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It was my first trip to Japan.  I was on my way to meet my friend from high school in Shinjuku Station.  That’s where it all happened.


I stepped off the train engulfed in the midst of hundreds of stampeding people.  Corridors and passageways stretched out farther than I could see.  Businessmen, students, and old ladies alike all packed wall to wall, flowing like a river to the ocean.  The air was thick with humidity, my skin sticky and clothes damp.  Perspiration beaded up on my face and slowly trickled down and dangled momentarily before dripping off my chin.  In a panic to get to the surface I followed people up stairs and escalators, around countless corners, only to come upon another gate leading back into the subway.  Turning around and following a new group just led to more disappointment, as people branched off, they were replaced by new people.  I was following people to nowhere.  Embarrassed to ask for directions, I continued walking until only a few people were around.  Somehow amid the confusion and despair I found a stairwell leading up that said, “EXIT.”  Relief swept me as I raced up the stairs and swung open the door.  I could still call and explain, my friend would understand, after all he had warned me about Shinjuku Station.


I was so happy to be out that it took me a moment to realize the site before me.  It was just like a movie; beautifully decorated carriages filled the street with men adorned in colorful kimono like clothes pushing and pulling about, edging and jockeying for a better position like cars in a traffic jam.  Men were yelling, oxen bellowing, dogs barking; it was carnival in the streets!  One especially nice carriage and it’s retinue of guards and attendants was pushing it’s way into the crowded street from a side street.  “Make way, make way, make way for the General,” they shouted as they jammed into another carriage.


“We’re not the sort of people you push around!”  The other carriage’s men intemperately shouted back.


Dazzled by the spectacle before me, I stepped down and began to make my way though the crowd, trying to get to where I could see what everyone was waiting for.  Ornately colored fabrics hung out of the carriages, and as I squeezed by I saw shadows of figures moving about inside behind the curtains.  Near the front of crowd I stopped to momentarily catch my breath when I heard a whisper.  From inside the carriage I was next to a most wonderful voice said:



“My mind is dazzled-Did you come to visit me?



Or I to you?  Was it a dream or reality?



Was I sleeping or awake?”
Startled, and forgetting myself I candidly whispered back:



“I too wandered lost in the darkness

Of a disturbed heart

Whether dream or reality

Tonight let us decide!”

To my surprise the curtains suddenly parted, and the voice beckoned me in.  This person being the only person who had noticed my presence at all, I quickly climbed in hoping to at least get directions to where I needed to go, because it most certainly wasn’t around here.


“My name is Murasaki Shikibu, and we are waiting here today to see the Kamo Festival procession,” she answered.  “The High Priestess of Kamo has resigned, and will be replaced by a new priestess.  It is certain to be a splendid affair.”

“Uh- Oh…I never heard of that festival before,” I stuttered.  “But it must be splendid for everyone to be all done up like this, beautiful clothes and carriages and stuff.”

“Indeed, but it’s such a mess with everyone competing for space,” she replied.  “Did you know I have been whispering poems out of my carriage for over an hour, and you were the first one with a perfect reply?  It’s a sad state of affairs when supposedly well learned aristocrats can’t even manage more than a disgusting pick-up line in response!”

At that moment the procession made it’s way through the street in front of our carriage and rows upon rows of elaborately dressed courtiers marched by.  Veiled ladies and nuns alike shoved and jostled for position with officers and peasants, all straining for a better view.  The carriages along the street rocked back and forth as the people inside oohed and aahed.  While Murasaki pointed out various people she knew and commented on things like what people where wearing, I thought about the situation and tried to make sense of how I had gotten so lost.  Everyone and everything was so realistic, and such attention to detail I nearly forgot this was the 20th Century, not Heian Japan.  And, talking to Lady Murasaki no less!  Hopefully she could direct me back to the station, or possibly even take me there after the festival was finished.


Murasaki was continuing to show me people she knew in the gathering, “And do you see that lady over there leaning from that palm-frond carriage?”  She pointed to a palm frond decorated ox carriage with a driver that had a head of reddish gray hair.  “She thinks herself so clever with her Chinese writings and such, but she lacks true skill.  She is conceited and thinks herself superior to everyone.  She might impress men that way, but it can hardly lead to a good end.”

At that moment her attendant poked her head through the curtains and excitedly blurted out, “My lady, I have a note from the Prince!  I think he wants to..”

“Hush, hush girl!  Where are your manners?!”  Murasaki cut her off.  “We have a guest with us.”  She opened the letter, which was of a plum color and perfumed scent, gave a scathing look at her attendant, then smiled at me and blushed.  She read in a hushed voice lest someone else hear.



“On nights I cannot meet you,



My sleeves are wetter than of a morning



I have passed through bamboo grass



Crossing the fields of spring.”
“What should I reply?”  She asked.  Not wanting her to be too easy, I recited for her reply,



“In this bay there is no seaweed



Does he not know it-the fisherman



Who persists in coming



Until his legs grow weary?”

She was pleased with my skill, and must have found it appropriate because she handed it to her attendant to be delivered right away.


The procession had by now ended and the carriages were hastily turning around and trying to beat the others back down the street.  I explained to her that I needed to get back to Shinjuku Station to call a friend.  I actually had had a great time in her company so gave her my phone number.  I knew that my friends would be also be very impressed by her and her friends.  In fact, this whole festival thing would probably do pretty well back in the States.


She told me not to worry as she poured me a cup of the strongest sake I had ever had.  “You’ll be back in no time at all.”

“Thank you very much,” I said accepting the sake, “Please don’t take advantage of me because I get drunk very easily,” I joked as I gulped it down.  Whether she was or wasn’t what she said she was didn’t matter.  “Say do you know this poem?”  I challenged with my favorite from Li Po.



“Dousing clean a thousand old cares,



Sticking it out through a hundred pots of wine,



A good night needing the best of conversation,



A brilliant moon that will not let us sleep-



Drunk we lie down in the empty hills,



Heaven and earth our quilt and pillow.”

“That’s Li Po,” she exclaimed with glee.  “How about this?”


“We dismount; I give you wine



And ask, where are you off to?



You answer, nothing goes right!-



Back home to lie down by southern mountain.



Go then- I’ll ask no more-



There’s no end to white clouds there.”

“Yes!”  I shouted.  Amazingly, she had just recited Seeing Someone Off, by Wang Wei.  A very appropriate poem for the occasion, of course.


“I can read it and write it in Chinese if you like,” she said.  “I love T’ang poetry!”

My head was spinning frightfully, the remainder of the evening a blur of poetry, story telling, and sake cups.


I awoke on the floor of the subway; muggy air once more stifled my breath.  Two train guys in their blue uniforms stood over me.  “Looks like another drunk gaijin, eh Hiro,” one said.  “Hey, you too much sake.  Ha ha ha ha!”  The other laughed in my ear.


Obviously they didn’t know about the Kamo Festival, but at least they helped me on the train home.  They told me that they sometimes meet beautiful ladies at festivals also after drinking too much sake.


Nobody took me seriously when I told my friends this story, and after a while I stopped trying altogether lest one of them actually start to wonder about my mental fitness.  But the next year on a return trip through Shinjuku Station I brought a cassette recorder in hopes of finding Murasaki again and setting my critics straight.  Of course I couldn’t find the stairs to the door, but as I dejectedly walked back to the train I said to myself,



“Is this not the train?]



And is this subway not the same subway



Of the old days?



My body is the same body-



Yet everything is different.”
And I knew it was real.
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