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BLOSSOMS AND SHADOWS




In the Meiji Restoration of 1868 an alliance of young samurai and Court nobles overthrew the semi-feudal government of the Tokugawa Shōgun. So began the birth of modern Japan.


Since the arrival in 1853 of US Commander Matthew Perry with his demand for an end to Japan’s isolation, these remote islands of around thirty million people divided into over two hundred and sixty domains, each ruled by its own daimyō, had been racked by turmoil, confusion and civil war. The central government was incompetent; the domains were deeply in debt; comets, earthquakes, famines and epidemics followed one after another; samurai fought for reform; commoners sought world renewal. Among radical loyalists a movement grew to restore power to the emperor and resist the foreigners: above all to avoid colonisation by the West. Their slogan was sonnōjōi (revere the Emperor, expel the foreigners), their preferred method: violence.


Chōshū, a powerful domain in the southwest and an old enemy of the Tokugawa, became one of the loudest in the cry for change. This is the story of a handful of its young men and women who dedicated their lives to the reform of their domain and the modernisation of their country, and in doing so changed the course of world history.


It begins in 1857.




In particular physicians are entrusted with human lives, view the naked body, speak about deeply held secrets and listen to humiliating confessions. Hold always a feeling of warmth and generosity within and speak sparingly. Strive to be silent.


From Mr Fu’s Advice to Physicians (Christoph W. Hufeland’s Enchiridion Medicum, quoted by Ogata Kōan)





LIST OF CHARACTERS



The fictional characters






	Itasaki Yūnosuke


	a Chōshū domain physician







	Chie


	his wife







	Tetsuya


	his son







	Mitsue


	his older daughter







	Tsuru


	his younger daughter, the narrator







	Itasaki Shinsai


	Yūnosuke’s younger brother







	Kuriya Jizaemon


	a pharmacist in Hagi







	Misako


	his wife







	Heibei


	his son, Mitsue’s husband







	Michi
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	his daughter
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	Sufu Masanosuke
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	O-Uno


	Takasugi’s lover







	Mōri Takachika


	Chōshū daimyō







	Mōri Sadahiro


	his adopted son and heir







	Nagai Uta


	Chōshū government official







	Mukunashi Tōta


	leader of the conservative party in Chōshū







	Tokoro Ikutarō


	a doctor







	Ōmura Masujirō/


	a domain doctor,







	Murata Zōroku


	later military reformer







	Maki Izumi


	activist







	Miyabe Teizō


	activist







	Kijima Matabei


	activist







	Akane Taketo


	leader of the Kiheitai







	Sanjō Sanetomi


	loyalist nobleman







	Nishikinokōji Yorinori
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PART 1
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Ansei 4 to Bunkyū 1
1857–1861






THE FIRST WEDDING



It was the bittersweet day of my sister’s wedding and everyone was crying, even me, though I did not often shed tears. The skies wept in sympathy with the steady trickle of the plum rains. It was the fourth year of Ansei, in the intercalary fifth month, four years after the black ships had arrived in Uraga Bay; a strange time, like waiting for a potion to boil: the ingredients are all mixed, the fire is intense, yet nothing seems to be happening. The more you watch the slower it is to boil.


We had arranged a large party, neighbours and relatives from Yuda and Yamaguchi, my father’s fellow doctors, masters from the schools my brother had attended before he left for Nagasaki, and from the private academy where my uncle, Shinsai, had until recently been the top pupil-teacher. Several of Shinsai’s friends had turned up too: the young men who had studied with him, and competed with him in sword fighting, boasting and loud expressions of loyalty to the Emperor, contempt for foreigners and exasperation with the Bakufu, the Shōgun’s government.


The women of the Itasaki family – my mother, my sister Mitsue, and me, Tsuru, together with our maid, O-Kane, and my father’s mistress, O-Kiyo – had been preparing food for days: red bean rice, chirazushi, mochi, tofu in many different forms, and huge whole bream. The guests brought presents, more whole fish on beds of oak leaves, sweet bean cakes, umeboshi and other salted delicacies, abalone and cuttlefish, and casks of sake in festive straw wrappings, of which cup after celebratory cup was poured.


Some of the other geisha from O-Kiyo’s house came, and played the shamisen and sang, but O-Kiyo, as my mother often said, had not been blessed with looks or talent. You might have thought that was spite on my mother’s part, but nothing could be further from the truth. My mother pitied O-Kiyo, who had not been able to attract a man with more influence or money than my father. Mother took O-Kiyo under her wing and treated her like an older but less well-established relative, deferring to her and dominating her in equal measure.


We did not know how our father had acquired O-Kiyo. Maybe he had inherited her from a grateful patient or won her in some gambling game. He himself did not seem to know what to do with her, and if my mother had not chivvied him into visiting her he would probably have hardly seen her. She had to practically drive him out of the house: Isn’t it about time you called around at the Hanamatsutei?


‘I suppose it is,’ Father would say with no great enthusiasm. He came back having drunk too much, which made him liverish and headachey the next day, and usually regretful, for he would have agreed to give someone a free consultation or some Chinese medicine, and he was already overworked.


My sister and I liked O-Kiyo, mainly because the Hanamatsutei was a popular tea house and O-Kiyo loved to bring us all the local gossip. We were always pleased to hear her call at the door; one of us would make tea while the other sat with her on the outside veranda and watched her take out her tobacco box, prepare her pipe and light up. She would puff deeply and then begin to chat in her smoky voice.


Our house had two front entrances, one on the main street where samurai patients came, and one on the side street for townspeople and farmers. We all knew that it was the latter who paid for the house and everything in it, and O-Kiyo, but they still had to use the side street entrance and be prepared to wait while my father attended to his samurai patients, who paid for nothing if they could help it. My father, to his own great surprise, for we were not related to any of the famous medical families, the Wada, or Aoki, or Ogata, had been appointed a domain physician a few years before. He received a stipend of twenty-two koku a year and the right to wear two swords, though he cut his hair short in the usual style of a doctor. Our family occupied that nebulous position that physicians hold in the hierarchy of the domain. They have less respect for status than most: they see the beloved son of the domain lord die of measles or smallpox as swiftly as the peasant’s child. They can do no more for the elder succumbing to consumption of the lungs than they can for the lowly sottsu. They see men and women at their weakest, and usually at their most grateful.


My father came from a family of rural physicians. His father had been impressed by what he knew of ranpō – Dutch medical knowledge – and had sent his son to Nagasaki, where my father had studied medicine with men who had known and worked with the Dejima doctors Siebold and Mohnike. It may have been this connection, or my father’s impressive collection of Dutch instruments, or the plants and herbs he grew in his garden, that had led to his promotion. Or maybe it was his sake-fuelled relationship with Sufu Masanosuke, one of the most important figures in the domain government, who often stayed in Yuda with our neighbour Yoshitomi Tōbei and went with him to O-Kiyo’s Hanamatsutei. This was another reason why we were all quite glad O-Kiyo was part of our family, for Lord Sufu, a man we wholeheartedly admired, had become our father’s patron and protector.


Mr Yoshitomi came to the wedding, and so did another of our neighbours, Shiji Monta. His family were the Inoue who lived near us, and I had known him first as Yūkichi, but he had been adopted by the Shiji family in Hagi, where he had studied at the domain school, the Meirinkan, and had been given the name of Monta by Lord Mōri Takachika himself. He brought another young man with him, Takasugi Shinsaku. My mother and I were terribly impressed by this great honour. Takasugi was from a high-ranking family in Hagi and was already well known throughout the domain for his brilliance.


‘Brilliance as a drinker,’ my uncle, Shinsai, said later. He was the same age as these young men, maybe a little younger, and had a half-admiring, half-envious attitude towards them. Takasugi had already been to Edo to study sword fighting with Saitō Yakurō and would easily find a position in the domain government; Monta planned to go the following year: he was a page with Lord Mōri. They had opportunities for advancement that my uncle would never have.


Shinsai was the same age as my sister, less than two years older than me, and two years younger than our brother, Tetsuya; my grandmother was pregnant with her last child at the same time as my mother carried her second. My grandmother, weakened by childbearing at her age, did not survive long after the birth. She left her baby to my mother’s care, and so my uncle grew up in our family, as close to us as another brother, yet not a brother, and not really an uncle either.


On the day of the wedding I watched him in between the rush of bringing in the trays of food and refilling the cups of sake. At first he listened deferentially to the other men as they talked about the current situation, the inertia that seemed to have gripped the entire country since the arrival of the foreigners with their aggressive demands, the need to act against them if the Bakufu would not, to protect our domain of Chōshū and defend the house of Mōri. But as the sake took hold Shinsai began to argue more forcefully, talking about the news Tetsuya sent back from Nagasaki, the Ahen wars against China, the likelihood of another war, over something to do with a ship called the Arrow. He did not seem to be making sense to me. China was the centre of the world, huge and invulnerable. How could it fall to a handful of English or Americans? How could it be colonised? I was not very clear about the difference between English and Americans, or what colonisation actually meant. In any case, the government of the Tokugawa shōgunate would surely continue to keep the peace they had maintained for two hundred and fifty years.


I saw my father’s expression: talk about politics always made him uneasy; and I saw the look that flashed between Monta and Shinsaku. They might not voice them with the same unguarded passion as Shinsai, but I felt they shared his opinions.


These are the men my story is about. It is they who broke down the old world and reformed the nation I now live in, with their dreams and delusions, their courage and stupidity, their unexpected successes and their painful failures. Now they are famous men, those who survived, and I read about them in the new newspapers and look at their photographs, with their Western clothes and short hair, or uniforms, chests heavy with medals. And sometimes the newspapers print older photographs, like the ones I would see in Nagasaki, of our leaders in their youth, posed, hands on swords, in formal attire, their faces serious and expressionless as they prepare to confront the modern world with all its confusing demands and challenges.


You would not have thought them future leaders then. Monta was small, hardly taller than a child, with a boyish look, which was deceptive for he was more daring and aggressive than most adult men. He had a quick wit and a teasing, provoking manner. Shinsaku was a little taller, lean with deeply slanting eyes in a long horse face, marked by smallpox. He seemed to keep himself apart, reserved by nature or perhaps shy, until the sake lifted his spirits too. As the day wore on he became more boisterous, and finally, in response to Monta’s urging, took the shamisen from the geisha (he was well known to them all) and began to sing one of his own songs.


The gentle drip of the rain, the young man’s voice (he was not yet twenty), the plaintive notes of the instrument brought to the surface all the grief we knew there was no escaping. Mitsue, oneechan, older sister, beloved first daughter, was leaving us. My father, my mother and I all wept without restraint.


‘There was no need for all those tears,’ Shinsai said later when the horses had left, carrying the bride away to her new family. Mitsue’s face, framed by her white headdress, was pale with nerves and anguish. She was clutching her shell box and the doll given to her for protection on the journey. Her lips were reddened with the safflower rouge O-Kiyo had brought as a betrothal present, and her nose was reddened by weeping.


Torches at the gate gleamed through the rain, and ‘sending-away fires’, as if for a funeral, cast flickering shadows on the departing guests.


‘It’s a good enough match,’ Shinsai went on, ‘and she’s only going to Hagi after all.’


Hagi was a day’s journey away, if you left at daybreak. Because Mitsue did not depart until afternoon, her new family had arranged to meet her at an inn in Sasanami, where they would all spend the night. Her husband was the son of a pharmacist called Kuriya. I imagined my sister meeting him there, exchanging the ritual cups of sake in one of the guest rooms of the inn, and then being left alone for the first night of their married life. I was glad I was not marrying young Kuriya, but I couldn’t help being curious…


‘You can visit her when I go to Hagi,’ my uncle said, addressing me in the offhand way he used when he was disclosing something important.


‘And what will take you to Hagi?’ my father asked, sniffing loudly and wiping his eyes.


Shinsai did not answer immediately but kept looking at me as if he could read my mind. It made me very uncomfortable. Thoughts of marriage, the sake, the music, the young men, the moist humid air had produced a strange sensation in me, both languid and irritable, a sensual awareness which I was sure was perfectly visible to my uncle. My whole skin burned with a sudden rush of heat.


‘Tsu-chan has had too much to drink,’ he teased. ‘She’s turning red!’


‘Go outside and get some air,’ my mother told me, ‘or you’ll have a headache all night.’


The rain gave a green light to the garden. I could hear the chirping of the baby swallows in the nests below the eaves. The parents swooped in and out endlessly, feeding their young until the little ones left the nest and went out into the world to mate and raise babies of their own.


My tears fell like the rain. How unbearably sad! But somehow how delightful to be me, feeling so deeply the sadness of things!


Our cat came out of the mist, purring with pleasure at finding me there. I rubbed her head and ears. She was soaking, but unlike most cats she did not seem to mind the rain. She sat with me for a while and then her huge eyes blinked and gazed, her ears swivelled and the tip of her tail quivered. She leaped noiselessly away into the wet garden.


I could still hear them talking inside. My father repeated his question and this time my uncle answered.


‘I want to study with Master Yoshida. I’m going to write to him and ask to be accepted into his school.’


‘But Yoshida is under house arrest,’ my father replied.


‘He is still teaching though; he is allowed to receive pupils. Kusaka Genzui is already with him, and Takasugi says he will join, even though his father is against it and he may have to sneak out at night, and that friend of Monta’s, Itō Shunsuke…’


‘What does Yoshida Shōin teach that you don’t already know?’ my mother asked. It was her opinion that my uncle should study less and work more, help my father more, maybe become a pharmacist like my new brother-in-law and open a shop. Yoshida Shōin was a controversial figure in Chōshū. No one could deny his intellectual brilliance, the originality of his thinking or the depth of his learning; both Lord Mōri Takachika and Sufu Masanosuke admired him enormously, but as my father pointed out he was technically a criminal. He had tried to board an American ship in Shimoda Bay. He was, people said, desperate to know better the countries that were threatening us. He wanted to see for himself the magical technologies they had been developing while our country lay isolated under the Tokugawa rule – ships that sailed by the power of steam like tea kettles, carriages that ran on rails transporting people and goods at great speed over vast distances, and of course guns and cannons and all sorts of military developments that gave power and authority to whoever owned them.


We had been listening to Shinsai and his friends talk about these things for the last four years, so I knew too that Master Yoshida had been imprisoned by the Bakufu in Edo, and then, the following year, sent back to Hagi to the samurai prison, Noyama. He set up classes for his fellow prisoners on the teaching of Mencius, who was his spiritual mentor, salted with his own ideas for the protection and advancement of our nation.


The young men spoke of the passion and clarity of his thinking, his determination and single-mindedness; older people called this obduracy and criticised his disregard for the niceties of hierarchy and rank. They even questioned his sanity. Yet people spoke of his gentleness, his tender care of other prisoners, his unusual ability to look into the heart and soul of each individual and discern what he needed in his quest for spiritual and intellectual maturity.


I wrote he and his without thinking, for naturally almost all Shōin’s pupils were young men, but my uncle told me that women also attended his classes, and in the prison there was at least one woman who had not only learned from him, but had shared her own knowledge with him. For this reason I was more interested in him than I might otherwise have been.


Shōin was released from prison in the winter of the second year of Ansei, and sent back to his uncle’s house on the eastern side of the Matsumoto River. He was given permission to teach his uncle’s children, then their neighbours’, and so the school came into being: the Shōkasonjuku, the village school under the pines.


This was where my uncle wanted to study.


‘But we need you here,’ my mother said. ‘We cannot lose Mitsue and you at the same time. Who will help the doctor then? Tetsuya seems unlikely to return any time soon.’


I waited to hear my father say he would not allow it, but he was silent.


The swallows flew out and returned. The chicks cheeped, fell silent, cheeped.


‘Tsuru is more help than I am,’ Shinsai said.


‘That’s all too true,’ Father replied. ‘But Tsuru already works tirelessly; we cannot expect her to take on your work as well as Mitsue’s.’


I could hear the approval in his voice. My skin, which had cooled in the damp air, threatened to take fire again. I was not used to praise. Girls were expected to work without praise or thanks; it was our duty to do everything for our parents: why should they thank us? But my father’s words warmed my heart as well as my face.


‘It won’t be long before Tsuru leaves us too,’ my mother said. ‘What a terrible thing it is to have daughters. All that hard work bringing them up for another family’s benefit.’ The injustice of it brought a sob to her throat.


‘Well, I’ve got a suggestion,’ Shinsai said briskly. He had obviously had enough of tears for one day. ‘It is the answer to both problems. Bring a bridegroom into the house for Tsuru; look for a doctor’s son and adopt him into the family. That way you replace me and keep Tsuru with you.’ When my father did not respond, he added, ‘She really would be wasted if you sent her away.’


Of course my father could not agree immediately. Shinsai was more than twenty years younger than he was: it would not be right to take his advice, however much sense it made. My mother normally opposed everything Shinsai suggested as a matter of principle; she had rather a low opinion of him. So it was difficult now for her to seem to agree with what was secretly her deepest wish. Then there was the question of what people would think. The Itasaki were of no very great consequence, nor were we rich, though my father’s reputation was high and he had more patients than he could deal with. It was not unusual to adopt a son-in-law, but in this case there were already two possible heirs to the family, even if one showed no sign of ever returning from Nagasaki and the other no interest in medicine. My father’s recent appointment and his friendship with Lord Sufu had already elevated our family to a more lofty position than we deserved in the hierarchy of the domain. We did not want to jeopardise that position by behaviour which might be considered eccentric or unsuitable.


However we lived not in conservative Hagi but in Yuda, where the hot springs, they say, make everyone more easygoing. In the weeks following my sister’s wedding it was tacitly decided that the Itasaki family would keep me at home and start looking for a husband for me, and my uncle would apply to the Shōkasonjuku to study with Master Yoshida.





THE GAMBLING TREE



My father could not bear it when his patients died, which is a drawback for a doctor as so many of them do. I on the other hand was deeply interested in the fact and the process of death, making me an ideal assistant. My father’s warm nature caused him distress which in turn distressed his patients. When he was upset he had the habit of caressing his arms and patting himself. This became the background sound to death for me, the uneven exhalation of the dying and the gentle pat-pat of my father’s hands on his jacket sleeves. After a time I concluded that my cold approach was more calming than his concern and helped the dying accept what could not be avoided.


I cultivated this coldness into a way of looking that enabled me to see what was truly taking place within the patient’s body. Sometimes I felt as if I had microscope eyes: my father had been given a microscope when he was a student in Nagasaki, and being shown how to look through it for the first time is one of the strongest memories of my childhood. It made me determined to become a doctor myself – not that I dealt with many patients directly, apart from cases of birth and death when I was allowed to assist my father. Medicine was still the domain of men. But sometimes extreme modesty on the part of a bushi woman, or the extreme punctiliousness of her husband, made her reticent about being examined by a man. She remained hidden behind a screen while my father was expected to diagnose the symptoms and suggest the cure without being able to take the pulse or look at the tongue or the skin.


‘I can’t tell what’s wrong if I can’t see or touch,’ he would exclaim in exasperation, and I would be sent to the other side of the screen or into the next room to act as his eyes and hands. In this way I learned how to take the different pulses, how to distinguish the healthy unimpeded life force from the blocked, how to tell from the surface of the tongue or the white of the eye what might be wrong in the organs or the viscera. By the time I was fifteen I knew the eight principal patterns and the five phases, the six pernicious influences and the seven emotions that formed the basis of kanpō, the old tradition that came from China, as well as the more modern teachings that we called ranpō, Dutch medicine. My father began taking my opinions seriously and discussing treatments with me. I helped him prepare and dispense medicine, measuring and weighing China root, senna, anise, licorice, ginseng, peony root, powdered gecko skins and earthworms, and all the other ingredients that were stored in jars and boxes on shelves that lined the front room of our house where my father, sitting on a raised tatami matted area, carried out his consultations. He was surrounded by books, most of which I had read: treatises on anatomy and surgery, pharmacology and herbal medicines, pregnancy and childbirth, eye problems, madness, skin diseases and syphilis, moxa, acupuncture and the health benefits of hot springs. Some were by Japanese writers, some were translated from Chinese or Dutch. As well as books my father had a shelf devoted to his surgical instruments, most of them hidden under silk cloths to protect them from dust, his two travelling medical chests, and a few glass jars he had procured from Nagasaki containing various pickled creatures that the neighbourhood children were convinced were dragons or mermen.


Patients waited outside on the verandas, samurai on the more elegant one overlooking the front garden, and townspeople on the narrow one at the side which gave a view of the hedge and the drying poles, draped with cotton cloths, wadding and bandages. We usually served tea to the samurai but not to the ordinary people. They brought their own snacks and they sat cheerfully outside swapping these along with symptoms, remedies and their opinions of all the local doctors. They were often quite noisy, causing my father to call out in annoyance, demanding silence.


Inside, the room smelled of dried orange peel, moxa, camphor, oil of terebinth and bay leaves, as well as the incense we burned in front of the shrine to Shinnō which stood among the ingredients on one of the shelves.


Our house was a little way from the centre of Yuda, a town which had grown up around the hot springs. There was a hot spring in our garden, which we used for our own bathing as well as for making medicines and salves. Between the road from Yuda and the mountains, which rose abruptly less than a mile away, lay both dry and wet fields; directly over the road from us was a dry field were we grew our vegetables. Beyond, a stream we called the Karasugawa divided the vegetable fields from the rice paddies. At every corner fuit trees had been planted, peaches, mulberries, apricots or persimmons; a particularly large persimmon tree marked where our land joined that of the Inoue family, whose children, including Monta, we had known all our lives.


The mountains were not very high but they had the charming irregular aspect of mountains in Chinese landscapes and were often swathed in mist. Bamboo with its slender trunks and heavy foliage grew on the lower slopes; higher up was a mixture of sweet chestnuts, cork trees, oaks and cedars, with mountain cherries revealing themselves pure white in spring, and maples deep red in autumn.


At our gate stood one of those huge trees known as gambling trees, because their bark comes off in strips like a gambler’s clothes. For this reason my father’s practice was often referred to as the Gambling Tree Place, a source of constant jokes and puns among his cronies. The tree was home to many birds, particularly a pair of owls who would call softly at night, a sound, along with the rustle of falling bark, that I always associate with those years before the storm.


My father’s warm-hearted and gentle nature made him dislike conflict of any kind. We used to teasingly call him Sōseiko (Lord I Agree) which was the name given, not really maliciously, to the Chōshū daimyō, Mōri Takachika. At that time I had never set eyes on Lord Mōri, though sometimes we walked to the Hagi Ō-Kan, the road that led from Hagi to the southern port of Mitajiri, to watch as he set out on his journey of alternate attendance to the distant capital of Edo. Every domain daimyō had to spend alternate years in Edo, where his family lived permanently, not unlike hostages, and the processions to and from the capital were marvellous to behold: hundreds of men, and horses, the domain’s banners and crests, the daimyō and his senior retainers in palanquins.


Lord Mōri was obliged to spend lavishly on his retinue and in the honjin, the special lodging places along the road, for he was one of the greatest (unquestionably the greatest, if you listened to Chōshū men) of the tozama or outside lords. These were the families who submitted to Tokugawa Ieyasu after the battle of Sekigahara in the fifth year of Keichō, over two hundred and fifty years ago – a long time, you might think, but not long enough for the men of Chōshū to forget the wrong dealt by the Tokugawa to the Mōri family, who ever since had been bottled up in the castle town of Hagi, cut off from trade routes and remote from Edo, left to brood on injustice and plan revenge.


They were only partly true, these tales told to children who liked to sleep with their feet insultingly pointing towards the east and the Tokugawa, as our brother Tetsuya used to insist we did. The elders in Hagi were said to greet their lord at New Year with the question, ‘Has the time come to overthrow the Bakufu?’, and so far he had always replied, ‘No, it is not yet time.’


And would that time ever come? The house of Mōri still survived, its processions were still impressively lavish. We children might refight the battle of Sekigahara in play and remember it in our dreams, but our lord was the sōseiko, who agreed with every suggestion made to him, just like our father. It was hard to imagine him having the energy to overthrow the shōgunate.


Yet Lord Mōri shared other qualities with our father: a willingness to encourage young people and see the best in them, an ability to spot men of competence among samurai of lower rank, and a stolid conviction that if you only established modern schools with the best teachers some good had to come of it. Lord Mōri was not a clever man, and he knew it, but he used good advisors, and so achieved many clever results.


Twenty years earlier, in the Tenpō period, our domain, like so many others, had suffered several years of unseasonable weather and crop failure. There had been no rain in the planting period and heavy cold rain in the growing period. Not only rice but millet, barley and beans failed to ripen.


There was a huge outbreak of rioting, involving over a hundred villages. People were starving and the domain’s finances were in such a terrible state little could be done either to help them or suppress them. The domain’s income of over six hundred thousand koku was already pledged to merchants in Osaka in return for money to cover expenses, and according to my father the total debt of the domain far exceeded its income – and that was taking into account the cancelling of any repayment of interest.


The way to solve most financial problems, the authorities decided, was to cut samurai stipends and persuade everyone else, especially merchants, to be more frugal. I grew up believing everyone, everywhere, was poor, except for Lord Mōri of course. We were better off than most; my father at least had a profession. His patients might not be able to pay him his whole fee but they would make it up with gifts of food, or things they made like straw sandals, raincoats, umbrellas, baskets. We had enough land to support ourselves – and then there was the surprise of my father’s official appointment, which made it possible to send Tetsuya to Nagasaki for further training.


The work was unending and nothing was wasted. My mother worked as hard as anyone, but she had two ways of withdrawing from the round of daily tasks. At the end of our garden beneath the old plum trees was a small collection of family graves; my grandparents were buried here and my younger brother and sister who died aged four and two in the smallpox outbreak in the first year of Kaei (1848). I had smallpox at the same time but more mildly and I survived with only a few marks, like extra dimples, in my cheeks.


The following year the domain made the decision to introduce vaccination. Kusaka Genki, the older brother of my uncle’s friend Genzui, had just returned to Hagi from studying with Ogata Kōan in Ōsaka, where the practice had recently been introduced from Nagasaki. Genki was instrumental in obtaining live vaccine and persuading families to have their children treated.


My father took up vaccination with alacrity. He admired Genki greatly, and perhaps identified with him for they were of a similar age, and both had a much younger brother. The deaths of so many young children from smallpox had always distressed my father and the fact that he had not been able to save his own children was particularly painful. My mother often sighed and said, ‘If only the vaccine had come a year earlier you would have a little brother and sister,’ but I thought it was interesting that they had died before me and I knew their deaths had made me more precious to my parents. On the other hand, I felt I should do everything possible to ease my parents’ grief and never make them regret that I was the one chosen to live. So when my mother disappeared every afternoon to spend a little time with the dead, resting her body and regathering her spirits, I happily took on her work as well as my own.


My mother’s other great consolation was literature. She knew by heart all the stories from The Tale of the Heike or The Great Peace. Heroes like Yoshitsune or Kusunoki Masashige came alive in the tales she told us at night while we did our evening chores, mending and sewing. She also owned a few precious books: The Tale of Genji, The Mirror of Learning, and so on. Her favourite was A Country Genji, a rewriting of the Genji story, about a handsome young man, Mitsuuji, who pretended to be a playboy but was really a great warrior.


The book was old – it was in several volumes – and damaged by insects and humidity, but to us it had the aura of a holy relic. It had been banned by the Shōgun; its printing blocks had been destroyed. Just to own it was a subversive act. It was only brought out in the presence of our closest family. My mother kept it by her pillow at night so she could save it if the house burned down. It was a wonderful tale of love and courage in a world far removed from our austere everyday life.


The other book my mother loved was The Tale of Dashing Shidōken. When I was eleven years old she gave me a white feather fan and told me it was a magic one like Asanoshin’s: with it I would be able to see distant places and watch events unfold in other cities, other countries. I believed her, and would often hold the fan to my lips and pretend I could see what was happening in the faraway world.


My father taught me how to use a microscope and encouraged me to become a doctor. My mother gave me a magic fan and unlocked my imagination.





DISAPPOINTMENT



My uncle immediately set about the process of approaching Master Yoshida. He sought recommendations from his teachers at the Shirane juku in Yamaguchi, from his friends, like Kusaka Genzui, who were already in Yoshida Shōin’s circle, and even from Sufu Masanosuke, who had just taken over the government in Hagi. Shinsai spent his days writing letters and waiting anxiously for replies. Composing the letters seemed to require many consultations in Yamaguchi and Yuda, and even when he was at home he was distracted and careless.


One afternoon in the seventh month a messenger from Hagi, on his way to our neighbour Yoshitomi’s house, arrived at our gate and called out importantly, ‘Itasaki Shinsai-sama, a missive for you.’


My uncle, who was meant to be making some concoction of crushed pepper and artemisia leaves (I could tell from the fragrance), leaped to his feet, letting the bowl roll aside, spilling the contents onto the floor.


‘Tsu-chan, bring a cup of tea!’


I had just made a pot for my father’s waiting patient so after sweeping up my uncle’s mess I poured another cup and took it out to the messenger. He was wiping the sweat from his face with a small towel.


‘Ha!’ he exclaimed, when he saw the tea. ‘My deepest gratitude to you, Miss.’ He bowed deeply before taking the cup.


I tried not to laugh, for he spoke in such flowery old-fashioned language he might have been Mitsuuji himself. Now that a husband was being sought for me I couldn’t help appraising every young man I met. This one was undeniably handsome. His unpocked skin was darkened by the sun and glowed bronze. His legs, uncovered for ease of movement, were long and muscular. No signs of ill-health were visible to my physician’s eye. I imagined being married to a messenger: he would be running like the wind across the domain with urgent letters of policy. Maybe he would be promoted and run to Kyōto and then on to Edo… No, it would not work out. I would be left at home with my parents and would hardly see him at all. And he would not solve my father’s problem of too many patients.


I took the tea cup from his outstretched hands and ran inside and refilled it.


When I came back my rejected lover was saying with no apparent rancour, ‘If Itasaki-sama wishes to reply I am returning to Hagi in the morning.’


Ah, his heart is broken, I reflected contentedly. How well he hides it.


‘Yes, please call,’ my uncle said, gazing on the paper in his hand with round eyes.


The messenger drank his tea in one gulp, expressed his thanks most eloquently and ran off down the road, the dust rising golden around him.


We moved into the shade of the gambling tree.


‘It is from Master Yoshida,’ my uncle said reverently.


‘Let’s read it.’ I hurried him onto the veranda. We could hear my father’s voice explaining his treatment to a patient.


‘No sake, no tobacco; avoid all foods that will overheat your system. Definitely no boar or hare.’ My father’s usual opinion was that moderation and exercise would cure most complaints.


‘What wonderful handwriting,’ Shinsai said, unrolling the short scroll and gazing at it.


I peered over his shoulder. ‘Oh, he is rejecting you.’


‘So he is. But how beautifully he writes!’


Shinsai continued to stare at the letter, caressing the brush strokes with his fingertips. It was as if there was room in his mind for only one emotion at a time. He had to get over the wonder of holding in his hands a letter from Yoshida Shōin before he could deal with its actual contents.


‘It is because we are not samurai,’ Shinsai complained later as we ate the evening meal. ‘We have no status. That’s why Master Yoshida cannot accept me. The school probably has the same strict rules as everything else in Hagi.’


Despite Lord Mōri’s encouragement of young men of talent, there was still little opportunity of advancement within the domain bureaucracy even for the lowest-ranking samurai, the sottsu. Only in exceptional circumstances would their stipends increase and, since honour as well as constant scrutiny prevented most of them from accepting bribes, there was no way of ever rising out of poverty and debt. Many would never be able to afford marriage and a family. But even though everyone was always chronically short of money this was not the main issue: it was the fact that so many young men, with all their energy and intelligence, were banned from service of any real influence within the domain that rankled with them. And Shinsai was right – his situation was even worse since our family were below even sottsu in rank.


‘Imagine a house on fire,’ he said. ‘You know you could save the occupants, but you are held back and told, Don’t interfere; leave it to the firefighters. But the firefighters have not even arrived on the scene, and when they do their equipment is useless and they are overwhelmed by the blaze.’


‘Nothing is on fire, Shinsai-san,’ my mother said, trying to calm him down.


‘The whole country soon will be. And I will still be pounding powders and mixing medicines. I can fight with the sword, I know about Western arms and military techniques. My brain is as good as anyone’s. Yet I’m condemned to waste my days here, in the Gambling Tree Place in Yuda!’


‘It’s not that bad,’ my father said, sounding rather offended. He, after all, had risen to some extent; he had a much higher standing and a greater income than his own father, and his practice was flourishing.


‘It’s fine for you,’ my uncle said. ‘But you are middle-aged and I am not yet twenty.’


‘You would be accepted in the School of Medicine,’ my father suggested, ‘if you really want to go to Hagi.’


The very reasonableness of this seemed to annoy my uncle more. He stood up, said he was going to walk for a while and went out. Father sat and scowled, patting his arms, and then he went out too, saying he would walk to Yuda, and not to wait up for him. I accompanied him to the gate, thinking he must be upset if he was going to see O-Kiyo.


It was a brilliant night, the air soft and still, the stars made huge by the humidity. A three-quarter moon was turning the eastern sky silver. Crickets were chirping and rain frogs called from the stream. I was restless. I did not feel like sleeping and after my mother went to lie down I told O-Kane to go to bed, and, taking a candle to the front room, I lit the lamp there and sat down to do some sewing.


My sister had taken new robes to her husband’s house and I had unpicked the old ones and washed them. Now was as good a time as any to restitch them for myself or for O-Kane. I liked sewing and had always been deft at it, a useful accomplishment for a doctor, I thought. In fact I could stitch up a wound more skilfully than my father and with less pain to the patient. Sometimes when I was mending I used to practise, pretending I was pulling together the lips of a battle wound. In reality most of the deep cuts we treated were from cooking knives or farming implements. I had never stitched a sword wound: no one really fought seriously with swords, though all men of the samurai class carried them and all learned sword-fighting techniques. My father often said my neat stitching reduced the size and ugliness of the resulting scar, but this was probably not a great concern to a warrior, who would anyway not want to be stitched up by a girl.


In Kyōto and Edo there were apparently real fights between samurai of rival domains, ambushes and brawls after drinking or insults. And of course even in Chōshū there were murders by robbers, or jealous husbands using knives or swords. Among Chōshū samurai some no doubt were ruffians and bullies like the ones we read about in books from Edo and Ōsaka, but we did not come across them in Yuda.


I was thinking idly about all these things and taking real pleasure in the tiny stitches my needle was making, when my uncle returned.


‘Welcome back,’ I called quietly and began to fold away the cloth. I thought I would make him some tea.


‘Don’t get up,’ he said as he stepped up onto the matted area. He sat cross-legged beside me. He smelled of the summer night mixed with tobacco.


‘You don’t want tea?’


He shook his head. ‘Can you see?’ he said, peering at my work. The dark cloth absorbed the stitches completely. ‘Don’t strain your eyes.’


Sometimes Shinsai seemed much older than me, more like the age an uncle should be, and other times hardly even as old. He often teased me in the way a younger brother might, and then he would be unexpectedly solicitous, like now, reminding me how close we were, how well we knew each other. He had always been in this house, in my life. Even though he sat outside the fall of the lamplight I could see in my mind every inch of his face: his high cheekbones and wide forehead, his thick hair as glossy as a crow’s wing, his serious gaze that drew his brows together, the way his bold smile lit up his eyes.


He was not smiling now. His whole demeanour spoke of his disappointment. I tried to find something to encourage him.


‘Maybe you should apply to the Kōseikan.’


The School of Medicine had been one of our daimyō’s pet projects and had been renovated and expanded about two years ago.


‘I have been thinking about it,’ he admitted. ‘At least it would get me to Hagi. But honestly, I am not that interested in medicine, though I would like to learn more about Western science, their technology, how they fight their wars.’


He fell silent for a few moments. I took up the cloth thinking I might as well start on the hem.


‘Really it is you who should go to the School of Medicine.’


We both smiled, knowing that it was true, knowing that it was impossible.


‘You should have been born a boy, Tsu-chan.’


I sighed, not wanting to admit that recently I had been thinking that myself. My clever mind, my big hands and feet, my physical strength, all seemed to belong to some boy whose place in the world had been stolen by a girl.


‘On the other hand,’ Shinsai said, ‘you are going to be a fine woman. I envy the man who marries you.’


Suddenly the room seemed too small to hold us. We were sitting too close to each other. I put the cloth back in the basket and stood quickly. The heat swept over my face and my heart thumped. ‘First someone has to be found,’ I said, trying to speak lightly.





THE YOUNG LORD



Quite early the next morning I heard voices outside. I thought it might be the messenger on his way back to Hagi and I ran out quickly to ask him to wait for a few moments while I went to fetch Shinsai.


However, I saw Hachirō, who lived with our family and looked after the garden and the fields, talking at the gate with Shiji Monta and another young man whose name I did not know.


‘O-Tsuru-san,’ Hachirō called, ‘the young lord has come to see the doctor.’


The young lord was what everyone in our little hamlet had always called Monta.


‘I’ll go and call my father,’ I said. ‘I’m sorry, it’s a little early. Won’t you come up and I’ll prepare some tea.’


‘Maybe you can give us something to eat,’ Monta said as they came forward and sat on the edge of the veranda.


Naturally I hurried off to the kitchen to see what could be spared from our own breakfast, thinking how typical it was of the young lord. He acted as if every home was his own and everyone was just waiting around to carry out his wishes. My father was still lying down; he’d come home very late, but I didn’t know if it was from a sickbed or some drinking party. I told O-Kane to bring miso soup, rice, pickles and some fried eggplant, and went back to see if the medical problem was urgent enough to wake him.


Hachirō had called my uncle, and Shinsai was now sitting on the veranda, talking excitedly to Monta.


‘Shinsai-san.’ I beckoned to him and whispered, ‘Find out what the matter is. Should I wake Father?’


‘We were talking about Master Yoshida,’ he replied. ‘Apparently he always refuses people at first. Even Kusaka. Itō says it’s because the Master cannot be seen to encourage young people when he is considered a criminal.’ He spoke loudly enough for the others to hear.


‘That’s right,’ the boy called Itō said. ‘Just go to Hagi – he will not turn you away once you are there. That’s what I intend to do. Only Yoshida Shōin understands the times; only he can teach us how to deal with what lies ahead.’


His eyes were glowing with enthusiasm; to me he looked absurdly young, even younger than Monta, though he was a little taller. It looked as though both had dressed with some care, in blue kimono and grey hakama. I wondered if this was for the doctor’s benefit.


‘Shinsai-san,’ I said again as quietly as I could, ‘is one of them sick? Is it something we can deal with or should I wake Father?’


At that moment O-Kane came with two trays which she placed carefully down; the two young men fell on the food as if they had not eaten for a week. They were starting to annoy me more and more. Neither of them looked in the least bit ill; they probably just wanted a meal on their way to wherever they were going.


‘It’s Itō who wants to see the doctor,’ Monta said through a mouthful of rice and eggplant.


‘What sort of problem is it?’ I asked outright since my uncle was still preoccupied with new plans concerning Yoshida Shōin.


‘He’s not going to tell you!’ Monta said, wiping his mouth with his hand.


‘I shall go and wake my father,’ I said primly, having by now formed a very good idea of what Itō’s problem might be. I left them trying to stifle their giggles.


My father was up, still wearing the light robe he had been sleeping in. He was yawning, his face grey with tiredness. My mother had brought tea which he drank in quick sips as he dressed. I told him about the young man waiting to see him. Something of my disapproval must have showed in my voice: he gave me a penetrating look as he tied his sash but did not say anything. When he was finally dressed, shrugging his shoulders into the short jacket he always wore even on the hottest days, he said, ‘Ask him to come up. And you’d better wait outside; we don’t want to embarrass him.’


When I had shown Itō where to go I went back to the veranda. Shinsai had settled down next to Monta. I asked Monta if he wanted anything more to eat and, when he shook his head, began to tidy the empty bowls on the trays. I was dawdling more than I should – I was already behind with the morning work because of the interruptions, but I wanted to hear what Monta and Shinsai were talking about. Their enthusiasm irritated me, but it also excited me; their concern for our country stirred me; the prejudices and setbacks they faced inflamed me with a desire for justice and a new world.


‘Bring us some tobacco, Tsu-chan,’ Shinsai said, so I had to go inside again. I could hear Father talking and Itō responding in monosyllables, his exuberance dampened. Concern gripped me. These young men might be annoying but I couldn’t help admiring them, and anyway I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy what I suspected Itō had.


I took the tobacco box and two pipes back to the veranda, and went to light a bamboo spill at the kitchen fire, taking the eating trays with me. Hachirō had joined O-Kane in the kitchen and was squatting on his heels on the step to the back garden, eating breakfast. The cicadas were already deafening and the air smelled faintly of thunderstorms.


Piles of eggplants, cucumbers and green beans which he had picked earlier lay in baskets on the floor. I sighed inwardly. O-Kane would need my help chopping and pickling the vegetables, just one more of the tasks Mitsue and I used to do together. I missed her terribly, not only for the extra pair of hands, and longed to see her again.


When I went back to the veranda the young men had prepared the pipes. I held the spill for them while they puffed and blew. The tobacco caught alight, adding its fragrance to the morning air. The trouble with smoking was it prevented them from talking, and really there was no reason for me to linger any longer. Luckily Monta was in the mood for chatting.


‘So, O-Tsuru-san, Shinsai tells me you are looking for a husband.’


This was not a subject I wanted to talk about with the young lord. ‘I believe my parents have spoken to a go-between,’ I said. I couldn’t believe how prim I was still sounding, but that was the effect Monta had on me, as though I had to keep up all my defences of good behaviour. He had a barely concealed air of danger about him; he was probably one of those boys who liked to set fire to things just to watch them burn, not malicious or cruel, just thoughtless and wild.


‘I am an adopted bridegroom,’ he said. ‘It’s a shame, otherwise I could have applied.’


I knew he was only teasing me. His family was of quite high samurai rank; there was no way he would be allowed to marry into a family like ours.


‘My father is looking for a young doctor,’ I said. ‘I don’t suppose Shiji-san would qualify.’


That made him laugh. ‘Your uncle says you are very clever. He says you know more about medicine than most doctors.’


‘Yes, I do,’ I said. ‘That’s why my parents want to keep me at home.’


‘I know several doctors’ sons,’ Monta said. ‘Kusaka Genzui, Katsura Kogorō… but none of us wants to spend the rest of our lives in Chōshū, while our country goes to ruin. A shishi really has no time for wife and family. He needs to be untrammelled, to be free to answer his country’s call at any time, to act decisively and ruthlessly.’


My uncle sometimes used this word shishi: a man of high purpose. I repeated it under my breath thinking how marvellous it sounded. Maybe I could be married to a shishi. I thought of Kusaka Genzui whom my father had befriended after the deaths in less than a year of his father, his brother, Genki, and his mother: he was only a year older than me, well-built, intelligent, altogether a fine young man. But to be married to a shishi would probably be much like being married to a messenger. Your husband would be constantly on the move, carrying vital messages to shishi in other domains, hiding out in Kyōto or Edo, evading the Bakufu’s secret police. I wondered how much Monta’s wife saw of her husband. He rarely spoke of her.


Anyway, even Kusaka outranked our family.


‘I’ll let you know if I hear of anyone,’ Monta said, getting to his feet as Itō came out of the house. I wondered what my father had prescribed. Ranpō treatment for syphilis was with mercury, which was almost as dangerous as the disease, or with calomel or a compound of potassium, both of which were scarce and expensive. Itō was smirking with embarrassment and, I thought, relief. He tucked a small paper packet into the breast of his kimono. It can’t be too bad, I reflected.


‘We are on our way to Hagi,’ Monta said after he had greeted my father. ‘Itō is to study with Master Yoshida. He will put in a good word for Shinsai.’


‘What about yourself?’ my father enquired.


‘The domain is sending me to Edo in the new year,’ Monta replied. ‘I am to study Western learning, and English.’


‘Ah, English?’ my father said with interest. ‘Tetsuya has been studying Dutch, with some success, but it seems he should have been learning English all along. Are there many English schools in Edo?’


‘They are proliferating but who knows how good they are?’ Monta said. ‘How are we supposed to judge the teachers? We know nothing about the outside world. The Bakufu has kept us isolated, like children.’


‘It has failed us totally,’ Itō agreed.


‘We have to catch up,’ Monta exclaimed. ‘We are years, maybe centuries, behind.’


‘We should be killing foreigners, not learning from them,’ Itō cried, carried away it seemed by renewed pleasure in life.


‘We learn from them first and then kill them,’ Monta said, clapping his hand onto the hilt of his sword.


Shinsai was watching them with a mixture of admiration and envy.


‘Will you come to Hagi with us?’ Itō addressed him.


My uncle’s face showed his confusion. There was nothing he would like more, but it was not possible for him just to walk out of the gate with these carefree young men.


My father seemed to regard all three with the same mixture of irritation, admiration and pity that I felt.


‘If Shinsai were to follow in a month or two he could bring some more salve and pills for you,’ he said. ‘Tsuru could go too; we have some things for Mitsue, and for the Kuriya.’


‘Do you mean it?’ Shinsai was almost speechless with surprise and gratitude. I was nearly as excited myself: to go to Hagi, to be with Mitsue and meet her family…


‘Then we will see you in Hagi,’ Monta said, impatient to be on the road.


‘Stay away from the tea houses,’ Father said to Itō.


Shinsai said he would accompany them to the main road at Yuda. After they had left my father stretched and yawned.


‘Was it syphilis?’ I said.


‘I don’t think so. It was more of a localised rash. No sign of chancre, and he has no secondary symptoms. But it easily could have been. It’s rife in Mitajiri and Shimonoseki. And that young man loves the geisha by all accounts.’ He frowned. ‘Young men will act like young men, I suppose, but they risk a life sentence.’


Syphilis was especially prevalent in the port of Nagasaki. I knew my father worried about Tetsuya; now I was starting to worry about my future husband. I would try to make sure he did not go to geisha houses. But would I be able to prevent him? I was beginning to wish I did not know so much about diseases and their treatment – and all too often their lack of any cure.





TAKASUGI SHINSAKU



Ansei 4 (1857), Ninth Month, Age 18


It is already dusk when Shinsaku slips out of his parents’ house – not that it is possible just to slip out unseen: everyone always knows what he is doing at any time of day or night. The house is not large – his family, the Takasugi, may be of high rank with a stipend of one hundred and sixty koku, but his father is a bushi of the old school who hates luxury and extravagance – and he has three sharp-eyed younger sisters as well as an adoring mother. As the eldest child and only son he has been the centre of his family’s attention all his life.


He does not give any explanation for leaving but nor does he lie. He has been brought up in a strict, traditional way and to lie to his father is unthinkable. Instead he retreats into a scowling silence which he has noticed keeps his family at arm’s length. Lately he has spent more time wrapped in this dark disguise, but the truth is it is no longer a disguise that he can put on and off at will but one that falls on him without warning or that he wakes enveloped in. He has not yet come to dread it but it puzzles him. It is as if it steals the real Shinsaku, the one who is destined for greatness, the fearless lad who has fought all the neighbourhood boys and overcome them physically and mentally, who once threatened an old samurai who stepped on his kite, and in his place produces a replica, a Shinsaku paralysed by doubt and fear.


He is not afraid now as he walks swiftly through the narrow streets of the castle town, past the samurai residences with their long white walls and barred and latticed windows, but he is apprehensive for he is disobeying his father’s wishes for the first time since he was a child and stole sweet bean paste from the kitchen. His father is a terrifying man, proud of his own integrity and capable of icy rage when his children fall beneath his high standards. Shinsaku loves him and has striven to please him all his life, studying diligently and excelling in both classical learning and martial arts. All his teachers praise him. But lately he has been dissatisfied; the subjects seem irrelevant and his teachers inflexible and old-fashioned. Neither offers any solutions to the pressing problems of the day: how to deal with the Westerners who have sailed up in their modern ships, backed by their modern weapons, demanding trade and treaties; what to do about the tottering Bakufu, a government which has become a labyrinthine bureaucracy, taking weeks to arrive at trivial decisions; who will be the next Shōgun after the ailing Iesada; how the domains of the southwest, who feel they are in the front line, will defend themselves. These are the topics that obsess him and his friends, and that they discuss endlessly in tea houses, but that is not where he is going now, though he pauses outside one house where he can hear music playing and a young woman singing. His spirits lift immediately. He loves the popular songs of the city and as he walks on he is humming this one under his breath.


Let’s kill the crows of the ten thousand worlds so I can lie late with you, my love.


It refers to the commitments a geisha would have, her contracts kept at the shrine and guarded by the shrine crows. So few words summon up an image behind which lies a whole story of two lives. How wonderful poetry is, often the only way to express the complex contradictions of his feelings. He pictures the lovers: they stare intently into each other’s faces; a stillness has come over them in the moment before intimacy. He shivers with the memory of his own pleasure, but that is not his purpose tonight.


Several people glance at him as they pass him. Even in the dim light he is recognisable with his long face, more like the horse than the rider, and his narrow slanting eyes. He could not be called a handsome young man – he himself wishes he were taller, wishes the smallpox which nearly killed him at ten years old had not left its scars on his complexion – but his face is unforgettable. Everyone knows him in Hagi – everyone knows everyone! As he calls to a ferryman to take him across the river he looks out over the estuary towards the open sea and longs to escape. The lights of fishing boats twinkle between the twinned dark of sea and sky. Above his head the heavens are spangling as the stars appear. Then the huge ninth-month moon begins to rise in the east.


Under its light he makes his way up the narrow road. The air smells of pine and deutzia and the sudden rotting odour of gingko nuts. Near his destination he turns and looks back. The moon illuminates the bay and the islands. Castle walls and wave-fringed rocks gleam fragile white. Shinsaku throws his arms wide as if he would embrace it all. How huge the world is! He wants to know it all, taste it all. Then hearing footsteps he lets his arms fall, suddenly feeling foolish.


‘Shinsaku?’


‘Genzui,’ he replies, knowing him even before he speaks. He would recognise him anywhere: Kusaka Genzui who went to the same school, then to the Meirinkan. They played together as children, but are not friends, nor are they enemies. They have the closest relationship of all: they are rivals, always aware of each other, like dog and monkey, or more poetically tiger and dragon. Shinsaku envies Genzui for his good looks and strong physique, but he feels his own intelligence is greater, and Genzui cannot match him in music and poetry. In sword fighting they are roughly equal: Genzui is stronger but Shinsaku is quicker in reflex and strategy. However he has the uncomfortable suspicion that Genzui is braver, mentally and physically.


Genzui speaks again. ‘You are going to Yoshida’s house.’ It is not a question. There can be no other reason for Shinsaku to be on this road. ‘I’ve just come from there. I’ll wait for you and we can go back to Hagi together.’


Shinsaku is irritated by this suggestion and disappointed that Genzui seems to have got ahead of him and is probably already part of Yoshida Shōin’s school. For this is where he is going, to the Village School beneath the Pines where Shōin, under house arrest, continues his inspired and impassioned teaching, in the home of his birth family, the Sugi.


He says nothing as they walk together up the hill. Genzui rattles on in his usual way, his ebullient self-confidence both attractive and annoying. His familiarity, too, ruffles Shinsaku’s pride. Genzui is from a doctor’s family; his parents and brothers are dead. He has been alone in the world since the age of fourteen. Shinsaku outranks him, yet Genzui acts as if they are equals. Not that Shinsaku wants deference from him, but he wants something, some recognition of the importance of the occasion, some acknowledgment of his defiance of his father.


It is in this confused state of mind that he is welcomed inside. Genzui, he can’t help noticing, is treated like one of the family by Shōin’s mother and sisters. Shinsaku’s apologies for calling so late are brushed aside and he is shown into the teacher’s study where Shōin kneels by a writing desk immersed in a book. He looks up as Shinsaku kneels before him.


‘Takasugi!’ he exclaims, his thin stern face illuminated by the warmth of his smile.


They know each other already; Shōin taught at the Meirinkan when Shinsaku was a student there, but now something has changed. Their world has tipped further out of balance; the cataclysms of the future have drawn closer. The shabby room, the dim light, the well-worn books: in this unlikely setting something happens between them. A spark ignites that will grow into a pure and passionate relationship. The teacher continues to smile and the pupil falls completely under his spell. In one of those imperceptible adjustments made between humans and history the lives of both men change course.





JOURNEY TO HAGI



The hot days of summer passed. We celebrated O-Bon, the festival of the dead. Typhoons rushed up the coast and passed over us with their usual trail of heavy rain and flooding. Then came autumn, moon viewing, chestnuts falling, and mist over the Karasugawa in the early morning. Insects changed their note to their autumn song, and flocks of migrating birds crossed the skies on their way south.


We often received letters and packages from Mitsue’s new family, the Kuriya, and we replied, exchanging news, boxes of pills, information about new treatments and so on. The Kuriya pharmacy was well known: they had several of their own brands of pills and ointments and their servants, in the shop livery, often called at our house on their travels around the domain. My sister included letters to my parents but they said nothing in particular, other than commenting on the weather and expressing gratitude to her new family for their kindness to her. My parents worried about her; a daughter-in-law’s life in a new family could be very hard, especially if her husband’s mother was selfish or unkind, so they were quite glad to send me to Hagi to see for myself Mitsue’s true situation.


My uncle and I set out in the middle of the ninth month, the best season for travelling. We hired a packhorse from Yuda, for we were taking many medical supplies with us, as well as presents for Mitsue and the family and our own clothes and belongings. Everything was stowed in baskets which hung on either side of the horse’s back. The horse boy led it with a rope tied to its halter.


‘If Miss gets tired she can sit on the horse,’ he said, thumping the board that made a kind of seat between the baskets.


I was reluctant as I had never been on a horse, but the road to Hagi was steep and winding. We stopped at the little village of Ōda to eat the midday meal. By the time we reached the next village, Edō, my legs were aching and my feet were sore. The idea of walking up yet another mountain pass seemed beyond me. I was persuaded to let my uncle lift me onto the horse’s back where I perched uneasily, gripping the rims of the baskets on either side.


The mountain forests were just beginning to take on their autumn colours of scarlet and gold and the sky was a clear cool blue. As we came over the final pass, the sea, dotted with white-fringed islands, stretched away into the haze.


We stopped briefly beneath a group of pine trees, and my uncle pointed to the oldest one.


‘They call that the Weeping Pine. You cry for sorrow when you leave Hagi and you cry for joy when you return,’ he explained.


The horse boy laughed as if he had heard this many times.


The horse quickened its step on the downhill slope and while it did not cry for joy, it seemed cheerful at the prospect of the journey’s end.


The city lay on an island, an irregular three-cornered shape, where the Abugawa divided into the Hashimoto and the Matsumoto rivers, their separate mouths opening into the sea. On the western side rose the roofs and white walls of the castle, clear in the evening light against the foliage of the mountain behind it. Houses clustered round the port, the setting sun glinting on the tiles. Hundreds of boats filled the rivers, ferry boats, fishing craft, transport barges. The air was salty and fresh, adding to my excitement.


We crossed a wooden bridge at the narrowest part of the western river. A group of houses here made me think this was the town itself, but within a few minutes we were once more among rice fields. The rice was already harvested and drying on racks on the banks and outside the farmhouses. Even though it was after sunset men were still working, spreading rotted leaves and manure on the empty fields.


A small waterway separated the rice fields from the town centre. I learned later it was called the Aiba canal, after the indigo that was used for dyeing cloth. On our left lay a large enclosure filled with several imposing-looking buildings.


‘That’s the domain school,’ Shinsai said. ‘The Meirinkan.’


‘Did Your Honour study there?’ the horse boy asked.


‘No, it is only for the sons of samurai. They say they will take any young man of ability, but between saying and doing there is still a huge gap. Master Yoshida on the other hand takes people of any rank. He believes in the practical application of study and acts on what he learns.’


‘Do we know where we are going?’ the boy said, my uncle’s remarks seeming to pass straight over his head.


‘Yes, of course,’ Shinsai replied. ‘The house backs onto this canal and is just along the next street on the left.’


The tired horse did not want to make the detour and baulked, throwing up its head.


‘Let me get you down,’ Shinsai said, holding out his arms, and I half scrambled, half slid off the horse’s back onto the ground. I was stiff and aching all over.


Relieved of my weight, the horse snorted and blew, and then allowed itself to be led the remaining distance to the Kuriya house. It was the largest building on the street. The front was latticed, with boards announcing the name of the pharmacy in large white letters over the windows. Its smell reminded me of home: medicines, potions, oils, herbs. My uncle called at the door and began to unload the baskets from the horse’s back.


There was an answering call from inside, followed by the sound of footsteps.


‘Ah, it’s Itasaki-san and the young lady!’ A rather plump middle-aged man stepped out. ‘Welcome! Welcome!’


My uncle set the basket down and bowed deeply. I did the same, guessing this was Mr Kuriya himself, my sister’s father-in-law. I made the customary greetings, asking for his favour, thanking him for his kindness. He replied graciously, if rather pompously, and called for a servant to come and collect the baskets.


We were ushered into the front room, which was the shop premises. Normally the shutters were open onto the street but at this time of night they had been closed. The walls were lined with shelves to the ceiling, filled with boxes of ingredients and medicines, labelled in red characters. Along one wall was a workbench, holding knives, saws, chopping boards, mallets, grinders, pestles, mortars and alembics. At the back was a hearth where a fire smouldered. Several iron pots and kettles were lined up beside it. On the other side was a raised tatami area where a young man sat before a low desk. He was using an abacus and writing in a long notebook. At his side was a stack of small boxes and paper envelopes. He stopped his work as we went past and bowed respectfully. I thought at first he was Mitsue’s husband, but Mr Kuriya did not bother to speak to him or introduce us and so I assumed he was just a clerk in the shop.


We followed Mr Kuriya through to the back of the shop and up into the living area.


‘Wife,’ he called. ‘Our guests are here.’


His wife and Mitsue popped into the room as if they had been hiding around the corner waiting for us all day. I bowed deeply to Mrs Kuriya, while trying not to grin too obviously at my sister. She caught my eye once and then looked quickly down, her skin turning pink with happiness.


Mrs Kuriya was very slender and had a languid air about her that surprised me. For some reason I’d expected her to be energetic and hard-working. I suppose I’d imagined the thriving Kuriya business to be at least partly due to her contribution. I soon discovered from casual remarks dropped by Mitsue and from my own observations that the more the business flourished the more languid Mrs Kuriya became. The harder everyone else around her worked, the less she did. Now that she had a diligent and capable daughter-in-law she did almost nothing at all.


She was not unkind to Mitsue; indeed she seemed to be fond of her. At the evening meal she praised her constantly. ‘Mitsue-san made these pickles – delicious, aren’t they? Mitsue cooks rice to perfection, I let her do all the cooking now. Mitsue-san cleaned the whole house for your arrival. I do so love the smell of a clean house.’
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