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        “Not Speaking is a flower.”

        JAPANESE PROVERB

      

      

      

      Asayi carefully placed the brushstrokes, pressed down, then lifted up.  The sumi ink was as dark as her eyes.  Her long straight black hair fell flat on her back, atop a work kimono.  The brush she held felt balanced in her hand and its every stroke a flow of water.  She often departed from her father’s way of working the brush, and instead tossed it across the page like a magic wand into sweeping lines and bright upward strokes suggesting birds on the wing.  She loved grinding ink in the morning to prepare her and her father for the day’s work.

      The old studio where she and her father worked was often cold. Old Oktani did not like lighting a fire around his walls of scrolled manuscripts. And there were hundreds of scrolls. Square pockets fitted into the walls aligned his workroom from top to bottom on four sides. In each was a scroll. Hundreds of scrolls. Some work was finished – awaiting delivery to the Shogun. Some work was in process as her father finalized legal decrees, regulations, rules, and laws.  Her father, Oktani, was chief scribe to the Ashikaga Shogun.  The Ashikaga family had driven the Mongols usurpers out of Japan. This shogun intended to precisely rule his regions. There was much for the old scribe to do at the Shogun’s insistence.

      Oktani bent over his table, ignoring the flies on this summer day, and copiously brushed characters down the rice paper.  Approaching seventy, Oktani’s back was hunched from years of brushwork at the table. He was an unassuming man, never complaining about the aches and pains of age that befell him.  Every day he donned a simple brown or black kimono with a well-worn headcap.  He had gotten thinner of late and walked with a slight limp.  His eyes, ever kindly and wise, danced above his long, white beard. To Asayi, he was perpetually the same and still looked as he had when she was a child.

      “Asayi, copy the characters with smaller strokes; we must use our rice paper wisely.”

      Usually just a few hand signals eased their communication. This time he slightly elevated his hand then lowered it.  Soft!  Go easy!  She moved her head to acknowledge him and thought he is right—I must not be wasteful. She started the next column of characters with a more conservative hand.

      Asayi’s often yappy dog slept by her feet at her corner of a large table. Soon Hatsu, the housekeeper and cook who lived with the Oktanis, appeared at the doorway of the workshop.

      “Come, time for a meal!” she exclaimed.

      Asayi could not recall a time when Hatsu had not been with her family, and indeed was now the heart of the family. She cooked sumptuous meals, repaired clothes, gardened, and made special broths for the aging scribe. She taught Asayi how to plant; to put tiny seeds into the soil and watch as they sprouted. Eggplants, cabbage, and squash were in fresh supply in late summer. Hatsu also fermented several tasty beverages for the family. A remarkable woman, small as many of the village women Asayi had seen were, but still with gleaming dark hair, spirited eyes, and a broad smile. The smell of food rouses Asayi’s dog. He dashed outdoors to a lacy, open-air pagoda with two benches and a table. Asayi sat herself beside a steaming bowl of soup. Her father took his place beside her and began to drink his soup. Her dog looked up at her, wanting a taste.

      “Are the soldiers coming soon?” asked Hatsu.

      “I expect they are,” replied Oktani.

      “It would be better if a messenger arrived early to give us time to prepare.”

      There was always much packing to do when the soldiers arrived for her father and finished work.

      “When they get here, we manage,” her father replied nonchalantly.

      “And now they come right before Obon!”

      “I have always honored my ancestors during Obon and made kind offerings. Perhaps they will be mindful of my past gifts and permit me to work.”

      Oktani chuckled softly to himself and looked at Hatsu with merry eyes. Oktani knew instantly which were the finished scrolls that must go to the palace.  Asayi had accompanied her father on this journey once, two years ago. The ride to the palace in an ancient wagon was uncomfortable and took two days.  But the stay at the palace was even more distressing for her. Too many strange courtiers looking at her quizzically or askance in masked thoughts, but they treated her hospitably.

      “Will Asayi accompany you to the palace this time?” queried Hatsu.

      “Yes,” said Oktani, “she will go.”

      Asayi listened. She did not realize her father’s intentions and grimaced upon the news. Suddenly her dog seized her noodles and ran; she took off and chased him.

      “Has anyone at the palace noticed that Asayi does not speak?” Hatsu quietly asked Oktani.

      “If they have noticed, no one has said anything to me,” Oktani said in a hushed voice. “It seems as though they expect young girls to remain quiet as a sign of good breeding.”

      “So the Shogun knows she does not speak? “

      “The Shogun takes little notice of his young visitors.”

      Hatsu refrained from posing any more questions to Oktani fearing she would disturb him.

      “I remember when you and Omari tried to help her make language sounds,” remarked Hatsu, “but Asayi was not able to.”

      “Omari and I worked with her—to no avail” murmured Oktani.

      “How I miss Omari,” Hatsu sighed.  Oktani winced.

      Asayi paid little heed to this conversation. Playing hide and seek with her dog was preferable.  Then she caught the word “Omari.” She had vague memories of her mother. The pale, thin woman with shining, liquid eyes. Asayi sensed that her spirit, the gossamer essence that surrounded her, was slowly lifting away. She recalled how her mother had reached out to hold her or touch her. Asayi knew she had often shied away. She adored her mother, but touch made her spine tingle. Yet she listened raptly to Omari’s cooing voice, whose soft, rippling tones breathed life into ancient folk tales.

      “Yes, I miss her mother, too,” Oktani softly admitted.

      Omari had been a sickly girl born into a noble family. Her beautiful sister was married to one of the Shogun’s most brilliant generals and went off to live at the palace. When no suitors could be found for Omari, the Muira family agreed to the marriage between the old scholar Oktani and Omari.  Oktani cared for his wife deeply and although the years they spent together seemed too very brief, Omari loved her husband despite the limitations of her illness.

      “It has always amazed me that Asayi can copy a language she does not speak,” noted Hatsu.

      “Asayi has mastered the character copying; at this point she can replicate the symbols precisely but cannot decipher them. Thankfully, she is painstaking and exact,” remarked Oktani.

      “Granted, she has a skill, but when a girl reaches Asayi’s age, it takes a mother to make the marriage arrangements,” Hatsu lamented.

      “That is why I must take Asayi to the palace this time; I must speak to the Shogun and have her marriage arranged,” Oktani concurred in a wistful voice.

      Asayi, his treasure. He relied on her --his only source of copyist help in the workroom.

      “Hopefully the Shogun will take your request for a marriage arrangement to heart,” Hatsu added softly.

      Soon pounding hoofbeats shattered the silence and stilled the tinkling wind chimes. Asayi stopped to listen. Yes, familiar sounds: creaky wagon wheels. The Shogun’s men.

      “The soldiers--as we speak,” cried Hatsu.

      “Yes, as we speak,” confirmed Oktani.

      Hazu, a strong, burly veteran soldier, walked into the garden after not finding Oktani in his workroom. Hazu approached the pagoda and announced to Oktani:

      “Make ready, sensei.”

      He bowed to Oktani, then turned to go back to Oktani’s workroom.

      Asayi had watched the packing many times before.  Hatsu sprang into action. She left hurriedly to prepare the two of them for this journey; she gathered up food that would last for the duration of their travel and placed Asayi’s and Oktani’s better kimonos in the trunk. Oktani nodded and rose from his chair. He walked hastily to the workroom.  Hazu and another soldier had pulled the wagon up to the workroom door. Empty trunks were removed from the wagon, brought into the workroom, and opened to receive the finished scrolls which her father began to pull from the shelving. Two trunks with work in process were placed in a corner of the workroom. The packing went quickly; Hatsu readied their provisions in an instant. Asayi had never seen the process move so fast, or perhaps her dread made the packing go faster. Either way, she had no choice about taking this journey.

      Her father noticed Asayi’s furrowed brow. She appeared withdrawn and hesitant to leave.   He spoke to her in a subdued voice, “Little one, don’t you remember how wide the streets of Kyoto are—like three rivers next each other!”  Asayi’s face suddenly brightened. She knew her father was looking forward to this visit to the palace.

      The soldiers loaded the provisions and family baggage last. They strapped down the trunks with heavy bands of rope and leather. The driver then climbed aboard the wagon as did the Oktanis. Asayi settled in next to her father in the back of the wagon. She ran her hand across the crude wooden board closest to her trying to avoid a splinter. The wood looked porous to her, as if ready to soak up the rain and groan with new weight.  She heard the crack of a whip as one soldier put the wagon into motion. Asayi could see the animals, so heavily laden, strain at the whip. Asayi turned and waved a tearful goodbye to Hatsu who stood solemnly by the door. Hatsu bowed, then slowly dissolved into it.
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        “After the rain the earth hardens.”

        JAPANESE PROVERB

      

      

      

      The day was slightly cloudy. White tufts flitted across the sky. Cool for a late summer’s day.  Hatsu had advised Asayi to dress warmly thus she was buried in a heavy brown cloak. Her father also dressed for a chill in a similar wrap. She was surprised to see how tired he looked, and the journey was just beginning.

      Half a day passed in the groaning wagon. Then an acrid smell assaulted Asayi’ s nostrils.  She looked around her, then turned to face the back of the wagon. Behind the wagon a great number of farmers and peasants flooded the road. Most faces and their clothes were covered in soot and ash. Each carried a bundle. Some drove oxen and donkeys up the road. The peasants were men, women, small children, and the elderly. Behind the peasants were soldiers, driving them on, whipping them. One soldier had a red-hot brand and moved swiftly through the swarm of refugees, branding one or the other on the back as his horse galloped along. Asayi heard the screams of those burned with the scorching brand.  Billowing clouds of smoke mushroomed behind the stream of those escaping.  She nudged her father and pointed.

      He turned to her and said, “Yes, little one, villages are being razed when the farmers refuse to pay rice tax to the Shogun. Come now, look away.  This is indeed a painful sight.”

      Asayi trembled and turned around to face the front of the wagon. Tears welled in her eyes.

      Meanwhile, at a crossroads, two ronin monks meet, Hatano and Kanemura.  The ronin-monks, a warrior class of monks, support peasant resistance to the Shogun’s punitive taxation. Their horses snort as the men pulled back heavily on the reins to still them. Weather-beaten and aging, Kanemura’s shoulders sagged from weariness. He had opposed Yoshinori ever since his village was razed eight years ago, and a burning thatched roof reduced his young wife and son to ashes. Their charred bodies lingered in his memory and still smoldered in Kanemura’s heart. He vowed to destroy Yoshinori Ashikaga, the Shogun who would destroy his own people, on that day. This peasant revolt was not the first Kanemura had incited and overseen. Hatano and Kanemura spoke briefly as smoke swirled around them, agitating their mounts.

      Hatano pointed, “See the smoke coming from the West. It is coming from your old village, Kanemura.”

      “I will ride there after we speak. Time to spear a few of the Shogun’s soldiers. But palace guards have just picked up Oktani; they are taking the old scribe and the Shogun’s decrees to the palace. Follow them.”

      “Why, Oktani poses little threat.”

      “An overturned cart may reveal what new taxes the Shogun will impose. Should be in the latest decrees.”  Kanemura added with a long sigh, “Then we’ll know which villages to defend from fire.”

      “The peasants are already paying a high price for resistance.”

      “Yes, but the peasants cannot stop now. They are not finished, and neither are the ronin-monks. The peasants need debt relief, not surrendering more of their rice. Only deaths, the deaths of his retainers will silence the Shogun.”

      “Brave, but not a plan. Let me follow Oktani. Join you later.”

      “Ride on. Hai.”

      Both men galloped away in opposite directions.

      The wagon kept moving until nightfall. Then it slowed as the driver pulled the wagon and horses over to a large tree and secured both. Hazu told Asayi and her father to gather up wood twigs for a fire. In the distance Asayi could hear flowing water. As Asayi and Oktani walked around picking up wood fragments, the soldiers opened the provision box and took out rice and yams. Tonight, the fire would warm this food. A small barrel of fermented soybeans was brought out and hastily poured. They all sat around a slender fire basking in the heat, listening to the late calls of birds. Asayi and her father unrolled their mats, and both fell asleep to evening birdsong.

      The next morning the soldiers jabbered excitedly that the second day of this journey would bring them to the palace. Hazu claimed we faced only one river crossing. The wagon was re-packed with the sleeping mats and the utensils used the night before.  Once loaded, the wagon and its horses journeyed on again, down the road and towards the river.

      Upon reaching the river, Hazu motioned for Asayi and Oktani to step off the wagon. Asayi watched with intense curiosity as Hazu and the soldier with him began to ford the river in the wagon, gently nudging the team. The water had few currents and only rose to mid-section of the wagon. The soldiers knew the manuscripts must be preserved; when the men approached mid-stream, they hastened the team to reach the opposite bank to keep the manuscripts dry. Then Hazu returned on his mount to the bank where Asayi and Oktani stood. Asayi and her father climbed on Hazu’s steed. Hazu tightly held the reins of his horse and crossed the river on foot carefully guiding the horse and its two passengers.

      When they reached the other riverbank, Asayi and Oktani jumped off Hazu’s horse and headed for the wagon which awaited them. Once safely on the wagon, their journey continued.

      Asayi was surprised that her clothes retained some semblance of dryness. Of course, the bottom of her cloak beneath her knees was drenched, but she was dry from the waist up. Her father had not fared so well. His heavy cloak seemed more waterlogged than hers, but he was dry around his chest.  Ahh, father do not catch a chill! The wagon lumbered along, through rice paddies, wetlands, and dry fields where farmers labored. She saw oxen, horses, and mules all working on the land in different ways. Donkeys tugged carts, horses pulled heavier loads and oxen tilled the soil guided by a farmer. At dusk activity everywhere lapsed into silence. Along the roadside, sunflowers reigned wildly and shook with any light breeze. Asayi breathed in their yellowness to ease her weariness.

      To lighten the trip, Oktani folded Asayi’s hand into his. “Would you like to know how Kyoto came to be? Asayi’s eyes brightened with deep interest. Soon her father’s muted tones entranced her.

      “Many centuries ago, Japan’s capital city was Nara, a city built near to a famous Buddhist temple, but Nara only lasted seventy years.”

      Oktani continued.

      “A later emperor said he wished to build a new city, and he had Tanetsugu, his vassal, create Nagaoka, designed to reflect the size and style of the great Chinese city, Chang-an, rumored to be a very splendid city indeed.  But the emperor’s brother, Crown Prince Sawara grew jealous of Tanetsugu.  A year after Nagaoka was largely constructed, Tanetsugu was murdered.  Gossipers suggested that Tanetsuku had been bribed by a rich Chinese family to subvert Japanese power, and many began to believe this. Eventually Sawara was imprisoned for instigating the death of Tanetsuku and exiled for his actions. As he was being escorted for exile to the island of Awaji, Sawara was strangled.

      “Then plagues, illnesses and misfortunes fell upon the imperial families in Nagaoka. These families complained to the emperor that the vengeful spirits of Tanetsugu and Sawara were at war in Nagaoka, causing havoc and misery for all. Five years after Sawara’s death, the emperor made Sawara an Emperor, Emperor Sudo.  But this did not stop the warring of these two spirits or relieve the suffering of the imperial families. Five years later it was decided to move the capital again, and this time the grand city of Kyoto was built with wide streets, extraordinary edifices crowned by fluted roofs, and stunning gardens and pavilions. Kyoto stood as our new capital situated to grow, favored by the waters between the Katsura and Kamo rivers.” (1)

      All of her father’s stories delighted Asayi.  She imagined Kyoto taking shape between two rivers, emerging from the land.  Scaffolds and frameworks turned into finished buildings. Her mind’s eye pictured the city’s beginnings. Originally Kyoto featured eighteen gates, an immensely tall stone wall, and numerous east-west and north-south boulevards, many as wide as twelve ox carts placed side by side. She saw the city’s grid-like pattern unfold, then yawned to stay awake.

      The wagon bounced along, jarred from an occasional large rock or mud rut in the road. Hazu on his horse sweated copiously; Asayi could see the beads of water dripping down his face.  As for the wagon driver, she noticed how often he wiped his neck with a cloth. It was late afternoon.  From what she heard of the conversation between the men, it appeared that they would reach the palace in Kyoto before nightfall. Asayi watched as her father dozed off from time to time, his head leaning against the wagon boards. Then the wagon would jolt, waking her father. His tiredness concerned her. Much too old to be making this journey. But clearly the revenue earned in service of the Shogun was reward enough. She did not lack for food, or clothes or a place to sleep. And she loved Hatsu, who vigilantly guarded and guided her.
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        “Not seeing is a flower.”

        JAPANESE PROVERB

      

      

      

      Through more rock and ruts, the wagon lurched along. Asayi noticed the beginning of a sunset. Soon the weary horses pulled the wagon up a steep hill. The mount of the hill opened into a wide, flat expanse, and Asayi saw the Shogun’s palace, gleaming in the dissipating light:  the curved and upswept tendrils of the roofline, an intricately ornamented, and open courtyard, fragrant with trees and flowers. A palace so grand Asayi wondered if it ever cast a shadow.  The wagon pulled in to one side of the palace. Asayi and her father dismounted, then stopped to shake the dust from their garb. The soldiers offloaded the wagon; out came the heavy manuscript trunks, and the trunks with the Oktani’s belongings.

      Oktani reached for Asayi’s hand and escorted her across the wide, open courtyard. As the Oktanis arrived at the palace entrance, two stony-faced guards took note of them and called for a steward. Asayi hid a smile. The guards resembled the severe Kei statues of guardian dogs that reposed in front of the pillars of very important buildings. The steward, a small, wry man in a brown, bird-festooned kimono appeared. He called to another servant then ushered the Oktanis into the Shogun’s reception room.

      Asayi swirled around in a circle, her eyes swept across the beautiful hanging scrolls carefully placed in the palace reception room. Oh, what a lovely, lovely place! Each shigajikul was different: a snowy mountain scene, a river dotted with fishing boats; coastlines edged with rocks; hillsides etched with steps leading to pagodas, assorted merchants, monks, craftsmen, courtesans playing flutes or stringed instruments, warriors swinging their swords—a veritable garden of nature and its delights. Not all of the artwork was the black-white-grey of sumi; some pieces throbbed with color—bright red hues and yellows; softer blues and greens.  Delicate strokes on massive stretches of silk. She singled out one painting.

      Her father noticed what had captivated her eyes and explained, “Yes, Asayi—the work of a great master—Kano Masanobu. Our Shogun is his patron.”

      Asayi stepped closer to inspect the brush work. Watered down greys gave the rocks and mountains soft contours while sharp blacker lines delineated shapes. The trees featured small dark brush strokes for leaves and limbs. While the master worked with only sumi, he created a great palette of grey tones which enlivened his work with depth and contrast, and clearly knew how to use brushes of assorted sizes to apply the inks.

      Scroll paintings bore many names—jiku, kakejiku and kahemono— and usually were framed hung in an alcove (tokoname). The scrolls were sumptuously appointed; she felt a bit dazed drinking in all the wondrous wall art. Then she heard steps approaching her and faced away from the scrolls. (2)

      Moments later, the Shogun arrived luxuriously dressed in a robe of spun gold. Yoshinori Ashikaga  was a tall man, broad in the chest and a legendary warrior. His hair
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