Man- Mount ai n CGenti an

By Howard \al drop

Just after the beginning of the present century, it was realized that sonme of
the westlers were throwing their opponents fromthe ring w thout touching
them™

-l chinaga Naya, Zen-Sunpb: Sport and Ritual, Kyoto, All-Japan Zen- Suno
Associ ati on Books, 2014.

It was the fourteenth day of the January Tokyo tournament. Seated with the
other westlers, Man Mountain Gentian watched as the next match began. G ound
Sloth Ikinoto was taking on Killer Kudzu, They entered the tamped-earth ring
and began their shikiris.

Ground Sloth, a sunotori of the old school, had changed over fromtraditional
to Zen-suno four years before. He wei ghed one hundred eighty kilos in

his mawashi. He entered at the white-tassle salt corner. He cl apped his huge
hands, rinsed his nouth, threw salt, rubbed his body with tissue paper, then
began his high leg lifts, stanping his feet, his hands gripping far down his
calves. The ring shook with each stanp. Al the muscles rippled on his big
frame. Hi s stonmach, a flesh-col ored boul der, shook and vi brated.

Killer Kudzu was small and thin, weighing barely over ninety kilos. On his
forehead was the tattoo of his honeland, the People's Republic of China, one
| arge star and four snmaller stars blazing in a constellation. He al so went
into his ritual shikiri, but as he clapped he held in one hand a small box,
ten centineters on a side, showing his intention to bring it into the match
Sonetimes these were objects for nmeditation, sonetinmes favors from male or
fermal e | overs, sonetinmes no one knew what. The only rule was that they could
not be used as weapons.

The wrestlers were separated fromthe onl ookers by four clear walls and a roof
of plastic. Over this hung the traditional canopy and tassles, synbolizing
heaven and the four w nds.

Through the plastic walls ran a mesh of fine wiring, connected to a six-volt
battery next to the north-side judge. This small charge was used to contain

t he pushes of the westlers and to frustrate hel p from outsi de.

A | arge number of 600x slow notion video caneras were strategically placed
around the auditoriumto be used by the judges to replay the action if
necessary.

Killer Kudzu had placed the box on his side of the

line. He returned to his corner and threw. nore salt onto the ground, part of
the ritual purification cerenony.

Ground Sloth Ikinoto stanped once nore, twice, went to his line, and settled
into position like a football |inenman, |egs apart, knuckles to the ground. Hi s
nearly bare buttocks | ooked like giant rocks. Killer Kudzu finished his
shikiri and squatted at his line, where he settled his hand near his votive
box and gl ared at his opponent.

The referee, in his cerenonial robes, had been standing to one side during the
prelimnaries. Now he cane to a position hal fway between the westlers, his
war fan down. He | eaned away fromthe two nmen, left |Ieg back to one side as if
ready to run. He stared at the m dpoint between the two and flipped his fan
downwar d.

Instantly sweat sprang to their foreheads and shoul ders, their bodies rippled
as if pushing against great unmoving weights, their toes curled into the clay
of the ring. The two of them stayed tensely inmobile on their respective

mar ks.

Killer Kudzu's neck nuscles strained. Wth his left hand he reached and

qui ckly opened the votive box.

Man- Mountai n Gentian and the other westlers on the east side of the arena
drew in their breath.

Ground Sloth Ikinmto was a vegetarian and al ways had been. In training for
tradi tional suno, he had shunned the chunkonabe, the conmunal stew of fish,
chi cken, neat, eggs, onions, cabbage, carrots, turnips, sugar, and soy sauce.
Traditional sunotori ate as nmuch as they could hold twice a day, and their



wei ght gain was trenmendous.

I ki noto had instead trained twice as hard, eating only vegetabl es, starches,
and sugars. Meat and eggs had never once touched his |ips.

What Killer Kudzu brought out of the box was a cheeseburger. Wth one swft
nmoverrent he bit into it only half a nmeter from Ground Sloth's face.

| ki roto bl anched and started to scream As he did, he lifted into the air as
if chopped in the chest with an ax, arms and legs flailing, a wail of

revul sion comng fromhis enptied |ungs.

He passed the bal es marking the edge of the ring one foot draggi ng the ground,
upendi ng a boundary bal e-and smashed to the ground between the ring and the
bal es at the plastic walls.

The referee signaled Killer Kudzu the winner. As he squatted the gyoji offered
hima small envel ope signifying a cash prize fromhis sponsors. Kudzu, |eft
hand on his knee, with his right hand made three choppi ng gestures fromthe
left, right, and above thanking man, earth, and heaven. Kudzu took the

envel ope, then stepped through the doorway of the plastic enclosure and |eft
the arena to rejoin the other west-side westlers.

The audi ence of el even thousand was on its feet as one, cheering. Across Japan
and around the world, two hundred mllion viewers watched television

Ground Sloth Ikinmoto had risen to his feet, bowed, and | eft by the other door.
Attendants rushed in to repair the damaged ring. Man-Muntain Gentian | ooked
up at the scoring clock. The entire match had taken a mere 4.1324 seconds.

It was three-twenty in the afternoon on the fourteenth day of the Tokyo

i nvitational tournament.

The next match would pit Cast Iron Pekowski of Pol and against the heavily
favored Hokkai dan, Typhoon Takanaka.

After that would be CGentian's bout with the South African, Knockdown
Krugerrand. Man-Muntain Gentian stood at 13-0 in the tournanent, having

def eated an opponent each day so far. He wanted to retire as the first G and
Chanpion to win six tournanents in a row, undefeated. He was not very worried
about his contest with Knockdown Krugerrand slated for later this afternoon
Tormorrow, though, the |ast day of the January tournanent, his opponent woul d
be Killer Kudzu, who after this match al so stood undefeated at 14-0.

Man- Mountain Gentian was 1.976 neters tall and wei ghed exactly two hundred

kil os. He had been a sunmotori for six years, had been yokozuna for the |ast
two of those. He was twi ce holder of the Enperor's Cup. He was the highest
pai d, nmost fanobus Zensunotori in the world.

He was twenty-three years old.

He and Knockdown Krugerrand finished their shikiris. They got on their marks.
The gyoji flipped his fan

The match was over in 3.1916 seconds. He hel ped Krugerrand to his feet,
accepted the envel ope and the thunderous appl ause of the crowd, and |left the
reverberating plastic enclosure.

"You are the wife of Man-Muntain Gentian?" asked a voice next to her

Mel i ssa put on her public smle and turned to the voice. Her nephew, on the

ot her side, |eaned around to | ook

The man talking to her had five stars tattooed to his forehead. She knew he
was a fanous sunotori, though he was very slimand his chon-mage had been
conbed out and washed, and his hair was now a fluffy expl osi on above his head.
"I amKiller Kudzu," he said. "I'msurprised you weren't at the tournament."
"I amhere with my nephew, Hari. Hari, this is M. Killer Kudzu." The nephew,
dressed in his winter Little League outfit, shook hands firmy. "H s team the
M t subi shi Zeroes, will play the Kawasaki C audes next gane."

They paused while a foul ball caused great excitenent a few rows down the

bl eachers. Hari nade a stab for it, but some construction foreman of a father
cane up grinning triunphantly with the ball.

"And what position do you play?" asked Killer Kudzu.

"Utility outfield. Wien | get to play," said Hari sheepishly, averting his
eyes and sitting back down.

"Ch. How s your batting average?"



"Pretty bad. One twenty-three for the year," said Hari
"Well, maybe this will be the night you shine," Killer Kudzu said with a
smile.

"I hope so," said Hari. "Half our team has the Anerican flu."
"Just the reason |I'mhere," said Kudzu. "I was to
nmeet a busi nessman whose son was to play-this gane. | find himnot to be here,

as his son has the influenza also."

It was hot in the domed stadium and Kudzu insisted they | et himbuy them
Sno- Kones. Just as the vendor got to them Hari's coach signaled, and the
nephew ran down the bl eachers and followed the rest of his teammtes into the
war mup area under the stadi um

Soon the other |ackluster gane was over, and Hari's teamtook the field.

The first batter for the Kawasaki C audes, a twelveyear-old built Iike an
orangut an, got up and snashed a line drive off the Mtsubishi Zeroes' third
baseman's chest. The third baseman had been waving to his nother. They carried
himinto the dugout. Melissa soon saw himup yelling again.

So it went through three innings. The O audes had the Zeroes down by three
runs, 6-3.

In the fourth inning, Hari took right field, injuries having whittled the
flu-ridden team down to the third-stringers.

One of the Kawasaki O audes hit a high looping fly straight to right field.
Hari started in after it, but sonething happened with his feet; he fell, and
the ball dropped a neter fromhis outstretched glove. The center fielder
chased it down and nmade the relay, and by a mracle they got the runner
sliding into home plate. He took out the Zeroes' catcher doing it.

"It doesn't | ook good for the Zeroes," said Melissa.

"Ch, things mght get better," said Killer Kudzu. "Didn't you know? The

opera's not over till the fat |ady sings."
"A diva couldn't do nuch worse out there," said Melissa.
"They still don't Iike baseball in nmy country,” he said. "Decadent. Bourgeois,

they say. As if anything could be nore decadent and m ddl e-cl ass than China."
"Yet, you wear the flag?" She pointed toward the tattoo on his head.

"Let's just call it a gesture to former greatness," he said.

Bottom of the seventh, last inning in Little League. The Zeroes had the bases
| oaded, but they incurred two outs in the process. Hari came up to bat.

Thi ngs were tense. The infield was back, ready for the force-out. The
outfielders were nearly falling down fromtension

The pitcher threw a blistering curve that got the outside. Hari was caught

| ooki ng.

From t he dugout the manager's voi ce saying unkind things carried to the crowd.
Ei ght thousand people were on their feet.

The pitcher wound up and threw

Hari started a swing that should have ended in a grounder or a pop-up. Halfway
through, it | ooked as if someone had speeded up a projector. The leisurely

swi ng bl urred.

Hari literally threw hinself to the ground. The bat cracked and broke neatly
intw at his feet.

The ball, a frozen white streak, whizzed through the air and hit the
scoreboard one hundred ten nmeters away with a terrific crash, putting the

i nning indicator out of comm ssion

Everyone was stock-still. Hari was staring. Every

pl ayer was turned toward the scoreboard.

"It's a home run, kid," the unpire renm nded Hari

Slow y, unbelieving, Hari began to trot toward first base.

The pl ace expl oded, fans junping to their feet. Hari's teammates on the bases
headed for hone. The dugout enptied, waiting for himto round third.

The C audes stood dejected. The Zeroes clinbed all over Hari

"I didn't know you could do that nmore than once a day," said Mlissa, her eyes
nar r owned.

"Who, me?" asked Kudzu



"You're perverting your talent," she said.

"We're not supposed to be able to do that nore than once every twenty-four
hours, " said Kudzu, flashing a smle

"I know that's not true, at least really," said Melissa

"Ch, yes. You are narried to a sunotori, aren't you?"

Mel i ssa bl ushed.

"The kid seened to feel bad enough about that fly ball he dropped in the
fourth inning. Besides, it's just a gane."

At hone plate, Hari's teammates congratul ated him sl apping himon the back
The gane was over, the scoreboard said 7-6, and the technicians were already
climbi ng over the inning indicator.

Melissa rose. "I have to go pick up Hari. | suppose | will see you at the

t our nanent tonorrow. "

"How are you getting hone?" asked Killer Kudzu

"We wal k. Hari l|ives near."

"It's snow ng."

n O,]. "

"Let me give you a ride. My electric vehicle is outside."
"That would be nice. | live several kilonmeters away from"

"I know where you live, of course."

"Fine, then."

Hari ran up. "Aunt Melissa! Did you see? | don't know what happened! | just
felt, I don't know, | just hit it!"

"That was wonderful."” She smiled at him Killer Kudzu was | ooki ng up, very
interested in the stadi um support structure.

The stable in which Man-Muntain Gentian trained was bei ng entertai ned that
night. That meant that the westlers would have to do all the entertaining.
Even at the top of his sport, Man-Muntain had never gotten used to the fans.
Their kingly prizes, their raucous behavior at matches, their donations of
gifts, clothing, vehicles, and in sone cases houses and land to their favorite
westlers. It was all appalling to him

It was a carry-over fromtraditional suno, he knew. But Zen-sunpo had becone a
wor | dwi de, not just a national, sport. Many saved for years to cone to Japan
to watch the January or My tournaments. People here in Japan sonetines
sacrificed at home to be able to contribute toward new kesho- mawashi s,

el aborate, heavy brocade and silk aprons used in the

wrestlers' ring-entering cerenpnies.

Money, in this business, flowed |ike water, appearing in small envel opes in
the mail, in the |ocker room after feasts such as the one tonight.

Once a nonth Man-Mountain Gentian gathered themall up and took themto his
accountant, who had instructions to give it all, above a certain princely

| evel, away to charity. Oher westlers had nore, or |ess, or none of the sane
arrangenents. The tax men never seemed surprised by whatever anount westlers
report ed.

He entered the club. Things were already rocking. One of the hostesses took
his shoes and coat. She had to put the overcoat over her shoulders to carry it
into the cl oakroom

The party was a haze of blue snoke, dishes, bottles, businessmen, westlers,
and funny paper hats. Waitresses cane in and out with nore food. Three
nmusi ci ans pl ayed unheard on a raised dais at one side of the room

Soneone was telling a snappy story. The room expl oded with | aughter

"Ah!" said sonmeone. "Yokozuna Gentian has arrived."

Man- Mount ai n bowed deeply. They made two or three places for himat the | ow
table. He saw that several of the host party were Americans. Probably one or
nore were fromthe C A

They and the Russians were still trying to perfect Zen-suno as an

assassi nati on weapon. They offered active and retired sumptori |arge anounts
of nmoney in an effort to get themto develop their powers in sone nomnally
destructive form So far, no one he

knew of had. There were runors about the Brazilians, however.



He could see it now, a future with prenmiers, mllionaires, presidents, and
paranoids in all walks of life wearing wire-mesh clothing and checking their
Eveready batteries before going out each norning.

He had been approached twi ce, by each side. He was sonetines followed. They
all were. People in governnents sinply did not understand.

He began to talk, while sake flowed, with Cast Iron Pekowski. Pekowski, now
12-2 for the tournament, had graciously lost his match with Typhoon Takanaka.
(There was an old saying: In a tournanent, no one who won nore than nine

mat ches ever beat an opponent who has | ost seven. That had been the case with
Takanaka. Ei ght was the nunmber of w ns needed to maintain current ranking.)

"I could feel himgoing," said Pekowski, in Polish. "I think we should talk to
hi m about the May tournanent."

"Have you nentioned this to his stabl emaster?”

"I thought of doing so after the tournanent. | was hoping you could come with
nme to see him"

"I'"ll be just another retired westler by then."

"Takanaka respects you above all the others. Your danpatsu-shiki cerenony
won't be for another two weeks. They won't have cut off all your hair yet. And

while we're at it, | still wi sh you would change your nind."

"Perhaps | could be Takanaka's dew sweeper and carry his ceremonial cloth for
hi m when he enters his last tournament. | would be honored."

"Good! You'll come with nme then, Friday norning?"

The hosts were much drunker than the westlers. Nayakano the stabl emaster was
feeling no pain but still remained upright. Munds of food were being

consumed. A businessnman tried to grab-ass a waitress. This was going to becone
every bit as nasty as all such parties.

"A song! A song!" yelled the head of the fan club, a businessman in his
sixties. "Who will favor us with a song?"

Man- Mountain Gentian got to his feet, went over to the rnusicians. He tal ked
with the sam sen player. Then he stood facing his drunk, attentive audience.
How many of these parties had he been to in his career? Two, three hundred?

Al ways the sane, drunkenness, discord, braggadocio on the part of the host
clubs. Sone fans really loved the sport, sone lived vicariously through it. He
woul d not miss the parties. But as the player began the tune he realized this
m ght be the last party he would have to face.

He began to sing.

"I met ny lover by still Lake Biwa
just before Taira war banners flew .
And so on through all six verses, in a clear, pure voice belonging to a man
hal f his size.

They stood and appl auded him some of the westlers in the stable | ooking
away, as only they, not even the stablenmaster, knew of his retirement plans
and what this party probably neant.

He went to the stabl emaster, who took himto the

club host, made apol ogi es concerning the tournanent and a slight cold, shook
hands, bowed, and went out into the |obby, where the hostess valiantly brought
hi m his shoes and overcoat. He wanted to help her, but she reshoul dered the
coat grimy and brought it to him

He handed her a tip and signed the autograph she asked for

It had begun to snow outside. The neon nmade the sky a swirling, multicol ored
snudge. ©Man- Mountain Gentian wal ked t hrough the quickly enptying streets. Even
the ever-present taxis scurried fromthe snow |like roaches froma light. H's
hone was only two kilonmeters away. He liked the stillness of the falling snow,
the quietness of the city in tines such as these.

"Shelter for a storny night?" asked a ragged old man on a corner. Man-NMbuntain
Genti an st opped.

"Change for shelter for an old nman?" asked the beggar again, |ooking very far
up at Gentian's face.

Man- Mount ai n Gentian reached in his pocket and took out three or four small
ornat e paper envel opes that had been thrust on himas he left the club



The old man took them opened one. Then anot her and anot her.

"There nust be nore than eight hundred thousand yen here," he said, very
quietly and very slowy.

"I suggest either the Inperial or the Hilton," said Man-Muntain Gentian, then
the westler turned and wal ked away.

The old man | aughed, then straightened hinself with dignity, stepped to the
curb, and inperiously sumoned an approachi ng pedi cab

Mel i ssa was not hone.

He turned on the entry light as he took off his shoes. He passed through the
sparsely furnished, low living room turned off the |light at the other swtch
He went to the bathroom put depilatory gel on his face, wiped it off.

He went to the kitchen, picked up half a ham and ate it, washing it down wth
three liters of mlk. He returned to the bathroom brushed his teeth, went to
t he bedroom unrolled his futon, and placed his cinder block at the head of

it.

He punched a button on the hidden tape deck, and an old recording of Kimo Eto
pl ayi ng "Rukodan" on the koto quietly filled the house.

The only decoration in the sleeping roomwas Shuncho's print The Strongest and
the Most Fair, showing a theater-district beauty and a sunotori three times
her size; it was hanging on the far wall.

He turned off the light. Instantly the silhouettes of falling snowfl akes
showed t hrough the paper walls of the house, cast by the strong streetlight
outsi de. He watched the snowfl akes fall as he listened to the nusic, and he
was filled with nono no aware for the transience of beauty in the world.

Man- Mountain Gentian pulled up the puffed cotton covers, put his head on the
bui | ding bl ock, and drifted off to sleep.

They had let Hari off at his house. The interior of the runabout was warm
They were drinking coffee in the near-enpty parking | ot of Tokyo Sonic #113.

"I read sonewhere you were an architect," said Killer Kudzu

"Barely," said Melissa.

"Wuld you like to see Kudzu House?" he asked.

For an architect, it was |ike being asked to one of Frank Lloyd Wight's
vacation hones or one of the birdlike buildings designed by Eero Saarinen in
the later twentieth century. Melissa considered

"l should call home first," she said after a nonent.

"I think your husband will still be at the Nue Vue C ub, whooping it up with
t he noney nen."
"You're probably right. 1'Il call himlater. 1'd love to see your house."

The old man | ay dying on his bed.

"I see you finally heard," he said. His voice was tired

Man- Mount ai n Genti an had not seen himin seven years. He had al ways been ol d,
but he had never |ooked this old, this weak.

Dr. Wi had been his nmentor. He had started himon the path toward Zen-suno
(though he did not know it at the tinme). Dr. Wi had not been one of those
cryptic koan-spouting quiet nen. He had been boi sterous, |aughing, playing
with his pupils, yelling at them whatever was needed to get themto see.
There had been the occasional letter fromhim Now, for the first tine, there
was a call in the mddle of the night.

"I"'msorry," said Man-Muntain Gentian. "lIt's snow ng outside."

"At your house, too?" asked Dr. W.

WI's attendant was dressed in Buddhi st robes and seemi ngly paid no attention
to either of them

"I's there anything | can do for you?" asked Man Mountain Gentian

"Physically, no. This is nothing a pain shift can help. Enotionally, there
is."

n \N]at ?II

"You can win tonorrow, though | won't be around to share it."

Man- Mountain Gentian was quiet a nmonent. "lI'mnot sure | can prom se you
that."

"1 didn't think so. You are forgetting the kitten and the bow of mlk."



"No. Not at all. I think I'"ve finally come up agai nst somet hing new and strong
inthe world. I will either win or lose. Either way, | wll retire.”

"If it did not nean anything to you, you could have |ost by now, " said Dr. Wi.
Man- Mountai n Gentian was qui et again.

Wi shifted uneasily on his pillows. "Well, there is not much time. Lean cl ose.
Listen carefully to what | have to say.

"The novice Itsu went to the Master and asked him “Master, what is the key to
all enlightennent?

" “You nust teach yourself never to think of the white horse,' said the

Mast er .

"Itsu applied hinmself with all his being. One day while raking gravel, he
achi eved insight.

" “Master! Master!' yelled Itsu, running to the Master's quarters. “Master, |
have made nyself not think about the white horse!’

" “Quick!' said the Master. “Wen you were not thinking of the horse, where
was |tsu?

"The novice could make no answer.

"The Master dealt Itsu a smart blow with his staff.

"At this, Itsu was enlightened."

Then Dr. Wi let his head back down on his bed.

"CGood- bye, " he said.

In his bed in the lamasery in Tibet, Dr. Wi |l et out a ragged breath and died.
Man- Mountain Gentian, standing in his bedroomin Tokyo, began to cry.

Kudzu House took up a city block in the mddle of Toyko. The taxes al one mnust
have been enornous.

Through the decreasing snow, Melissa saw the lights. Their beans stabbed up
into the night. Al that she could see froma block away was the tangl ed
kudzu.

Kudzu was a vine, originally transplanted from China, raised in Japan for
centuries. Its crushed root was used as a starch base in cooking; its |eaves
were used for teas and nedicines; its fibers, to nmake cloth and paper

What kudzu was nost fanous for was its ability to grow over and cover anythi ng
that didn't nove out of its way.

In the Depression Thirties of the last century, it had been planted on road
cuts in the southeastern United States to stop erosion. Kudzu had al nost
stopped progress there. In those ideal conditions it grew runners nore than
twenty meters long in a single sunmrer, several to a root. Its vines clinbed
utility poles, hills, trees. It conpletely covered other vegetation, cutting
off its sunlight.

Many places in the American south were covered three kil oneters wide to each
side of the highways with kudzu vines. The Great Kudzu Forest of centra
Ceorgia was a U. S. national park.

In the bl eaker conditions of Japan the weed could be kept under control
Except that this owner didn't want it to. The lights playing into the snowy
sky were part of the heating and watering systemthat kept vines grow ng
year-round. Al this Melissa had read. Seeing it was sonething again. The
entire bl ock was a green tangle of vines and l|ights.

"Do you ever trimit?" she asked.

"The traffic keeps it back," said Killer Kudzu, and he | aughed. "I have
gardeners who conme in and fight it once a week. They're losing."

They went into the green tunnel of a driveway. Mlissa saw the edge of the
house, cast concrete, as they dropped into the sunken vehicle area.

There were three boats, four road vehicles, a Hovercraft, and a small sport
flyer parked there.

Li ghts shone up into a dense green roof from which hundreds of vines grew
downward toward the |ight sources.

"W have to nove the spotlights every week," he said.

A butler net themat the door. "Just a tour, Mrd," said Killer Kudzu. "We'l]I
have drinks in the sitting roomin thirty mnutes."

"Very good, sir."



"This way."

Melissa went to a railing. The living area was the size of a bowing alley, or
the | obby of a terrible old hotel

The bal cony on the second |l evel jutted out fromthe east wall. Killer Kudzu
went to a consol e, punched buttons.

Moe and the Meani es boomed from dozens of speakers.

Killer Kudzu stood snapping his fingers for a nonent. "Oh, send ne! Honorable
cats!" he said. "That's from Spi ke Jones, an irreverent American nusician of
the last century. He died of cancer," he added.

Melissa followed him noticing the things everyone noticed-the Chrone Room

t he Supercharger Inhalorium the archery range ("the object is not to hit the
targets," said Kudzu), the Mdsosaur Pool with the fossils enbedded in the

si des and bottom

She was nore affected by the house and its overall tawdriness than she thought
she woul d be.

"You' ve done very well for yourself."

"Some manage it, some give it away, some save it. | spend it."

They were drinking kudzu-tea highballs in the sitting room which was one of
the nost confortable rooms Melissa had ever been in.

"Tasteless, isn't it?" asked Killer Kudzu

"Not quite," said Melissa. "It was well worth the trip."
"You coul d stay, you know," said Kudzu
"I thought | could." She sighed. "It would only give nme one nore excuse not to

finish the dishes at home." She gave hima long | ook. "No, thank you. Besides,
it wouldn't give you an advantage in the match."

"That really never crossed ny nind."

"I"'mquite sure.”

"You are a beautiful woman."

"You have a nice house."

"Hmm Tinme to get you hone."

“I'"'msure."

They sat outside her house in the cold: The snow had stopped. Stars peeped

t hrough the | ow scud.

"I"'mgoing to win tonorrow, you know, " said Killer Kudzu

"You might," said Melissa.

"It is sonetinmes possible to do nore than win,'
“I'"1l tell my husband."

"My offer is always open," he said. He reached over and opened her door on the
runabout. "Life won't be the sanme after he's lost. O after he retires.”

She clinbed out, shaking fromnmore than the cold. He closed the door, whipped
the vehicle in a circle, and was gone down the crunching street. He blinked
his lights once before he drove out of sight.

She found her husband in the kitchen. His eyes were red, he was as pale as she
had ever seen him

"Dr. Wi is dead," he said, and wrapped his huge arns around her, covering her
i ke an upright sofa.

He began to cry again. She talked to himquietly.

"Come to bed. Let's try to get sone sleep,"” she said.

"No, | couldn't rest. | wanted to see you first. I'mgoing down to the
stable." She hel ped himdress in his warmest clothing. He kissed her and | eft,
wal ki ng the

few bl ocks through the snowy sidewal ks to the training building.

The junior westlers were awakened at four A°M They were to begin the day's
wor k of sweepi ng, cleaning, cooking, bathing, feeding, and catering to the
senior westlers. Wen they cane in they found him stripped to his nmawashi,

at the three-hundred kil o push bag, pushing, pushing, straining, crying al

the while, not saying a word. The floor of the arena was torn and grooved.
They cleared up the area for the norning workouts, one junior westler
follow ng himaround with the sand trowel.

At seven A.M he slunped exhausted on a bench. Two of the juryo covered him

he sai d.



with quilts and set an al arm cl ock beside himfor one in the afternoon.

"Your opponent was at the ball game |ast night," said Nayakano the

st abl emaster. Man-Mountain Gentian sat in the dressing roomwhile the barber
conbed and greased his el aborate chon-mage. "Your wi fe asked me to give you
this."

It was a note in a plain envel ope, addressed in her beautiful calligraphy. He
opened and read it.

Her letter warned himof what Kudzu said about "nmore than w nning" the night
before, and wi shed him| uck

He turned to the stabl emaster

"Had Killer Kudzu injured any opponent before he becane yokozuna | ast

t our nanent ?" Man- Mount ai n asked.

Nayakano's answer was i mediate. "No. That's unheard of. Let me see that
note." He reached out.

Man- Mountain Gentian put it back in the envel ope, tucked it in his mawashi .
"Should I alert the judges?"

"Sorry, | shouldn't have mentioned it," said ManMountain Gentian

"I don't like this," said the stabl enaster

Three hefty junior westlers ran in to the dressing roomcarrying Gentian's
kesho- mawashi between them

The | ast day of the January tournament always packed themin. Even the
maegashi ra and kormusubi matches, in which young boys threw each other, or
tried to, drew enough of an audience to nmake the novices feel good.

The call for the ozeki-class westlers cane, and they went through the

grandi ose ring-entering cerenpny, wearing their great kesho-nmawashi aprons of
brocade, silk, and gold, while their dew sweepers and sword-bearers squatted
to the sides.

Then they retired to their benches, east or west, to await the call by the
fal setto-voi ced yobi dashi

Man- Mount ai n Genti an watched as the assistants hel ped Killer Kudzu out of his
cerenonial apron, gold with silk kudzu | eaves, purple flowers, yellow stars.
H s forehead blazed with the People's Republic of China flag.

He | ooked directly at Gentian's place and snmiled a broad, crooked smle

There was a great match between CGorilla Tsunam

and Typhoon Takanaka, which went on for nore than thirty seconds by the clock
both nen straining, groaning, sweating until the gyoji made them stop, and
rise, and then get on their marks again.

Those were the worst kinds of matches for the westlers, each opponent
alternately straining, then bending with the other, neither getting advantage.
There was a | egendary match five years ago which took six thirty-second tries
before one westler bested the other

The referee flipped his fan. CGorilla Tsunam fell flat on his face in a heap
then wiggl ed backwards out of the ring.

The crowd screaned and appl auded Takanaka.

Then the yobi dashi said, "East - Man-Muntain Gentian. West-Killer Kudzu."
They hurried their shikiris. Each threw salt twice, rinsing once. Then

Man- Mountain Gentian, noving with the grace of a dancer, lifted his right |eg
and stanped it, then his left, and the sound was |ike the double echo of a
cannon t hroughout the stadi um

He went immediately to his mark.

Killer Kudzu junped down to his mark, glaring at his opponent across the neter
t hat separated them

The gyoji, off guard, took a few seconds to turn sideways to them and bring
his fan into position.

In that time, Man-Muntain Gentian could hear the quiet humof the electrica
grid, hear muffled intake of breath fromthe other westlers, hear a whistle
in the nostril of the north-side judge.

"Huuu!" said the referee, and his fan jerked.

Man- Mountain Gentian felt as though two freight trains had collided in his
head. There was a snap as his muscles went tense all over and the nomentum of



the explosion in his brain began to push at him lifting, threatening to make
hi m gi ve or tear through the back of his head.

H s feet were on a slippery, sandy bottom neck high wave crests smashed into
him a rip tide was pushing at his shoul der, at one side, pulling his |legs up
twisting his nmuscles. He could feel his eyes pushed back in their sockets as
if by iron thunbs, ready to pop themlike ripe pluns. Hs |ligaments were iron
wires stretched tight on the turnbuckles of his bones. Hs arns ended in
strands of noodles, his face was soft cheese.

The sand under hi mwas soft, so soft, and he knew that all he had to do was to
sink init, let go, cease to exist.

And through all that haze and blindness he knew what it was that he was not
supposed to think about.

Everything quit: He reached out one mental hand, as big as the sun, as fast as
light, as long as tinme, and he pushed agai nst his opponent's chest.

The lights were back, he was in the stadium in the arena, and the dul
poundi ng was appl ause, screans.

Killer Kudzu lay blinking anong the ring bales.

"Hooves?" Man-Muntain Gentian heard himask in bew | derment before he picked
hi nsel f up

Man- Mount ain Gentian took the envel ope fromthe referee with three quick
choppi ng notions, then nade a fourth to the audience, and they knew then and
only then that they would never see himin the ring again.

The official clock said 0.9981 second.

"How did you do it, Man-Mountain?" asked the Tokyo paparazzi as the westler
showered out his chon-mage and put on his clothes. He said nothing.

He net his wife outside the stadium A |one newsman was waiting for her

" Scoop" Haki not o.

"For old times' sake," begged Haki nbto. "How did you do it?"

Man- Mountai n Gentian turned to Melissa. "Tell himhow | did it," he said.

"He didn't think about the white horse," she said. They left the newsnan
standi ng there, staring.

Killer Kudzu, tired and pale, was getting in his vehicle. Hakinoto cane
running up. "Wat's all this | hear about Gentian and a white horse?" he
asked.

Kudzu's eyes wi dened, then narrowed.

"No comment," he said.

That night, to celebrate, Man-Muntain Gentian took Melissa to the Beef Bow .
He had seventeen orders and hel ped Melissa finish her second one.

They went back hone, clinmbed onto their futons, and turned on the TV
Glligan was on his island. All was right with the world.



