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    CHAPTER 1




    Fusao waited till his mother had retired into her room for the night. He had to be sure that she had fallen into a deep sleep from the soft flurry of snores that penetrated through the thin walls separating their rooms before he could put his plans into action. Ever since he was a boy, Fusao had found his mother’s snores strangely comforting, soft and musical, they reminded him of the first flurry of snow flakes in winter, scurrying gently down from the sky.




    And yet, tonight, nothing felt comforting. He was weighed down by the heavy knowledge that this could very well be the last time he would see her. To all intents and purposes, it wasn’t any special or memorable night, just an ordinary one for almost everyone around but for Fusao it was a night of nervous energy and desperation.




    After so many years of living in the shadows of a fake life and the ultimate betrayal, he had reached the end of his road and just couldn’t tolerate any more pain or humiliation. None of the things that mattered so much before, like maintaining a correct face to the outside world, his place and honour in the family and society and above all, trying so hard to suppress the shame of being “queer” and the source of his mother’s despair and embarrassment, bothered him tonight.




    A gleaming knife lay on the low table in front of him, the very knife his mother had used to clean and cut the fish for their dinner together barely a few hours ago. It lay, clean and sharpened, ready for their next meal, totally oblivious to its sinister mission in the hours to come.




    “Funny how a tool used to prepare food to feed and nourish life can also become the instrument to take it away,” Fusao thought and for the first time since he had made the decision to carry out this deadly mission, a thin film of nervous sweat started to form on his brow as he thought of the daring and gruesome task ahead. As the minutes ticked by, the sweat started to gather momentum and trickle down his face in tiny glistening riverlets of fear and panic.




    “It’s not too late, there’s still time to stop,” his palpitating heart hammered out the racy rhythm of these restraining words over and over again, trying to weaken a resolve which had taken almost a month to build up.




    “No! No! Be quiet!” that steely resolve screamed back. “Tonight it must be done and I’m ready!”




    The night deepened and as if to challenge its darkness, a ghostly moon appeared. It rose higher and higher in the sky to form an eerie silver backdrop for the stark, black silhouette of the small but majestic castle perched high up on the hill that lorded it over the whole village and county of Minamimoto. Although it was getting late, a few houses were still awashed with lights from the flickering oil lamps inside and in the distance came the muffled but unmistakable sounds of a family celebrating an occasion, maybe a birthday, a baby boy’s birth or a father’s promotion.




    “Family harmony and contentment, how much we take it for granted,” Fusao thought as he stopped for a moment to listen to the laughter and clinking of sake cups floating out of the lighted windows of a cluster of farming houses before moving swiftly and silently towards the castle gates, his dark yukata flapping soundlessly in the light breeze.




    As he had expected, the main entrance to the castle was well guarded by a small army of heavily armed night sentinels, and at least two more hiding in the shadows, ready to spring into action against any intruders. Fusao didn’t even know whether he could get in or not, it all depended on Destiny and the worst that could happen to him was that he would be seized for trying to sneak into the castle. He didn’t care one way or the other because by the end of the night, he would be seized anyway.




    The chief guard recognized Fusao as the special “protégé” of the samurai and signalled to the rest to let him enter without any questions.




    “But, Sir, isn’t this Fusao who left the castle under a cloud? Should we really let him in?” a more cautious guard protested.




    In the shadows, Fusao held his breath, if he was refused entry, fate would have stepped in to take the agonising question of whether he was doing the right thing out of his hands. But it was late and freezing and the chief guard didn’t want the trouble of checking their nocturnal visitor’s credentials with the castle administrator and risk the samurai’s displeasure if he turned away a favoured protégé so he took the chance and waved Fusao on.




    Hardly able to believe that it had been easier to enter the castle than he had expected, Fusao crept up the familiar path to the eastern wing where a magnificent set of low buildings housed the living quarters of Lord Okimoto. The new grand samurai of the Minamimoto province had assumed power and control since the passing of his father, the revered Lord Nobunaga who had started unwittingly this whole circle of tragedy in the twilight and some say senile years of his life.




    “Okimoto,” Fusao whispered, his tongue rolling tenderly over that name. “Apart from his family, only I have the priviledge of calling him that!”




    Anyone else who dared to address him other than “My Lord Nobunaga” would get a taste of that famous Nobunaga temper! The arrogance and beauty of that magnificent body and aristocratic face sent a tingle down Fusao’s spine as he made his way to the passage that connected the samurai’s private rooms with the guard house.




    The young samurai’s mother, Lady Momoe, was obsessed with the idea that his life was always in danger and the passage allowed the guards quick access to his rooms in the event of any emergencies. By a stroke of luck, he had been allowed into the castle by the chief guard who had carelessly presumed that he was still the samurai’s favoured protégé.




    But Fusao knew that soon, very soon, these very same guards who had let him in would be the ones to burst into Lord Okimoto’s private chambers, their faces contorted with disbelief at what lay before their eyes and a wailing would reverberate round the room because they had failed to protect their Lord Nobunaga. Fusao could feel that horrifying scene unfolding before him even as he glided soundlessly down the passage, already seeing himself as a lonely spectre wandering aimlessly for all eternity in the dim, cold passages of the Minamimoto Castle.




    A couple of lamps swayed gently in the breeze that floated in through the tiny cracks on the wooden walls and they threw some light into the dim, twisted maze of passages but Fusao didn’t need any light because he knew his way around only too well. The third door was the one which opened into Lord Okimoto’s rooms and as he gently fingered the soft carvings on its wooden frames, Fusao thought of the many times he had crept through that door to meet his lover in a secret and forbidden union that knew no bounds and no self restraint.




    But it was over and tonight was the moment he had chosen to finish with this forbidden love that not even the highest birth and the most powerful place in society could sanction. His own life was worthless and after that, he would just lie there and let the guards jostle with each other to be the first to strike him with their swords till they had finished off his meaningless life.




    Fusao was no hero, he knew he was afraid to die but to live was to suffer a life worse than death and after the baby’s birth, he could take his lover with him without feeling any qualms because now the Nobunaga family had a successor and assured continuation of their bloodline. The Lady Momoe, mother of Lord Okimoto finally had the grandson she had burnt many joss sticks at the Shinto temples to have, so it was their time now.




    The door of the inner chamber glided open with a mere whisper and in the moon light streaming into the room, Fusao could see the bulge under the futons that covered and warmed his lover as he lay in a deep sleep. He drank in the beauty of that sleeping face with its chiselled features and marvelled at how even in repose, his beloved one had the arrogant confidence of his high breeding and power that both awed and excited Fusao. Even in this most tense moments of his life, Fusao felt his loins stirring at the memory of the unbridled passion they had once shared on those very futons.




    There were at least a dozen other rooms connected to this one in a maze of secret passages and hidden doors, each one a tribute to Lady Momoe’s obsessive fear of assasination and Fusao’s resolve hardened as he thought of how cruelly impossible their love was. Yes, today would be the day that everything had to finish because he could no longer bear the pain of that love.




    With the silence and stealth of a fox, Fusao moved to a crouching position beside the futon of his sleeping lover and, throwing all resolve to the wind, he reached out to gently stroke a strong muscular arm that was flung across the futon as he had done countless times before. For a few long seconds Fusao hesitated, wondering how he could snuff the life out of the beautiful man before him and his heart constricted with pain. Was there a way, any way out? Was this the only way they could be together for all eternity?




    In a small pouch hidden deep inside his yukata was a bundle of beautiful poems they had written to each other glorifying their forbidden love that would never have a chance to come out of its shadows and be celebrated with all the joy it deserved. Fusao had written a last poem to his lover a few days ago and it lay now inside his yukata close to his wounded heart, the rough parchment paper scrapping his skin.




    A hand reached out to stroke his thigh and the man on the futon whispered, his voice still hazy with sleep, “Is that you, Fusao? It’s been so long without you and I’ve missed you. Come and pleasure me…come, my love…as you always do…”




    Fusao turned away from that trusting face and with a small cry, plunged the knife he held in his trembling hands deep into the chest of his lover. He did not stop till the knife had gone into the chest that was still flooded with love and desire for him.




    The tears gushed down his ashen face as he plunged deeper and deeper ignoring the muffled cries of shock that called out his name and asked him “Why? Why?” as the blood flowed out of the body Fusao had known so intimately.




    The whispers gave way to searing screams of pain and Fusao flung himself across the room with the shock of what he had done as his lover, Lord Okimoto, grand samurai of the great Nobunaga dynasty lay gasping before him, his face a death mask of pain, betrayal and disbelief.




    A fierce thundering of feet shook the room as the guards raced down the passage towards them and there was a smile on Fusao’s lips as he surrendered himself to their merciless assaults. He would be dead soon and their souls would find each other in a union of uninhibited love at last.


  




  

    CHAPTER 2




    In her tiny office in one of the back streets of Shibuya, investigative historian, Mayumi Onodera had just started a slow after lunch mid week afternoon at her desk, flipping through the usual articles in the latest issue of the Nonno magazine, nothing very heavy or important, just some whimsical magazine for women and young girls on the all time favourite issues of love, beauty tips, celebrity gossip and haute couture. But the pull and promise of the exotic glossy covers was so irresistable that even a down to earth and pragmatic historian like Mayumi could succumb to their frivolous contents once in a while just to disconnect from the heaviness of her line of work!




    The room was dominated by a large ornate working table with its usual clutter of papers, newspaper cuttings and scattered stationary, except that today, it also hosted an additional uninvited guest. Miki, the lofty oversized ginger cat Mayumi brought to the office on most days, had decided to add to the clutter by settling down on the soft fleecy scarf his owner had finally thrown across the table to protect her papers, for his afternoon nap. Mayumi sighed, no matter how hard she tried to sort out her table, it always ended up in this glorious mess by early afternoon and Miki’s recent acquisition of it as his territory didn’t help at all. But he looked so comfortable, snuggled into her scarf, she didn’t have the heart to forcibly return him to his rightful places, the window ledge or a large wicker basket in a corner next to an artificial money plant.




    Fortunately her last assignment a few months ago had given Mayumi a big financial break and taken her to Singapore, a city state of some strange sentimental significance to her mother that she had never expected to visit quite so soon. On top of that, the job had led to new contacts with a number of wealthy families in Tokyo who had joined the current trend of ancestor tracing in the high society and retained her services especially as she came, highly recommended by revered Japanese American DNA entrepreneur, Tetsuyo Akinicho.




    Compared to her other assignments, these minor ancestor tracings had been very easy, all she had to do was live in the right museums, heritage libraries and Gen Nihon, the very exclusive lineage tracing center for a few days and she had everything she needed to wrap up her work and receive a fat fee for it.




    Her change of professional fortunes had brought Mayumi some respite, for the moment at least, from her sceptical family’s anxious demands for answers to the question of “how can a historian, whatever that is, ever earn a decent living?” But it wasn’t long before her resourceful mother found a new cause to champion, she simply substituted that with another more bothersome question of when Mayumi was ready to find a nice boy and settle down.




    At 28 years old, Mayumi thought she was doing very well without a man to restrict and mess up her life! She was still recovering from the aftershocks of her last boy friend a year ago, the super glue clingy type who had already decided how many children they would have and even their names, hardly three months into their relationship and everywhere she turned, Nobu was there too!




    Her mother had welcomed Nobu with open arms as the solid family man who would have a steadying influence on her eccentric daughter and curb those wild spurts. God, that had been irritating and if her mother loved Nobu so much, let her marry him then! For a woman who had travelled all the way to Singapore by herself on what she would only say was a personal mission, Kyoko was surprisingly traditional in her insistence that the usual package of marriage, kids and a life of domestic bliss should be upheld by her daughter.




    It didn’t help that most of Mayumi’s best friends from the university were already well launched on the marriage pad with at least a kid or two in tow and in fact, she was the last one of the group of five who was still single and not fretting about it at all. Some called women like her cakes that had passed their expiry dates but Mayumi couldn’t care less. She knew she would succumb to the institution of marriage only if she found a man who could take her independent and eccentric ways including sleeping with a temperamental cat and her extraordinary line of work.




    But until then, she was contented to live alone in her small but comfortable apartment near the Shibuya station with the office just a 10 minutes walk away. Of course she still enjoyed the company of men and didn’t mind the occasional party and sleep over with some attractive guy, but no, she wasn’t ready for commitment. She loved herself and her work too much to let any long term relationship get in the way in a society that demanded a woman surrendered herself and her career to the doubtful bliss of marriage once the ring was on her finger!




    The phone rang and Mayumi knew by the personalized ring tone she recently downloaded into her mobile phone that it was her mother. She groaned, God, Kyoko was going to ask the same questions about her lack of a boyfriend to drap herself around because a cousin’s daughter had just got hitched over the weekend and the call was not co incidental for nothing! Maybe she should tell her mother she was gay and not interested in men!




    Five minutes after she put down the phone on her mother with the usual hurried promises to date more or face a match making agency and an arranged marriage, the shiny new door bell of her office, compliments of her last lucrative case, rang a couple of times and the door opened abruptly to admit an elderly couple accompanied by a younger man.




    “God,” Mayumi groaned inwardly. “Couldn’t they have just waited a couple of minutes before charging in like that!”




    Her office was in a real mess because no one had made any appointments to see her so she hadn’t bothered to tidy up that day.




    The old man in the group looked around the cluttered room pointedly before directing his eyes to the magazine laden chairs, obviously deciding which chair he should clear to get a seat.




    “Sorry it’s a bit untidy round here because we are kind of re organising ourselves at the moment,” Mayumi muttered embarrassedly and began to hastily remove the papers and magazines from the chairs and clear a corner of the table including Miki for their consultation. The old couple sat down on the chairs helped by the young man of exceptionally good looks, possibly their grand son.




    When everyone had settled down, Mayumi returned to her seat behind her desk, brought out a few sheets of paper and pen and asked the standard question that was supposed to start a consultation.




    “How can I help you?”




    Her clients remained silent for quite a while but Mayumi made no attempts to hurry them. In her line of work, sometimes people came with very unusual requests and discussion topics and they naturally needed time to warm up before telling their stories. She was very used to such awkward pre consultation moments and it was her job to wait until her clients were ready to talk, after all, some clients came to her with delicate family secrets that were difficult to bring out of the closet.




    But this silence seemed to go on and on and Mayumi was beginning to wonder wryly whether, if she tacked a notice on the door that she charged by the hour, people would open up faster when the old woman glared at her faltering husband and motioned firmly for him to start the ball rolling. After swallowing a few times, he began to speak at last, stiffly as if he were uncomfortable with the subject.




    “My name is Daisuke Fujita. We come from Minamimoto and this is my wife Harumi and the young man here is my grandson,Toyoki.”




    Mayumi bowed in acknowledgement of this introduction, handed the old man her name card and continued to wait while he scrutinised her credentials.




    Satisfied at last, Mr Fujita nodded and continued,“We came to Tokyo because an old Tokyo University friend of mine who lives in USA told me that you can help us clear up a family mystery that has been hanging over my wife’s family for decades and recently re surfaced when we found some very old papers.”




    The friend must be Tetsuyo Akinicho, Mayumi thought, bless him for pushing so many clients her way!




    There was a rustle as his wife, Harumi, fumbled in her bag and drew out what looked like a brown wooden file which she opened to disclose a bundle of old papers protected and sealed in a plastic case. She placed it on the table and through the thin clear plastic cover, Mayumi made out some words written in very old Japanese characters. In her second year at the university the faculty had offered some optional courses and one of them was old Edo period Japanese language and writing interpretation and although she couldn’t bring herself to endure and complete the dry and boring course for one whole semester, two months of deciphering and translating were enough for her to have learnt something quite substantial. And now she was grateful for those two months because at least she felt sufficiently confident of her old language interpretation skills to accept the job.




    As Mayumi took the papers out of their plastic case and started going through them , she noticed the old woman looking at her anxiously, pleading with her eyes that she handle the priceless papers with care so they would not fall to pieces.




    “These are very old papers about one of our ancestors which have been passed from one generation to another and are considered a very precious family heirloom,” she said at last, unable to contain herself. “But for decades no one has bothered to find out what they say and now I think it’s time one of us takes it up.”




    “Perhaps, for a start, you should tell me everything you know about these papers and we’ll go from there,” Mayumi suggested.




    “These papers belong to one of my direct ancestors,” the old lady, Harumi, said. “I’m descended from a distinguished family of Samurais who served the shoguns of this country for generations. We can go as far back, I think, as the 11th century and trace my lineage to the Grand Samurai, the Lord Oda Nobunaga. After the war, as you know, the Allied Forces took away all our lands and distributed it to the farmers and everything was gone just like that, all those lands and fabulous wealth and titles.”




    “My father couldn’t take our sudden change of fortunes and committed suicide in the only noble way, by cutting himself up in the hara-kiri ritual. But before he died, he gave me a box filled with pictures and these papers he had kept hidden because he didn’t trust anyone after the war and was obsessed with the fear that someone, especially a foreigner would steal them.”




    “Well, according to my father, these papers have been in the family for centuries but until now, no one has tried to have them deciphered or translated and as you can see, they are falling to pieces. My father made me promise to try and unravel the mystery that lies behind these papers before the writings really faded away and this family story is lost forever. I am ashamed to admit that I never got round to doing anything until now because of my grandson’s persistent reminders.”




    “From some of the symbols and old calligraphy I recognize only very vaguely, I think that most of them are love poems or a kind of personal diary centred around a dark forbidden dalliance of one of my ancestors, because the word love appears everywhere in the papers. We just want to know what it all means and if you can translate them into modern Japanese language, it would re create a piece of our history for us.”




    “There is of course a deep mystery surrounding this ancestor, some of us in the family know of it but no one wants to discuss the subject simply because it’s easier to let sleeping dogs lie, especially those as mysterious as this,” Harumi san continued. “But it was my father’s wish that I get to the bottom of these papers and I must honour that wish.”




    “In the 18th century there was an attempted assassination in this samurai branch of my family,” said the old woman. “One of the samurais was knifed almost to death one night and no one was ever caught or blamed for that. A powerful samurai had been brutally attacked and no one was made accountable for that, it seems unbelievable as if they knew who the attacker was and everything had to be covered up to protect the family honour. That would be the only reason a high profile and cold blooded attack like that could be hushed up and go unpunished.”




    “These papers intrigued me and I started to search the family registers and old samurai history of the town and my research confirmed that there was indeed such a horrific attack on this ancestor but no one was ever prosecuted or made accountable for it. I believe these papers hold the key to this attack and the mystery of his connection with the victim and related circumstances.”




    The story captivated Mayumi because in part she was fascinated by the subject of death especially if it was one enhanced by the circumstances of an unsolved historical mystery such as the one the old couple were putting on her table. She felt the familiar adrenaline charge of challenging another new case as she gently put the pieces of centuries old papers back into their plastic casing under the watchful eyes of Harumi san.




    “Will you take on this case and find out what story these old papers have been trying to tell us for centuries?” Harumi san asked.


  




  

    CHAPTER 3




    Mayumi waited till her clients had left the office before taking out the papers for a more detailed examination. The old lady, Harumi, had seemed reluctant to leave such precious family heirlooms with a stranger but Mayumi assured her they would be safe and gave her a receipt for them.




    “Please take care of these papers because they are originals,” Harumi san said as she threw a last worried glance around the cluttered office with its untidy piles of stationary before going to the door and Mayumi made a mental note to clean up her act because her office really didn’t make her clients feel comfortable about leaving priceless documents behind and she couldn’t blame them!




    But she forgot about her embarrassment and resolution as soon as the door closed on the little group and she felt the familiar surge of a historian’s excitement and awe of actually touching such rare literary masterpieces of Japan’s Edo period outside a museum show case and the anticipation of unravelling the secrets they held.




    “I can’t believe I’m not only feasting my eyes on these historical gems but actually entrusted with them for as long as it takes to crack this case,” she screamed at her best friend Sayuri whom she had got on her mobile as soon as she recovered her equilibrium.




    On closer scrutiny, Mayumi ascertained that the papers were arranged in some kind of system, divided into a few bundles each bound with a string that had become frayed and faded with time. What caught her immediate attention was the red seal of a plum blossom marking each bundle, did that have any special meaning? But of course, it was probably the seal or family crest of the samurai, was it Nobunaga that Harumi san had mentioned? The colour of the red seals had run over the hundreds of years since they had been stamped by someone on the papers and the blurry images looked like blotches of blood.




    A shiver ran down Mayumi’s spine as she felt the lives of the writer and his subjects whispering through those frail, yellowed pages and once again, she had to remind herself to stay detached and dissect it just like another case.




    But it was never easy to stay impersonal and detached because history was an emotional subject with her and sometimes the lives and events of her ancestor tracing assignments really entered into her bloodstream and the older the period, the more they got to her.




    Her mother had never been comfortable with Mayumi’s chosen career and had only recently given up telling her that a young pretty woman should be in some happy, more refreshing job instead of being locked up in the dark, musty pages of history books and dead people and events. Mayumi sighed, her family would never understand her passion for history and what one of her professors had once said after reading a particularly passionate thesis, that she was born a historian.




    But as soon as she started to work on the papers, she forgot about everything else. The first page had got stuck to its special plastic casing and Mayumi was terrified that she would tear it as she slowly drew out the dry crackling paper cm by cm. It appeared to be the oldest piece judging by the date the writer had penned on the top right hand corner, the 10th year of the Edo dynasty. It was written in the style of that period and Mayumi’s trained eyes could see that the characters were uneven and amateurish, obviously written by someone who was not well schooled in calligraphy or even someone from the lower class.




    A frown creased Mayumi’s brow as she tried to make sense of that interesting discovery. Hadn’t Harumi san mention that the letters belonged to her samurai ancestor and not some semi educated person from the village? The letters couldn’t have been written by a samurai who would be much better schooled. What was the connection then between a high ranking Samurai of the Nobunaga clan and the writer of such badly penned letters that they would end up in his posession?




    Although most of the characters were too blur to be deciphered without her special magnifying glass, Mayumi could feel the pòwer of those words leaping out at her crafted by some ancient hand long dead and she felt the fine hairs at the back of her neck rise. It was as if they had remained silent too long and now they wanted to be released. She had left her magnifying glass at home and with frenzied energy, Mayumi squinted at the blur lines and squiggles, trying to make out enough words on the first page to know what the writer wanted to say.




    The shrill scream of an alarm on her desk broke the electrifying silence and energy of intense concentration and it made her jump.




    “Great, I needed just that to complete the whole sinister picture,” Mayumi thought wryly, “an alarm that wails like a spirit in distress as indeed there seems to be one in these creepy papers!”




    But it was only the electronic schedule she had bought in an electronic mall in Singapore on her last assignment there, it was a useful tool to keep her appointments up to date but now that she was onto this eerie new case, she must remember to change its alarm tone! Its present wailing tone was just too unnerving and she was glad for the warm, living and breathing presence of her cat.




    Then Mayumi groaned as she remembered why she had set the alarm, today was the day she had promised to make the 90 minute train ride to Matsudo in the Chiba area to have dinner with her mother and spend the night there. Usually, she found these occasional overnight rituals complete with delicious home cooked meals and all the motherly pampering a girl could ask for, rejuvenating but today Mayumi just wanted to be alone to start work on those deep dark papers. But it was a special day for her mother and she couldn’t just back out, not today.




    As a compromise between her work and her mother, she decided to bring copies of some of the papers with her to study and hastily took the first few pages of the earliest bundle in terms of date down to the convenience store to photocopy. It was better to leave the original documents in the small safe in her office because such old papers couldn’t take too much handling and long train journeys and in case they got lost or stolen, she would have hell to pay.




    For the umpteenth time, Mayumi felt a strange electric current flowing into her from the papers in her hands and she tried to shake away the insane feeling that the characters were, in some strange psychic way, reaching out to her, crying for help and for release. God, what was it with those papers? She had to get a grip on herself if she wanted to dissect the case and solve it with a cool historian’s eye and mind instead of going into electric shock every time she made contact with them!




    It was a week day and just before the start of the evening rush hour so Mayumi managed to get a good corner seat on the train, all the better to have some privacy to study the documents. She started with the earliest letter according to the barely legible date scrawled on the top, always the right hand corner, the 10th year of the Emperor Nakamikado. Mayumi consulted her organiser where she kept a list of all the emperors of Japan for just such an event.




    “Emperor Nakamikado ruled from 1709 to 1735, during the Edo period,” she muttered to herself. “So 10th year of his reign places the writer at around 1719, just about 300 years ago.”




    The characters were badly written in the old style of that era and difficult to read and to make any sense of the jerky squiggles without a magnifying glass which would have attracted unwanted attention on the commuter train, Mayumi had to draw on all her knowledge from the laborious and agonising hours she had devoted to the study of ancient writing at the university and never thought to use again outside a library!




    “Today, the master gave me this paper and ink and asked me to write” was the first sentence.




    “So I was right!” Mayumi thought triumphantly. “These letters were penned by someone in a lower social position and he had a “master” meaning a feudal lord or even someone connected to the samurai.”




    Interesting….although it was perplexing because feudal lords didn’t mix socially with peasants and certainly weren’t in the habit of giving paper and ink to a peasant to write. And who was this peasant who obviously knew how to read and write? Why, the working class farmers and peasants of that period weren’t even allowed to have surnames, let alone any opportunities of learning to read and write! This wasn’t some modern classless society she was looking at but a period in the history of Japan, where class was defined and dissected with the precision of the best time piece! And God helped anyone who tried to break those rules!




    “Yotsuya!” the serious voice blared out through the train’s PA system and Mayumi groaned, more out of habit than any real distress, in her absorption with the letters, she had missed her station, Shinjuku and would have to double back to catch the connecting train to Chiba which she would probably miss now. Like most Japanese, normally, Mayumi hated to have a planned time schedule derailed but today, she welcomed the half an hour or so extra time this would give her to continue reading and translating the first paper.




    “My father is tired out from his day at the fields and right now, Mother is preparing our dinner, natto and miso shiro soup tonight.”




    The writing was stilted and uncertain, about simple, unremarkable things and it was as if the writer had been given ink and paper for the first time and didn’t really know what he should write about! None of the sinister or steamy sex stuff Mayumi had been expecting because of Harumi san’s reference to the word “ai” or “love” that she said seemed to be written all over the papers.




    Deep in thought, Mayumi managed to make it to Kanda station and transfer to the super express Joban Line to Matsudo and she smiled slightly as she remembered an American friend’s remark on how a Japanese could be sound asleep in a commuter train after a hard day’s work complete with snoring and all and never miss his stop! Well, she had proven him wrong today by missing her stop!




    Then she sobered as she settled into her seat in the half full train as it raced out of Tokyo city. The late afternoon spring sky had already darkened to a fuzzy grey and the dazzling lights of hundreds of advertisements were coming alive with amazing uniformity as if someone had switched on the lights of a Christmas tree. Mayumi thought of the writer of the letters in her purse, long dead, he would never know the bright lights and wonderful technology of modern Japan and yet his memory and legacy lived on in those few pieces of papers! How awesome and undefeatable by time History was!


  




  

    CHAPTER 4




    Most of the humble houses of the farmers in Minamimoto were dimly lit but perched high up on top of a small hill, the lights of the samurai’s majestic castle shone, bright and fearless, boasting of the power and strength of the Nobunaga family who lived there. Only they had the right to such bright lights and all the other houses had to be dimmer in deference to their feudal lord and master because no star could shine brighter than his. The wide sweep of subdued lights at the foot of the hill looked uncannily like the deep bow of a whole community of subjects before their master and it was awesome.




    But in the last few years, as the fiercely arrogant Lord Nobunaga grew older, he began to wind down and behave very strangely, becoming more humble and almost human, in his interaction with people. Then he started going down personally to inspect his vast rice fields and actually taking an interest in them. Usually he went alone with just a couple of his most personal guards, heavily armed and always ready to protect their master, but without any of the fuss and protocol that surrounded the samurai wherever he went in his hey days.




    Although his presence in their midst was more of a hindrance to the simple farming folk of the area more accustomed to an aloof and distant feudal master than one who walked around them and took an interest in their work, no one dared say anything. The Lord Nobunaga was lord and master of them all and he could do anything he wanted. It was his birth right to be eccentric and arrogant and if it amused him to have a passing fancy for peasants, his subjects had to live with that and pray that it would not last very long.




    The great Lord Nobunaga was the one who had taken an unusual interest in Fusao and given him his first paper and ink with lofty orders to write. For a boy of his humble position, it was overwhelming to be noticed by a powerful samurai who seemed to know that among the village boys, Fusao was the only one who could write, courtesy of an old uncle who had lived and worked in the Edo capital as an official to the Shogun before returning to his native Matsumoto to retire.




    As a young boy, Fusao had sometimes gone to spend the summer with his uncle and help him craft the traditional wooden dolls that gave the old man both a modest living and something to do after his retirement. Unknown to Fusao’s parents, uncle and nephew also spent many an evening writing on whatever scraps of paper they could find and sometimes even with sticks on the ground while the former reminisced about his days in the Shogun’s office. If Fusao’s parents had known about these after work activities of their son, they would have stopped him going to Matsumoto because they believed that a peasant would always be a peasant with no way up the social ladder of feudal Japan. It didn’t do any good to give a boy any ideas above his station and dislodge his focus on his destiny in life, laboring and farming for his samurai overlords.




    But his parents never found out till it was too late and the summer visits to Matsumoto continued till he was old enough to join his father in the rice fields to start what he had been born for, service to his feudal lords.




    Fusao was always grateful to his uncle for teaching him the spiritual joys and possibilities of being able to write and although it did make him different and a little better respected than the other village boys who couldn’t even read or write their own names, he was realistic and had no other greater expectations in life. His father, grand father and all their forefathers before him had been farmers in service and bondage all their lives to their feudal lords and that was what Fusao knew he had to be from the time he was born, a farmer and nothing more. When his father, Naoki, finally discovered what his son had been up to in Matsumoto apart from crafting wooden dolls, he proceeded to relentlessly drum into the boy’s head that being able to read and write didn’t mean that he could go and have fancy ideas about himself.




    The first time Lord Nobunaga wandered into their humble home at the end of a street that was caked with dried mud in summer and slushy with melted ice in winter, Yuko, Fusao’s mother was so shocked that she just stood frozen to the same spot before remembering her station in life and falling almost on her knees in a deep bow of respect.




    What was the grand samurai, Lord Nobunaga doing in their home?




    The bowl of rice she had been holding fell from her shaking hands and she watched in horror as the rice grains spattered against Lord Nobunaga’s feet.




    “I am so sorry, my Lord, for being so clumsy,” she whispered, kneeling down to wipe the rice grains away from the feet of a person most people regarded as second only to God. She braced herself for the heavy hand of a soldier on her head for daring to soil the samurai’s shoes.




    When Lord Nobunaga motioned for the trembling Yuko to get up and asked for her son instead, it was Fusao’s turn to be petrified. He didn’t know why a powerful samurai would want to have anything to do with him and, flanked by two fully armed soldiers and a handsome young man whom Fusao later discovered was the samurai’s son and heir, the awesome group was enough to set any young peasant boy’s limbs shaking with apprehension.




    Fusao could tell by the way her face had turned white that his mother too was anxious about the Lord Nobunaga’s interest in him but she could not disobey a samurai’s request and pointed to where her son was sitting on the floor, cutting up some vegetables for dinner. Fusao was just 15 years old and that day he was at home because his father had decided to go into the town to settle some business and did not need him for the rice fields. The boy had hoped for a quiet day at home and the last thing he expected was to be the object of interest to the most powerful man of the prefecture and it terrified him.




    “Get up, Fusao, and bow,” his mother whispered. “You must show respect to our lord and master.”




    Before Fusao could do her bidding and scramble to his feet, the old samurai came over and motioned for him to remain seated. Dumbstruck and with his eyes respectfully averted, he watched as this most powerful man in the region placed a few pieces of paper, an ink pot and a brush on the low table in front of him. The two soldiers moved protectively to their master’s side and glared at the white faced peasant boy with a ferocity that made him shrivel up inside and Fusao could tell that they were disgusted he had made their master come to him, a mere peasant boy. The impropriety and reversal of protocol was just unbearable to them!




    At their master’s command, one of the soldiers appeared with a torch and filled the dark room with the brightest light Fusao had ever seen. It was fascinating, turning murky darkness into warm golden fluid and he was mesmerised by that light, the brightest their house had ever seen.




    “Write!” the Lord Nobunaga said peremptorily and once again, he reminded them that he was the samurai issuing an order.




    His authoritative voice made the nervous boy jump and the ink pot rattled precariously on the scuffed wooden table but the young peasant was too petrified to steady it.




    As he continued to hesitate, Fusao felt a tiny but impatient prod from the sword of one of the soldiers on his back and he bowed his head swiftly over the paper that had been offered to him by the samurai, holding it reverently as if it was the most sacred thing he had ever touched. With trembling hands and a heart beating rapidly with the nervousness of being watched by so many distinguished visitors, Fusao put the paper on the table and tried to write. His uncle had always given him only old bits of paper to write and practise on and the beautiful scented paper before him was the whitest and purest he had ever seen.




    Reluctant to mar the white perfectness of the paper before him with his ungainly scribbles, Fusao hesitated and once again, he felt another prod from the tip of a soldier’s sword. Since his uncle’s death two years ago, Fusao hadn’t picked up a single brush and his heart was hammering as he tried to remember the characters he had learnt. But they were all dancing in front of him, elusive and out of reach. He tried but he couldn’t seem to catch any of them.




    “Write!” the samurai said again and this time his voice held a hint of impatience.




    Petrified, Fusao’s hand refused to move and then Lord Okimoto, the samurai’s son and heir took the brush from him and wrote something on the upper right hand corner of the paper, all the while watching him with a strange intensity.




    “This is today’s date,” he said, handing the brush back to Fusao. “Now it will all come back to you and you can start writing.”




    Fusao took the brush from his noble rescuer, feeling himself drowning in the beauty of those fluid eyes and smile and began to write with a sudden rush of energy and confidence. “Today, my Lord Nobunaga honoured our humble house with his visit and gave me the whitest paper and the blackest ink I ever saw.”




    The old samurai watched Fusao penning line after line for a while and when he had seen enough, he gave a signal to his guards and the whole group left without a single word, as swiftly as they had arrived, without explanation or accountability, taking away the brilliant illumination they had brought with them and once again the house was plunged into the dimness of its single oil lamp. But the magic of their visit and Lord Okimoto’s smouldering eyes lingered on in the young boy’s mind and he continued to write, not stopping till he had filled that piece of white paper with line after line of words from his heart.




    Naoki returned a few hours later and although it was very late, Fusao had stayed up to show him the paper and tell him the incredible story of the grand samurai’s visit. Although Naoki wasn’t interested in some fantasy stories about samurais paying house calls on peasants, he decided to humour Fusao and listen him out because he had important news for for his son.




    “You know I’m getting old, son,” Naoki began as soon as he could get a word in. “And you are already 15 years old, and it’s time we start arranging a suitable girl for you. Others younger than you have had their bethrothals already settled and that’s why I went to Matsumoto town this morning to visit a distant branch of this family.”




    “Today is a happy day for us because I managed to arrange your marriage with a nice and beautiful girl called Aiko. She is 13 years old and after a two years’ betrothal, she will move here to marry you. It will certainly be good for your mother to have a girl around to help her with the chores.”




    Fusao stopped short in his feverish account about the samurai’s visit and heard his father for the first time. What had Naoki just said? He had arranged marriage with a distant cousin for him? The very words made Fusao’s blood curdle and he cringed from the blow his father had unwittingly inflicted on him. Naoki could just as well have physically taken a rope and whipped Fusao senseless for the impact those words made on him.




    “No, no,” his whole body recoiled against his father’s proposal but he knew that when the time came, he would not be able to fight the inevitable because a father’s word was law in any family and no child could go against it. So he bit back the words of protest and kept quiet.




    Before he went to sleep that night, Fusao took out the wooden case of papers he had hidden deep in the oshire and wrote the character “marriage” and after looking at it for a long moment, he added the sad, ineffective word of protest “No” under it.




    The magic was gone and the fire of the samurai’s visit had died down into ashes, Fusao did not feel inspired to write any more and he put his wooden case of papers back into the oshire and buried himself in his futon.


  




  

    CHAPTER 5




    The dinner had gone better than Mayumi had expected mainly because no one mentioned a word about her lack of matrimonial prospects or her strange choice of career. They had talked mostly about old times and her mother seemed in a sombre mood that night. Mayumi remembered why because it was April 1st and for as long as she could remember, every year, on April 1st Kyoko Tanaka would go into some kind of meditation and light joss sticks on the small ancestor tablet she kept in a discreet corner of her room. Mayumi had never been able to find out the significance of this day for her mother but she swore someday she would get to the bottom of it. But tonight, because Kyoko had left her alone, she decided not to ply her with the usual questions of April 1st but to her surprise, this year, her mother ventured to open the door of her heart just a crack for Mayumi.




    “You know of course that the Awa Maru, a war time Japanese hospital ship, sank on April 1st, 1945, so I pray for the victims every year,” she said. “Someday when I’m ready, I’ll tell you about our family’s involvement in this horrible tragedy.”




    In the train going back to her modest apartment in Shibuya, Mayumi could not stop thinking of her mother’s words on the Awa Maru and wondering how her family was connected, maybe some close member had been one of the victims and that was why her mother was so blue on April 1st every year and insisted Mayumi come home for dinner wherever she was. Mayumi’s education on the Awa Maru had started long before she hit the history books because her mother had taken her to the Zojoji Temple a few times to lay huge bouquets of white flowers beside the black marble plaque which honoured the victims whose names were engraved on its two adjoining walls.




    To divert herself from the annual frustration she always felt against her mother for refusing to share such an important piece of history with her, Mayumi took out the old papers she had been looking at on the trip out. Whatever Kyoko Tanaka was, there was no denial that she was an excellent cook and whenever her daughter, whom she was sure was living on fast food and instant noodles, came home, she would cook with the full force of her culinary skills. Her mother had gone to extra trouble this time and Mayumi was replete with the very best home cooked food and energised, her mind was clearer and more analytical than it had been the day before.




    “The master give me this paper and ink to write,” Mayumi read the first line again, she still wasn’t able to find an explanation as to why a person from the working class who had a “master” was able to write although not in the best of penmanship or why a samurai would consort with one of his subjects from the peasant class. Of course, Harumi san had naturally assumed that these papers belonged to the samurai or members of his family or elite retainers at the castle, because only they had the priviledge of education but the “word” master had proved that assumption wrong. The writer of the letters haunted Mayumi and she couldn’t stop thinking about him and his strange alliance with the grand Samurai and his family, there was definitely something here that didn’t quite fit into the scheme of things.




    She changed to the local train almost automatically like a sleep walker and as soon as she got a seat on the train, Mayumi went back to the small stack of photocopied papers again.




    The second page was neatly divided into columns, four columns in all. But one paragraph, in particular, the last one on the left caught her eye because it had a very clear word “no” written in it, bold and firm. She was not left wondering what the word no was associated with because further down the column, another word leapt out of the page, “marriage” again written in a bold hand for emphasis.




    Despite herself, Mayumi couldn’t help smiling at the age old conflicts associated with that word “marriage” because although centuries separated her and the writer of these letters, the same problems over that word plagued them both. God, she was at the receiving end of that conflict aplenty from her over anxious mother so she understood perfectly the frustration with which the writer had scrawled the word “No.” There was a tiny hole where his brush had cut into the paper and broken it with the force of his frustration.




    But unlike her, the writer’s frustration must have been tenfold because he could not fight his family’s decision to arrange a marriage for him, one that was carefully matched to unite families, even among the peasant class. Mayumi could feel the burning anguish of the writer expressed in those two words. His family had arranged a marriage for him and he was torn between duty to obey and his own aversion to the whole idea. Mayumi felt that she had hit on something. Did he have a secret and forbidden lover then?




    “Poor guy,” she thought and across the chasm of the centuries that separated them, she could feel his desperation and his pain.




    It had been a long and tiring day and as soon as she arrived at her apartment, Mayumi headed to the tiny bathroom to stand under a hot invigorating shower and feel the warm water washing out the stress from her tense body. The hot shower revived her and she felt like having some life and 21st century J pop music around her to chase away the blues of the 18th century so she loaded a new CD she had just bought into her laptop and let the “cute boy” voice of J pop’s current squeeze, Takuya Kimura fill her apartment with his youth and vitality.




    Fully alert now, Mayumi took out the original papers and placed them carefully on the small table next to her dictionary after making sure that her cat was fast asleep in his special place, among the folded futons in the oshire and was not likely to make sudden moves like jumping on the table and scratching the precious letters to bits. It was getting late and Mayumi knew she should leave the deciphering work till the next day but she just couldn’t wait. The letters were burning a hole in her brain and she knew that unless she got something done tonight, she would not be able to sleep anyway.




    She started by slowly writing out her interpretation of each symbol in the contemporary Japanese kanji. A number of charcaters turned out to be quite similar making her work easier but some were so badly written and blurred by age and fading Edo period ink that she couldn’t even make out the strokes, much less decipher them. But in the end, with the help of her special high power historian’s magnifying glass, she was able to slowly reconstruct the characters, stroke by stroke.




    The sky was a brilliant blue and a couple of white clouds were so still and so clearly etched into it that they looked as if they had been painted onto that blue perfection. There was a thundering of hooves and a man appeared, racing his magnificent horse towards her. She had chosen her best kimono that day and she knew she was a vision of swishing blue silk against a backdrop of breath taking pink cherry trees flanking that little lane and plunging the whole area into the glorious pink and white explosion of the cherry blossoms in full bloom. She caught her breath as the horse stopped abruptly in front of her and a man dressed in an ash grey yukata leapt from the horse. She squinted in the bright sunlight but she couldn’t see his face, only the dazzling white paper in his left hand and his soft voice crooning the words of the love poem he had penned in that paper.
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