinking? He looked up at me with woeful,
frightened eyes.

Lenny continued babbling. “I got here just in time. You don’t know her! I know
her! | should pop ‘em.” His arm lifted; he took swift aim at Serene.

“Don’t pop them!” | yelled, then, seeing that | had his attention, blurted:

“It’s too pretty up here, Lenny! Way too pretty! Don’t wreck it! Look!” I pointed
east.

Lenny, scowling, looked east. The city of Boulder sprawled below. Checkerboard
farmland stretched to the horizon—mottled clouds and cloud shadows.

“Bitch,” he muttered softly.

Serene, trembling, said nothing.

“It’s too beautiful,” I continued. “You should appreciate it!”

“No!” he snapped. “What I should do . . .” He turned the gun around and thrust its

barrel into his mouth.
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26. SALUTING THE BUDDHA

Last Thursday afternoon | shared the latest chapter with the group.

“He turned the gun around and thrust its barrel into his mouth.”

| finished reading, laid down my pages on Micky’s cluttered coffee table, and
braced myself for the comments of my writer comrades.

“Why do you tease us with all these cliff hanger chapter endings?”” Chaz
complained. “Cut to the chase! Tell us what happened!”

“But . .. I don’t know what happened,” I admitted sadly.

Micky looked pensive. “Forgive me for asking—maybe | missed something—but
isn’t this text more or less grounded in fact?”

“More or less,” I said.

“And you don’t know what happened next?” She peered at me over the top of her
reading glasses, her cool gray eyes demanding an answer.

“Knowing and writing are different things,” I muttered.

“How so?”

I took a deep breath. “Kuro is right. Happiness doesn’t last long in the dewdrop
world, nothing does. My characters are also right to assume that they and their universe
are being dreamed by Buddha. 7'm their Buddha. If I write it, it is so. Yes, | know what
‘really’ happened up there on Sanitas that summer, but I’m thinking, I’'m hoping: maybe

as their Buddha | might change things, might salvage a happy ending from this mess . . .
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might give the me in my book the break the real me never got. Maybe he and his Serene
can stay together and be happy, you know? And why the hell shouldn’t they? I mean,
with the stroke of a pen, | can make Lenny squeeze that trigger!”

Micky, Chaz, and Paul regarded me with curious, bemused, and baffled
expressions, respectively. After a long, pregnant pause, Paul broke the silence, asking me
softly, “Will you? Will you make Lenny pull the trigger?”

“Turn the page,” I said with a sigh.
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“No! Don’t!” Serene, who had kept silent all this time, screamed. She sprang to
her feet and leaped to Lenny. She placed her palms against his chest, begging him softly,
“Please, don’t!”

He yanked the pistol out of his mouth and pressed it, trembling, to his temple.
“Why shouldn’t I, bitch?” he spat. His eyes rolled back. He closed them, gritted his teeth.

“Because . . . because I’'m your wife! Don’t leave me!”

Her words stunned both of us, Lenny and me, for different reasons. To save his
life, it was the right thing to say. The hand that gripped the pistol, shaking, slowly
lowered. Serene embraced him. He broke down, sobbing.

“There, there,” she cooed. The 45, pointed down, pressed against the small of her
back.

The gun worried me. “Hey Lenny! Why not put that away? It might go off.”

“Yes, baby,” Serene said.

His face buried in the crook of her neck, he moaned and babbled . . . and obeyed,
sliding the pistol into the back of his jeans.

Things were changing so quickly, I didn’t know what to do—or feel. Lenny
whimpered; Serene kept cooing. I felt, suddenly, like a voyeur. I didn’t belong in this
scene.

She whispered, loud enough for everyone to hear, “Take me home, baby. I love
you.”

Years later, | wonder: Did she say this to save his life, her life, all of our lives—or

did she really mean it? Yet another unanswered question in the text.
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She led him by the hand. As they passed me, | studied their eyes: his, downcast
and red; hers, wet and green and giving away nothing.

“I"11 pick up my stuff,” she told me, blankly.

They walked down the path, out of sight.

| stood on the summit, frozen.

“Who was that?”” Rodney asked.

“That was the Snake,” I said.

Rodney stood, grabbing the flagpole to steady himself. On top of it, an American
flag drooped in a breezeless sky.

“She’s married to that psycho?” he asked.

“Could be,” I said. “Who knows what the truth is?”

Rodney and | started down the mountain. Every now and then, through gaps
between pines, we saw Lenny and Serene, already far below us, hand in hand on the
zigzagging path.

“They ’re moving fast,” I muttered.

“I’'m sorry.” Rodney’s voice was low, almost a whisper.

“About what?”

“About Shinran. About what | said to you that first day: the Pure Land sect being
just for peasants.”

“Everyone’s entitled to an opinion.” I blinked back tears. It was hard to follow his
words.

“Before you showed up, I was going to die, I knew it. | was sitting there . . .

thinking.”
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“Yeah?”

“I thought, how cocky I must have sounded, putting down the idea of a saving
power. Because there I sat, helpless. And what could | do but pray? So I did. | begged the
Buddha to save me. And just as | formed the prayer in my mind, you appeared.”

We stopped walking.

“I salute the Buddha in you.” Rodney pressed his chubby hands together, fingers
straight, thumbs locked. He bowed.

“Back at you.” I imitated the gesture.

Far down the rocky slope, | caught my last glimpse of Serene, the orange of her

hair like a dot of fire.



