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ALSO BY FUMIKO ENCHI



Days of Hunger

Masks





[image: ]

I






First Bloom

It was an afternoon in early summer.

At the Kusumi’s house that backed onto the Sumida River at Hanakawado in the Asakusa district of Tokyo, the mother, Kin, placed a white clematis from the garden in the alcove of one of the two adjoining rooms upstairs that she had been cleaning assiduously since early morning, and patting her hip with an air of weary finality came climbing down the dark wooden staircase.

In the small room next to the entrance hall, her daughter Toshi sat beneath the wooden-barred window threading a needle for her sewing, holding the eye up against the bright light reflected from the waters of the river. She spoke as her mother came into the room carrying the thick, oiled paper on which the flowers had rested while she arranged them.

‘The clock next door just struck three. They’re late, aren’t they, Mother?’

‘Good gracious, is it that time already? But then, they’re coming all the way from Utsunomiya by rickshaw; they said afternoon but I expect it will be more like early evening.’

Kin seated herself by the rectangular charcoal brazier and lit the tobacco in the tiny bowl of a longish, bamboo-stemmed pipe.

‘You’ve been hard at it since this morning, Mother. I expect you’re tired,’ said Toshi with a pleasant smile. She ran her sewing needle in and out of her double bun, which was coming slightly undone, then stuck it into the red pin cushion on the stitching stand. Next, she gently transferred her sewing – some material that looked like heavy silk crepe – from her lap to a piece of wrapping paper and went over to her mother, dragging her bad leg as she went. She too felt she deserved a rest.

‘I wonder how it can get so dusty when I clean the place every day,’ said Kin, smoothing out her kimono sleeves that had been tied up for housework and fastidiously dusting off the black satin collar of her kimono with her hand. She did not mention it to her daughter, but she was secretly proud of having removed every speck of dust from the room, of having mounted a pair of steps even, so as to wipe the last traces of dust from the openwork panel over the lintel between the rooms and from the groove above the lintel itself.

‘I wonder what Mrs. Shirakawa’s coming up to Tokyo for,’ said Toshi, who was apparently less interested in the cleaning than her mother and was rubbing her eyes, which were tired from sewing, with her fingertips.

‘What, exactly, are you hinting at?’ Kin frowned suspiciously at her daughter. The mother was still youthful in outlook and the daughter had been prevented by sickness from marrying until it was too late, so that by now they were used to talking to each other more as sisters than as parent and child. Occasionally, even, Toshi seemed more elderly in her ideas than her mother.

‘She said in her letter, didn’t she, she was coming to Tokyo to do some sightseeing?’

‘Even so, I wonder.’ Toshi tilted her head portentously to one side. ‘I wonder whether a young married woman like her really has time to come up to Tokyo just to do the sights. Mr. Shirakawa’s a chief secretary or something at the prefectural office, isn’t he? Only just below the governor himself …’

‘That’s right. They say he’s a very influential man,’ said Kin, tapping her pipe on the edge of the brazier. ‘Yes, he’s certainly got on in the world. I never thought he’d do as well as that when he was working at the Tokyo City Hall and they lived next door to us. Not that he didn’t have all his wits about him even then.’

‘That’s just what I mean, Mother,’ said Toshi, as though urging her mother on. ‘It’s all too casual, somehow, for her to leave a husband who’s as busy as that and come up for a month or two of sightseeing, bringing her daughter and a maid and all. It isn’t as though her own family lived here.’

‘You’re right – she comes from Kumamoto, the same as Mr. Shirakawa himself. Even so, though …’ Kin looked hard into her daughter’s face as though the problem was beyond the grasp of her own imagination. ‘Surely they couldn’t be thinking of a divorce? There was no hint of such a thing in Mr. Shirakawa’s letter.’

‘I don’t suppose there was,’ said Toshi. Her elbow rested on the covered end of the brazier, with her chin propped on her hand, and her eyes had a dreamy look as though gazing into the future. Even though Toshi was her own daughter, there were times when Kin was disturbed by the odd way that the crippled girl’s presentiments had of coming true. For a while she gazed at Toshi’s face with the air of one awaiting the utterance of a medium, but before long Toshi took her elbow off the brazier.

‘There’s no telling,’ she said.



It was an hour or so later that Tomo Shirakawa, accompanied by her nine-year-old daughter Etsuko and a maid, alighted from her rickshaw before the Kusumi’s house.

First they went to the hot bath that was waiting and removed the grime of their journey, then Tomo came back down to the sitting room to give them their presents: dried persimmons and Aizu lacquer ware, which she said were local products of Fukushima, as well as lengths of cloth in suitable patterns for both Kin and Toshi.

Sitting there in her striped kimono, with the dignified loose jacket of black silk crepe decorated with the family crests, her sloping shoulders on which the clothes sat so well held slightly back, Tomo had the typical air of an important official’s wife, an air acquired during the four or five years that Kin had not seen her. The breadth of her forehead and the generous spacing of her eyes and mouth about the well-shaped, somewhat fleshy nose saved her face from any suggestion of oversensitivity, but the eyes, narrow beneath the full, drooping eyelids, had an almost frustrated look, as though the lids were being used to screen off a whole variety of emotions that might have found expression there. It was this same heaviness of gaze, together with a certain formality of speech and manner, that had always made Kin, for one, sense a certain remoteness in Tomo, despite the cordiality that had developed during the two years or so that the Shirakawas had lived next door to them in Tokyo. There was no snobbishness, no unpleasantness, nothing one might censor; Kin, a typical Tokyo woman, would have expressed it by saying that Tomo ‘kept herself to herself.’ Yet now that her husband’s position was more important than in his younger days, this same unbending quality in Tomo gave her an undeniable air of distinction.

Etsuko, whose hair was still too short to be done up properly and was fastened in a child’s flat bun, was fascinated by the unfamiliar view of the river and could not keep her gaze off the barred window.

‘She’s getting to be a really beautiful girl,’ said Kin quite sincerely, so fair was Etsuko’s complexion and so fine her features with the well-shaped, aquiline nose.

‘She’s like her father,’ added Toshi. It was true: the face with its graceful cheekline and the delicate set of the neck were more like Shirakawa himself than his wife. Etsuko seemed to fear the disapproval of her mother, who had only to utter the one word ‘Etsuko!’ in a low voice for the girl to seem suddenly to shrink into herself and come to sit by her side.

‘How nice that you could just up and come to Tokyo like this,’ said Kin as she bustled about making tea and serving it to them. ‘I hear your husband’s an important figure these days, almost the same as the governor. It must be very wearing for you.’

‘Oh no, I know nothing about his official work nowadays …’ She replied unaffectedly, with no trace of bragging or self-importance such as might confirm the talk Kin had heard of Mr. Shirakawa’s living like a feudal lord in the prefecture where he worked.

For a while the talk flowed freely, chiefly of life in Tokyo: how certain areas were getting busy; how hairstyles had changed in the few years Tomo had been away; of the play they were doing now at the Shintomi Theater; till finally Tomo said, ‘And we’re to enjoy ourselves this time without hurrying back … Though, to tell the truth, there is a little business mixed up with it too …’ As she spoke, she turned to reset a red comb for Etsuko, who was by her side. So casual was the phrasing that Kin paid no attention, but to Toshi it meant that, as she herself had inferred, Tomo had some important business in Tokyo. Unruffled and gracious though Tomo’s manner was, there seemed to be some unnatural burden weighing her down from within.



The next day Toshi, who was normally a stay-at-home, showed their gratitude for the presents they had received by asking Etsuko to go with her to visit the great temple of Kannon at Asakusa, and Yoshi the maid and Etsuko both set off happily in her company.

‘On your way home, buy her a picture book or something at the arcade in front of the temple,’ Kin told her daughter as she went to the gate to see them off. Going indoors, she went straight upstairs where she found Tomo sitting in the anteroom, putting clothes into a wicker hamper that they had brought with them and taking out fresh ones. The sky with its scattered white clouds, reflected in the waters of the river below, filled the two rooms where Tomo sat with a spacious white light.

‘Well – at work so soon?’ exclaimed Kin, kneeling on the wooden floor of the veranda just outside the room.

‘Now Etsuko’s getting older she insists on taking this and that with her,’ said Tomo, speaking slowly as she put away kimonos one by one in the hamper. ‘It’s made traveling anywhere quite a bother.’ She paused. ‘Mrs. Kusumi … I wonder if you’re busy just at the moment?’

She had just leaned forward in order to put a yellow silk, lined kimono of Etsuko’s deep down inside the hamper, and her face was not visible. It was precisely for the sake of a chat that Kin had come upstairs, but suddenly Tomo’s words made her feel somehow awkward at having come up at all.

‘No … Why, is there something I can do for you?’

‘If you’re busy, of course, it doesn’t have to be now, but since Etsuko was out I thought … Either way, why don’t you come in here for a while?’

Speaking in the same leisurely tone as ever, she brought a cushion and placed it on the tatami mats near the veranda.

‘You see – to tell the truth, there’s something I’d very much like you to do for me while I’m here.’

‘Now I wonder what that could be? If it’s anything in my power I’ll gladly do it, of course …’

Kin made a show of speaking heartily yet wondered desperately what Tomo was about to confide in her as she sat there so correctly with hands clasped in her lap and eyes downcast. The faintest of lines, like a very slight smile, extended from the edge of her gently curving cheek down to the corner of her mouth.

‘It’s a rather peculiar business, I’m afraid,’ she said, raising her hand to touch her sidelock. Hating even a single strand to be out of place, she had a habit of running a hand over her hair from time to time even though, in keeping with the whole of her personal appearance, it was always immaculately groomed.

At this point it dawned on Kin that, somewhere, a woman must be involved. When Shirakawa had been in Tokyo, women had always been coming to the house; it had worried Tomo, Kin knew, and now that he had reached his present position the likelihood of such an affair was all the greater. She deliberately maintained her inquiring expression nevertheless, since to probe into such a private matter as though she had already guessed its nature would have conflicted with her innate, townswoman’s sense of etiquette.

‘What is it? Don’t hesitate to tell me,’ she said.

‘Well, since I shall have to ask your help at any rate …’ Again the smile, elusive as the smile on a No mask, played about the corners of Tomo’s mouth.

‘The fact is, you see, I’d like to find a maid to take back with me. Aged somewhere between fifteen and, say, seventeen or eighteen. From a respectable family, if possible … but she must be good-looking.’

As she spoke the last words, the smile around her lips showed itself clearly, and the eyes beneath their heavy lids took on an intense light that went oddly with the smile.

‘Of course, I quite understand.’

Kin dropped her gaze, uncomfortable at the insincere ring of her own voice. She had already heard enough to justify the foreboding that Toshi had felt the other day.

She took a deep breath that might have been either a sign of assent or a sigh, then said:

‘I suppose that when a man reaches his position … that kind of thing becomes a necessity, doesn’t it?’

‘It does seem so. People come to expect it, you see.’

It was not true; with all her might, Tomo was checking the emotions that came welling up in her breast.

It was a year, perhaps, since her husband had first conceived the idea of taking a mistress into the house. The minor officials who danced attendance on Shirakawa had often bothered her with their innuendoes at saké parties and on other such occasions. ‘Mrs. Shirakawa,’ they would say, ‘with an establishment as big as this, you really ought to have more female help.’ Or, ‘The Chief Secretary has too much to do, you know. You should give him a little change now and then, he’ll sleep a lot more soundly.’

Her husband’s failure to reprimand his subordinates for their impertinence, despite his usual strong distaste for such familiarity, gave Tomo the impression that he was using them in order to make the suggestion himself.

Familiar by now with Shirakawa’s self-indulgence where women were concerned, Tomo could no longer feel for him the pure love she had experienced during the first few years of their marriage, yet his ability and his manly bearing still made him sufficiently attractive as a husband.

To take charge of a social life and household in keeping with her husband’s present position had not been easy for a woman born into a low-ranking samurai family of the former Hosokawa clan and married early with no chance, in the social turmoil just preceding the Meiji Restoration, to acquire either a proper education or the usual social accomplishments of the well-bred young woman. Yet an inborn hatred of compromise made her impose upon herself a strict rule of conduct that gave first importance in everything to husband and family, and she supervised the daily affairs of their household with a meticulous care that was beyond criticism. All the love and wisdom of which she was capable were devoted to the daily lives of her husband and the rest of the Shirakawa family.

She seemed consequently old for her years. Though not a beauty, she was good-looking enough and more attentive than most women to her appearance, so that there was nothing particularly elderly about her, yet the innate strictness of disposition that made her take her responsibilities so seriously deprived her utterly of the ripe sensuality common in women of early middle age, and Shirakawa was astonished at times to find that a wife who in theory was ten years his junior should seem more like an elder sister. He was familiar of course with the fierce sensuality that burned with a low yet intense flame beneath the thick outer shell, and there were times when he himself felt a surge of warmth at the repressed passion he sensed within her, the passion that evoked so vividly the summer sun beating down mercilessly on the district of central Kyushu where she had been born and bred. One summer night, during the time when he was still working in Yamagata, a small snake had somehow got inside the mosquito net where he and his wife were sleeping. Wakening suddenly, he had felt something cold and wet at the front of his cotton night kimono. When he put his hand there, puzzled, the cold thing had started to slither away.

As he leapt to his feet with a cry, Tomo, startled, sat up sharply in bed. Drawing the lamp by the bed toward her and turning the light in his direction, she saw something like a slimy, shining black cord on her husband’s shoulder.

Shirakawa’s cry of ‘A snake!’ and the movement of her hand as it stretched out automatically and grasped the living cord came simultaneously.

Half falling over Shirakawa, she went out to the veranda and threw the snake through the open shutters into the garden. She was trembling, yet in the breast that thrust through the gaping front of her kimono and in her bared arm he had sensed a robust directness that was normally shut away out of sight.

‘Why did you throw it out? You should have let me kill it,’ he had complained, hating to give her the advantage. Even as he sensed the passionate nature within, he was beginning to find it difficult to see her as an object of desire. The strength that was a fraction greater than his own made him feel ill at ease in her presence.



‘To call the girl a concubine would be making too much of it,’ he had said to Tomo. ‘She’ll be a maid for you, too … It’s a good idea, surely, to have a young woman with a pleasant disposition about the house so that you can train her to look after things for you when you’re out calling. That’s why I don’t want to lower the tone of the household by bringing in a geisha or some other woman of that type. I trust you, and I leave everything to you, so use your good sense to find a young – as far as possible inexperienced – girl. Here, use this for your expenses.’

He had set before her an astonishingly large sum of money.

Until then she had managed by pretending not to hear what others said, but there was no avoiding the issue now that Shirakawa himself had broached it with her. Should she refuse to accept the task it was almost certain that her husband would simply introduce into the family a woman chosen without consulting her. His leaving the choice to her was a sign of his trust, of the importance he attached, for the family’s sake, to her position. A sense of this odd trust that was reposed in her had been there all the while, heavy in her heart, as she, with Yoshi and Etsuko, who felt nothing but joy at this chance to see the capital, sat swaying in the rickshaws that had brought them all the way to the Kusumi’s house in far-off Tokyo.



‘I quite understand,’ said Kin. ‘There’s a woman I’m friendly with who keeps a notion store and often acts as a go-between in this kind of thing, so I’ll ask her right away.’

Kin carried things forward on a businesslike basis, skillfully avoiding any direct reference to the private heaviness of Tomo’s heart. Born into a family that had been official rice agents in Kuramae where the Shogun had his warehouses, Kin was well acquainted with the manners of the wealthier merchants and samurai of the old feudal era and was not in the least shocked by the idea that a man who had got on in the world should keep a concubine or even two. As she saw things, the jealousy of a wife in such a situation would be modified by a natural pride in such a sign of the family’s increasing prosperity.

So it was that after Kin and her daughter were in bed that night, when Kin broached the subject, lowering her voice as though still constrained by Tomo’s presence and with many glances up at the second floor, she was if anything surprised that her daughter should reply in a somber voice.

‘Poor woman. You know, Mother – you say she’s got more distinguished since we saw her last, but to me it looks like the distinction that comes through suffering. That first moment when our door opened and she came in, I got quite a shock.’

‘Oh well, people on whom fortune smiles always have their share of hard times too,’ said Kin lightly. ‘Anyway, I’d like to help her find some girl with a pleasant nature. It seems her husband told her that if she couldn’t find a completely inexperienced girl a child geisha would do, just so long as she wasn’t spoiled …’



Fresh from the official prefectural residence whose rooms were hushed and chill like the priests’ quarters of some great temple, the child Etsuko was captivated by the second floor of this house that was so cheerful, with its broad view directly over the waters of the Sumida River and its sounds of creaking rudders and lapping waves that came to the ears all day long. When Toshi was busy, she would go out through the back gate onto the quay and watch the gentle motion of the water lapping at the stakes beneath her feet, or listen entranced to the stirring cries of the boatmen as they busily rowed their loaded vessels by. On one such occasion, Toshi’s pale face peered out through the bars of the window and she called:

‘Mind you don’t fall, Miss Etsuko.’ Today as usual Tomo was out with Kin.

‘I’m all right,’ Etsuko called, turning round with a smile. She was charming, with her regular features and oval face that looked so grown-up for its age, and the small topknot tied with its crimson cloth.

‘Come along,’ said Toshi, ‘I’ve got something nice for you.’

‘Coming,’ Etsuko replied obediently and walked over to the window, the long red-striped sleeves of her kimono fluttering in the breeze as she went. Beneath the bars of the window, twining around slender bamboo sticks, grew the five or six morning glories that Kin tended so lovingly, coaxing them carefully from the tiny plot of soil. Seen from outside, both Toshi’s face at the window and the sewing spread out on her lap seemed to Etsuko somehow different from when she saw them indoors. Toshi put a thin arm through the bars and dangled before Etsuko’s eyes the stuffed monkey of red silk that she held between her fingers.

‘Isn’t it pretty!’ Clinging to the bars with both hands, Etsuko gazed happily at the tiny monkey on its string, her smile so unclouded that Toshi reflected with a knowing nod to herself that the child did not miss its mother.

‘Where’s your mummy gone?’ she asked, jiggling the monkey up and down on its string.

‘She’s gone to see somebody,’ said Etsuko in a clear voice.

‘I expect you miss your mother, don’t you dear?’

‘Yes,’ she replied, but her eyes were lively and unclouded as she added, ‘but then I’ve got Yoshi.’

‘Yes, of course – there’s Yoshi, isn’t there,’ said Toshi with a nod. ‘Is your mummy very busy even when she’s at home?’

‘Yes,’ said Etsuko in the same clear voice as before. ‘People come to see us.’

‘Dear me! And is your daddy out a lot?’

‘Yes, he’s at the prefectural office all day. And at night he’s often invited out, or people come to see him, so quite often I don’t see him once all day.’

‘I see … And how many maids do you have?’

‘Three. Yoshi, Seki, and Kimi. And then we have a steward and a houseboy.’

‘Well, you do have a big family, don’t you? It’s no wonder Mummy’s so busy.’

Toshi stopped her sewing and a smile spread over her face. She was picturing to herself the woman that Tomo would find during her present stay and take home with her, and imagining the changes that she might bring to Etsuko’s life.



Around the same time that Toshi and Etsuko were talking to each other, Tomo and Kin were engaged in conversation with a male gesha called Zenkō on the second floor of a riverside teahouse in the geisha district of Yanagibashi.

Kin was treating Tomo as though she were her mistress and effacing herself completely. Zenkō, a dapper man who having started life in the family of a retainer of the Shogun knew how to relax without becoming ingratiating, spoke to his old acquaintance Kin in a tone free of the mannerisms of his trade often associated.

‘Well now, from what I’ve just heard, I should say it will be quite difficult. Still, we have four or five quite personable girls coming in a little while.’

He twirled his slender silver pipe between his fingers as though not quite sure what to do with it. Privately, he was wondering with disgust just what part of the provinces had produced the kind of man who would have his legal wife search for a concubine for him. It confirmed his dislike for provincials in general, yet as he sat facing Tomo he sensed something in her manner that seemed somehow to match the pride in tradition still surviving in himself, something that was neither proud nor ingratiating, that was not in the slightest out of the ordinary yet suggested an old-fashioned formality that could not be sneered at or made fun of.

‘After all, even with someone we might think is all right, you never can tell a gentleman’s taste, can you?’ said Kin, a ready talker, glancing at Tomo as she returned to Zenkō the cup that he had filled with saké for her.

‘Come now,’ protested Zenkō, ‘you mustn’t rely too much on my judgment. Take these girl students nowadays, for instance, with their hair cut straight across the front and their foreign-style parasols. Myself, I just can’t …’

‘Now, now, Mr. Hosoi, the lady’s not looking for a girl to act as mistress for some foreigner. Anyway, I’m sure that if you looked among the child geishas you’d still be able to find a girl with the old ukiyo-e-style beauty that you like.’

‘No – the trouble with me is that I say what I think, and the young girls won’t have anything to do with me.’

As he finished speaking a patter of feet sounded on the stairway leading up from the second floor, a medley of voices chimed in greetings, and four or five apprentice geishas in the charge of an elderly geisha came into the room.

‘Are we late?’ the elderly geisha said to Zenkō, beginning without delay to tune a samisen that a maid handed to her.

The story had been that the wife of an official in the provinces wanted to see a colorful dance by apprentice geishas as something to remember Tokyo by, and the girls were decked out in the gay finery that they would not normally have worn for a daytime engagement.

The preliminary piece of instrumental music over, the young geishas took turns dancing in pairs. Those who were not dancing came to wait on Tomo and her companions, fetching and removing dishes of food and pouring out saké for them. Tomo, who disliked saké, raised her cup to her lips from time to time in order to give her hands something to do as she watched the dancers and the young geishas who sat near her in conversation with Zenkō and Kin.

They must have been aged about fourteen or fifteen. There were two of them who formed a strikingly beautiful pair, yet as they were dancing, one exposed an arm that was thin, dark-skinned and undernourished, while the other had lines at the sides of her sharp nose that showed when she laughed in a way that was brutal and made her look like a heron. The mere idea of such a girl gradually growing to maturity in their family was a chilling prospect, and for the first time Tomo felt almost grateful that her husband had left the choice to her.

After the young geishas had gone, she told Kin what she felt about them.

‘You certainly have a good eye,’ broke in Zenkō before Kin could reply. Kin herself, who during the past few days had been helping Tomo in assessing all kinds of girls, had sometimes found herself more alarmed than impressed by the sensitivity and acuity of Tomo’s judgment. It startled her to find that a woman who in normal social situations had never talked critically of others nor shown much positive interest should be able, when the occasion required, to make such a thorough-going appraisal of other women.

It had been the same with the girl that Oshigi the haberdasher had brought along. Quiet-spoken with good, regular features, she was the kind of girl that Kin would have jumped at, but Tomo shook her head.

‘They said she was sixteen,’ she declared with seeming reluctance, ‘but she’s at least eighteen. Besides, you know, I don’t think she’s quite inexperienced.’

Kin was skeptical, but on further inquiry discovered that the girl had indeed had an affair with her elder sister’s husband, a craftsman.

‘I wonder how you can tell?’ said Kin, gazing wonderingly at Tomo, who dropped her eyes as though embarrassed at her own accomplishment.

‘I wasn’t always like this,’ she said, heaving a sigh as though in deprecation of her present self. It seemed that she had acquired the ability to see through to a woman’s true self in the course of witnessing Shirakawa’s various affairs. Kin was not usually one to bother herself too deeply with the preoccupations and tribulations of others, but little by little as she accompanied Tomo in her search for a concubine she seemed to divine the nature of that ‘distinction acquired through suffering’ of which her daughter Toshi had spoken.



Tomo was sitting by the night table looking through a pile of photographs of beautiful women when Etsuko came up silently and looked over her shoulder.

‘What pretty people! Who are they, Mummy?’ she asked, the red cloth on her hair tilting inquisitively to one side. Tomo did not reply but gave Etsuko a few of the photographs and said,

‘Etsuko, which do you like best?’

‘Now let me see …’ said Etsuko fanning the photographs out in her hand.

‘This one,’ she intoned in her child’s voice, and pointed to the middle photograph. It was a half-portrait, done against a white background, of a girl of fourteen or fifteen with her hair done up high in a style then popular among young girls and her arms tightly folded. The forehead with its conical hairline like Mt. Fuji and the strikingly large eyes like half-shaded spheres of black jade had awoken a response in Etsuko’s childish mind.

‘I see. You too …,’ said Tomo as though surprised, and taking the photograph she gazed at it again.

‘Tell me, Mummy. Who is it?’

‘It doesn’t matter, you’ll know soon,’ said Tomo as she gathered the photos together again.



The photograph had arrived a few days previously from Zenkō Sakuragawa, the male geisha at Yanagibashi.

The task of selection that faced Tomo was difficult. She had already been at Kin’s for more than a month yet still no girl worth telling Shirakawa about had come to light. Several times she had written to her husband in her labored hand explaining that under no circumstances did she wish to bring back someone who did not please him, and each time the reply from Shirakawa had said that there was no hurry; she was to give every care to her choice. Nevertheless, as the rainy season gave way to clear skies and the Bon Festival drew near Tomo began to feel a sense of urgency. Not only her husband but the home left without its mistress were weighing heavily on her conscience.

It was at this point that the new proposal had come from Zenkō. This time, Kin had been told, Mrs. Shirakawa was quite certain to be satisfied.

The girl was called Suga and was fifteen years old; her father owned a shop that sold bamboo skin for wrapping purposes. Her accomplishments included the Nishikawa style of dancing, which she had been studying since she was a small child. She was an attractive girl and since early childhood had won applause whenever she appeared in performances put on by her dancing school. The mother and the elder brother, who was now head of the family, were both reputable citizens, but a dishonest employee had been into the firm during the past few years and the family had fallen on hard times. They had been driven to a point where they would either have to dispose of the shop or sell the girl to a geisha house. The mother had had no idea of making her a rich man’s concubine, but the dancing teacher, who was on friendly terms with Zenkō, had heard of Shirakawa and decided to mention the matter to him, thinking that it might better serve the girl’s own future interests to be taken into such a distinguished family than to be set adrift in the uncertain world of the geisha.

‘She’s a quiet girl,’ the dancing teacher had said. ‘And another thing is she’s unusually fair-skinned for a Tokyo girl. When she goes to the public bath the children actually come over to stare at her.’

In a few days’ time the pupils of the school were to give a recital at which the girl called Suga would dance ‘Plum Blossom in Spring,’ so on that day Tomo and Kin set off for the teacher’s house with Zenkō leading the way. On the pretext of going to see the recital, they were to take a covert look at the girl. The teacher’s house stood in a narrow alley tucked away among the houses of the wholesale merchants of Kokuchō. The front it presented to the street was narrow, but upstairs there was a stage, and when Tomo and the others went up a small girl was already dancing a piece called ‘Gorō’ to the accompaniment of the teacher’s samisen.

Seeing Zenkō, the teacher without pausing in her playing gave an almost imperceptible nod and smiled briefly, the dark hollow of her mouth with its black-dyed teeth throwing her lively-looking eyes into still greater prominence.

They had calculated the approximate time of their arrival so that Suga should be present, and the three of them glanced with affected unconcern around the girls who were jammed into the tiny room watching the stage. All of them
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