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The Void


There is a moment when the arrow stands in the target. And there is a moment, just before that, when it does not. No matter how I stare, I can never catch the instant of its arrival.


If I look towards the archer, I can just see the brief flash of movement as it leaves the bow. The eye can track its flight, but often arrives at the target to find the arrow already planted, as if it had grown there.


A camera, perhaps, could resolve the uncertainty between the note of the bowstring and the percussion of the target. The image might reveal a flying stick, naked and exposed, quivering with all the chances of its flight. Even a bursting of the paper as it pierced the target. But would that satisfy? After all, if it was a fair shot, then it already stands in the target. And no camera can ever capture the moment between there and not there.


But there must be something in the void, in the moment between moments. For everything else, forwards and backwards, grows out of that.




1  Ashibumi


The archer takes up position at the shooting line, feet braced well apart, establishing the foundations of the shot.


‘Of course, you’ve never met my aunt.’


Hiroshi’s English was impeccable. Probably because it was patched together from textbook phrases like ‘Hiroshi’s English was impeccable’ or ‘Of course, you’ve never met my aunt’. Of course I’d never met his aunt. Weeks squashed together in an attic office and this was the first time he’d admitted to having any sort of personal life, never mind an actual living relative.


‘Quite a character. A very nice person…’


‘Eh?’


‘… although, as a matter of fact, she had some odd ways.’


He didn’t seem to register my puzzled silence.


‘We felt it might be because of her experiences in the Pacific War. She lost all her family, except for my father.’


I admit, I was struggling. Thirty seconds before, we had been deep in the minutiae of translation, wrestling the maintenance schedule for a medical waste incinerator out of Japanese and into English.


‘She was almost killed herself. A real survivor. She never spoke about it, certainly not to us children.’


In the middle of a section entitled ‘Schedule of Monthly Inspections’, he’d pushed back his chair, put his glasses down on the desk and come out with this … stuff.


‘To my sister and I she was just Auntie Mie. She bought us little treats: shaved ice with syrup in the summer, cakes in the winter, presents on our birthdays. She never married, but apart from that she lived a perfectly normal life, most of the time.’


The yellow stained fingertips strayed upward toward his mouth, but finding no cigarette, settled on his tie instead and unnecessarily re-arranged it.


‘She could be very … determined.’


He paused, as if waiting for something.


‘But quite humorous also, more … uninhibited than most people.’


Again, a pause, during which it dawned on me that what he was waiting for, was me.


‘Sounds fun!’ I said and immediately regretted it.


‘Yes! My sister and I adored her! But the presents were a little odd.’


His tone became confidential.


‘At first she would just buy us the usual little toys. But as we got older, she started giving us things that were rather… strange.’


Our desks stood side by side, facing the low wall under the slope of the attic roof, his to the right of mine. I sensed he was looking at me. Waiting for me to say something like: ‘Oh? What sort of strange things?’ I cleared my throat and pointed out, as tactfully as I could, that we had a minor deadline to meet. He gave a grunt, snapped his glasses back on and twenty seconds later we were once more tussling over the correct usage of ‘air filter retention ring’ and ‘flexible drive-belt tensioner’.


At first, I congratulated myself on having steered our relationship back onto professional ground. As the morning wore on, I began to suspect my satisfaction had been premature. There was an atmosphere. By lunchtime, I was desperate to get out of the office.
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From where she stands, some of the houses look almost untouched. Here, in the suburbs nearer the edge of the city, it had not been one single, terrible firestorm, but many smaller blazes caused by embers flying on the hot wind. The still leafless ginkgo on the corner seems unhurt, though many other trees are dreadfully scorched. The neighbourhood is still recognisable. But it is not the same place changed, as after a snowfall. It is the corpse of the place she once knew. Wherever its angry and tormented spirit roams, it is not here.


A sheet of paper, tied to the ginkgo’s trunk, is rattling softly in the fitful wind. A list of the dead. The local fire-watch have already taken what remained of the bodies to the temple, where they will be laid in the courtyard with hundreds of others. She ought to follow them. There are rites she should attend. They never set much store by such things in life. And she cannot face more burning.


At the end of the street, a thin boy in a police uniform that is too big for him clutches a bamboo stave. His face looks as if it has never smiled and never could. He sees her and fidgets, but does nothing as she enters the charred gate.


In the ruined garden a stand of arrow bamboo droops under the weight of fine grey ash that stirs and fumes like smoke as she brushes by. An unfamiliar silence. No trickle of water falling into the little stone cistern. She reaches out for the bamboo dipper, also grey with ash, laid across its cracked and blackened edge. Her hand closes on nothing but a soft, crunching texture, a grey powder that sifts away between her fingers. She looks at her hand, bewildered, as if it were unaccountably covered in blood. It had not been the dipper at all, but only its charred ghost. She reaches down into the darkness of the once brimming cistern. Groping desperately for something real, something that is not a phantom of fire. Somewhere near the bottom, she feels water, but so tepid it might be blood. Something bumps against her hand. She snatches it back and peers nervously in. A small green frog, its nose just breaking the surface. ‘Just a little please!’ she whispers and, cupping her hand, dips it carefully in.
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Descending into the hushed corporate regions of the lower floors, I could hear Hiroshi starting to follow me down. His tread on the uncarpeted wooden attic stairs was slower, probably because he was rolling a cigarette. Going for a smoke I guessed, in the dank, derelict little pit of a garden behind the eighteenth-century townhouse in which we worked. I crossed reception, slipped out of the nineteenth-century glass shop front with its recessed door and turned left.


I needed to walk and to think. Bristol is good for that. Always a sense of something going on, rarely crowded enough to overwhelm and if you need peace and quiet, it’s usually just around the next corner. In the relaxed bustle of the suburban street, my thoughts began to flow.


‘Of course, you’ve never met my aunt’ is a conventional opening, the redundant statement of a fact known to both parties. It isn’t meant to sound like an exclamation. All too easy, I knew, to be fluent, but still get things like that wrong. And yet, his statement about the presents had been finely calibrated in both content and tone, to pique curiosity.


Grabbing my usual sandwich and juice in the corner shop, I turned left again, up a street between the old houses, so steep I had to concentrate to keep my balance on the worn, uneven flagstones.


Was it cultural? My kind of work usually needed a team of two: a native speaker who would hash out a rough English draft and me. My job was to put the ‘technical’ into ‘technical translation’ and something resembling actual English into ‘English Language Version’. The native speakers came and went, depending on the contract. I’d got on pretty well with most of them. There hadn’t been that many arguments and none of them had tried to talk about their aunts.


I crossed the back-road at the top of the street, climbed the short flight of stone steps sunk into the steep, walled bank on the opposite side and stepped out onto the broad green flanks of Brandon Hill. A city park for nearly four hundred years, the lower slopes seemed to hold memories of open fields: thick meadow-grass, old lone trees, an overgrown wildlife reserve with a pond and, running part way up the hill, what I took to be the remnant of an ancient hedgerow. A lunchtime escape from mental overload and a handy evening short cut home. After a few lunch-hours spent exploring the place, I had settled on a habitual route: a more or less direct line from the little flight of stone steps, to just below the tower on the summit of the hill. It was also a habit to do it barefoot, so I stuffed my footwear into my backpack and began to walk slowly up through the lush spring grass.


I had always tried to get in early on the first day of a new contract. Clear the decks and prepare. The morning of Hiroshi’s arrival, the smell of stale tobacco and citrus aftershave drifting down from the open office door told me I’d been beaten to the draw. Entering the small attic room braced for a greeting, I had been confronted instead with the back of a blue business suit. The hand I had been expecting to shake was resting on what would be his chair, the one nearest the door. The calendar tacked to the wall behind the desk was getting all his attention, as if he wasn’t sure he had the right day. His turn caught me off-guard. Hastily dropping my gaze, I took a breath, carefully looked up again and did that artificial smile that means my eyes are closed as we shake.


‘Hiroshi… Hiroshi Tanaka?’


The tone. As if he were not announcing, but confirming his name.


‘Gareth,’ I said.


‘Yes! Gareth! Pleased to meet you at last!’ Tone again: as if we were already, somehow, acquainted. A little formal too. Most people call me Gary, even when they know I hate it. The pronunciation wasn’t bad either. He must have been practising.


‘It feels like greeting a member of the family!’


Maybe he missed my confused expression, because he was already glancing round the little room.


‘I’m glad you transferred here. It seems much more interesting than that other place.’


I came to a stop in the middle of the slope, staring thoughtfully at my own feet. Had my CV been passed around at some meeting I hadn’t been invited to? It had been just like the peculiar ‘aunt’ conversation. Undue familiarity, combined with disarming deference. Maybe he just wanted to practise his English conversation. Medical waste disposal machinery has its fascinations, but the vocabulary isn’t much for everyday social interaction.


Glancing up at the summit tower to check my bearings, I went back to keeping my head down and putting one foot in front of the other.
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She stands at last, alone, in the empty ruin of her parents’ house. In a corner, some collapsed remains of her father’s library. Wiping her wet hand on her skirt, she stoops to pick up a small, slim book. Soft, dark blue paper covers, embossed with a faint pattern of chrysanthemums. It is smudged with ash. The white threads that bind it have broken and begun to unravel. Holding it carefully, she turns the pages, feeling the movement, seeing the thinly inked, ash-grey characters spin past her fingers. But then she stops. Turns back a few pages, a few more, carefully separates two.


A hot wine burns in her empty throat. She is the bright-faced child, who once knelt here, not as now, under the open sky, but when this was a dark, old space, boxed in by plaster and polished wood. Watching his steady hand hold the smooth, muscular, brown bamboo stem of the brush elegantly vertical. Watching as its tip lightly, laughingly, tickles over the paper, creating the little boy, his cane and the recalcitrant, grumpy ox throwing a resentful glance over his shoulder as he gallops heavily away.


All for her delighted eyes and hers alone. She can hear the soft click as he puts the brush down on its porcelain rest in the shape of five tiny mountains. The whistle of his brown silk haori jacket as he pulls his sleeves back down. His voice, deep and warm, like the brown handle of the brush, as he begins to tell her, very softly and precisely, the story of the Boy and his Ox.


Tears that sting like smoke. Choking down a pain in her throat.


That time in the evening when Father would stretch and yawn and say: ‘That’s enough! No more politics!’ When the last of the loud grown-up talk had gone out of the door and down the street. When the family had eaten. When the house was quiet. Sometimes she would hear, from under her coverlet, low adult voices and the closing of the door of Father’s study.


She had learned that if she got out of bed at those times, to ask for a drink of water, or to complain that she could not sleep, or was frightened of the thunder, she would sometimes, just occasionally, be allowed in to sit next to that after-supper-Father, leaning against his warmth as he sipped from a tiny square wooden measure of sake and read poetry. Sometimes he would read fragments aloud for her and sometimes she would ask questions, very softly, so as not to disturb the moths sitting near the lamp. And sometimes he would answer and sometimes his answers became stories. And as he talked, his words were not grey like the adults’ daytime, politics-and-business talk, but colourful, like old prints. And like the prints, his talk was full of incomprehensible but fascinating things and among them, every now and then, something she could recognise, like a frog peeping out from under a leaf in the green, wet garden.


Had he read to her from this book? She could only remember the little drawing, the warmth of his body and the glow of the bronze-brown silk in the lamplight. How did it begin, the story that went with this picture? Only the drawing, the room, the lamp, the silk, his presence, remain in memory. The words had come and gone, like music. Or like smoke.
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The small wood that hems the skirt of the hill was dropping behind me as I steadily climbed, as was the grandly titled ‘Wildlife Reserve’ – in reality a small thicket of bushes and brambles with a dank pond lurking in the middle. Having once studied its colourful but mossy information board, I had never gone that way again.


‘I’ll not have you turning into a nature freak. You’re a freak of nature as it is.’


My father is standing over me. In front of us is a low shelf. On it are arranged a few pinecones, the skull of a small bird, some magazine clippings and a book about nature. I am holding a waste bin. His big red hand sweeps steadily along and everything cascades into the bin.


He escorts me outside, where I have to tip the contents into the household rubbish. Back in my room I stare at the empty shelf, trying to understand what it means. He had seemed so pleased with his play on words.


After Nature is thrown away, I learn to be interested in things small and easily hidden in pockets. When those are discovered, I turn to things that can be hoarded entirely in the mind, like the names of colours on paint charts, or the different patterns of car tyres. I live a life no one else sees.


It had been the office military historian who had burst my pastoral bubble about the ‘ancient hedgerow’, explaining in exhaustive detail, its origin and role as part of the English Civil War defences of Bristol. That was the problem with open-plan offices: no proper defences.


From the height I had now reached, the roof-line of a modern business block begins to be visible. It’s just a few doors up from the agency on the opposite side of the street. In there, as a faceless drone in an airless open-plan hive, I had helped churn out product manuals, sales literature and training materials for a big engineering multinational. The work was repetitive and the 90s economic situation hadn’t been doing much for office morale either. New projects were fought over like meat thrown into a tiger cage. My last memories of the place were of a Christmas-decorated snake-pit of seething resentments. I let myself get caught up in petty office wars. I said things I should not have said.


On a particularly damp and depressing Friday evening just after New Year, I was standing in my flat, staring glumly down into the street, when I realised a man on the opposite pavement was staring back at me. In a long-practised reflex, I squeezed my eyes shut, then scrabbled in panic for the curtain cords. Even so, after-images remained in memory: a cigarette, a beige raincoat, a dark blue cap, and a small notebook in his hand. A few days later, I saw in the distance what I thought was the same man, standing in the park with his notebook, turning it this way and that and looking about him, as if orienting a map.


On this admittedly rather slender evidence I decided that management had set a private investigator onto me. I got rather angry. I always turned my work in complete, accurate and on time. What if I did sometimes linger in the park at lunchtimes, or knock off a few minutes early for the weekend?


I had sat down at my keyboard ready to rip out some heavy-duty sarcasm, when it suddenly washed over me that, even if it wasn’t paranoia, I’d had enough of the place and its toxic attitudes. I cleared my desk, wrote a terse resignation letter and dropped it on the floor outside the ‘Executive Suite’ on my way out.


Passing the top end of the old defensive line, my reminiscences were interrupted by a narrow path that runs horizontally across the slope. Stepping on to it, I turned to look back. The trees on the edge of the park were not yet in full leaf and I could just glimpse through their branches the slates of the attic roof under which Hiroshi and I had spent our morning. An empty landscape of grey peaks and valleys, home territory only to pigeons.
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She slips the book into her blouse. Pats it softly into place. Begins to move about the remnants of the house, finding small things, here and there. A tortoise-shell comb that was Mother’s. An old, cracked netsuke in the form of a rabbit suckling its young. Effortfully, she recalls the world they were once part of. Now, they seem to have different souls.


On the floor, near the charred remnant of Father’s desk, a commercial calendar. Has time really continued, from date to date, from square to square, of this flimsy paper grid? How long has it been, since real life ended? How many squares filled by nightmares and shadows?


A date is ringed. March 11. Founding Day.


Twenty years ago, Mother had invited the priest of the shrine in her family’s home village, to come down to the city and consecrate the new dojo, the shooting-hall, at its opening ceremony. Sponsorship of the dojo had been a project of Mother’s. Every year since then, the students and their teachers had made a pilgrimage to the village shrine to perform a housha, a shooting ceremony for the god.


March 11. The day that is supposed to begin with the arrival, in the early morning, of a hired car to collect the family. She has passed many cars on her way out of the city. Most were barely recognisable as things made by human beings.


March 11 1925. In the event, Mother had not been able to attend the opening. For that had been the day Mie was born. She and the dojo had grown up together, its senior teacher, known to her only as ‘Sensei’, a constant presence in her life.


March 11 1945. Her birthday. Twenty years of existence. It makes no sense to Mie that she continues to live. But that is how things seem to be.


March 11 1945. Tomorrow.


It will not be a poet’s road to the north, although it will be narrow and hard enough. How to proceed? There will be no vehicle, great or small. She is not unused to walking, but never as far as this, in one journey. It is like old stories from a time when distance was measured in worn out and discarded ricestraw sandals. How many pairs of waraji? How long before her tread unravels each set of rope soles? But she has only her low-heeled western shoes.


She does not want to spend another night in the city, but in the old tales, faceless things haunt the roads by night. Deliberately, she pushes away further thought and gathers up the few things she has brought with her from the dojo. Her glove and practice uniform in a cloth furoshiki bundle, her case of arrows and her bow, its blue and white wrapping-cloth, grey with ash.


March. The hills will be cool. It seems impossible in this strange hell-world. In the remains of an outhouse, she finds the old padded jacket and blue cotton hat her mother used to wear when gardening and slips them on.


Pushing back out into the street, she glances left and right. It is empty. Stunned by her own decision, she sets off, face towards the hills. As she turns the corner, she hears shouts from the direction of the house: men’s voices, commanding sharply.


She sets her feet to the road and begins beating time to her own desire to move, to act, to choose and not to listen.


[image: image]





The ad in the window of the old-fashioned shop-front had been calling to me for a while. Just a few doors down on the opposite side of the street, they wanted a freelance technical writer to work on ‘a variety of accounts’. The ‘freelance’ part was fake of course, just a scam to get round employment law. What really seduced me was that siren word ‘variety’. I like routine, but only up to a point.


The interview was a bit of a formality, which was good because, naturally, I don’t present particularly well in interviews. I had the qualifications and experience, they were in a hurry to hire and either overlooked or failed to notice my discomfort with eye-contact. For my part, I was only too glad to exchange a noisy, low-ceilinged, open-plan office for a quiet attic in a raffish eighteenth-century townhouse.


I had wondered at first, what sort of an outfit would occupy such ramshackle premises. The building started out quite grand and spacious on the lower storeys, but the higher you climbed the more you encountered crooked wooden staircases and poky little rooms with drunkenly sloping floors. Still, the outfit seemed reassuringly sober: part PR consultancy, part copywriting services and translation and now with a developing line in high-end technical documentation. There must have been about fifteen people in the building at any one time, with others coming and going, but I rarely saw them.


My reflections were cut short by hunger and the desire to reach my usual alfresco lunch venue. Turning right, I followed the path westward a short way, to where it ends alongside the foot of a flight of concrete steps that climb the last steep bank to the summit.


Father had eventually given up patrolling my shelves, cupboards, drawers and pockets. Books on technical subjects were, it seemed, respectable. Validated at last, I had begun a new collection: homework marks, exam scores and, long after he had lost interest in me and wandered away, an engineering degree at Cardiff University. From there I climbed step by step via an internship on a technical journal, part-time and temporary copywriting contracts to arrive at a steady job, a girlfriend, a shared flat on the English side of the estuary and a lunchtime routine of strolling up a grassy hill to get away from the office.


For several years it had been the peak effort of my daily exercise regime to climb the steps to the broad semi-circular promenade with its panoramic views from the summit. There I would hope to find an unoccupied bench on which to sit and eat lunch, while letting the focus of my eyes roll out to infinity after hours of close screen work.


The view to the north is blocked by Brandon Hill itself. A promontory of a much larger hill that the city had once climbed up and sat down on, at some time the summit of this remaining green space had been laid out with walks, beautified with trees and adorned with artfully wild shrubberies, rockeries, cascades and ponds. Planted in the middle of this arrangement was the tall, square tower of red-brown sandstone, its upper storeys decorated with alarming balconies. Four large, old-fashioned electric lanterns hung from iron brackets near the top. Walking home through the park on windy nights, I would see them swinging restlessly about, giving the place a wild and haunted air.


To the east, the lower lying suburbs straggle away to a horizon cut off by the green hills of the river valley. Westward, the higher parts of the city block the view of its most iconic feature, just as the high ground of The Downs beyond blocks the Atlantic westerlies that bring much of its weather. There the tidal river has sawn down through a thousand feet of rock, the resulting gorge spanned by a suspension bridge. The bridge goes nowhere in particular, but has found its vocation as Bristol’s alternative civic badge, borrowed for dozens of local business logos that criss-cross the city on the sides of a thousand vans. I still notice things like that.


South was my favourite direction. There, I could let my gaze fly out over tree-tops and house-roofs, across the docks and the river, beyond the edge of the city, and on to the distant hills, to rest on the blue grey line where clouds and fields meet.
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Hours pass, counted out by the steps of increasingly sore feet. Her shoes are beginning to raise blisters, so she takes them off and carries them. Added to her other burdens, they begin to seem an impossible weight. Her arm aches. She thinks of putting them into her bundle, then sees they are nearly destroyed. Placing them neatly side by side on a stone at the edge of the road, she walks on, barefoot.


That degree of hunger, when the thought of food makes one feel nauseous. That was a point on the road she had passed – when? She begins to think she must be lost. But then, a cluster of little houses she recognises, tucked in between the freshly-tilled rice-fields and the tall bamboo of the hillside. She is dully astonished at their unburnt state.


Why are the village children squealing and pointing at her? An old man with a box of picture-story cards has been entertaining them. The children are repeating something over and over again, almost hysterically delighted: ‘The Ash-Covered Princess! The Ash-Covered Princess!’


The storyteller peers shortsightedly across the street, following the pointing fingers and button-eyed stares of his little audience. He says something to the children, the tone of his voice decent and kind, calling on them to show respect. He offers round tiny candies to regain their attention. She slips by with a brief bow of thanks. He is old and kind. His face shows where all the young men go – if only they are allowed to live.


Alone on the road again, she looks at her grey, ash-stained hands. Why is she alive? Is this life? A kind of panic seizes her. She can no longer feel any awareness of being present in the moment through which she is, apparently, living.


Under the shade of some old trees, a little shrine at the entrance to a graveyard. She stops. A trickle of silver falls into a moss-covered stone basin. She picks up the battered old copper ladle. Rinses her mouth with icy mountain water, drinks, pours a little over her hands in a feeble attempt to clean them. Still wet, she claps them together and bows, surrounded by a brief nimbus of diamonds she cannot see. It is hardly a prayer, more an act of surrender.
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I think it was in the last year of the old job that my route changed. Reaching the foot of the concrete steps I had glanced up to see that early spring sunshine and a school half-term had filled the summit promenade with sitters and strollers. To cover my hesitation, I pretended I had always been intending to go straight ahead and strolled through a gap in the shrubbery into a hidden space I had never explored before.


A broad, level square had been at some time cut into the side of the hill. Ahead and to my right, high stone walls, tall trees and dark, overhanging laurels shaded the ground. To the left of the entrance was a low concrete platform, the stumps of iron bolts evoking the ghost of a wooden building. Combine this with the proportions of the level square and it became easy to see in imagination, the lost bowling green. Like the club house, the carefully tended square of grass was long gone, replaced by crumbling asphalt. Faded pitch-markings suggested that more active ball games had also failed to flourish in this spot.


I became a regular visitor. Few others ventured in, even on sunny days. I would sit on the concrete slab, eating my sandwiches in peace and passing the time by imagining other uses for this empty space. A swimming pool, shimmering in sunlight, the stone walls echoing shouts and splashes, the margins splattered with bare footprints fading in the sun, until over-stamped with more. Or maybe an open air cafe, with a colourful pavilion and tables with umbrellas set out across the square, sprinkled with elegant people and their lattes, frappés and cappuccinos.


At home in the evenings I would sometimes catch myself half-wondering where I had put my wet swimming things, or feeling for the little biscotti wrapped in paper that for some reason I always slip into my pocket for later.


Today however, daydreams were replaced with reflection. Odd conversations aside, I told myself, I’d had worse colleagues than Hiroshi. The working relationship itself was pretty efficient. I couldn’t really complain. And if things did get a bit odd, well, there was always this place to escape to.


Just as I reached this happy conclusion, I noticed that I was no longer alone. With a surge of irritation, I threw a not very friendly glance in the direction of the intruder’s legs. It was Hiroshi. The damn fellow had tracked me to my lair. Sticking his hands in his pockets he surveyed the bowling green, nodding in approval.


‘So, this is where you appear!’


‘It’s peaceful.’ I growled, hoping he might take the hint.


Instead, pulling his hands out of his pockets, he spread his legs out, as if rooting himself to the ground. Then he made a strange, expansive gesture with his arms, apparently expressing in dumbshow his appreciation of its spaciousness. This was too much. I crumpled my sandwich wrapper fiercely and got up to leave. He made no attempt to follow, but stood there, legs akimbo, arms thrust out, nodding in complacent approval as if he owned the place. Just as I reached the exit he called out.


‘You do not do archery?’


I stopped dead. Again, an incongruous tone. As if there could be some genuine doubt about the matter. When I eventually turned to mutter a puzzled and embarrassed ‘No!’ he merely said, ‘Ah! Oh!’ – in a way that managed to convey both surprise and disappointment.


About a week later, as we were packing up at the end of the day, Hiroshi shoved a business card at me, tapping it with his finger.


‘Visit me at this address at eight o’clock this evening. I will teach you archery.’ Then he picked up his case and hurried off, not even pausing to say goodnight.


After getting home and having something to eat, I took out the card, fully intending to call the number and make my apologies. It was rather nicely printed in both Japanese and English, naming Hiroshi as a company director. The business name, in the English version at any rate, was of the kind that gives nothing much away. It didn’t look like my idea of a sports club, but what did I know? I reached confidently for the phone, but then hesitated.


‘This is a gift,’ I thought, turning Hiroshi’s card round and round in my fingers, ‘Odd, but potentially, quite generous.’ I put the card down on the table and stared at it. The one serious adult relationship in my life had ended six years before. We had come together more or less accidentally, driven more by a shared need to rent a flat in Bristol than romance. When Jo left, my social life, such as it was, left with her. I had retreated into work and solitude. Talking about feelings had seemed unnecessary, we both knew the score. But I had mistaken her silence for agreement. For a few blistering minutes, now that the years were past mending, she had found the strength to tell me how wrong I was.


‘It’s not like you’re a bad person, you just make me feel invisible. So now I really am going to disappear. For good.’


I didn’t have the heart to argue. She so obviously had a point.


I turned the card one more time. ‘What happens if I say no?’ Hiroshi might be occasionally annoying, but if he were to become more than just a work colleague, it would represent the first time since the split with Jo that my social circle had increased, even by one. And, while new faces would always be a challenge, something like a sports club would widen my horizons even more. A sport that wouldn’t involve too much physical effort. I could handle that. I had got into habits of evasion and refusal. It was time to change course.


I looked at the clock. I didn’t have a car and it was getting a bit late for buses, so I ordered a cab. When I showed the address to the driver, he had to look it up. I didn’t have much clue either, so it was with some misgivings that I watched the city morph around me from polite suburbs to the sketchier wilds of free enterprise.
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The road is climbing now, through soft and hilly country. She can smell pinewoods on the wind, or the bare earth of ploughed fields, as the breeze shifts or the road turns. But these scents are all masked, like friends waving and mouthing to her from a distance. Mile after mile she drags herself, hill after hill and yet the stench of the city’s burning is still wrapped around her. How far can it reach?


Every so often, a little valley opens out to one side, floored with dark mats of tiny rice-fields, a cluster of houses squeezed in where the land becomes too steep to grow rice, but not steep enough to abandon to the bamboo groves. Wedged even more tightly into a spare corner between field, road, river and hill, a small family graveyard, the long Buddhist name-stelae sticking up, a bleak flower-arrangement of black stems.


For a long time, the river has kept company with the road, leaping and chuckling in the distance. Now, glimpses of the water are getting fewer: chopped off curls of a blue-green thread, seen far below through gaps in the trees. The skein is increasingly tangled with rapids and tumbled rocks, the broad, pale stone-gardens of the lower banks, swallowed up as the mountain forest hugs it closer.


As evening approaches, the valleys below begin to fill with cold pools of white mist that creep among the tree-tops. Soon, a white blanket covers both river and valley and only the ghostly whisper of the rapids escapes from the underworld. The trees have gathered close to the mountain road too, as it curves left into the night.


A figure is emerging from the darkness. An uncouth, shaggy-pelted outline, walking forward on thick ungainly legs, carrying a long weapon.
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By the time the car halted in a deserted industrial estate, my misgivings had become serious doubts. I gave the driver a generous tip and asked him to wait for a minute while I checked I had got the right place. A few of the units had signboards and looked occupied, but Hiroshi’s seemed to be one of the anonymous, deserted-looking ones. Finding, to my relief, a crisply lettered name-card on the entry phone I waved the driver off and pressed the button. After a brief, shouty exchange the metal door was unbolted, releasing a familiar waft of rough roll-ups.


My relief was short-lived. As he ushered me into the narrow, dimly lit passageway, it became apparent that Hiroshi was wearing an ankle-length, pleated black skirt with deep cutaways at the sides and what looked like a choirboy’s white surplice tucked into it. I followed him into a small, rather spartan office.


‘Please, sit down.’


I perched gingerly on the rather seedy looking office chair. Busying himself with a kettle, he produced, without asking, two mugs of rather rough black coffee.


‘I hope it was not too difficult to find this place.’


‘No. Fine,’ I said.


Parking his own coffee on a filing cabinet, he turned with a dramatic swirl of skirts, yanked open a drawer of the very battered old desk and handed me a document.


‘This is called Hassetsu.’


At first glance it looked rather like the kind of thing Hiroshi and I dealt with at work on a daily basis. Sucking a burnt tongue, I put down my coffee and ran a professional eye over it. Twelve photocopied pages, with the tell-tale shadow of an unfamiliar paper size in the margins. Title page in both Japanese and roman characters, table of contents, some short paragraphs of text. Eight full-page diagrams, with various labels and headings in Japanese, but written in roman characters.


So far, so normal. The diagrams were a bit outside our line of work though. Instead of flowcharts, circuits or exploded drawings, a series of eight human figures in stiff postures, reminiscent of a Chinese Medicine chart, or Leonardo’s Vitruvian Man, but with the addition of bows and arrows. Someone had written terse English translations underneath the main captions. From the neat, round hand and some characteristically stiff-collared idioms, I suspected Hiroshi’s work.


‘You can study this later,’ he said firmly. ‘Tonight I will demonstrate. This way please.’


Leaving the document with my jacket on the chair, I followed Hiroshi’s swishing black skirts out of the office. We turned right along a plywood-walled passage and crossed what was evidently a loading bay, a big roller-shutter door to our right. Turning left, we pushed through one of those transparent plastic-strip curtains you can drive a fork-lift truck through. Shaking the last heavy strip off my shoulder, I looked anxiously around.
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The woman wears a wide straw hat, a sedge-grass rain-cape and faded, baggy blue trousers, patched many times, no doubt by evening lamplight. A long hoe slants above her shoulder. She speaks harshly, jabbing an accusatory finger, brown and earth-stained, at Mie’s face. Too tired and desperate to speak, Mie can only shake her head and bow in apology. The woman clucks disapproval. She wants Mie to turn around. Head down, sullen, Mie steps sideways, trying to pass the obstacle. The woman steps in front of her, blocking the way with the basket of vegetables she carries. Mie stands in the road, stubborn, silent, immovable.


The woman’s tone softens. She touches Mie gently on the arm, gestures down the hill in apparent invitation. But Mie cannot bear to lose even a little hard-won ground. Feeling herself to be not quite human, she recoils too, from the thought of human kindness, human company, hearth-fire – and smoke.


The woman is silent for a moment. Then, not to be completely rebuffed, she pulls out of her basket a small bundle of mountain asparagus, neatly tied with a strip of rice-straw. She puts the bundle gently into Mie’s hand, closing the unresisting fingers over it. It has begun to rain. The woman puts down her basket, slips off the sedge-grass cloak and sweeps it gently around Mie’s shoulders. An embrace without touching.


Mie knows she should protest, should utter thanks, but is too tired, confused and grateful. She bows and her unkempt hair slips forward over her face, sweeping the night across her eyes.


The woman picks up her basket and continues on her way, calling words of advice or encouragement as she goes. Mie can no more understand them, or reply, than if it were a foreign language. She has become a speechless child again.


Red eaves and walls glow dimly among the deepening shadows of the trees. A familiar waymark on those former journeys to the village shrine, the hired car bumping slowly past, tyres slithering uneasily on the damp stones. Now, the road is as empty and deserted as the temple. The rain sifts down, fine and soaking. It begins to drip from branches and seep in dark, trickling threads down dry trunks.


The temple is tightly shuttered and padlocked. She drinks awkwardly from a thread of water pouring from the eaves, then takes shelter under the overhanging roof of the verandah, huddled against the wooden wall.


Peeling the asparagus shoots with her teeth, she chews listlessly on the bittersweet flesh. Eating them makes her feel a little sick. Painfully, she lies down, drawing the rustling grass cloak around her and somehow falls asleep, too tired to remember to be frightened by the lonely shriek of a deer, or of the ghosts that must cluster thickly in this deserted spot.


The sun, having climbed just high enough to peer through the treetops, shouts in her face and the pain in her limbs greets her like an unwelcome acquaintance from yesterday. For a moment, she cannot remember where she is or why. She slips off the grass cloak, shivering in the morning cold. Shaking it loose, she lays it carefully in front of the temple doors, bows deeply, then gathers up her belongings. Stiffly, wincing with pain, she descends the steps and limps toward the road.


It cannot be far now surely, this last and steepest part of the journey, where the car used to labour and whine, jolting over the rough road. It seems an unlikely fantasy, that car. Somehow, she has woken up to find herself living in another, older age. A time that was always there, waiting patiently beneath the present.
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A square of thick rush matting is laid in the middle of the concrete floor. Two utility lamps, suspended on long chains from the high corrugated metal roof, bathe this improvised stage-set in soft light. In the darkness beyond, pallet-loads of cardboard boxes line two sides of the space, stacked high on metal shelving. A dusty silence reigns, broken only by the occasional ticking of the cooling metal building.


Hiroshi beckons me forward, only to stop me with a raised hand as I am about to step onto the mat.


‘Please remove your shoes.’


Squatting to undo my laces, I see that beneath his long skirts, Hiroshi’s own feet are clad in white cloth socks, with a divided toe to accommodate the sandals he is already stepping out of.


Leaving them neatly side by side on the concrete floor, he indicates, with a white-clad toe, a spot on the mat.


‘Stand here,’ he orders. ‘Watch carefully, remain silent.’


Padding over to a rack on the far side, Hiroshi picks up something that does not look quite like my layman’s idea of a bow. It is rather long and there seems to be a lot more of it above the handgrip than below.


Holding it at arm’s length, Hiroshi squints at it, then gives the string an experimental pluck. A soft, unfamiliar sound jitters around the room.


Returning the bow to the rack, he kneels gracefully on the floor, to tie what looks like half a suede leather glove onto his right hand. Rising again with equal grace, he visits a tall cardboard box, much mended with gaffer tape, that stands near the bow rack. The feathers of a dozen or so arrows or so stick up from inside. He picks out a pair, gripping them in his gloved hand just behind the heads, as if they were dangerous snakes. Finally, retrieving the bow, he returns to centre stage.


The target I see is not to be some distant mark, but a thing resembling a small blackboard set up at the left hand side of the matting. Strips of thick, stiff black foam have been clamped together between two bars of wood to make an arrow catcher. It is fixed to an old step-ladder, itself ballasted against the shock of impact by a couple of breeze-blocks. Behind it, swags of fine, dark green netting have been slung.


Hiroshi bows, bending from the waist, as if the ‘blackboard’ is some kind of holy image. The bow is held by his left side, upper tip angled down to a point just an inch or two above the floor in front of him. The tails of the arrows stick out from the far side of his body, echoing the angle of the bow.


And then he begins to dance.


His feet return in a couple of sweeping steps to their former wide stance, his back once more toward me, his left shoulder presented towards the target. One arrow is fitted to the bow, while the second hangs from his right hand. Arms, hands, bow and arrows, rise, then slowly fall, the exquisite curves of the bow swelling, until the first arrow rests steady and level at the height of Hiroshi’s cheek. Those stiff diagrams on the photocopied sheets, I realise, are moments in this slow, stately pavane.


‘Tuesday and Thursday?’ We were back in the warehouse office. Hiroshi had changed and was rolling a cigarette in preparation for the open air. I looked at the few straggly brown threads showing at the end of the thin, crumpled paper tube in his fingers. He seemed to be putting less and less tobacco in them these days. ‘Is that OK for you?’ ‘Um…’ I said, mentally totting up taxi fares with rising alarm. Perhaps, I thought, a bus might bring me at least close enough to walk the rest of the way.


‘Yes,’ I said.


Hiroshi grunted. Then, carefully licking and sealing the cigarette paper, he stood up and headed for the door.


‘Good. We need to get a move on.’


If I didn’t then understand the need for haste, I certainly agreed with it. Back there in the warehouse, I had glimpsed a different reality: Hiroshi standing with right arm thrown back, level with his extended forearm. The sound of the bowstring reverberating in the high dark roof. An arrow standing in the target. As if it had always been there.
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A group of flowers made of bright silks, the girls stand chatting in the shade of the shrine’s courtyard. They do not talk about The War, but smile a lot – little, tight smiles, hidden behind modest fingertips. Sometimes, they cast down their eyes and breathe: ‘How sad it is!’ about this person or that who cannot be present. But not often, it is too unhappy a thought and today must be happy. But again, it cannot be helped, the lightest conversational topic somehow twists and betrays one into depths. How much a certain relative would have liked to be here. And of course, Sensei and ‘our poor friends’. They cannot bring themselves to say the names, however softly, as if afraid of raising ghosts. ‘Such a pity, such a fine old house, always such interesting company!’ That last, perhaps, a little too daring. Everyone is silent for a moment, embarrassed. Then the sparrows begin again.


The chatter is even, yet varied, a tree full of birds, or a stream dancing downhill. Until one of them notices that the shy girl in glasses at the back of the group has stopped flicking her eyes back and forth with the conversation and is staring through them all, towards the road. Some catch the expression on her face, some see their neighbours turning to look. All fall suddenly silent again, glancing around, confused. The girl in the glasses stares, white beneath her white make-up.


One by one, the others follow her gaze, peering through the dappled shadows of the tree-shaded courtyard, through the torii archway at the entrance to the shrine and out into the bright rectangle of sunlight framed by the red timbers. The old priest, who is just coming to invite everyone to enter and begin the ceremony, stops; his tall, narrow, black hat like the crest of some odd bird that turns to peer at danger.


In the sunlit dust of the road, framed by the heavy wooden pillars of the torii, stands a shape from an old tale. A shadow, snipped out of the bright surface of the day. In one hand, the rough, wavering brushstroke of an unstrung bow, wrapped in its long strip of patterned cloth. In the other, a furoshiki-bundle. Slung across its back, the lacquered rattan arrow-case protrudes above one shoulder.


The shadow moves slowly forwards, limping a little. The group stands rigid and still, bristling at the impropriety of this intrusion.


Tanaka Mie has the indecency to be alive.


It is the one who first saw, who shyly steps forward through the still rigid group, clutching a closed fan tightly to her silk-wrapped chest.


‘Mie? Is it you?’


It is the shy girl’s mother who dives in, taut in a pale green western suit and hat, firmly interposing a paler green glove between pristine kimono silk and dusty, travel-stained cotton.


A cool, dark, side-hall, full of bags and changes of clothes hanging up. In the shielding gloom, there is fussing and tutting, questions asked and answers never waited for. There is water and scrubbing, there is shaking and slapping as dust and ash are scolded out of clothes. There is a fierce assault with a hairbrush that jerks her head back and forth as if she is a small child being made ready for school. There is a kindness in these brutalities that makes Mie wish she were able to cry.
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