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CHAPTER ONE
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Morning breezes stroked the edges of newly formed petals, giving folds of pink and white a first taste of the short life Hanami would bring. This was how it was, how it had always been. The people of Kyoto saw the arrival of their beloved cherry blossoms as the start of a much welcomed spring, yet each were aware the fragile lifespan such beauty gave.

Many would come to see the cherry trees in full bloom and eat besides the ever flowing stream accompanying its display. Legend told how the trees knew of the crowds to arrive, taking pride their flowers gave such tranquillity and hope to those who appeared. Soon, laughter and chat would once more become part of the landscape, the way it had for generations before as families and friends joined together beneath rows of soft pink.

This would not be happening today. It was believed that even nature needed a period of adjustment, to simply just be before the world’s prying eyes descended upon them. On the last day of March 1876, those fresh virgin buds were left their time alone, to delight in the serenity they in turn would produce in others. 

As gentle winds continued towards hillsides blanketed in lush green, quiet rustling branches gave way to the sound of rushing water. These cool, clear waters winding through the countryside proved the life blood of cherry blossom season, and coupled with the fine rich soil Kyoto was so famed for gave its flowers such distinct subtle colours. It was often considered no other setting in Japan shared the same magnificence of a Kyoto Hanami, and the city had been preparing for weeks for the influx of tourists from far across the country to arrive. 

A second breeze meandered across the silent row of cherry trees. Touching petal’s fragile tips once more, this time the winds carried with them the first cries of a new born child. 

“She’s beautiful,” Hiroko smiled, the deep creases around her eyes joining with grey temples.

“A girl?”

“Yes, Miyako, you have a daughter,” the old midwife replied. 

Wrapping her in the warm soft blanket awaiting her arrival, Hiroko handed the child for her mother to hold.

“She has her mother’s beauty, you see, Miyako?”

As mother and child’s eyes met for the first time Hiroko watched on. In all her years delivering new souls into the world she never tired of seeing the bonds form between the young and those who had carried them for so long. 

Looking to the window beside her to sprawling countryside beyond, the old midwife’s view rested on the cherry blossoms she had visited every year since a small child, warming to memories of paddling in the stream beside them.

She too had waited for these first signs of spring. A time of new beginnings when all that had gone before could be left where it belonged, in the past. With thoughts of returning blooms, Hiroko wondered how many times she had witnessed such a sight before returning to the young mother at her side.

“A cherry blossom child,” she said. “Born on the first day of Hanami, a lucky girl.” 

Seeing rows of vivid pink and whites she thought would never come, Miyako gazed back down to her daughter. It was then she knew all that had gone before had been worth everything, all the heartache and upheaval in her life over the past five months accumulating to this one point in time, her child’s warmth cradled in her arms only led to confirm these feelings.

“Sakurako,” the old midwife said. “A cherry blossom child.”

Brushing a finger across her new-born’s cheek, Miyako shook her head.

“No, there are so many Sakurakos running around. This little one has far too much beauty for such a familiar name.”

The baby soothed under her mother’s touch as Miyako stroked her cheek once more.

“Her skin is so soft. It feels more like a peach.”

“Momoko,” Hiroko said. “A peach child.”

“Yes, a peach child. That is just what she is,” Miyako leant down and kissed her daughter’s brow, her lips hovering on soft downy hairline.

“Momoko,” she whispered. A faint murmur came from the small bundle in her arms. 

“She knows her name,” Hiroko joined the new mother. Both women peered down to tiny brown eyes and mop of black hair.

“She loves you very much, Miyako, do you see?”

The single tear rolling down Miyako’s cheek, prompting Hiroko to place a gentle hand on her shoulder.

“It is time for you to rest now,” she said. 

Miyako’s eyes did not leave her daughters as Hiroko took Momoko in her arms and settled her into the small cot beside them.

“There you are, Momoko, now you must let your mother sleep.”

The old midwife turned to Miyako with a smile. 

“She will still be here when you wake,” she said. 

Exhausted from a long labour another tear escaped Miyako.

“Momoko,” she said before falling into much needed rest.

Pulling warm woollen covers across the sleeping mother and lifting a strand of hair from her cheek, Hiroko turned to the baby beside them.

“And your mother loves you very much also, Momoko,” she said to the tiny face staring up at her. “Now, you must sleep also, then you both will not be tired when you begin to get to know one another,” she added as Momoko’s eyes closed beneath her calm tone and drifted off to sleep. 

Happy and content her work was done, Hiroko stepped back and watched mother and child breath in rhythm together. She paused for a moment as Momoko stirred. The old midwife watched her return to her dreams then looked from the window once more.

Almost tasting the fragrance she knew lay beneath the blossoms far in the distance, she recalled a lifetime spent walking beneath them. A wave of sadness flowed over her and she glanced back to sleeping mother and child. Recalling how she too had once dreamt of having children of her own, that elusive wish had never appeared. Looking back to the cherry trees beyond her moment of sorrow lifted.

“You have brought many into this world, Hiroko,” she whispered out to them.

She could still remember every small face of the children she had delivered, each one keeping her longing for her own child at bay for over forty years. A fragment of sadness remained on realising that soon her life’s work would be coming to a close. Returning to the crib she looked to the sleeping baby within.

“Could you be the last?” She questioned to tiny breaths below. As Momoko wriggled to her words Hiroko tried to push away such thoughts, although she knew them to be true. It was time now.

Feeling the comfort in being besides Miyako and her new born, Hiroko remembered how she had somehow known from the start that these two would be with her for the last of her days. Brushing another lock of hair from Miyako’s brow the old midwife sat down beside her bed. She recalled the late October day when she had first met the sleeping mother now at her side.

With the approaching winter upon them, the streets of suburban Kyoto had been alive with those preparing for the cold to come. Hiroko remembered how rays of early morning sun had cast across her cheeks, giving the boost needed after a long night delivering the twins so rare in her Kyoto district. Word had soon spread of the new arrivals and Hiroko enjoyed the smiles received from recipients of such news on her walk homewards.

Everybody knew the old midwife and she never tired of the respectful greetings that would come her way, knowing her own features were the first most along these streets had seen. As the years passed Hiroko would take pride in the knowledge she had witnessed all those children grow and have children of their own, which she too had delivered also.

Through all the nods and smiles entertained that morning Hiroko’s thoughts lay elsewhere. That late autumnal day had carried with it the seeds of leaving the profession that had seen her through many lonely years.

“Hanami,” she had told herself on nearing her small home. “When the first blossom’s show. Then, Hiroko, then it will be time for you to retire.”

Those plans had lightened her spirit. Although she knew her decision was wise, she wondered how she would cope with a life not bringing fresh souls into the world. Little had she known her answers were to appear that morning.

Walking towards her home, Hiroko had paused on catching sight of the lone figure stood outside her door. Dressed in a long winter’s coat of finery rarely seen within the confines of Kyoto’s southern regions, Hiroko tried to discern the features of its owners bowed head. Edging forwards the old midwife stopped once more as her unexpected visitor raised her chin on her advance. Taken aback by the sheer beauty greeting her that morning, her heart had filled with remorse to the sadness portrayed in such striking eyes. 

“Are you, Hiroko?” The beautiful young woman had trembled. 

Hiroko remembered nodding in reply, but had been unprepared for the torrent of tears her mysterious caller presented. Placing a reassuring arm around the young woman a sense of relief arrived within the stranger.

“Come with me, my child,” Hiroko had instructed leading the way into her home, the young woman giving no reply and simply moving with her. With the front door closed to the world outside Hiroko had looked to the young woman. “What is it? What is wrong?”

The young woman undid her coat buttons. Her hand reached for the old midwife’s and she placed it on the small bump across her midriff. Hiroko understood.

“Yes, I am here now. You are safe,” she had told her, remembering how delicate features had formed into a charismatic smile as the young woman’s hand pushed soft against hers.

“Tell me, what is your name?”

“Miyako,” the young woman had replied as Hiroko’s view fell from frightened eyes to the swollen torso beneath her palm.

“Hanami,” she had said in such moments, knowing from experience the exact date this new soul would arrive.

Momoko’s cries brought Hiroko back from her recollections. Lifting the baby from her crib, tiny wails transformed into a slight murmur.

“And here you are,” the old midwife rocked the new born in her arms. Hiroko felt a new set of eyes fall upon her.

“Here we all are,” Miyako said from her bed. 

Hiroko nodded in silence to the new mother, each knowing no further words were needed between one another.

Momoko’s birth proved to be the last of Hiroko’s deliveries. The district in which she had worked throughout her life saddened to the news of the old midwife’s retirement, yet her choice was greeted with the same respect she had always known. This respect also carried through to the other aspect of Hiroko’s life, and no questions were ever asked to the reasons behind the arrival of the beautiful young woman with child on her doorstep. Aware of the gossip and tittle-tattle that ran through her home’s small streets the old midwife’s reverence within the community paved the way. Not once did she ever hear question of why she had taken in the stranger and now acted as guardian to her and her child.

Mother and daughter soon became accepted by those of southern Kyoto, and Hiroko fell into her role as doting grandmother with ease. It seemed only natural Miyako should remain within the old midwife’s home and the small community beyond its doors warmed to the happiness Hiroko portrayed from her new household. As Momoko was introduced to the world the old midwife’s neighbours received her and her mother’s presence with welcoming smiles, and by the start of the next year’s cherry blossom season the bonds between all concerned were complete.

On the eve of Momoko’s first birthday Hiroko stood in the kitchen preparing her family’s evening meal. Looking from the window onto her home’s small garden, she watched Miyako play with her daughter beneath the winter’s final setting sun. Her eyes fell to the cherry blossoms far in the distance. 

Smiling to the last time she had seen such a sight, it was hard to believe a year had passed since Momoko had entered her life, a life she could not imagine without her now. 

With her view returning to Miyako, the joy this beautiful young woman released as she laughed and played with her offspring gave Hiroko great delight. Ever thankful for the small family she had acquired, she admired the transformation in the frightened eyes that had confronted her two autumns earlier. She had never asked Miyako of her life before they met. Even Hiroko knew that everyone had a past. If the one who had brought such pleasure in her life’s closing chapters choose to tell of those times, only then would she be there to listen. Although, Hiroko remained curious as to how such a dignified young woman should arrive at her door that cold October morning. This question only raised its head when Hiroko would at times notice a certain distance in Miyako’s eyes. The old midwife felt the heartache and loss such a stare contained, but still she did not pry, knowing once more that when and if the young woman was ready to share her history, then she would with no prompt from herself. 

Turning from the laughter outside Hiroko reached for the rice which would complete their evening meal. Taking care to weigh such precious grains, the container and its contents fell to the ground as the kitchen filled with Miyako’s frantic calls.

“Hiroko,” Miyako called again. “Come quickly.”

The old midwife rushed from the kitchen and out into the garden.

“What is it?” she said as Momoko filled her view.

“Do it again, Momoko,” her mother smiled, unaware of the panic she had unwittingly caused. “Show Hiroko how clever you are.”

Turning Momoko to face her surrogate grandmother, Miyako released her hold on her daughter. Momoko took three unaided steps towards her. The fright that something had happened to her precious child soon left the old midwife and she walked towards the owner of tentative steps.

“Look at you,” she leant down to the toddler.

Reaching out with both hands, Momoko stumbled and wrapped her tiny fingers around Hiroko’s.

“Such a happy child, Miyako.” 

“Yes, she has her father’s smile,” Miyako replied.

Falling silent to her admission, her eyes did not leave her child’s. Hiroko saddened as the beautiful young woman’s lonely gaze returned. Momoko sensed her mother’s change in emotion.

“Come now, Momoko,” Hiroko swooped the child up into her arms before the flow of inevitable tears. “You must be hungry after such hard work.” 

A smile formed in reply to the old midwife’s words. With Momoko held tight to her, Hiroko walked back to the kitchen, where setting the child down at her feet, Hiroko looked to the garden’s lonely figure. 

The old midwife had yearned for Miyako to break her silence on what had gone before. Now that moment had arrived she saw it was only shrouded in sadness.

“She won’t be long,” Hiroko reassured the child playing at her feet, her view not leaving Miyako. 

As late evening winds rose Miyako turned to meet with wisps of cool air. Closing her eyes, the young woman’s silk like blue black hair swept away to reveal a high cheek boned profile of porcelain skin.

The old midwife’s thoughts towards Miyako’s past grew in the natural beauty displayed before her. Having often supposed the past of one of such exquisiteness she had never voiced her assumptions. Now, as Miyako exposed the unique beauty she had passed onto her daughter, Hiroko’s view only confirmed her thoughts on the matter. Sensing Hiroko’s gaze, Miyako turned from the prevailing winds. She nodded once and raised a slight smile before leaving her solitude and joining her family for dinner.

Miyako said little that evening as the trio ate together and soon retired to bed after settling Momoko down for the evening. On saying goodnight she paused at her bedroom door.

“Thank you,” she said to her friend and guardian. Hiroko smiled in reply, her silence validating the understanding each held of that day’s events.

Two years passed and as Momoko grew Miyako embraced her new life within southern Kyoto. In return, her community gladdened to their much needed replacement midwife. With Hiroko’s teaching, Miyako soon became as adept at her work as had her teacher, the joy encountered from delivering those young souls bringing her a strength and compassion never experienced before.

Hiroko was proud her life’s work had found a suitable successor in the beautiful young woman who had arrived so unexpected to her home. It seemed the old midwife’s career had come full circle and she treasured every moment spent with her new found family, her life at last complete after so many years spent alone.

As the spring of 1880 began, Hiroko and her small family walked beneath the pink and white flowers that always marked Momoko’s birthday. With a small hand in each of her guardian’s, Momoko laughed to the delight of having Hanami to herself.

“Tomorrow, Momoko,” Hiroko said. “It will be so hard to walk this path.”

“Is it because today is my birthday that no one else is here?” Momoko asked.

Her mother looked to Hiroko.

“Not even we should be here today, Momoko,” she said. 

“Hiroko?” The child frowned. “Is it not because I am so special that I have the whole of Hanami to myself?”

Hiroko laughed to the child’s pride. 

“In a way that could be true, Momoko.” 

Looking ahead she released the small hand in hers.

“Run on, Momoko, find me some flowers for the kitchen.” 

Breaking free, both women watched her race from them.

“And stay away from the stream,” Miyako called.

Turning to Hiroko as they walked together she considered if she should speak her fears. The old midwife’s smile encouraged her to tell what bothered her so. 

“You see it in her also, Hiroko?” 

“Yes, she knows she is special, that is true. But...”

“But she has a lot to learn,” Miyako interrupted.

“Yes, Miyako, she has, but remember, she is still a child. In time, her modesty will come.” Hiroko paused. “Her lessons will be learnt, as I suppose, Miyako, yours were once also.”

Coming to a stop, Miyako looked to Hiroko’s mischievous grin. Glancing back to Momoko playing ahead she gave the old midwife a coy smile.

“You are a wise one, Hiroko. Have you known all along?”

“And what is it that I know, Miyako?” Hiroko said before walking on alone. 

Watching Hiroko stroll from her, Miyako’s attention fell to the waters beside her. Becoming lost in its constant flow she too recognised how her life had moved forwards, much like the twisting currents she looked to now. Was it now time for her to share the past she had tried so hard to forget?  Watching her daughter present Hiroko with a small posy of pinks and whites she walked to them.

“Hiroko,” she said on her approach. “You have been so kind to Momoko and I.”

The old midwife smiled down to Momoko and raised her chin to the tall grass lining the edges of the path they now stood.

“Momoko, do you think that some of those would go well with my flowers?”

As Momoko ran onwards towards her new quest Miyako turned to the young woman’s tears.

“Hiroko, tell me, what is wrong?”

Reaching out, her actions evoked memories in them both to their first meeting five years earlier.

“I owe you so much, Hiroko. I feel I owe you everything.”

“You owe me nothing, my child,” Hiroko shook her head. “It is more that I am in debt to you,” she nodded over to Momoko.

“Not once have you asked of my past. Not once,” the young woman cried. “It is only now that I am ready to tell you what has gone before.” Wiping away the last of her tears her daughter raced towards them. 

“Here, Hiroko,” the child handed over several fine strands of grass.

“Thank you, they are beautiful, Momoko. We shall put them with the flowers when we return home. Are you ready to go?” 

Momoko nodded and then raced homewards leaving Hiroko and Miyako alone.

As the two women looked to each other Miyako knew it was time to release her history. She wondered if telling of the moments that had gone before would bring the peace she sought.

“All in good time,” Hiroko told her as they walked towards their home.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER TWO
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Nourished by thawing winter snows, the Nyangchu River broke free of its swollen banks. Cutting through the Tibetan midlands, these building waters signalled the beginning of a much anticipated spring on its race to merge with Yarlang Tsangpo, a waterway famed for leading onwards to Lhasa, home of all that was.

The inhabitants of Gyantse welcomed the sounds of these rising torrents, its eternal rush echoing through their small village to confirm the commencement of a new season after harsh cold months. All knew that soon the surrounding fields would once again begin to fill with sweet scents of barley, peas and mustard, a rich harvest granted from the melting plains of snow and ice beneath clear blue skies.

On the last day of March 1876, a young shepherd glanced back to his small herd of goat and sheep before edging towards the lip of Nyangchu’s new waters. He sighed to raging white rapids now barring his usual passage homewards. Looking further upstream for the ford that would ease his path, he dreaded the laughter he knew he would receive on his arrival back home. Now it seemed it was his turn to become the one cut off from his village by spring’s sudden flow of water, an initiation all those of Gyantse had experienced at one time in their youth. Tired and hungry he called his livestock to him and began his journey towards their unknown crossing, thinking once more of the amusement his elders would reveal at his expense. 

Trudging through the remnants of winter, he neared Gyantse’s small collection of mud brick houses, longing to feel the warmth of the fires he knew lay within and eat the tsampa his body craved. In the ice cold water separating him from his home he began to count his family’s treasured animals. His heart sank in finding one was missing. Looking around, he watched in horror as a stray goat began to wade across the river. Running to the beast a smile spread across the young shepherd’s wind chapped cheeks. The animal had found the small inlet for which he searched. Gathering up the remainder of his herd he made for the opening in haste, fearful it would soon bar their way once again. 

As the last of his herd reached the safety of the banks opposite, he began to follow their path homewards. Considering if his elder’s teasing was still to come, he paused as the sound of weeping carried across Nyangchu’s calming waters. Looking in the direction of that sorrow, he saddened on recognising the home which held such grief. Aware of the new arrival his neighbours awaited the young shepherd stepped forward through the shallows, preparing for the sad news that was to greet him and the rest of Gyantse’s small community.

From his home’s window the old man watched the young shepherd guide his flock across the river, remembering how he too had faced the same trials when a boy. So many years had passed since those days. Memories of such times faded on returning to the cries beside him.

“Gyaltso,” he placed an arm around his son’s shoulder. “She has left us now.”

“I know,” Gyaltso reached out for the one gone from them now. Holding his wife’s lifeless hand tight in his, he turned to his father.

“Why?” He asked.

“That I cannot answer, Gyaltso, it is not for us to ask why.” Seeing his words offered little consolation the old man looked to the far corner of the room. “You must be strong now, my son. For there is another who needs the love you once showed.”

Gyaltso followed his father’s gaze to the small crib he had spent the winter months labouring over in expectation of their new arrival.

“Come now, it is time,” the old man led his grieving son to meet with their new addition.

As both men peered down to the young soul the old man saw recognition in his son’s eyes.

“Yes, Gyaltso,” he said. “Now you see how she will always be with you?”

A tear escaped him on seeing his wife’s smile play across his son’s tiny lips. Leaning forwards he brushed his fingers down the side of their child’s cheek.

“Such wise eyes for someone so young,” he said.

“Of that he has, Gyaltso,” the old man warmed. “He has been here many times before, of that I am sure.”

Looking to the one with whom his love had spent so little time, Gyaltso reached down and took the new born in his arms. 

“Tenzin,” he said to the small brown eyes staring up at him. 

A small wriggle accompanied the child’s flawless smile on hearing his name for the first time.

“You see, Gyaltso? He knows his name. Tenzin, a true keeper of knowledge,” his heart lightened once more on seeing the bonds between father and son begin. That joy faltered as Gyaltso carried Tenzin to where his mother lay.

“It is time for us both to say goodbye now, Tenzin,” Gyaltso whispered and placed a final kiss on his wife’s brow before lowering their child down to do likewise. 

“She loved you very much,” Gyaltso fought his tears and returned to his father’s side. The old man smiled as Gyaltso settled his son back down into the crib.

“Tenzin’s farewell shall always be with him now,” he said, placing an arm around his son again. “Come, you must rest, we have much ahead of us now.” 

Gyaltso sank into his father’s embrace and glanced from the love he had lost to the one who he hoped would now replace such emotions.

Covering his daughter-in-law with the blanket once shared with his grieving son, the old man wiped his eyes and smiled down to her.

“Goodbye,” he whispered, keeping check his emotions did not disturb those who slept around him. 

Aware the strength his household now needed, he pushed away his pain in the loss of such a kind and gentle heart. Turning from his sorrow he walked towards the crib where his grandson lay. 

The old man paused as he passed Gyaltso. He leant down and pulled the warm woollen blanket up around his son’s chin, the way he had always done for him since a child. Gyaltso murmured before returning to the sleep his body craved, causing the old man to wonder if his actions were to be emulated now his son had himself become a father. 

“We will see,” he said, stepping forwards to meet with the new soul once again.

“Tenzin,” the old man looked to his grandson. “Are you not tired?” 

Small almond shaped eyes stared back up at him and he too saw the mother’s smile that had brought such comfort to Gyaltso, yet he also recognised something else lay within Tenzin’s features. Shaking his head, he dismissed such notions and stroked the soft crown below him.

“Your Grandfather is just tired,” he said. “Come now, Tenzin, you too must sleep, there will be many people for you to meet with soon.”

Tenzin smiled back up to his words, only adding to the assumptions the old man held towards their home’s new arrival. 

The bonds between Gyaltso and Tenzin grew as the residue of winter passed and spring advanced into rich summer months. With great joy the old man watched their union flourish. Aware of the sorrow still containing his son, he was thankful for the solace found in the child whose smile mirrored one missed so much. The old man understood the loss of another. Gyaltso’s mother had also passed away at such a tender age leaving him to rear their child alone. This enhanced the connection between their small family and the old man’s selfless support, which was returned in the pleasure of seeing his son and grandson’s love strengthen.

The small community of Gyantse also grieved for the loss of Tenzin’s mother. Their unyielding compassion welcomed the village’s new member. They too recognised the child’s special qualities the old man had witnessed in the first few hours of his arrival, doting over the soul whose smiles never ceased. Gyaltso was also aware of his son’s unique composure, although he dismissed his own ideas from where such traits had come. All that mattered now was that Tenzin was here, safe and warm within their small home.  

With his day light hours spent tending village crops, Gyaltso’s thoughts would remain with the one who gave such comfort to painful memories of another’s affection. Tenzin’s world soon became his as he buried his sorrow in the wellbeing of the one they had waited so long for. Those hidden emotions would only surface late at night when watching over their son, with Gyaltso suppressing the wish his love stood beside him, and trying to understand the reasons behind their parting. 

As always, those answers evaded the young father and he would turn from Tenzin’s crib for his own lonely bunk, longing for dawn’s rise so may see that familiar smile once more.

Without a word the old man would watch Gyaltso’s anguish each evening. From experience he knew only time could heal such hurt and that there were no words which could release his son’s heartache. Gyaltso knew the support his father summoned. His silence revealed the answers to his grief lay deep within the core of his own being, causing his love for the man who had guided his upbringing throughout the years to grow, a love he hoped he would one day share with his own son.

As the last of Gyantse’s crops were harvested for impending winter months, the old man caught glimpse of the lifting sorrow that had lain within the walls of their small home. The approaching snows seemed to ease Gyaltso’s pain, as did the emergence of Tenzin’s own unique personality on reaching his seventh month. Those characteristics developed as he and his family saw through the coldest of Tibet’s seasons, and by the eve of Tenzin’s first birthday the old man felt confident his son’s period of grieving was at last coming to a close.

That evening the old man watched his son and grandson play in the small dirt track outside their home. Leaning in the doorway his hand rested on the mud clay brick walls which had protected them from the harsh winter months, he smiled on feeling the warmth those walls now held having been touched by rays of early spring sun. 

Turning to Tenzin’s giggles the old man recalled how Gyaltso had also laughed to his father’s antics years ago in the same place they now played. These memories brought with them appreciation of times passed since those carefree days. The old man joined with the laughter of the grandchild he could not imagine a life without. Looking from the cherished child, he glanced up to the mountains standing tall beneath a dimming evening sky of pink and blue, their sheer granite face revealed by spring’s welcomed thaw. He knew the tips of those snow-capped peaks would remain throughout the year, much the way they had since he himself had first arrived into this world. He was also aware they would continue to do so long after he had gone. Leaving their home’s doorway he walked towards father and son. 

“Tenzin,” he called to never ending smiles always received. “You are pleased to see your grandfather?” The old man watched tiny arms raised towards him in expectance. 

“Show him, Tenzin,” Gyaltso said. “Show your grandfather what you can do.”

“And what is it you have learnt?” The old man asked his grandchild.

Looking deep into Tenzin’s dark eyes, he felt the same recognition of another that always accompanied such a stare. Gyaltso broke the old man from his thoughts. 

“Go on, Tenzin,” he encouraged. “Show us all what you can do.”

With another glance back Gyaltso, Tenzin looked up to his grandfather with arms outstretched. The old man knew what was to come and reached forward. Allowing small fingers to curl around his, Tenzin rose to his feet and took his first teetering steps towards him. 

“Well, well, look at you,” the old man laughed.

Sweeping Tenzin up into his arms he turned to Gyaltso and winked. Holding Tenzin close to his chest the old man’s eyes moistened on seeing his son’s joy return, knowing of the sad anniversary both would share the next day. Gyaltso’s peace faded on sensing the thoughts his father held. He nodded to him, knowing of the difficulty each was to face and reached for Tenzin’s hand.

“Tomorrow, Tenzin, you will have been with us for one year,” he said. “Your grandfather and I will make a promise to you now. No tears shall be shed on your special day, Tenzin. Not one.” 

“Not one,” the old man echoed as his grandson reached out and caught the tear rolling down his wrinkled cheek. Looking to Gyaltso, he saw his son’s emotions matched his own and collected his feelings as best he could.

“Tenzin,” the old man smiled. “Come with me now, for I suppose you are ready to eat after showing us your talent. Gyaltso, will you join us?”

Gyaltso walked from them towards the edge of Nyangchu’s building waters. 

Throughout the winter months he had dreaded the return of these raging torrents, aware its resonance would carry the grief encountered on its last arrival. Turning back to his home he watched his father and Tenzin enter its door. Comforted the trials now faced were not to be spent alone, his gaze returned to the swirling white waters before him.

From their home, the old man saddened to his son’s pensive manner. Although neither had spoken of the coming day, father and son respected the private sorrow each contained. Pride came to the old man on recalling Gyaltso’s vow made to his son.

“No tears,” he said to the child perched on the worktop beside him.

Looking back to Gyaltso stood alone on the river banks both men had known since a child, he found some comfort Gyaltso had at last come to accept the suffering within him. Knowing that acceptance would lead to the key to unlock such torment, the old man lowered his chin on sensing a second surge of grief enter him. He raised his head in surprise to the soft touch across his hand.

“Tenzin?” The old man stared down to the tiny hand now placed on his and then to the compassionate stare accompanying such an action. “Thank you,” he whispered to his grandson, once again witnessing the acts of another from his own past.

In the following two years Gyaltso’s longing waned as the seasons passed and he came to acknowledge his wife had gone, channelling his life towards the child who brought both him and his father a joy never expected from such harrowing times.

Tenzin’s smiles continued much to the delight of Gyantse’s residents, yet the child who gave such happiness to others never played on the empowering emotions recognised deep within him. Watching these modest traits his grandfather said no word of his assumptions.

Although Gyaltso continued to leave his heartache behind the old man saw a fragment of that pain remained and gave no mention to the causes for Tenzin’s self-effacing position.

This did not stop his growing ideas as to the origins of the compassion this soul revealed to all he encountered. He knew his neighbours were also aware of Tenzin’s unique gift in bringing hope to those who had mislaid the trust once held in others, and themselves.

For these reasons the old man kept his silence, somehow discerning the destiny which would one day call out to his treasured grandson.

Tenzin laughed as he swung through the air, his small hands clutched tight in his father and grandfather’s. As they lowered him back down between them his laughter ceased and he looked to the rising waters beside them.

“Another birthday, Tenzin,” his grandfather said.

“My fourth, Grandpa,” Tenzin smiled up to the old man.

“Of that it is, Tenzin. Are you happy to feel the sun on your cheeks once more?”

Tenzin looked to his father’s question. The child nodded and returned his view to the river’s edge.

“What is it Tenzin? What can you see?”

Tenzin’s lips broke free of his elder’s grasp.

“Let him go,” the old man told his son. Seeing apprehension in Gyaltso’s eyes he understood the anxiety held in the thought of losing another close to him.

“Stay away from the banks, Tenzin,” Gyaltso called. Turning to the old man, a smile formed in recalling when he too had been a boy.

“Yes, Gyaltso. I too remember how I would call to you. Like your son, you also did as you pleased.”

“And you, old man? Were you told the same by your father?”

The old man looked to his grandson, his admissions answered with a slight grin.

Walking onwards alongside Nyangchu’s growing surge both men watched Tenzin enjoy his new found freedom in exploring his village’s life blood.

“A special child,” the old man suppressed his want to speak his thoughts towards Tenzin’s true calling. Although the repercussions of such admissions at times worried him, he saw his son was ready to cope with these ideas, yet something still held him back from voicing his notions. Gyaltso sensed his father’s trepidation.

“I know Tenzin is special,” he said, “and that others see this in him also.”

“That they do, Gyaltso.” 

The old man stared at the one he had raised alone, wondering if now was the time to tell of his ideas on Tenzin’s fate. Those needs left him as Gyaltso called out to his son.

“Tenzin.”

“He’s fine, Gyaltso,” his father reassured. “What have you found, Tenzin?” He asked the child peering down to the ground on all fours.

Tenzin raised his head to his grandfather with a familiar gaze before looking back to the stone and dirt beneath him. Nearing his grandson, the old man calmed his son again.

“Wait, Gyaltso.”

Both hovered over Tenzin in awe of the child’s actions.

“Here you are,” Tenzin said down to the insect struggling on its back before him.

Gyaltso hesitated in reaching for his son, he too having experienced the painful nip of a stag beetle’s jaws. He stopped his want to protect Tenzin from a Tibetan child’s rite of passage.

Tenzin found a short twig in the dirt beside him and gently wedged it beneath the beetle’s hard shell. 

“Patience,” Tenzin whispered down to its flailing legs before flipping the stranded insect over.

“See,” Tenzin clapped his small hands together as the righted stag beetle disappeared into riverside shrubs. 

“Tenzin,” his grandfather held out his arms. “Come to me.”

The child stood and with a final look to where the beetle had lain he ran into the old man’s embrace. Lifting him up, his grandfather frowned.

“What is it Grandpa?” Tenzin’s smile faded.

“Tell me, why did you help that creature?”

“Because it was the right thing to do.”

“Yes, Tenzin,” Gyaltso nodded. “It was.”

“Your father is right,” the old man lowered his grandson to the floor. “Now why don’t you run ahead of us home and see if there are any others in need of your aid.”

Staring up to Gyaltso, Tenzin giggled once more on receiving his father’s permission.

“Go,” the old man clapped his hands then turned to Gyaltso as the sound of tiny feet raced from them.

“A special child,” he said once again that afternoon as they too began to walk homewards.

In silence, each man thought of the compassionate actions they had just witnessed in someone so young. Summoning the courage to ask what he had always denied himself, the old man knew of his son’s words to come. His soul lightened in the knowledge that at last his son was ready to hear his ideas as to Tenzin’s true identity.

“You have something say, my son?”

Gyaltso’s looked away from his father and nodded.

“You two have met before,” he said, his view not leaving the child now running ahead before them, a glimpse of awareness arriving as to where his son’s destiny may lead.
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Hiroko looked to Miyako as they stood together in Momoko’s bedroom doorway. The old midwife’s eyes sparkled in amber candle light watching unconditional love flow from mother to child. Aware of Hiroko’s gaze Miyako turned to her.

“Thank you,” she said. 

Hiroko’s view fell to the sleeping child and the small doll clutched tight in her arms, its red dress coated in warm rich light against a backdrop of silk black hair. Sure her daughter slept, Miyako crept forward and blew out the lone candle. She paused as Momoko stirred and pulled Hiroko’s birthday present close to her before returning to young dreams. 

“She loves her doll,” Miyako said walking from Momoko’s bed. 

“So peaceful,” the old midwife nodded and left the doorway to clear the remnants of Momoko’s birthday meal.

“And you, Miyako? Do you share the same emotions as your daughter?”

Knowing of what Hiroko now spoke, she glanced back to Momoko.

Pulling the bedroom’s slat door closed, Miyako stepped forward and reached out to Hiroko. Her delicate fingers curled around the old midwife’s hands. She smiled in feeling a gentle pressure in return.

“I am close,” she said with tear filled eyes, afraid to speak the words she knew would provide a peace yearned for. Calming to Hiroko’s soft touch, her eyes closed as aged finger tips placed a strand of hair behind her ear. Looking back into kind eyes, Miyako gave a faint smile.

“You are closer than you think, Miyako,” Hiroko reassured before leaving the young woman alone with her thoughts. 

Watching the old midwife walk to the kitchen, Miyako’s heart filled with the same hope felt on their first meeting. She had known from that cold autumn day she could confide in the old midwife and that her story would be received with no judgement. The guilt at not sharing her past with the one who had shown such compassion to her and her daughter only added to the torment her soul contained. Wondering again if the history she wanted so much to reveal would banish the heartbreak burning within her, Miyako stepped towards the kitchen. She stopped. Turning back to Momoko’s bedroom she edged forwards and slid its paper door open, careful as to not wake her sleeping daughter. 

From the bedroom’s single window, moonlight filtered through wooden blinds, casting a silver sheen across Momoko’s blanket rising and falling above tiny breaths held within. Mesmerised by the tranquillity such a scene contained, the question which had hounded Miyako for so long came forth. Can I really attain the same peace? Miyako knew this to be true. As her heart filled with hope once more, she tiptoed into the room, leant over and placed a soft kiss on her daughter’s crown.

“New beginnings, Momoko,” she whispered before leaving to join Hiroko’s side.

In the entrance to the kitchen Miyako looked to the small vase’s collection of subtle pinks and whites Momoko had picked earlier that day.

“They are beautiful,” Hiroko felt Miyako’s presence behind her. 

Nothing escaped the old midwife and for a moment Miyako considered if she already knew the tale she was to unfold that evening.

“Yes, Hiroko, they are,” Miyako stood beside her friend. “Here, let me help you,” she plunged her hands into the washing bowl’s hot steaming suds. 

Miyako knew Hiroko waited for answers. She hesitated. Was it time now? Could the answers to the search of breaking from the past result from her recalling it? All these notions swam through Miyako.

She knew Hiroko would never force her to tell of what had gone before. Only she could break that silence. Staring down to the remaining plates and pots she raised her head to the moonlit landscape before them.

“You know, Hiroko, I once vowed to never wash another plate in my lifetime again.” 

Hiroko turned to her and nodded towards the living room and its small fireplace.

“These will still be here tomorrow,” she reached for the cloth beside her. “I’m sure we have much to talk of tonight.”

“Yes, I’m sure we have,” Hiroko replied. Easing within Hiroko’s simple manner she followed the old midwife to sit on the mat besides their home’s fireplace.

Settling down Hiroko pulled her shawl around her shoulders and glanced back to Momoko’s room.

“She has enjoyed another birthday, Miyako.” 

“Yes, thank you for her present. You can see how much she adores it.”

“Oh yes, very much so. Momoko seems to like the finer things in life. A trait she gets from her mother I suspect.”

“It shows that much,” Miyako giggled, aware these words hinted to the origins of her past. Confirming her story was ready to be shared, Miyako’s laughter faded and her view fell to the fire.

“I was no older than, Momoko,” she began. “When Auntie first found me.”

Hiroko kept her silence as Miyako unravelled her tale. Telling of the woman who had visited her parent’s home in the poorer districts of Tokyo one cold winter’s morning, it seemed talk of Miyako’s beauty had spread as she explained how her parents had somehow expected the arrival of one of Tokyo’s geisha house owners.

“And she took you from your home? There and then?” 

“No, Hiroko,” Miyako said. “At least, not straight away.”

Hiroko glimpsed the hurt such deep rooted memories held for the beautiful young woman sat before her.

“I am sorry,” she said, annoyed her interruption should deter Miyako from her story. “Please, continue.”

Understanding the oldwife’s concern, Miyako knew that now her story had begun there would be no cause for her to stop, no matter how painful such recollections proved to be.

“I can still remember seeing Auntie for the first time,” Miyako continued. “Even now after so many years I remember the rich material of the blue kimono and its intricate gold braiding she wore. And you know what her reaction was on seeing me for the first time? She gasped, Hiroko.” Miyako’s stare drifted to her daughter’s bedroom door. “That was when I knew all that was to come. That one day I would be the same as the beautiful woman who visited my parent’s home.”

Hiroko listened as Miyako told how she would join her father’s side to visit Auntie within her Okiya home. Always sitting quiet as the two discussed matters her young mind could not understand, Miyako explained that although it seemed she was left alone during that time, she always longed to return to Auntie’s home, so in awe was she of the comings and goings around her. Never before had she seen such a collection of attractive women, each of which would greet her with a respect unknown to a child of Miyako’s age. With their fine silk clothing, elaborate hairstyles and pale white makeup, Miyako longed to be like the willowy figures surrounding her, paying little attention to the endless dialogue between her father and the one she had come to know as Auntie.

Those brief visits soon developed into a week, and then another, until Miyako’s home became the small Okiya in the heart of Tokyo’s Hanamachi district.

“Did you not miss your parents?” 

Miyako looked to Hiroko with a sadness the old midwife had witnessed many times before.

“At first, of course. But.” Miyako paused. “It must sound strange to others, Hiroko, a child taken from their parents at such an age, but it was not like that. My parents would visit me, yes, yet as I grew older those visits became less frequent until after my first two years with Auntie, my mother and father never came to see me again.” 

Seeing the shock on Hiroko’s features, Miyako leant forwards and took the old midwifes hand in hers. 

“Do not be sad for me, Hiroko,” she smiled. “You have to understand that Auntie became both my parents to me. And I had many older sisters who cared for me also. That was how it was. Soon my life with the geisha was all I knew, all I had ever known.”

Hiroko looked to the young woman’s hand still held tight in hers. She squeezed it once, willing Miyako to release her history. Miyako reached forward and with a gentle touch, tucked Hiroko’s shawl around the old midwife’s shoulders.

“As the beauty Auntie had discovered in me developed, my name soon became known throughout Tokyo. Although this did not stop my duties within the Okiya,” Miyako glanced to the kitchen and its remaining pile of unwashed bowls. “I had my chores to keep me busy, long before I could even touch one of my sister’s kimonos, let alone dream of owning my own one day.”

Hiroko also glanced back to the kitchen, understanding her dislike of house hold chores.

“But you became...”

“A geisha? Oh yes, eventually, Hiroko,” Miyako laughed. “Auntie was always so kind to me. She gave me such encouragement, such support in my early years. As my time came to learn the art of becoming a true geisha, the love she showed to me surpassed all I had known before.” Miyako’s excited words drifted from her and she looked down into her lap. 

“What is wrong, Miyako?”

Their silence was broken by the fireplace beside them. Miyako looked to the offending log, its cracking spit replaced by a melodic hiss.

“I owed Auntie everything,” she continued. “But not even I could have foreseen what was to happen.”

Aware the sorrow that had contained Miyako since their first encounter was at last beginning to surface, the old midwife stood.

“Miyako,” she said. “Choose your words. Tell me of what has gone before. For we both know it is time now.” 

Miyako nodded as the old midwife made for the kitchen, leaving her alone with her thoughts. Hiroko soon returned with a pot of green tea she knew would always calm Miyako, their silence remaining as the old midwife poured the hot amber liquid into two small worn wooden bowls. Savouring her first sip Miyako felt its bitter flavour invigorate her body.

“I was chosen, Hiroko,” she said, her bowl warming her palms.

“A suitor?”

“Not as such. More a benefactor, someone who would not so much own me, yet I would belong to them.”

“A slave?”

Miyako giggled and her eyes softened to Hiroko’s question. 

The old midwife’s naivety had been part of the reason Miyako loved her so. Throughout their time together she saw how her own life differed greatly to the kind woman who had always lived within Kyoto’s southern district. These traits in no way mirrored the harsh reality of a geisha’s false love Miyako had grown accustomed too. 

“No, Hiroko. I was never a slave,” she smiled. “My benefactor was to be the only one I would dance for, talk with, and share my time in his company.”

“Then what happened? Was he cruel to you? Did he hurt you in some way, this, this benefactor?”

“No, Hiroko. He was a kind man, a gentle soul.” The young woman’s gaze returned to the fire side. “In a way that was what made things worse.”

“But how could that make it worse? Did Auntie’s love for you change because of him?” Hiroko put down her bowl and reached for Miyako’s to refill its contents.

“Auntie’s feelings for me never changed, and neither did my patrons. You see, it was my own heart which became my undoing.” 

“There was another?”

Miyako smiled to the oldwife’s startled expression. The young woman understood then the sheltered life Hiroko had led. Her smile grew as she saw the hidden intrigue Hiroko held towards affairs of the heart, her love for the old woman growing more in the process.

“Oh, yes, there was another,” Miyako’s eyes sparkled. Their light soon dimmed. Hiroko sensed aloofness from such a familiar gaze.

“Tell me of him,” she said. “No matter how much pain your memories hold.” 

She too knowing the need for her tale to be told Miyako continued.

“He always made me laugh,” Miyako smiled. “But any liaison between us was strictly prohibited. Auntie suspected at first, of that I am sure. Although she said nothing, and I in turn kept my benefactor happy. You see, Hiroko, his dowry to Auntie kept the Okiya going. Such was my patron’s position and wealth within Tokyo, the price he paid to keep me to himself and from other men made Auntie the most powerful Okaa-san in the district. I held the keys to such respect. For news to spread of my forbidden love would have brought ruin and great shame upon my home and those with whom I had grown.”

Hiroko held her silence. She knew the ways of such places having delivered the occasional child within those confines. Each time the affair had been treated with much secrecy, a concealment Hiroko had always found distasteful. 

“I was chosen to be Auntie’s Atotori, the one destined to succeed her position when time came for her to retire.” Miyako’s voice softened and Hiroko sensed the guilt such tones produced. “All that was lost as my love for another grew.”

“Was he handsome, Miyako?” 

Seeing the wonder in the old midwife’s question, her innocence touched Miyako once again. 

“Very,” Miyako smiled. “We met by chance one morning as I walked beneath the cherry blossoms on the first day of Hanami.” Miyako glanced to Momoko’s room. “Always a special day,” she added.

“Was he not wealthy also, Miyako? Could he not have taken care of you as your patron did?”

“No, his life matched my parents. He lived from day to day on what little he had, finding his only funds by selling the occasional fish caught on Tokyo’s harbour front. But that mattered little to me. His soul was what my heart craved, for in the moments we spent together I was alive in no other way I had felt before.”

“Then why did you not leave your life as a geisha behind so you could be together?”

“That is not the way, Hiroko. My whole existence was in debt to Auntie and the man who paid for all surrounding me. In no way could I leave that behind.” Miyako’s head shook from side to side to confirm her words. “Not at first that is,” tears formed in her eyes.

“Our love for each other happened so quickly. I knew as did he, what we had found in each other was precious, something magical. A blessing words cannot describe.”

“Then what happened, did he come to you or you to him? And your patron, did his objections reach Auntie?”

A part of Miyako shamed to the way her story had enlightened hidden desires within the old midwife she loved and respected so dearly.

“Hiroko, those first months we spent together as spring faded into summer flew by so fast. It was so hard to find time for one another, but we made it work, our secrecy only adding to the passion encircling us both.”

Miyako watched Hiroko’s cheeks turn crimson to her statement. “I am sorry to embarrass you, Hiroko.”

“Not at all,” Hiroko giggled, her features flushing once again. “I am not as innocent as you may believe,” she winked. Both women shared a moment of laughter together before Miyako spoke again with a more solemn tone.

“It was the third week of July when I told my love of the little one we expected. To my relief he was as thrilled as I to the news, yet as we held each other close that summer’s evening we both knew our child would bring a new set of problems.”

“How to tell, Auntie.”

“My benefactor’s feelings did not matter to me, I knew his heart was pure and he would understand my position as best he could. I was also sure that Auntie would forgive me in her own way. It was I who bore the guilt of such consequences. As I have said before, I owed all I had ever known to Auntie and her kindness.”

Hiroko understood. She knew of the ways of geisha life, its benefactors, patrons, business deals and
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