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About the Book


I am Kozaisho: Fifth daughter, Woman-For-Play, teller of stories, lover, wife and Flower Samurai.


In the rich, dazzling, brutal world of twelfth century Japan, one young girl begins her epic journey, from the warmth of family to the Village of Outcasts. Marked out by an auspicious omen, she is trained in the ancient warrior arts of the samurai. But it is through the power of storytelling that she learns to fight her fate, twisting her life onto a path even she could not have imagined . . .
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Historical Note


The Gempei War, the cataclysmic clash between the Taira and Minamoto clans in late twelfth-century Japan, heralded the end of its Golden Age (794-1185). At this critical time in Japan’s history, warriors continued their progression to power until they controlled the country several centuries later. Many Noh and Kabuki plays are set during this war because of the war’s innumerable heroic exploits and battles. These plays are written from the Minamoto point of view, but The Pillow Book of the Flower Samurai’s point of view is the Taira’s.
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Principal Characters


Kozaisō, writer of the Pillow Book, formerly Fifth Daughter


At a shōen (estate)




Daigoro no Goro, Buddhist priest (code name Three Eyes)


Chiba no Tashiyori, proprietor of the shōen


Akio, samurai (code name Oyster)


Tashiko, a girl


Emi, another girl (code name Lotus)


Master Isamu, samurai and master teacher


Uba, a boy and student of the martial arts





At the Village of Outcasts




Hitomi, owner and manager


Rin, chojā (head, lead) of the ‘free’ Women-for-Play


Aya, a girl


Misuki, a girl (code name Lumbering Badger)


Otfukure, elderly Woman-for-Play, teacher of the pleasing arts





At Rokuhara




Obāsan, Honourable-Aged-One-Who-Waits-On-Women in Michimori’s household


Ryo, Obāsan’s nephew (code name Snake)


Hoichi, Mokuhasa’s cousin


Retired Emperor Go-Shirakawa (code name Fox)


Antoku, Emperor, son of Takakura and Kiyomori’s daughter





The Taira Clan (Kozaishō’s)




Michimori, a commander of the clan


Tokikazu, captain to Michimori (code name Genji)


Mokuhasa, samurai and special guard to Michimori


Sadakokai, samurai and special guard to Michimori


Kiyomori, uncle of Michimori, leader of the country


Koremori, cousin to Michimori (code name Wisteria)


Shigehira, cousin to Michimori (code name Oak)


Tsunemasa, cousin to Michimori (code name Drake)


Tomomori, cousin to Michimori (code name Large Cicada)


Munemori, cousin to Michimori (code name Purple Grass)


Norimori, father of Michimori





The Minamoto Clan




Yoshitsune, nephew of Yoshitomo (code name Tiger)


Yukiie, brother of Yoshitomo (code name Hare)


Yoshitomo, father of Yoritomo, Noriyori and Yoshitsune (code name Ox)


Kiso Yoshinaka, nephew of Yoshitomo and Yukiie (code name Rat)


Noriyori, son of Yoshitomo (code name Sheep)


Yoritomo, son of Yoshitomo (code name Horse)
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For readers not familiar with the Kozaishō Diaries, Dr Sosiko Yatsumura and I worked Kobe, Japan’s rugged terrain, from 2000 to 2010. The site yielded discoveries worth our blisters.


We unearthed a burial place with two complete skeletons. The bodies faced each other, in the extended position, the male on the left, the female on the right. The crowning glory was a document box sealed into a separate chamber.


The box was undamaged, wrapped in oiled cloths with a waxed seal. Gold and mother-of-pearl cranes fly across a heavily lacquered background of gold and silver dust on its lid. The seal was identified as that of Minamoto no Yoshitsune, the victor of the Ichinotani battle in 1184. The tests on the papers and other contents support the dating of mid-to-late twelfth century.


I save the best for last. Inside the box, intact, we found the Kozaishō Diaries or, as they were called in Heian Japan (the period 794–1185) pillow books i.e. diaries people stored where they slept. My deep thanks go to Dr Bernard Hoffenberg’s hard work and superlative translation.


Readers may check the published papers about these documents. The diary was written from the Taira Clan’s perspective, not the victorious Minamoto Clan of the civil war, the Genpei War (1180–85). There are a significant number of discrepancies with the Heike Monogatari, the fictionalized account of the war written about fifty years earlier.


I bet on the bones. The bones don’t lie.


Dr Isabell ‘Izzy’ Jenkins
Associate Professor,
Archaeology Department
University of Arizona







 


[image: images]


I caress the dagger’s dark curve against the breast of my white kimono. As I step outside the tent, the ocean wind batters my face, singeing my eyes with acrid smoke. Bile swells into my mouth at the stench of impromptu pyres. I swallow and compel my body to be quiet, to calm my mind and soothe my spirit. I do not wish others who may be watching to think I am afraid, although I sit secluded in the forest behind the Ikuta Shrine.


‘My lady, time is short.’ Misuki – my companion, my friend – brings the ties. Her hands quiver, but, together, we lash my legs. She and I listen to the remains of the battle, the rumblings of the sea, the screeching of the hawks.


Misuki’s red-rimmed eyes splash her face with tears, but after protest, she swears to do all I ask of her. I trust Misuki with my life’s work, my story. My death.


She practises the stroke. A soft swish brushes my neck. Its crisp sound is the last I will hear. I thirst – to be with husband, lover, perhaps parents and siblings, most of the people I love. Though not all. The blade catches the last of the sun. That I will not see the beautiful sunset eases me. I am ready.


In my left hand I hold a scrap of cloth, all that remains of the smock my elder sister embroidered, the smock I wore the day my life twisted on to this path. I smile as I place it in Misuki’s hand. She knows where the scrap must go. Tranquillity pervades my bones – with Misuki’s protection, with my life, and with that young girl I once was, the journal I maintained, and the last of my names, Kozaishō.




Book 1


Like the pious man who planted an orchard so that
Others might enjoy the fruits, I trust these words
I offer may be of use to others.
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I. Conspiracy


I shared the dream with my family at our morning meal. In this one, I sat in a polished-wood room. My many kimonos glittered while servants brought trays with artfully arranged food in lacquered bowls. I ate with glossy black chopsticks.


My parents listened and hugged me, but my mother clicked her tongue. My brothers ignored my dreams, and my sisters laughed. I frowned at my sisters and pulled their hair. I did not like their laughter, and they knew it.


Later that morning I tried to learn. ‘Please let me try again,’ I begged my next elder sister.


‘Why do you bother? You never get it right.’


‘I used the grinding stone.’ I said. ‘It took a long time, but I did it right. Please?’


‘You have watched me many times.’ Fourth Daughter continued her sewing.


‘Perhaps if I sat next to you.’


Fourth Daughter spread her knees and lifted her cloth. ‘Just this once. Keep away from the needles.’


My gaze followed her flashing fingers. Fourth Daughter was our best seamstress. I knelt on the straw-scattered earthen floor looking up through her hair. I leaned close.


‘Her breathing ruins my stitches,’ Fourth Daughter whined.


I bent closer and ignored her. I had to learn. Her needle pricked my forehead, and I wailed.


‘I was afraid I would hurt her,’ Fourth Daughter said to my mother, with the tearful tremors she had practised in her voice. ‘I warned her!’


‘Instead of helping, you hurt me.’ I tugged her hair, hard.


Fourth Daughter screeched.


Mother scowled. Her eyebrows knotted together.


Second Daughter cocked her head and placed another finished embroidery on the mound atop a clean cloth. ‘Could not Fifth Daughter do something else?’


‘Nothing. She is useless.’ Fourth Daughter rubbed her head. ‘She scorches the barley. She could not carry the buckets to Father and the boys.’


‘If Fourth Daughter can do it, so can I,’ I said, hoping that this was true. I was excited at the notion of doing something else, although afraid I might fail.


‘She is too small.’ Mother tutted. ‘Such an important task.’


‘She is faster than a dragon, especially with farm tools.’ Second Daughter defended me.


‘She has not been to the fields since Winter Solstice,’ Mother said, in a softer voice.


‘Remember last harvest, when she begged to work the grinding stone?’ Second Daughter reminded my mother.


Mother’s shoulders drooped.


‘That flat stone was almost as big as she was, yet she put the thick cords around her fingers and ground some barley.’ Second Daughter had begun a new piece of sewing.


‘I’m not sure she can carry the yoke and the buckets with the weight of the water.’


I widened my eyes and stared at her. ‘I can do it. I can.’


‘She cut grain as well as Third Son, and he is older by three years,’ Fourth Daughter said. She had told me she hated carrying the buckets.


My place in the family would have been secure if I had been a boy. As if being the fifth girl was not enough of a burden, I had no skill in any feminine activity.


‘Give me a chance, please.’ I was thankful for Fourth Daughter’s support, although the buckets were her task. Knees bent, I pretended I was already carrying that heavy weight. I clenched my hands, feet apart, solid in the straw. Hoping.


Finally Mother said, ‘Practise first.’


I had ranked as less than useless. Perhaps I could do this important thing.


After putting the yoke around my neck, Mother attached the buckets. They were heavy, but I knew I was strong. Even so I would have lost half the water in two steps. The empty buckets swung too far out with every pace, but only at first. My sisters laughed, which made me want to pull their hair. I learned to walk with a rhythm – head up, shoulders straight and hands on the yoke.


‘None of your older sisters could balance then so quickly, Fifth Daughter.’


Fourth Sister glared. I knew not to make a face at her or she would hit me later.


Mother demanded I wear my festival clothes, inside out as customary; she knew I loved them and would take extra care. ‘You will not return with the usual filth.’


Years of wear had dulled the festival smock and trousers to pink. Mother had dyed them red for First Daughter, now married with two children. Second Daughter had burned a hole at the end of one sleeve. Third Daughter, just married, had torn a seam and repaired the trousers with white silk thread. Fourth Daughter had embroidered flowers on the front of the smock.


I dressed, and Mother made the directions to the fields into a song. She and I sang it until I had memorised it. She placed a kiss on my neck and folded a thick cloth under the wooden yoke and its heavy load.


‘You will do well.’ She kissed the top of my head.


Second Daughter wished me good fortune. Fourth Daughter crossed her eyes and wrinkled her nose. She was probably glad that I would do her task and not be underfoot all morning.


This was something I might be able to do.


I plodded along the paths around plots of land, careful to avoid loose soil, alert for stones, determined not to lose a drop of my father’s water.


The crop grew short on the fields, not tall enough for late spring, perhaps because it had been cold, with little rain. The last time the barley had been short like this, the hot soup had tasted terrible, scratched my throat and had not satisfied my stomach for long.


O Earth and Harvest Gods, please let us not be hungry! Let me never again eat boiled earth.


I saw an animal on a far path, a huge demon, white eyes wild in its black face, hair flying like kite strings. A brown haze hid its feet, as if the animal trampled angry clouds. Its movement pulsed through the earth to my legs, like a drum, and I trembled. I checked my buckets; no water had splashed out.


I had heard of horses but never seen one. The black monster came directly for me, trampling the barley, ripping clods from the rows. I grasped the ropes to stop the buckets swaying and trotted fast, shoulders straight, desperate not to lose any precious water. The demon headed straight for me. A fist snatched at my chest. I wished Father was here.


Closer. The animal spun around me, swifter on four legs than I on two. If the horse wanted the water, he would not have it. My feet ran in another direction.


Earth Gods! Swallow me, with my buckets still full and my clothes clean.


Soil scattered around me. It dried my eyes and closed my throat and shortened my breath.


I blinked and coughed. I could not tell which way to flee in the heavy umber smoke. The yoke bit my shoulders. Mother’s cloth padding as useless as a dried leaf. The buckets were still full, but my trousers were filthy. I saw Mother’s frown. I needed to make my father proud.


The horse circled around me, nearer and nearer. I turned, feeling its hot snorts, smelling its musky odour. I looked for escape but could find none. I stopped. Whatever happened, I would defend my cargo.


The horse’s hoofs stilled. Dust settled on the fields, like dark snow. I wiped my eyes, rubbed my palms against my cheeks.


The massive black animal panted loud and fast, smelling of sweet sweat. A strange man perched on it, dressed in thick brocade. White gauze swathed his head and face. He brushed the garments away from his face with the back of one hand. The other fingered his moustache.


Breathing hard, I watched the horse’s chest, moving almost like mine. I licked my lips. They tasted of dirt soup, but I swallowed the spit – I did not know the man.


A deep bow would tip my buckets so I bowed only my head. Trouble? Perhaps I should offer him some water.


The man slid off the horse. I stepped away, still carefully, so he would not tread on me. He stood, like an egret, tall and lanky, his head almost too big for his body, the brocade, once white and purple, now lightly speckled brown.


My legs grew heavy. My hands stiffened around the yoke. I wanted to stare, but I forced myself to focus on the barley shoots he had ruined.


O Goddess of Mercy, let me be on my best behaviour. I must please my father and mother. I cannot fail with the buckets, too.


Head down, I studied the flowers on my smock, inside out, almost as pretty. I wriggled my toes in my sandals and made tiny puffs of dust escape through their worn straw. I hoped he would hurry. I could not be late to the fields.


‘Girl. What is your name?’


Shrill as a buzzard-hawk, his voice prickled over my skin. I held the yoke firmly, ready to run. ‘Honourable sir, I am Fifth Daughter.’


‘You will do. Better than your sister.’


Better than my sister?


‘Walk beside my horse,’ he said. ‘I will take you to your father’s fields.’


My sister had met the priest. Which sister? Fourth Daughter? Or Second? Why had she not told us? Father might wonder why Fourth Daughter had not brought the water.


I imagined Father’s praise for bringing a divine person to our field. Had Fourth Daughter already brought him? The priest could bless our crops this dry spring. Would that be better than my sister? Today I would make Father proud. I shifted and balanced the yoke between my fingers and palms, and gazed ahead at the priest’s back.


What a fortunate day.
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II. The Negotiation


As we reached our field, men and horses approached from behind a nearby hill, the one with the mulberry grove. Four sweaty men in loincloths held up a palanquin. Horses and samurai surrounded them as they strained to set it on the ground. Only one person in the world had such a transport.


The richly dressed man who stepped out had to be – could only be – Proprietor Chiba no Tashiyori, the Above-the-Clouds person who owned all the fields and was as rich as anyone in the world. Father said important people, the people Above-the-Clouds, had servants to carry them. They did not walk on the ground like us.


With care I trudged next to Father. My shoulders burned. My neck throbbed, despite the cloth and Mother’s kiss. My eyes begged him for permission to take the yoke off.


He glanced down and the ends of his mouth lifted. His big crooked tooth laughed outside his lower lip. With one fingertip he tapped the end of my nose. Father gestured to my brothers. First Son came over and escorted me to the far corner of our plot. There, he relieved me of my heavy burden. We watched. No one spoke.


The priest left his black horse and strolled over to my father. His small eyes glistened in the near midday sun. When he opened his mouth, his black teeth made his face look like a skull. I trembled. First Son stepped closer to me, placed his big hand on top of my head, drumming his fingers in the gentle, playful way he always did.


Rubbing my stinging neck, I watched. This priest spoke to Father, but I could not hear their words. Proprietor Chiba motioned to the priest and next placed his forearms across his belly. The priest nodded, then laid his open hand on my father’s back, pushing him towards the proprietor. When Father reached the proprietor, he bowed until his knees, hands and forehead touched the ground.


When he rose, he stood with his hands at his sides. Proprietor Chiba pointed to our fields and to each of my brothers. Father’s shoulders slumped, and he stared at the ground. He and Proprietor Chiba spoke back and forth. I was still too far away to hear the words. This priest, his thin lips moulded into an odd smile, spoke to my father.


My father turned and waved for me to come. I did so and bowed. ‘Stand. The honourable proprietor wishes to see you.’


Looking down, I rubbed the dirt off my smock and trousers and wiped my face.


I bowed like my father. Proprietor Chiba told me to rise. One of his fingers pressed under my chin, pushing my face up. With two fingers of his other hand he rubbed my cheek.


‘Yes, Goro. Very good.’ Proprietor Chiba nodded and spoke to the priest. ‘In fact, perfect.’ He released my face. ‘Now, Fifth Daughter, off to your brothers.’


The priest and Proprietor Chiba thought I was perfect. I left, imagining what kind of reward my family would receive because of my good work.


My father, the priest and Proprietor Chiba continued to talk. The exchange took longer than the finishing touches to a meal when I was hungry. What were they doing? Perhaps they were going to reward me for carrying the buckets.


Father motioned to me again, and I hurried over.


I studied him, noticing his colourless face, his lowered eyes. There would be no reward.


‘I can hardly believe I must say this to you, my child.’ He gulped. ‘Proprietor Chiba has offered me . . . us . . . our family . . . the extra land we have talked about so often. In good harvest years, we would not need to sell sewing for our winter food or charcoal.’


I heard such longing in his voice.


Father’s throat bobbed. His fingers caressed my sore shoulders, and tears pooled in his eyes. ‘But, Fifth Daughter, Proprietor Chiba wants you in exchange for the land.’


‘The proprietor wants me? To do what?’


‘I do not know, but in exchange for the land he wishes you to live with him on his shōen.’


‘For how long?’


My father stood silent. He hung his head.


‘Days? How many days?’ My ears buzzed like a swarm of summer mosquitoes.


‘A lifetime.’


A fist smashed deep into my core. He was talking about selling me. I would go away for ever. Never to return. Disgrace strangled me, like a rope around my neck.


No! Not me! Carrying the pails was Fourth Daughter’s task. I could do other work, not the sewing but other things . . .


‘No, Father! Not see you again?’ The world spun. I seized his thigh to steady myself. Sweat dampened my pink smock.


‘My little Fifth Daughter.’


‘Not me!’


He placed both hands on my back.


‘Do we really need the land?’ Fourth Daughter should have been here. Why was this happening to me?


‘You are my baby, my beloved daughter. How can I sell you?’ he mumbled, as if he were speaking to someone far away, combing my hair with his fingers.


I gazed into his eyes. He had always resolved my troubles. ‘Since it is spring, could I stay at the shōen until after the harvest, then come home? Would that pay for the new field?’


‘There is no other way. For the family, I must sell you.’ His voice embraced a final sorrow.


Tears hit my head. I touched them with my fingers. Father choked a little and placed a large hand on his throat. We stood in our field holding each other. A bush warbler flew over us, singing its beautiful ‘ho-hoh hokekkyō’.


‘I love you, Fifth Daughter, but he . . . he is the proprietor.’ He pulled away and ruffled my hair. ‘The priest says this . . . change . . . will be easier for you because you are younger.’ He laid one hand on mine and rested the other on my head. He swallowed. ‘We have often talked about our family honour. You know how important it is.’


I tried to listen to what he said above the noise in my ears.


‘This you must do so that we keep our honour.’ He squatted. We were face to face, and he narrowed his eyes. ‘You know that our souls belong to our family’s spirit. That is our honour. You must go with Proprietor Chiba. Mantain the family honour.’


I nodded. My lips were too stiff to make words.


My father enclosed me in his arms, put his head against my middle and sobbed with no sounds. I held him. He smelt of dry soil and sweat. When he was calm, he placed a hand on each of my shoulders. ‘Always remember,’ his voice cracked, ‘each day of my life I will love you. Your family loves you. Do your duty by going with Proprietor Chiba and following his orders.’ His large hands encircled my face. ‘I am sad to send you away, but I do so with great honour.’


I wrote his words into my spirit.


Father did not want me to go. I did not want to go. Yet I, Fifth Daughter, would provide my family with a complete new piece of land. I, Fifth Daughter, not Fourth Daughter, would permit my family to have food and charcoal – even in bad-harvest winters. They would never eat soil, as we did two winters ago.


‘Father, I will do my duty. Please tell Mother and my sisters I will bring honour.’ I, Fifth Daughter, had granted my family a gift none of the other daughters could: land. Precious land.


My eyes watered. With clenched hands, I turned and made a low bow to Father and smaller bows to each brother, even to Third Son. Looking up, I saw tears tumbling down Father’s face.


He placed one hand on top of my head and the other on my back. Then he turned and led me to Proprietor Chiba.


I had never heard of a child, once sold, returning to their family. Perhaps I could. If I worked hard at Proprietor Chiba’s, he would have to let me go because I had done my duty so well. I hoped to go home soon. With honour. My family’s honour.


The proprietor grabbed my sore neck and twisted me in the direction of the palanquin, the samurai, the horses, his shōen and a new life.


A large samurai dismounted and strode to Proprietor Chiba and bowed low. ‘Permission to speak? Permission to oversee this one on the walk, my lord?’ He spoke with a quiet growl.


Proprietor Chiba replied in a voice as dark as a winter thundercloud: ‘If you must, Akio. Yes, yes, as usual.’


Proprietor Chiba had spoken differently before. He had changed into another person. The samurai Akio boosted the grunting proprietor into his palanquin and mounted his own chestnut horse.


I surveyed the land to say goodbye and to remember. On my right was a small hill. A large mulberry thicket with little leaf buds grew on its west side. The priest had disappeared and a chill surged up my spine.


Later, I wrote this poem:


Suddenly cold as


The spring’s Solstice Holy Day


My family gone


No one to scatter soybeans


To cast out all my demons
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III. New World


Ahead – an endless wall. The shōen. My new home. Without my family.


A man shouted, and five men pushed open the gate, bigger than my house. Was everything going to be so huge?


Inside the gate, the sweating men with sly grimaces and muffled grunts set down the palanquin. The priest dismounted and waited for Proprietor Chiba to stand.


After a small bow, the priest said, ‘If she is satisfactory, I hope you will send word of my accomplishments to the Taira City or, dare I say it, to Governor Taira no Michimori, or his annoying emissaries.’


‘Understood. Word of our actual arrangement to the commander would harm both of us. He would not favour either of us rising any higher.’


‘Chiba, this one is so much more beautiful than the older sister.’ The priest raised one eyebrow and smiled, showing his blackened teeth. ‘The local temple here is, as I have said, becoming quite boring, except for our . . . business.’


More beautiful? Older sister? Fourth Daughter and me?


‘Yes.’ Proprietor Chiba smiled a toothy smile.


‘Proprietor, this is the sixth girl I have directed to you.’


‘Goro . . .’ Proprietor Chiba lifted his palm to the priest.


‘All the girls have been satisfactory. For both of us.’


‘Yes – yes, Tashiko dances well.’ Proprietor Chiba nodded, and his chins jiggled.


Tashiko? Another girl?


‘She is a pretty child, is she not?’ The priest tilted his face down to Proprietor Chiba’s.


‘Not as handsome as this one.’ Proprietor Chiba pointed a pudgy finger at me.


I was handsome? Was I beautiful, too?


‘It is an honour to perform at your temple here on your shōen, but as one is pulled up the ladder . . . so will another. And I must be invited to the Third Day Third Month Doll Festival.’


‘Or what? I have the girl now.’ Proprietor Chiba stuffed his fists on top of his hips.


Did he mean me? I looked about for other girls, yet saw none.


‘Or what? There are so many possibilities, Chiba no Tashiyori. Revoke your tax-exempt status. Remove your samurai or . . .’ The priest counted, one finger, two fingers, three. ‘You may run this shōen but I control some Taira temples. I have influence over the commander, and he owns you. All I desire is a coloured hat.’


‘I know. You shall have what you want, your tedious rank and a hat,’ Proprietor Chiba growled, like a trapped animal.


‘And do not damage the girls – do not injure them in any way.’ The priest’s body changed from egret to hawk, and he dropped his face closer to Proprietor Chiba’s.


‘Have I ever?’ Chiba raised his shoulders and stepped away. ‘But I must discipline them.’


Discipline? Damage? Hard words. Frightening words.


‘You know what I mean. Otherwise—’ The priest leaned towards the proprietor again.


‘Goro, there is no need for threats. No need at all.’


‘An invitation this year and every year, until we both move up. I believe we are truly destined to help this clan in a higher capacity. Do you not agree?’


‘Naturally you shall be invited to the Third Day Third Month Doll Festival.’


‘I believe now we will be going in the same direction . . .’


Proprietor Chiba walked away.


‘. . . soon,’ the priest finished, to Proprietor Chiba’s back. The priest turned to me. ‘You will see, Fifth Daughter. I was sold to a monastery when I was younger than you. What do you see now?’ He opened his arms wide and pivoted from side to side.


He sounded pleased with himself. I had no idea what he meant. I merely bowed.


‘Fine clothes, a horse, a house and enough to eat.’ He fondled a lengthy piece of leather that hung at his waist. ‘Authority and power. More importantly, soon, Fifth Daughter, soon I will wear a hat of colour, as well as these priest’s robes.’ He peered down at me. ‘Then no one will dominate or control me.’ He straightened in the saddle. ‘I will visit you again, beautiful girl.’ He mounted his black beast and rode away.


Proprietor Chiba glided towards me, tapped my head with his fleshy fingers and motioned me to follow. Standing straight, hands at my sides, I marched behind him. We crossed a wooden bridge to a large building I had seen from outside.


Thinking about what the priest said and resolving to follow Proprietor Chiba, I studied the wobbling expanse of his robes and fell. My head hit the small stones covering the hard earthen path. Hundreds of stone needles struck my face. I heard my mother shout, ‘You have spoiled your festival smock.’ In my shame and pain I lay still. I wanted to hide.


Strong hands, my samurai’s, hoisted me. He rescued me. He came for me. ‘Are you hurt?’ He held me upright with both hands and looked me in the face.


My legs flexed like wet straw. ‘I do not think so.’


‘Can you stand by yourself?’


I said yes, but my legs dipped when he let go. He caught me. His eyebrows puckered like Second Daughter’s did when I fell out of a tree or cut myself.


With several long breaths, my legs steadied. My eyes refocused.


Ahead, Proprietor Chiba motioned again to me with his chubby fingers. Standing straight, hands at my side, I caught up with him and marched behind him, as was correct.


Proprietor Chiba stopped, hands on hips. ‘Let the servants of Big House assemble.’ His voice resonated – needing to be obeyed.


‘Bring Tashiko,’ he barked. ‘Ready Lesser House. We will need a kimono. This size.’ He swivelled and pointed a fat finger at me. ‘For my new acquisition, Fifth Daughter, whom I bought on my prescribed walk.’


I was an acquisition? If this had not reflected on my family’s honour, the next time he pointed at me I would have bitten his fingers. I hated being pointed or laughed at.


Proprietor Chiba pushed me along the row of collected people. A beautiful array of cloth and colours flickered on each: deep leaf green with gold thread, sea blue with red flowers, earth black with dazzling sunset pink. I tried to concentrate.


I smelt sweat and food or soap when I passed each person. I also saw their hands and feet. The hands were reddened and rough, calloused like Father’s and my brothers’. Would I ever see my father and brothers again? Others were coarse, chapped like Mother’s and my sisters’. I would probably never see my family again. These feet – huge, small, or gnarled. One pair even turned inwards. Each person wore shoes of heavy cloth, not like my straw ones.


My toes already poked through my sandals, and my face grew warm trying to hide them. Father would not make me a new pair until the straw came in. No, he would not. He was not here.


I wanted to cry. My tears would not fall. I had eaten a little barley before dawn, nothing since. My throat and belly clawed at me. Night was approaching and darkness was breaking over me.


Yet on this day I had discovered that not only was I worth the price of land, I was handsome and beautiful.




BOOK 2
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I. A Rival


A girl scuttled up and stood next to me, taller than I, perhaps one or two years older. A pale blue kimono encased her. With long fingers she grasped my arm above the elbow. Thick lashes made her black eyes large in her round face. She chewed her bottom lip. She bowed to Proprietor Chiba and murmured to me, ‘Tashiko.’


‘Tashiko will attend to Kozaishō,’ Proprietor Chiba ordered to the people. ‘If any observe Kozaishō in need, assist her. Do not speak to either girl directly, unless you have my consent.’


Tashiko pushed on my shoulder to guide me. Her sweet smell reminded me of bush clover and pinewood, not at all like the spicy sweat of my sisters.


When we were away from the others, I bowed. ‘Permission to ask a question, Honourable Tashiko?’ She seemed only a little older. Still, I wanted to make a good first impression.


‘Just Tashiko. No permission needed.’


‘Tashiko, what is a “prescribed walk”?’


‘The ride Proprietor Chiba takes when he has been told to walk.’


This made no sense to me. Therefore I asked no more questions.


Tashiko steered me to a miniature house a short distance from the shō. ‘Lesser House,’ she whispered.


We climbed what Tashiko called ‘steps’ to a roofed floor around the house, which Tashiko called the watadono. ‘For rain or shade,’ she said. Yellow cloth covered Lesser House’s window. I touched it when Tashiko’s back was turned. My fingers remembered what Mother had taught me: it was a heavy silk. This type of cloth allowed the light in and also gave privacy. Mother’s lessons. What if I failed here?


Inside, coloured woods, pieced together, covered the ground and shone like a full moon with no clouds. Heaviness pressed on my chest from breathing in its odd odour. Such a floor would be easier to keep dirt away. What other new things waited for me?


A thick futon lay bundled in one corner. Dolls sat on it, several dolls, all dressed in colourful fabrics, not straw. Their real eyes stared at me from smooth white faces, with real red mouths and real black hair and no expression. They were so beautiful, yet they did not seem happy.


I looked at Tashiko and around the rest of the house. A large brazier and screen crowded along one wall for the two of us. Winter nights might be warmer here. In another corner a round object of carved wood spread its legs like upside-down flower petals, as if it were bowing. A bowl of water perched on top of it.


‘What is that?’ I pointed.


‘Table. For dishes.’


Tashiko taught me other words for things. Some I accepted meekly, some I came to love, and some I learned to hate.


Tashiko seized my hand and pulled me. ‘Come. I must bathe you.’


We went beyond Lesser House and into the bathhouse, where she combed and fingered my hair. ‘Your great beauty, so thick and heavy. Does it take long to dry?’


‘At home . . .’ pressing my lips together so I did not to cry at this word ‘. . . it takes m-most of a w-warm day to dry it.’


‘Here, let me take these old things off,’ she said, and removed my smock and trousers.


‘They are not old! I want them! They are mine!’ I snatched them and held them to my chest. Today I had lost my family; I would not lose my festival clothes.


‘I shall keep them.’


‘Promise?’


She tossed my trousers and smock into a corner. She pointed to a small wooden stool. ‘Sit.’ I ran and grabbed them back. ‘Not till you promise.’


‘I promise.’


I stared at her and then handed my clothes to her with great ceremony.


She rolled her eyes. ‘Now sit. I will scrub you.’


‘I did not play in the mud today.’ I hoped this would save me from whatever she would do. Then I remembered my fall at the gate. ‘Oh . . . I did.’ I gave myself to my fate, but not my best costume. ‘I still want to keep my clothes.’


She nodded. ‘Proprietor Chiba wants you washed.’ With a brush and a bowl of prepared water she began. Long strokes from my head to my bottom, up and down my legs to my feet, over and over again. She worked until my skin reddened. I glared at her. She did not stop.


Was she annoyed because I wanted to keep my smock and trousers? I had not done anything to her yet. What if I yanked her hair? But she was a stranger. I did nothing, except keep my eyes on my clothes, even though Tashiko had promised.


After the pouring of clear water, Tashiko pointed to a large deep round bowl raised above the floor. ‘Now soak.’


She took my festival clothes from the corner, folded them and put them on another stool. Smoothing them, she murmured, ‘Look at this.’


‘Fourth Daughter embroidered those flowers.’


‘An unusual colour.’


‘Mother dyed it red for First Daughter. They will be too small for you,’ I added, afraid she might take them.


She nodded. ‘Put as much of yourself as you can under the water.’


The warm water made me feel as if I was flying, in a cloud, in a dream. I closed my eyes and my ears filled with the sounds of horses galloping far away, then trampling near the bathhouse and, next, children’s giggles and laughter, a baby’s wail.


My chest squeezed. The children’s giggles reminded me of my sisters’ laughter. I missed my mother’s quiet scoldings. ‘Who are the other children?’


‘We are not allowed to play with any children here.’ Tashiko’s eyes went blank. She studied her toes.


Tears dripped down my cheeks and plopped into the bath.


Tashiko did not rub my head like Second Daughter did when I cried. My skin still hurt.


‘Will you stop crying if I tell you a story?’


I nodded, thankful she had noticed.


Tashiko spoke magic words: ‘Long ago, the great God Izanagi first cleaned his body by soaking it. He had gone to the underworld . . .’


‘The nether world?’ I asked, sniffling.


‘Yes. Afterwards, Izanagi cleansed his body in the sea.’ Tashiko stood up and rubbed her back. ‘To what inago do I owe my suffering?’ she muttered to herself. Her eyes shone with tears.


‘What is inago?’ I asked, encouraged by the story.


‘The cause and the effect, karma. We pay with our suffering for bad things we did before.’


‘Before what?’


‘In other lives.’


‘Other lives?’


‘The Buddha speaks,’ Tashiko said. ‘Each has many lives. Goes to wondrous places. Has no one taught you this?’


I nodded. I did not remember any of it, although I had heard of the Buddha. What would happen? What wondrous places would I see?


The bathhouse door swung open behind me. Cool air floated over my warm skin. A shuffling, and the door swung shut. Tashiko motioned for me to come out of the bath. She scraped me with a thick cloth, hurting me again. She used a corner to wipe her own eyes.


I asked nothing.


She went to the door and returned with two pieces of clothing. One she called kosode, or under-kimono. The other was a kimono of pale moss green with embroidered trees and a bridge on the side. Tashiko dressed me.


The kosode and kimono hung off me as if they belonged to Mother. I recognised the kimono’s design. The needlework belonged to my mother and sisters. Grief smothered me like a heavy quilt. I shivered as if I was cold, yet my skin felt hot. I wanted to go home.


Remembering my dignity, I wiped my tears, tracing the designs on the kimono where my dry fingers could reach, where my family had touched.


This cloth.


The willow trees.


The bridge.


All I had left of my family.
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II. Rules


I put my head into my hands, muffling my screeching-crying sounds. Fourth Daughter hated me crying like that. What if I displeased Proprietor Chiba? My family would be disgraced. I did not know how, but I had already upset Tashiko. If not, why would she be unkind?


On my knees in Lesser House, I wiped my face with the backs of my hands. I did not wish to spoil my new clothes. I heard my father’s voice; ‘Keep our honour. Do your duty by going with Proprietor Chiba.’


I rubbed my neck where Mother had placed a kiss that morning and saw the face of Second Daughter as she sang me to sleep. Who would sing to me tonight?


I heard someone slide the door and come inside. I put my face to the ground – no, the floor. I caught the smells of fish, rice, spices and sharp body odour. Would I be allowed to eat that food? No one spoke. Who was it? Honour included doing as you were told. Therefore I waited, burying my nose in my new clothes to avoid the floor’s uncomfortable scent. My head filled with my family’s faces when my fingers brushed the cloth on which they had worked. I breathed in sorrow.


‘Kozaishō.’


My name . . . I heard my name.


‘Kozaishō, your parents have taught you your manners well. Stand in front of me.’ Proprietor Chiba sat high on the doubled futon, smiling so widely that his cheeks made his eyes almost disappear. ‘Today is the beginning of your new life. You will have many tasks, and you may also have pleasures. Do you understand?’


I nodded, facing down.


‘When I ask a question, answer with your voice. Say “yes” or “no” or whatever the answer is, always ending with “Honourable Proprietor Chiba”.’


‘Yes, honourable Proprietor Chiba.’


‘In this place it is correct for you to look me in the face. At all other times and all other places, I do not permit it. But here, Kozaishō,’ a chubby hand floated up and out towards each wall, ‘when you and I are together, just the two of us, you will look upon my face. It is my wish—’


‘Yes, honourable Proprietor Chiba.’


‘I had not finished speaking, Kozaishō. You must always wait for me.’ He hit my head with his hand.


I fell to the side. Half of my face smacked against the wooden floor. I was stunned, then furious. Yet I heard my father’s voice, ‘Do your duty,’ and did nothing. No jumping on him as I would my brothers.


My stomach growled in spite of the pain and surprise. Would I eat tonight or would there be more punishment? I did not know. I breathed, but stayed still.


‘Always wait for me to finish speaking.’


I pushed myself on to my knees and waited. He said no more. From my throbbing head, my throat scratched out, ‘Yes, honourable Proprietor Chiba.’


‘It is my wish when we are in this place for you to look upon my face. It is my wish . . . and it is my command.’


I waited a bit. ‘Yes, honourable Proprietor Chiba.’


‘Tomorrow Tashiko will teach you your tasks – and see what I have brought you.’ He smiled and pointed to the table on which lay a tray with many small covered dishes.


The food – those delicious aromas, so close, so far. All the bowls shining, most with covers, mostly black. Some had little flowers on them.


‘Are you hungry?’


Despite my aching head and shoulders, my belly gurgled and I replied. All that food could feed my entire family.


‘Shall I feed you, or can you feed yourself?’


‘I can feed myself,’ I said. How old did he think I was? ‘Whatever the honourable proprietor wishes, honourable Proprietor Chiba,’ I added, to be sure I included the right words. I did not wish to be struck again.


‘Eat, and I will tell you about each dish as you do so.’


I did my best to appreciate what he said. We had had no rice for years. I ate the whole bowl. I glanced at him every now and then. Would he hit me?


When I stopped eating, he said, ‘Would you like a story before you sleep?’


‘Oh, yes, honourable Proprietor Chiba.’


A story before sleep. Something familiar in this strange place.


He called Tashiko into Lesser House. She sat down closer to Proprietor Chiba than I and finished my leftover food.


She was older, yet I had eaten first. I did not understand. No wonder she had been unkind.


Proprietor Chiba told this story:


‘Long ago Chōkichi, a charcoal-burner who lived near Sawaage, dreamed that if he travelled to Misokai Bridge at Takayama something marvellous would happen. He went immediately. Sitting on the bridge, a tōfu-maker came and asked what he was doing. The tōfu-maker laughed at Chōkichi’s dream, saying, “Anyone who takes dreams seriously is a fool.” The tōfu-maker continued, “I keep dreaming that gold is buried beneath a cryptomeria tree by the house of a charcoal-burner at Sawaage. It is only a dream. I need take no notice.” When Chōkichi heard that, he went home and dug around the tree. He became quite wealthy.


‘Girls, I am like that charcoal-burner.’ He took a pudgy finger and poked himself in the chest several times. ‘I have a dream. My dream is to entertain Taira courtiers here by the next festival. Two months away.’


He turned to Tashiko, leaned close to her face and smiled. ‘Tomorrow show Kozaishō the shōen, especially the temple, but make sure you teach her the Butterfly Dance.’


He stroked Tashiko’s face. She almost purred, like a cat. ‘Fortunately for you, the Gods of Direction are unkind. I must to stay at the house of my brother-in-law overnight. An extra day for you to practise. Use it well. You will both perform all of the dances for my guests, in full costume.’


Tashiko waited two short breaths and acknowledged him.


I learned to take those two breaths before I spoke to him. He not only hit me but Tashiko too.


Tashiko moved closer to him. He smiled at her and rubbed her head. She glared at me, and her lips curved in a faint smile. Tashiko was to teach me what I needed to know, and we were already rivals.
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III. Risk


No mother’s song awakened me next morning, no sisters’ punches. There was no crackle of a fire and no smell of barley cooking. Jaundiced light flowed through the window silk on to the futon. When I noticed the pale green kimono with those trees, I remembered where I was, with sadness and determination. No Tashiko either.


When Tashiko arrived, she carried shiny bowls, and we ate our morning meal, rice, just as delicious as the previous night. On my bowl I saw the same white flowers, too. Tashiko’s had autumn grasses.


‘What makes the bowls shine?’


‘Lacquer.’


‘Lacquer?’ I had never heard of it.


‘Potters put lacquer on the bowls.’ She smirked.


I thought of the plain, chipped bowls my family used. ‘Do we always eat from such beautiful bowls?’


‘Yes.’


She gave me a jacket for the morning chill. Green, not blue like hers, with little embroidered rabbits huddled near trees. She turned the cuffs up three times. It was almost like wearing my older sisters’ clothes. Tashiko did not make a game of dressing me. Second Daughter and I practised dance steps to help me dress. Not Tashiko.


‘Come.’


‘Yes, Tashiko.’ I bowed. Perhaps if I showed her more respect, she would not be so angry with me. She would realise that I was not an enemy.


‘No bowing.’ Tashiko frowned and chewed her bottom lip. ‘Walk.’


If I followed her and learned the Butterfly Dance, perhaps I could go home soon, or at least after the festival. Last night Proprietor Chiba had complimented my manners. I would do whatever I needed to do to bring honour to my family, as Father wished. Then I could go home. In my deepest, most secret place, I feared that might never happen.


I pushed the thought away.


As we walked, Tashiko spoke. ‘Proprietor Chiba made places here where the high-born, the courtiers, like to enjoy themselves. Call them fancies. They wear fancy clothes.’


‘What do they do?’ She was talking to me. She did not seem angry today.


‘Walk. Some ride. Sit and write. Watch the dances.’


‘Where?’


‘See?’ She pointed to a nearby pond. ‘Those islands in that small lake. When they come, we are not allowed to go outside Lesser House, except to dance.’ She grabbed me. ‘Today there is no one. No one.’ She lifted her arms high and almost yelled, ‘I can be free!’ Her eyes filled, like dew on sunlit leaves. I glanced at her wide-eyed face and smiled to her. One day distant and disagreeable, today glad.


‘Let’s look. So many birds here this spring.’


I wanted to know how long she had been here – had she been sold, like me? I kept quiet now, not wanting to anger her.


We rambled to the lake. Skylarks, cranes, copper pheasants and ibis gathered. I loved the ibises’ red beaks and black-tipped wings. Their white feathers shimmered against the water making clouds float across it. Koi and other fish swarmed among the pink and yellow water-lilies. They all had families.


A pair of cranes performed their courting dance. I did not stir until the male jumped high, spreading his black-tipped white wings wide to finish his courtship. Perhaps, after our work, I could play here, listen to the frogs and watch the butterflies and birds. If Tashiko forgave me or remained pleasant.


I thought I had seen the whole shōen, but Tashiko placed her hands on my shoulders. ‘There is a Buddhist temple. Come.’ I saw happiness in her eyes for a second time.


It was taller than any shrine to which my family had ever taken me. A high fountain thundered before its door, a typhoon of water. The wooden railings formed a delicate pattern. Only Fourth Daughter had the skill to copy it with her sewing.


As I moved closer, the fountain painted rainbows in the midday air. When Tashiko stopped in front of them, she put her hands over her stomach. Her eyes glowed and went far away at the same time. She muttered words I did not understand. I waited, silent.


I looked inside the temple. Many lighted candles stood on tables. I heard timeworn voices muttering my name and saw ancient eyes staring.


‘Now to the samurai’s game field.’ Tashiko raced off.


Perhaps my large samurai would be there. I ran fast to follow her.


Far beyond the bathhouse lay a green field with no crop, only grass. Men played with a leather ball, running and kicking to keep it in the air. I searched, yet could not see my samurai. Tashiko followed the ball back and forth, her mouth and eyes stretching wider and wider.


This was something that made her happy. I liked the game too.


We returned to Lesser House in the late midday.


‘Do you know the Butterfly Dance?’


‘Yes, Tashiko.’


Tashiko sighed, seeming content. ‘Good.’


Tashiko and I rehearsed the Butterfly Dance as I had with my older sister. Tashiko shimmered like a real butterfly in the twilight. A spring haze, with its fresh smell, cooled us. The cicadas trilled, and the bush warblers called their endearing good night, ‘ho-hoh hokekkyō’. The birds’ song reminded me of saying goodbye to my father. I resolved not to cry, but instead to think of my duty and embrace it.


Dancing and singing, I pretended I was at home with Second Daughter. Outside, behind the lines of drying clothes, she and I had practised a difficult new dance for last autumn’s Feast of Harvest. First she had shown me the whole dance. Next we had learned the steps separately, then the hand and finally the head movements. Last, I had put them all together.


We had sung and swirled. I had spun into the drying garments hanging under the cloudy sky. Mother ran out to see the muddy wreckage. Her lips turned down to her chin.


I thought, Besides a beating, no evening meal, but Mother’s face softened and she said, ‘Both of you stop and wash those clothes again.’


At the mild punishment Second Daughter raised her eyebrows – her look of surprise. She grabbed my hand. ‘Come. Two of us can do this and have time to practise those steps again.’ We learned that dance, Second Daughter and I, Fifth Daughter.


Now – Tashiko and I.
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IV. Ambush


Tashiko and I practised the Butterfly Dance for the remainder of that second day and all of the third on Lesser House’s watadono. The biwa player’s music drifted around us, as welcome as the sparrows’ chirps. Dancing was harder work than turning the grinding stone at harvest. It had the same movements over and over, in varied patterns: point the toes, uncurl the fingers, head tilted left and head tilted right; two beats, four beats, curl, uncurl and bend the fingers, over and over. Remembered or repeated. Later we did everything together again. Perfect for Proprietor Chiba. Flawless for my family and our honour.


Tashiko seemed impressed by how fast I learned everything, but the hand gestures troubled me.


I floated like two clouds following the sun. From time to time the musician brought water and snacks for us. He often smiled at me, a smile that relaxed my stomach. Yet I would have given all, the morning rice, the beautiful bowls, the dolls, the clothes, all of this to hear Second Daughter’s hum as I danced at home.


My bath on the third evening was as the first. Tashiko scrubbed my skin raw, like new hemp cloth. This time, though, she sat on the same stool and used the same water to bathe herself. With a spongy brush her strokes were slower and gentler. She took her time drying, and when she had finished her skin shone like silk. Tashiko was older and in charge. I had to be cautious. How could I protect myself?


Back inside Lesser House, Tashiko dressed us in the dance costumes. How soft the cloth felt on my skin, pale green silk brocade, delicate. Fourth Daughter did not have such beautiful clothes. I felt like a princess in the stories my mother and sisters had told me. Tashiko combed my hair with a care that reminded me of my sisters, bringing together lonely and happy feelings. If I was careful to listen and obey, Proprietor Chiba would not hit me, and perhaps this place would be magical, like living in a tale. Fourth Daughter would not believe I ate white rice twice a day.


Tashiko’s breathy voice quavered, ‘My mother’s hair, like yours, thick, charcoal black. I combed it for her.’ Her voice hardened like her fist against my head. She jerked back and pulled my hair hard. ‘Hers had no tangles or knots.’


The pain forced me to recall I was not at home. I was with Tashiko in the shōen. Although I wanted to, I did not yank her hair because she was older and teaching me. I took deep breaths and checked that I could move easily in my new costume. I smoothed my hair to ensure Tashiko had not made me untidy.


When Proprietor Chiba came inside Lesser House that evening, he placed the dishes on the table. He dropped on to the doubled futon, while Tashiko and I made obeisance to him.


‘Are you ready?’ He directed the question to Tashiko.


Tashiko answered in what sounded like a rehearsed speech. ‘Yes, honourable Proprietor Chiba. I . . . we are ready to present to you.’


‘Go outside.’ He waved his hand. ‘Tell the musician to play and get your fans.’


Fans? What was a fan?


As Tashiko unfolded her body to go outside, I looked to her for answers. Her lips turned up, like an early crescent moon on the horizon. My breathing came faster.


The biwa music played from the veranda. Tashiko came back into Lesser House. She had two odd sticks in her hand. She handed one to me, pretending she had done this as many times as there were barley kernels in a field. I had never seen fans. From the way Tashiko posed, the way she handled them, I knew she had. My muscles tightened, yet I relaxed my mouth from its frown. My face heated with fury. She wanted me to look bad. I would not give her the satisfaction.


I positioned myself to see what she did with the fans. I remembered the foot and body gestures. Now the hand and finger movements made more sense – curled and uncurled, bent and not bent.


We posed in the beginning posture. Tashiko stuck her fan inside her belt. I did the same. The music played. On the third turn she flicked her wrist and transformed the fan into a butterfly’s wing in the wind. I flicked and showed – the stick.


Proprietor Chiba grunted.


My cheeks burned, my chest tightened. We turned in a small circle, and Tashiko flipped her fan, one side, the other side, and repeated. I did the turn, but could not do all, and missed the next step.


Proprietor Chiba growled.


Tashiko and I stepped together, fluttering like butterflies. Behind her, Tashiko rotated her fan upside down and back in one quick movement. My fan went upside down behind my back and came to the front – only half open. The fan fell to the floor and I scrambled to retrieve it.


Proprietor Chiba roared, ‘Stop!’ Outside Lesser House the music ceased. Grunting like a boar, he rolled to his feet and pointed a fat finger to the floor. I copied Tashiko’s example, pressed the fan into my belt and made obeisance.


‘Tashiko, you said you were ready. You were not. You did not teach the fans. A beating for both of you. If this happens again, Kozaishō will be the one who beats you. Is that clear?’


‘Yes, honourable Proprietor Chiba.’ Tashiko’s lips stretched tight like a drum.


‘Fetch the switch.’ Proprietor Chiba’s voice boomed against the walls of Lesser House.


Tashiko returned holding a thin bamboo cane and gave it to him.


‘Permission to speak, Proprietor Chiba?’ If I took the blame for Tashiko’s wrong-doing, she would owe me a favour. She would see I was not a rival. I needed at least one friend against this demon.


He waved his hand.


‘It is only I who should be punished. I am the one who did not learn.’


‘That does not matter.’ Proprietor Chiba’s lips turned upwards, demonstrating the sound of the bamboo rod. Swoop! Swoop! ‘My order was for you to learn. Therefore you both disobeyed me. Strip to the waist and bend. Both of you.’


We made obeisance on his command. My fingers touched the floor, and shivers travelled all over my body.


‘Kozaishō, sit up and watch what happens when I am not obeyed.’


Whack! Whack! Whack! He thrashed Tashiko. She yelped at each blow. Her eyes filled with tears. She cried for her mother, her father, her sisters. Proprietor Chiba’s grin grew wider with each blow. I wanted to run away from those sounds but could not dishonour my family. Blood dotted her skin.


Proprietor Chiba made an all-teeth smile and turned to me.


Vomit scorched my throat. I swallowed it.


I prayed to the Goddess of Mercy that I would be brave.


Thwack!


I gasped with the blow.


Thwack!


Tears leaked. I bit my tongue to be silent.


He sucked in a breath. Thwack!


The floor shone with my tears. I did not let out a sound.


He wheezed when he hit me.


I bit my tongue each time. No cries like Tashiko.


He brought the switch down harder. I prayed to the Goddess of Mercy again that I would be brave and remain quiet.


I heard him panting and waited, unsure what would happen, hoping he would stop.


‘You will remember this,’ he croaked, breathing with a whistle. ‘You will obey me completely.’ He took our dinner and left Lesser House.


Tashiko rose, reached behind the brazier and took out a small jar. She applied the salve to my injuries with gentle touches. I had to bite my tongue again to stop myself crying out.


She handed me the jar and a cloth and turned around. Large blood-red welts and old scars streaked her back. I wondered if my skin would scar like that.


‘Bite your lip or tongue.’ I applied the salve. ‘It will help against the pain.’ She pivoted to stare at me, surprised. I thought I saw an apology through her tears.


I dabbed ointment on each bloody dot.


Two days before I had had someone to comfort me, at least rub my head or feet. Now, there was no one. Tashiko slept far away on the other side of the futon.


I stayed awake, lying on my stomach, rubbing my head but was not soothed.
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V. Story of Samurai


The next day Tashiko wound heavy cloth around us to stop the blood seeping through our clothes. Movement made the pain worse. Still, I practised the dance. I learned the fans in a single day.


We were quiet, except when Tashiko paused, walked over to me, eyes down, and muttered, ‘Thank you for taking the blame. I am sorry.’


I tried to smile. I was not sure I believed her, although I wanted a companion in this big and lonely place. I hoped to see my samurai again.


That evening we presented again. Proprietor Chiba applauded. ‘Much better. You make a beautiful pair of butterflies!’


I gave all the praise to Tashiko.


‘Look what I have brought you.’ He presented us with new kimonos, wrapped in paper: mine was brilliant red with cherry trees in full pink and white bloom, and hers deep blue with clouds, mountains and trees. We admired them, put them on and then away.


‘And . . .’ Proprietor Chiba pointed to the table, which was filled with delicacies.


If Tashiko wanted to be close to a man who hit and rewarded us with the same hand, I would not fight her. I disobeyed Proprietor Chiba’s pointing finger for me to eat and allowed Tashiko to eat first, willing to undergo another punishment. Proprietor Chiba did not interfere.


‘I have a story,’ he said, when we had finished.


I glanced up at his black ant eyes in the bloated face and did not answer until Tashiko had responded.


‘Good.’ He hugged me, squeezing my raw back. I bit my tongue so that I did not scream.


Tashiko scowled. I moved away.


Proprietor Chiba seemed not to notice. ‘This story is in honour of our new girl.’ He leaned over and pinched my cheek. ‘I call it “Pink Flower” after you, Kozaishō.’


I watched Tashiko, who glared at me. After she had spoken, I repeated what she said. ‘Yes, please, honourable Proprietor Chiba.’ I stared at the gold-thread clasps across his large stomach. Maybe he would tell me how I had honoured my family. Then I could go home. I wanted to go home.


Once upon a time, a poor woodcutter heard a cry at the forest’s edge and found it came from inside a pink flower stalk. He carefully cut it and found inside a girl, no bigger than his little finger. He carried her in his hand to his home. The woodcutter named her Pink Flower, because she ate only pink flowers and grain. In that first month she grew into a beautiful woman and worked hard. A wealthy man saw her and purchased her, leaving her adopted father prosperous. The wealthy man bought Pink Flower numerous presents and fed her wonderful food in beautiful dishes. They lived happily together for many years.


That night, I slept with my festival clothes under me because I did not trust Tashiko, but I dreamed of becoming Pink Flower and also of marrying a samurai. This samurai took me to his shōen where my family joined me. My parents, sisters and brothers never had to work or go hungry again. All of us lived with wealth, happiness and, most of all, honour.


Besides learning the dances, each morning Tashiko told me my other tasks. I made these into a song, just as my mother had done for me. Usually the tasks included deliveries of packages, or messages written on folded papers, which looked like flowers. These I took to the artisans who lived a far distance behind the shō – Big House, as Tashiko called it. I handed people the package or note and stole peeps at them. I did not have permission to talk to them, or they to me. The silence could be lonely.


After my back had healed, Tashiko gave me the wrong tasks. Once.


Proprietor Chiba fulfilled his promise and gave me the bamboo switch.


‘It was my mistake,’ I told him, in front of Tashiko, and refused to beat her. He beat me, and I bit the inside of my mouth or my tongue to smother my every sound. After Tashiko had smoothed on the ointment, with gentler fingers this time, I grabbed her hair, pulled, and spoke through clenched teeth. ‘I will not do that again. If you try to hurt me one more time, I will not take the blame. I will beat you. Hard. Do you understand?’


To my relief, her eyes filled. ‘Oh, Kozaishō. You were so brave.’ She wrapped her arms around herself. ‘Let there be a truce between us.’ Her big dark eyes showed her misery. ‘I’m sorry. He never told me stories. Let us truly be friends. Will you?’


I counted our beginning from that moment.


My tasks let me go throughout the shōen, which measured many chō from end to end. I wanted my home. Often I went further, to the outside walls, almost to the gate. Samurai guarded the gate. I remembered and returned to my tasks. Leaving would dishonour my parents. My entire family would be disgraced. If I were shamed, I could not go home. I stayed – I had nowhere to go. Yet I thought of home all the time.


I carried food or water to the samurai practising in the large fields. The few times I found my samurai, I watched him, hidden in the grasses at the edge of the field. I wished I could talk to him.


I studied the samurai’s armour, their bows and arrows, their swords. The armour looked solid, but moved like grass in the wind. I learned each samurai by his armour’s pattern. My samurai had deep blue and bright red in rectangular shapes, easy to find.


He launched an arrow, hissing above the field. It struck the target with a crack. I gasped with the sheer joy of watching. On horses, samurai were transformed into fierce beasts, shooting arrows from armoured bulges on their backs, arms wide, bow and arrow fully spread.


‘Are there no other children to play with?’ I asked, over the morning rice and pickled vegetables.


‘No.’ Her eyes aimed for her toes. I knew better than to ask any more questions. I hoped she had told me the truth.


When Tashiko’s tasks in Big House were complete, Proprietor Chiba ordered her to teach me more dances. We practised, and she talked about the Buddha. ‘After we master the steps, we will wear costumes. One costume has a mask to cover your head.’


She seemed pleased at this, so I was happy.


Almost every night I dreamed of practising with my samurai or riding a horse – bundled within a strong warm arm.


In my mind I decided to become a samurai. In my spirit, I was one already.




BOOK 3
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I. Omens


After the first month my tasks were fewer, because I had to learn and practise the dances and to sing songs. Otherwise I studied the samurai, regardless of the weather, but always concealed myself from them.


When the samurai gestured, I imitated them. Sometimes I pretended to be the Great Protector wielding power. More often I became the magnificent Pink Flower, who in my mind had also become a samurai, although sometimes I played at being the Sun Goddess, about whom Tashiko told stories when she bathed me:


As Izanagi purified himself in the stream, a God or Goddess was born from each part of him. The Sun Goddess was born from his left eye. Susanowo, the Storm God, was born from Izanagi’s nose. When He decided to travel to heaven, the Sun Goddess gathered her weapons, put on her masculine fearlessness, and uttered a forceful roar of resistance.


At a distance from the samurai, I gathered my weapon-sticks and roared like the Sun Goddess. I studied the samurai’s daily rituals beyond the bathhouse and vegetable gardens – there, I would often eat a sweet daikon radish or whatever I could find – always hoping to see my samurai, hoping to spend a moment with someone I imagined I could trust.


The samurai held each object up to the Sun Goddess. They bowed to each other before and after each fight, and, just as I had imitated my father and brothers, I imitated them: I grunted when they grunted; I thrust my arms out as they practised with their swords; when they moved, I moved. I sent imaginary arrows. Best of all, when I was alone, no one could trick me.


They rode, and I mounted my tree-branch horse to ride too. Once I fell and scraped my leg with the sharp end of a branch. I bit my tongue, covering my mouth with my sleeve as Tashiko had showed me. When I stood up my large samurai was beside me. I bowed, hoping he would speak to me. He did not and returned to his practice.


I hungered for more contact and continued hiding behind trees or bushes, following the samurai’s actions, ever seeking my samurai. I moved closer, thinking I could not be seen – I must have been: one cold morning I saw my samurai motioning for me to come nearer. I stepped away from the bush and was warmed by his friendly eyes. My lips would not stop smiling. At that moment a white pheasant flew from behind the bush across the practice field.


He saw the bird and walked over to me. My heart beat as if it were threshing grain before early rain. Would he say something? Standing up, I brushed off my new smock – bright green with black, and embroidered autumn trees – bowed low, waited and hoped. His armour was laced with silk knots, all deep blue and red.


‘Hello, little one.’ He bent over, his hands on his knees.


He was speaking to me.


‘Did you see that bird?’ He pointed towards at the pheasant. ‘A lucky omen.’


I had not known this.


‘You have come to observe the great raging spirit of Susanowo, the Storm God?’ He tilted his face down to mine. ‘We follow the Great Impetuous Deity.’ He smiled and held his long sword flat in front of his thick body, with tanned, wide-fingered hands. His dark brown topknot stired in the breeze, bringing smells to me of men’s sweat and grass.


‘I will tell you the story I tell my children.’


‘Susanowo, the great Storm God saved a couple’s eighth daughter, who was to be sacrificed to an eight-headed dragon the next day. The great Storm God placed a large sake barrel in front of each of the dragon’s sleeping heads. When the dragon awoke, each head drank the sake until the creature was quite drunk.’


All this he showed me, walking lopsided, wagging his head, crossing his eyes. I covered my mouth with my sleeve to laugh.
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