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A while ago, a reader pointedly asked, “Why do you have the urge to write?”

To me, writing is like breathing. It is as natural to me as living one’s life to the full.

Self-expression is something I feel I should do because I have something to say. Why not? I enjoy doing it, and the medium of writing fiction (i.e., novels and short stories) has served as a viable means to express some of the messages I wish to convey. In addition, I like sharing my thoughts and in the process, I hope I bring enjoyment to others. Based on positive comments received for previous novels and short story anthologies, my fanbase appears to agree.

Although telling a story in such a way that keeps the reader’s interest from one page to the next is an essential feature of every good yarn, most authors attempt to make that particular tale the vehicle to express inner thoughts and feelings. In other words, memories and impressions from the past are made manifest in the present. In turn, the writer’s experienced memories become a crystalized presence in the reader’s mind. If expressed vividly enough, some images linger in the reader’s consciousness for quite a while.

This new collection of a dozen long and short stories called, What’s the Story-4?: Memory Pictures, is the next installment of the series called What’s the Story? Each tale is introduced by an original poem intended to set the mood for the subsequent story. A few tales have a bonus poem related to the story’s conclusion.

The first part of the book includes this author’s recollections of memorable incidents and events from the distant past, albeit treated with considerable literary license while elaborating them. Events take place in Japan (stories 1-4), Cambodia and Thailand (stories 5-8), as well as in England and Scotland (stories 9-10) and elsewhere.

One of my long-term readers of the series observed that some of the narratives seem like plots that could be developed into longer novels. If a short story happens to inspire other writers to elaborate on it further, please feel free to enlarge upon it. That would delight this author immensely.

On this note, I wish to dedicate this anthology of short stories to all wordsmiths who have a yen to write in order to get their unique message across.

Kim Matics
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​1. *Poem: Delighting in a Moth*
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Delicate moth

With light-tan wings

Numbering four,

The outermost front ones

Seem perforated

With four tiny holes

Reminiscent of filigree

Glimmering in sunshine.

How precious you are,

Resting so still

In my garden,

Sliding front wings

Over back ones,

Forming a triangle.

Thank you

For allowing me

To snap a quick photo:

A natural keepsake

Of fleeting beauty

Before you flit away,

Seeking your own kind;

Each nibbling nectar and tree sap,

Honeydew and silk.

Your brief lifetime

Of ten days

Seems a gift

To humans,

As they pass on.

Last night

I dreamt of a dear friend,

Perhaps the exact moment

He died;

Today, I’ve witnessed

This fragile moth –

Is it a signal

Of my friend’s

Poignant “Goodbye”?

•   •   •
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​Short Story: Phantom Tree
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Approximately in the year 1050 of the second millennium, a multifaceted courtier to the Imperial Court in Heian-kyo (ancient Kyoto) fancied, during his free time, that he could live a simple, unfettered life as an urban farmer on the eastern outskirts of the capital. While developing his inherited estate adjacent to the rising mountainside, Inoue-Sama set out to cultivate an orchard of fruit trees. Although neighboring peasants secretly considered the courtier rather selfish, by utilizing his sizable swathe of land for fruit trees, instead of constructing modest cottages to accommodate several households in the suburban hamlet, Inoue-Sama paid no heed to such murmured remarks, half-heard from a few of his locally-hired domestic servants.

The master emphatically insisted that the sole purpose of his extensive property was to grow fruit trees. Moreover, those trees had to produce good fruit or else they would be chopped down. Close relatives noticed how the eccentric man instructed his team of gardeners to identify particular trees that did not bear edible and/or delicious fruit. Inoue-Sama favored no other kind of tree on his estate, neither for their hard or soft timber, nor for their decorative and/or floral features, let alone distinctive aromatic properties.

In one respect, the courtier, while continuing to serve as a devoted and diligent Imperial Advisor at Court, was a patient man. Inoue-Sama did not mind if a tree planted on his estate bore fruit after five, ten or even fifteen years, just as long as it: (1) did bear fruit, and (2) its produce was consistently delicious to his taste.

Heaven help a mature tree whose fruit tasted bad to him and/or his relatives, or even guests invited to sample the courtier’s homegrown produce. After its first harvest, any tree with meager and/or unpleasant-tasting fruit or even an odious odor was axed summarily. Then the heavy tortuous branches would be hoisted onto hired wooden carts and pulled away by a pair of straining oxen. Far from the courtier’s estate, the dead limbs were randomly tossed into a ditch like some odious heap of rubbish.

As an urban farmer, Inoue-Sama strictly adhered to this tree axiom: “By their fruits, I know them”. Therefore, when he instructed his gardeners to cut down so many fruit trees, the end result was that he actually kept very few trees whose fruit tasted good to him. The sole fault of a tree being chopped down was due to the poor quality of its fruit. Each tree never had a second chance. The first season was its last, if it did not please the master.

•   •   •
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It happened that this fruit-loving courtier married rather late in his career. His affluent bride was likewise middle-aged and managed to produce only one daughter from their union. As a youngster, this only-child showed a propensity for admiring the wonders of the natural world. In addition to appreciating a wide variety of birds and other wildlife, particularly wolves and wild dogs, feral cats and foxes, she also appreciated flowers, ornamental leafy plants and trees of all kinds, not only fruit trees her father favored exclusively.

As a budding pre-adolescent with a comely appearance, she ventured to ask her aging father, now semi-retired from his courtly duties, why he did not plant a wider variety of trees, instead of concentrating solely on fruit trees. Before he could answer, his young daughter astutely pointed out that his extensive property was in a constant state of disarray due to the chopping down of so many unproductive trees. In addition, she observed that it was very arduous work for his gardeners to not only axe the tree trunks and saw the heavy branches into smaller pieces, but also to dig up the deeply entrenched roots of the felled trees, in order to make room for the planting of new saplings.

She naïvely inquired, “Why don’t you plant a wider variety of trees?” Hearing only silence from her habitually dogmatic father, she then followed up this query with her personal opinion: “I think we should also create a kitchen garden for seasonal vegetables and herbs.”

This daughter of his, even at a precocious young age, was a winsome individual with a good deal of wit and practical sense. Her father found it difficult to respond in a way that would satisfy both her pragmatism and enthusiasm. She dogged him often, especially begging him to plant a fir tree, as she particularly liked the aroma of the evergreen resin and cones that stand upright on the branches like candles.

The urban farmer disliked her idea, stating that the fallen fir branches might change the composition of the rich soil, thereby preventing other valuable fruit trees from flourishing. For a while, this silenced her. However, over time, she continued to pester her father to allow her to plant an aromatic fir tree in an out-of-the-way corner of his estate that would not adversely affect any fruit trees in his orchard.

Eventually, he relented and designated a small portion of his property very close to the steeply rising mountainside to plant her personal fir tree. She was delighted with the strong, healthy seedling and fetched clear water from a nearby spring to nurture it daily. If she needed to travel far away for a few days, she always instructed her dedicated maid, who habitually remained at home, to water her special tree daily, without fail.

The fir tree grew by leaps and bounds, partly due to the lyrical songs the daughter sang to it and partly due to her speaking kind words, including reading poems aloud, as if the tree were a vibrant, sentient being.

The servants in the mansion marveled at the young girl’s eccentric behavior. They wagged their heads, muttering that she spent too much time taking care of her “pet tree”. A few pessimists predicted that this strange fir tree heralded the end of the venerable aristocratic family they had served for decades, long before she was born.

Locals in the neighborhood noticed that the fir tree seemed to respond to the only child’s care and attention by growing straight and tall. When the weather was pleasant, the urban farmer’s daughter placed a woven mat on the grass at the base of its trunk. She enjoyed reading and writing scrolls under this majestic tree’s wide branches. If the girl felt hungry, she spread out her mid-day meal on a woven mat and ate in the cool shade of its wide branches. She savored the aroma of the fir needles that seemed to enhance the taste of her food. Birds and squirrels likewise benefitted from the young girl’s generosity, each begging morsels by turns.

•   •   •
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The years sped by and the decrepit courtier eventually died, and his ailing elderly wife soon followed him to the grave. Bereft of both her doting parents, the only-daughter, now in her early twenties, had to manage the family estate as best she could. It was tiring, exasperating work and the young woman felt the lack of a reliable foreman to assist her in overseeing the gardeners, managing the produce and its distribution to the marketplace.

She searched her mind, and considered a number of distant relatives and acquaintances in order to identify a suitable foreman. Eventually, the woman made her intention known through the family’s grapevine. By word of mouth, several candidates presented themselves to be interviewed. Each stood outside on the wooden verandah of the opulent mansion, while she was hidden and unseen behind a bamboo screen. One by one, she gauged each candidate’s strong and weak points. Later, upon closer investigation, she ascertained that most turned out to be gold-diggers, interested in only spending her dwindling assets, without doing any substantive work on the estate.

Where could she find a competent foreman? The woman felt at her wit’s end.

Eventually, a distant second cousin once removed appeared on her wooden verandah and seemed to be more promising than earlier candidates seen thus far. He gave the impression of being her kindred spirit and helpmate. However, although he was also highly recommended by her townspeople, she hesitated, sensing that there was something about him, which she could not verbalize but knew instinctively, that made her feel uneasy. Perhaps it was due to his disconcerting tendency to appear overly courteous and unduly friendly to her, although she hardly knew him except by name. In fact, she felt uncertain whether he was a genuine blood relative or not. His pedigree seemed murky. Comments he made about his alleged kith and kin often did not ring true.

She especially sensed a red flag when he boldly suggested that she should chop down her beloved fir tree. His reasoning was that this very tall stately tree could catch a strong wind and, if it happened to be struck by lightning and topple over, it would cover much of her inherited orchard of productive fruit trees, and might even set her mansion on fire.

While the bereft only-child continued to dither, a tremendously powerful typhoon did hit her hamlet. In the dead of night, lightning and thunder ricocheted off the steep mountainside adjacent to her property. It seemed deafening to her and the servants. Yet intermittently, between the loud thunderclaps, she heard the distant sound of chopping and a piercing mournful groan, as if a sentient being was being hacked to death.

The young woman quickly changed into old clothes and ventured out into the storm to investigate. In pitch darkness and steady heavy rain, she stumbled by fits and starts in the direction of the chopping noises and strange, eerie cries for help. Close to the mountainside, she saw a team of men with axes cutting the lower trunk of her beloved fir tree. Imagine her horror when, during intermittent lightning flashes, she recognized her distant second cousin, assisted by his team of burly men.

She arrived too late. The dozen men managed to topple the majestic tree so that it fell clear across her property, crushing many fruit trees in its wake, just as her cousin had prophesized. In fact, owing to the team’s carelessness, the fir tree almost struck down the distraught young woman herself. It was a miracle the heavy branches did not crush her. Actually, the fir branches spreading over her prone body seemed to caress and shelter her from the driving rain and howling winds.

With a presence of mind few maintain in such a life-threatening situation, the only-child managed to extricate herself from the sheltering branches and scurried back to the safety of her mansion. She quickly changed out of the shabby soaking wet clothes and sat near the blazing fire to avoid catching a chill.

The storm continued unabated for another day, allowing her time to think.

•   •   •
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After the inclement weather finally cleared, her alleged second cousin called at her mansion. Obsequiously, he feigned to offer assistance and damage control in her hour of distress. As usual, she handled him with grace and style, but claimed that at the moment, she had no need of his services.

He left her presence disconsolately, suspecting that one of the hired workers had betrayed him, revealing his true intentions.

Returning again to his parents’ distant home that night, sleep alluded him. He felt extremely angry with the young woman’s treatment of him. Hour after hour, he kept munching over how she deftly she had snubbed him. He perceived this as a gross offence, especially from a mere woman. In his mind he harped on how she had wronged him, despite his strenuous efforts to chop down the huge fir tree, which he felt was threatening her property.

Owing to being extremely fatigued from the superhuman strain of toppling the gigantic tree and undertaking lengthy journeys on horseback, he fell asleep at last, but had a strange nightmare.

•   •   •
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The young man dreamt of a humongous tree creeping into his small bedroom, pushing and prodding him so its branches completely filled the chamber. In the dream he could hardly breathe, as if smothered. He could not extricate himself from his bedroom as the tree trapped him firmly inside.

The next night, he decided to sleep at a friend’s house to avoid experiencing a similar nightmare, but the nearly identical dream of the intrusive, pushing tree filled all his night hours. This time, the tree grunted as it squashed him, imprisoned him in the bedroom that was much smaller than his own.

Whether he slept at his patents’ house or in another place, the same dream recurred and appeared to become worse and worse each time. For instance, in some of the variations, the hard, pointed needles of the upright cones pelted his naked body like tiny arrows. When he awoke, his bare skin was covered with numerous small cuts, as if he had really been struck by bullet-sized pellets. Curiously, no medicine could heal these tiny but deep cuts and scratches. All became infected. No herbs could cure them and no physician could alleviate his pain.

The recurring dream followed him wherever he lay down his head, either by day or night. The identical dream of the intrusive fir tree plagued him daily. Unable to eat, he grew extremely thin. Bug-eyed with fright, he became fearful of the looming tree that grew in size every time it appeared in his recurring nightmare. As the tree grew in size, his sleeping quarters decreased in scale. As the sounds of the tree grunting and groaning grew louder and louder, the young man’s shouts calling out in agony and terror disturbed his relatives and neighbors at night. Everyone wanted him to move away from the hamlet, and stop bothering them. In this way, his own clan ostracized him.

Although a youthful person, his formerly thick black hair fell out in large clumps. He became a nervous wreck, afraid of even his own shadow. He wandered around the local village aimlessly like a starving beggar. Even stray dogs avoided him. It was as if he had been cursed, but no one knew who could have done that to him, so they were at their wit’s end how to help him.

Even the chief abbot attending him at his local temple could not alleviate his constant pain and suffering. Everyone wagged their heads, saying it was the young man’s accumulated bad karma that beset him.

Haunting thoughts consumed him physically, psychologically and mentally. They focused on chopping down his cousin’s fir tree in the pouring rain at the far corner of her property near the steep mountainside. During his nightmares fixated on this devious task, he faintly heard a strange voice relentlessly mocking his physical and mental torment. The sounds emitted from the grunting and groaning Phanom Tree, whose natural life he deliberately terminated due to his ignorance and greed.
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​2. *Poem: The Night Visitor, c. 1050, Uji*
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They speak softly through

Sliding doors of paper

And bamboo screens,

As rain falls steadily.

She, enveloped in multi-layered materials

Reclines, hidden inside,

Among soft cushions

On the smoothly polished dais.

He, wearing casually-fashionable attire,

Sits outside

On the wooden verandah

And sips hot green tea.

The courtier’s tethered horses,

Impatiently wait

In the gloom

Of weeping willows

Dipping into the stream.

The pair talk of lost youth,

His tall black hat

Inclines deferentially

In her direction

As rain falls steadily.

She, who might have been his,

But for his lack of clear intentions,

Eventually married another,

When cowed

By parents’ insistent promptings.

He wonders what she looks like now;

She wonders why he traveled so far

In such inclement weather,

As rain falls steadily.

He recalls her long black tresses

Sweeping floors of polished oak.

She recollects his moon-face

With bright jet-black eyes

And crooked grin.

During annual poetry contests

At Motsu-ji in the north

She improvised poems

With such elegant deftness

He balanced them

On his open fan

In tribute.

Why, then, had he remained silent

While admiring the crescent moon,

As the sun consumed the dew?

They sit, melancholy and quiet,

Listening to the rain

Hinting of what might have been,

But never transpired.

•   •   •
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​Short Story: Memorable Meeting at the Palace
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As rain falls steadily in early October, a distinguished courtier saunters along the wooden verandah of the Royal Palace trying to keep dry. On this occasion, he strolls alone; his usual entourage being engaged in other delegated matters. For a brief moment, the ruminating official feels relieved from the restrictive decorum expected of him as the Controller of the Right at the Imperial Court.

Moseying along, he notices a group of ladies-in-waiting bundled up in voluminous robes trying to keep warm on this chilly, rainy night. In fact, to his jaundiced eye, the imperial servants look like mounds of material of variegated colors. Some are seated; others are reclining close to woven bamboo screens dividing their female precinct from the common corridor where he ambles.

Then the courtier spies two women lying in his path on the oak verandah. He considers this rather unorthodox behavior for habitually decorous ladies-in-waiting. Normally, such servants never venture outside the inner confines of their designated chambers, and especially not at night.

He stops short to observe them. They seem thoroughly engrossed in listening to a high-ranking monk reciting a lengthy Buddhist text in the adjacent chapel. The courtier is heading there himself, but these two women are blocking the entranceway.

One elderly lady-in-waiting, whom he knows slightly, abruptly stands up with chagrin. To minimize her confusion when confronting him unexpectedly, the official graciously initiates a subdued conversation with her. After exchanging a few banal pleasantries about the ambience of the rainy night, he turns his attention to the warm glow of candles flickering in the inner chamber, as if seeking additional ladies-in-waiting he might recognize.

Scanning his eyes from the inner chamber to the chapel entrance, the courtier then notices a second lady-in-waiting reclining in the shadows of the doorframe. Unable to identify her, he assumes she has overheard his quiet conversation with her older companion.

Not beating around the bush, the official bluntly asks his acquaintance, “And who is your friend here?”

The second woman notices the forthright manner he phrases his question; yet she senses no hint of the usual insinuating tone that most younger courtiers tend to address subservient female servants.

The distinguished official remarks with surprise that she is a newcomer to the Court, as he, who tries to know everyone, is unacquainted with her.

Therefore, the senior lady-in-waiting introduces her companion as the only child of a provincial governor, posted up north, close to the Emishi tribe. Hearing this, the courtier lingers for some moments, and shows no sign of rushing away quickly. Taking the lead, he compares the rainy night with the pathos of existence. His sensitive appreciation of life’s sadness prompts the newcomer to join in the conversation.

Perhaps due to the steady rain falling on the leaves in the garden, the courtier remarks on the weather (a seemingly innocuous subject to discuss with two ladies-in-waiting). This topic follows naturally into a refined conversation about the seasons. As a trained musician, the courtier links spring, autumn and winter to specific musical instruments: the biwa for spring; the zither and flute for autumn; and the double-reed flute for winter.

Then the official asks both ladies about their preferred season.

The older one seems intent on impressing him. She favors autumn due to its resplendent, vivid colors.

The governor’s daughter voices her resounding delight in spring, and improvises a pithy poem to express this sentiment. Surprised and immensely impressed by her impromptu response, the distinguished courtier softly repeats her poem to himself. In fact, he speaks each phrase verbatim several times, as if to etch it in his memory. Although she does not know it at the time, this courtier considered something of an expert on lyrical poetry at Court.

•   •   •
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Subsequently, the renowned courtier compliments the literary newcomer, declaring that she has vanquished autumn as a favorite season. Not to be outdone and to match her improvised poem, the courtier immediately composes his own that emphasizes his personal attitude. Curiously, although the three-some actually meet in October, the courtier adapts his poem to pretend that they met in spring, as a subtle compliment to the governor’s daughter.

Then, the courtier confesses that he feels drawn to very cold winter nights, owing to a vivid experience he had when he was 25. At that time, he served as an Imperial Envoy on a mission to the Ise Shrine to attend the coming-of-age ceremony of the High Priestess. He vividly describes the ambience of that particular freezing winter night as the falling snow accumulated, sheltering those inside the shrine.

On that occasion when someone played lute songs, an elegant elderly serving woman, from the time of the tenth century retired Emperor En’yu, reminisced about her courtly duties. The courtier states that this moving scene, while snow fell continuously, remained in his mind for a decade.

Then he observes that nights when winter sleet falls in pitch darkness, his heart is steeped with heart-felt emotions. After expressing this nostalgic sentiment, he leaves the two ladies-in-waiting to enter the Royal Chapel to hear the sutra.

As the official enters the sacred precinct, he muses on the poetic talents of the governor’s daughter. What singles her out for him is her elegant reflection on one of the four seasons. He admires her penchant for composing such an inspirational verse on the spur of the moment.

Pondering on this rare and unexpected visitor, the governor’s daughter recalls how the courtier’s erudite way of speaking signifies a mature and quiet demeanor. She especially admires his resonant voice, as he spoke in the darkened verandah, as well as the sensitive sentiments he conveyed to her and her companion. She felt that his impromptu poem was composed particularly for her, as it referred to their chance meeting, almost as if he considered it the first of a series of such future exchanges.

In her mind she compares the then unnamed courtier to the “Shining Prince”, the main protagonist in The Tale of Genji, drafted thirty years earlier by a literary lady-in-waiting at the Imperial Court. However, the governor’s daughter considers the distinguished courtier as being much kinder, more empathetic and warmer than the novel’s self-centered hero, intent on impulsive self-gratification and multiple conquests.

The governor’s daughter, although newly married to a middle-ranking courtier who, since 1041 served as a provincial governor in the remote province of Shimotsuke, assumes that she just conversed with her kindred spirit. The exchange of impromptu poems exhilarates her. She feels that this erudite individua just met matches her ideal of a courtly gentleman as portrayed in vividly described fictional tales composed by ladies-in-waiting to royal personages decades ago.

Only much later would she learn that the poetic courtier’s family name is Minamoto, associated with the Genji surname, as found in The Tale of Genji. She knows that men ascribed the Minamoto title are of royal blood, but due to the abundance of male heirs, royal sons are designated as courtiers, instead of being in the line of succession to become the Emperor of Japan.

She would be amazed that he was none other than Minamoto no Sukemichi (1005-60), a very high-ranking official renowned for his multiple talents. At the time of their assignation, he was 37 and serving as the Controller of the Right that belonged to the Fourth Rank of the Imperial Court. Moreover, the Court recognized him as a renowned lyrical poet and expert musician on the koto and biwa (or lute). At the end of his life, he became one of the Imperial Advisers, rising to the Second Rank. He died in 1060 at the age of 55.

Had the governor’s daughter, aged 34 when they initially met in 1042, known beforehand who the mystery courtier actually was, she might not have been so bold as to compose her impromptu poem about springtime. Therefore, it was all the more surprising that this literary expert appreciated her impromptu poem so much.

Additional Potential Assignations

During subsequent palace ceremonies, the governor’s daughter often learns that the mystery courtier is present, but as ladies-in-waiting are typically secluded and well hidden in the background, the two poetic spirits fail to realize another personal tête-à-tête on those formal occasions. This is due not only to the restrictive decorum of cloistered court life, but also because of the extensive crowds attending those events. Nonetheless, her senior friend mentions to her that he habitually leaves such boisterous performances early, not wishing to be drawn into the commotion for a lengthy duration. Hearing that, the governor’s daughter surmises that he has better things to do with his time, such as composing poems and playing on his family’s musical heirlooms.

In August 1043, the governor’s daughter accompanies her five-year-old mistress, Princess Yushi, to attend an all-night performance held in the presence of Emperor Go-Suzaku at the Royal Palace. This time, she spends the night in the lower apartments and does not realize that the distinguished courtier is attending this grand occasion. However, later that night, she slides open the screen door of the narrow verandah to look out. She hears footsteps and the recitation of phrases from a Buddhist sutra spoken by a male voice that seems vaguely familiar.

Suddenly, the distinguished courtier stops in front of the open screen door. Aware that a lady-in-waiting is standing there, he asks, “What a shame you cannot enjoy tonight’s festivities,” while remaining outside on the wooden verandah. When the governor’s daughter responds to his gracious remark, the official immediately recognizes her voice and exclaims, “Ah, I’ve never forgotten those fond memories of that brief moment we shared on the rainy night.”

Although it is quite amazing that the courtier recalls her voice, no doubt he fully expects her to reply. Unfortunately, a group of rowdy colleagues abruptly interrupts their chance assignation. The drunken cronies sweep the Controller of the Right away, and the lady-in-waiting quietly retires behind the screen door and enters the secluded chamber designated for ladies-in-waiting. Shortly thereafter, the princess’ party withdraws from the Royal Palace altogether.

Nonetheless, she boldly replies to the exalted courtier by drafting a poem marveling that he remembers her. A while later, her senior companion delivers the courtier’s response to her studied and expertly composed poem. This time, he sends her a note, instead of a poem, saying, “On some future occasion, I’d like to play all the lute pieces I know for you.” Of course, the governor’s daughter eagerly anticipates his personal concert, but regrettably, such a musical soirée given in her honor never transpires.

•   •   •
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Since she is employed as one of the caregivers of Princess Yushi at Takakura Palace, the governor’s daughter normally resides there and only infrequently visits the Royal Palace for special events. Therefore, opportunities to meet such an exalted courtier are slim, especially since she is assigned to the princess on only a part-time basis, owing to personal family matters that frequently require her attention at both her parents’ house, as well as her husband’s home in the provinces.

Nevertheless, on a third occasion, which is a spring evening, the governor’s daughter hears that the high-ranking courtier visited the Takakura Palace, where she resides with her young mistress, Princess Yushi. However, since numerous guests are present, she creeps away to avoid the crowd, and does not meet the courtier after all. Since it is a very noisy event, she learns from her senior companion that he likewise withdrew early.

•   •   •
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In 1042, when aged 34, she married Tachibana no Toshimichi. It was an arranged marriage, partly due to her family’s lack of financial security. Her parents obliged her to marry someone of far lesser rank than the distinguished courtier she would admire and idolize throughout her lifetime. In 1057 her husband became the provincial governor of Shinano Province (present-day Nagano Prefecture). Their union produced three children: two sons and a daughter.

Later in life the governor’s daughter confessed in her
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