
Fallen Blossom

By C.J. Hellman


Table of Contents

Title Page

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Chapter 48

Chapter 49

Chapter 50

Chapter 51

Chapter 52

Chapter 53

Chapter 54

Chapter 55

Chapter 56

Chapter 58

Chapter 58

Chapter 59

Chapter 60

Chapter 61

Chapter 62

Chapter 63

Author’s Notes

Get an exclusive free novella

Did you enjoy this book? You can make a big difference

Copyright

Sign up for CJ Hellman's Mailing List

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1


[image: ]


‘I don’t know if it’s really something you’d be interested in, or even if ... well, you know.’

‘Yes,’ said Oshima, ‘I know.’

‘Here it is, then.’

The two men stopped and peered at the shape in the shadows. The ground was stained red, and the flies were there already, although the morning heat was only just beginning to climb. Adachi picked up a stick and prodded the mass. The flies barely moved. Oshima covered his nose with a handkerchief and bent forward, looking more closely. He motioned to Adachi to pass him the stick. Carefully, he prodded and pulled till he stood back, satisfied.

‘Well, there it is. A clean stroke. Not that easy to do, either. See the ground there? There’s no sign of impact. Whoever did it didn’t chop it in two with a spade or a hoe. It looks like it was still standing.’

‘So, you think he’s skilled.’

‘In cutting down dogs, yes. For all that it’s worth.’

‘Who would want to ... ?’

Oshima considered the question. ‘A lot of strange people about these days.’ His fingers moved restlessly as he considered the angle of the cut. ‘Not so easy,’ he muttered. ‘Close to the ground, probably moving around ... he knows what he’s doing.’

‘Are you saying he’s using a sword?’

‘No, no. It’s much more likely to be a nata, a billhook, like foresters use. That’s what I would use, I suppose.’

‘You’re sure?’

‘I can’t say that, but I should think it’s likely.’ He kept to himself the thought that it would have to have been an uncommonly sharp billhook. ‘By the way, how many does this make?’

‘This is the fourth in two weeks.’

‘And it’s never happened before, you say?’

‘It’s the kind of thing you remember.’

‘Of course. But dogs go missing, and nobody notices strays. It might not have been this obvious.’

‘I see what you mean. I haven’t heard anything, but I’ll ask around.’

‘Did you see the others?’

‘One of them. It was over by the lumber yard. Kataoka’s dog. He was worried someone had broken in.’

‘But they hadn’t?’

‘No, just killed the dog.’

‘Was it like this?’

‘How do you mean?’

‘One cut, clean through.’

‘I don’t know – I didn’t look that closely. I guess ... yes and no.’

Oshima had stepped around the dog to look from another angle. He looked back quizzically.

‘I only saw one cut. I didn’t look that closely, but ... yes, only one, I think. But it wasn’t like this. It wasn’t cut clean through.’

‘You mean the body was still in one piece.’

‘Uhn,’ Adachi nodded. He clearly wasn’t enjoying this. Oshima didn’t blame him. There was something pitiful in examining the corpse of a dog. It was too close to home. But he had seen worse. Everyone who’d been in the war had.

‘Do you know if any other animals have been killed recently? Cats, perhaps? Or has it just been dogs?’

Adachi thought for a moment. He was standing with his back to the dead animal. Oshima was still looking. He wandered around the patch of bare ground. He wasn’t sure what he was looking for, or even whether he could recognise it if he saw it, but there must be something – something more than this.

‘Cats? There used to be lots at the old temple over by the railway depot. Then they disappeared. I don’t know if someone was putting down poison ...’

‘When was this?’

‘Last year sometime. Early winter, I think.’

‘We should find out about that. Anything before that?’

‘I can’t think of anything.’

‘Fine. I’ve seen enough.’

They nodded to the man waiting with a shovel and handcart. 

‘I don’t ask what he does with them,’ said Adachi, ‘but old Ito always takes care of things like this. Probably takes them into the woods somewhere and buries them.’

Oshima pursed his lips. Perhaps he should talk to Ito.

‘I don’t like it, Oshima,’ continued Adachi. ‘I don’t like the thought of someone walking around doing this. It may only be dogs but­–’

‘You’re right. I don’t like it either. It’s strange, though.’

‘Do you think it was kids?’

‘Kids can be cruel, but like that? I shouldn’t think so.’

‘I remember some pretty nasty characters from school. Remember those two brothers in Nakanishi’s class?’

‘The Tanita kids? Yeah, I remember them.’

‘A nasty pair, they were. Kids like them, they could do something like this.’

‘I don’t know,’ Oshima said. ‘Someone did this for a reason. It’s not just childhood cruelty. I can’t say what it is, but there’s something going on here.’

‘Do you think it might happen again?’ 

‘There’s a fair chance.’

‘I was afraid you were going to say that. I don’t want this happening here. I’m not going to let some maniac go around chopping up animals on the streets where my children play. We’ve got to do something about this. I’m going to call a meeting of the Neighbourhood Association.’ 

Oshima winced – that was just the sort of thing he didn’t like about living here. 

‘And you’re going to come, too,’ Adachi added.

Oshima knew better than to argue about this. He also knew better than to tell other people what was safe for their kids. Adachi had lived here all his life, taking over the greengrocers from his parents. For him, for most of the people round here, community was an inseparable part of their life. 

He glanced at Ito loading the dark shape onto his handcart, then turned his attention back to his friend.

‘Of course,’ he said. ‘Come to think of it, wouldn’t it be better to organise it informally first.’

‘How do you mean?’

‘It’s going to take some time to call a meeting. Go ahead and do it anyway, but get together with a few of the other shopkeepers and take a group out tonight.’

‘Yes, that’s a good idea. Like the fire patrol, you mean?’

‘Something like that.’ 

‘Would you come along on it?’

Oshima thought of the fire patrol. He had managed to avoid doing that. With his leg, it didn’t really make sense – he would just have slowed things down. Besides, you needed two hands to bang the wooden clappers together. With his stick, that wouldn’t be easy. This would be something else.

‘If you like. I don’t know if I’d be any use.’

‘You’d make everyone feel a lot better, I’m sure. We’d have to be careful about who we choose, just in case it gets a bit physical.’

‘Well, you organise it, and let me know. In the meantime, I want to find out a bit more about the other incidents.’
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By the time he got home, the long shadows of the afternoon had already begun to crawl across the street. He hadn’t found out much about the previous incidents. They had only been a couple of weeks ago, but details were sketchy. The first one had been a one off – that’s what everyone thought, of course. It was just a dead dog. The second, well, no-one connected it to the other one. Not at first. He had asked about injuries. There was some agreement that the second one had been injured somehow – there had been blood on the grass where it was found, on the river bank – but beyond that, everyone who had seen it said something different or didn’t remember. Only a few people had seen them anyway. It’s not the kind of thing you bring your neighbours to come and look at. Not even here, thought Oshima.

By the third one, people were beginning to see something was was up. That was Kataoka’s guard dog. And now there was this one. Four dogs in two weeks. 

‘Oh, you’re back, Mr Oshima,’ called Nakajima, his housekeeper, from somewhere in the direction of the kitchen.

‘I’ll be in the study,’ he called back.

The heat had seeped through the house – upstairs would be like an oven until the sun went down, but downstairs, it was bearable. He went into his study, threw off his jacket and fanned himself vigorously for a while until he felt a bit cooler. He scribbled down the dates of the killings, and sketched the sites underneath. There was no pattern that he could see. A patrol was probably the best thing they could do. That and make sure they kept their dogs well tied up at night.

––––––––
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Nakajima came in a few minutes later with tea. She put the tray down and poured a cup for him. She passed him the cup and he thanked her. The cup was white with a blue circle round the rim and a small bird, a plover, skimming over the waves. It suggested the cool of the seaside. He would take anything he could get in this weather. Nakajima was about to leave when Oshima stopped her.

‘Do you like dogs, Ms Nakajima?’

She smoothed the front of her kimono as she stood there. ‘I suppose so; it depends on the dog. But yes, on the whole. Are you thinking of getting one?’

‘Me? Oh, no. I just wondered. There have been a few incidents in the neighbourhood–’

‘Yes, I heard. Kataoka’s guard dog ...’

‘And there’s been another one. A stray, maybe. Anyway, it’s worrying. I think everyone should be a bit careful, especially after dark. Adachi’s getting a group together to do a nighttime patrol. I’m going with them. Starting tonight.’

‘Is that going to work?’ 

Oshima thought he saw a look of worry on her face. He was often surprised by Nakajima – she had been working for him less than six months, and had been very quiet for most of that time. Now, she was gradually opening up. He didn’t know much about her background, but she was outspoken, to say the least. He had no complaints, but in some ways she was very different from what one expected in a housekeeper.

‘I don’t know. It can’t hurt, and it might be a deterrent. We can’t stay out all night, so it’s not ideal, but if it makes people feel more secure, that’s something.’

‘You will be careful?’

‘I will. I can’t see anything happening, but Adachi’s worried about this business. I said I’d help.’ He took a sip of tea. ‘Are there many dogs around here, would you say? I’m afraid I’ve never really noticed.’

‘Not so many. There are two or three in this street....’

‘That’s right. The Hayashis have one–’

'...and more in the neighbourhood. I normally see a few people out walking them in the morning.’

‘Are there any strays?’ 

‘Not really. Not in a neighbourhood like this. Maybe near the rail depot. You might see a few animals trotting about on their own, but that’s just when they’ve got out of the house.’

‘What kind of person goes around killing dogs? If it was just strays, I could understand it, I suppose, but Kataoka’s was tied up. No-one could mistake it as a stray.’

‘Some people just don’t care about animals, Mr Oshima. An animal’s pain means nothing to them. For someone like that ... if they had a reason, why not?’ She stopped to think, or to remember. ‘And some people just enjoy causing pain.’

‘Quite,’ said Oshima, already a little uncomfortable. There was another kind as well. He had seen them in the war. People for whom killing no longer seemed to mean anything, who had lost their humanity. He had seen it in their eyes, burnt out ruins of men. 

‘Do you have any ideas?’ she asked.

‘No, not really. I don’t know enough. I just thought I’d let you know. I’ll be going out this evening, but I won’t be back till late. Probably very late, so don’t wait up.’

‘But you’re working tomorrow?’

‘Yes. It won’t hurt if I get in to the office a bit late. But if you could make sure I’m up by seven...’

‘Of course. Don’t forget lunch.’ 

‘Lunch?’

‘You were going to see Lt. Shirai.’

He had forgotten, but he would have remembered once he got to his office. It was written down somewhere. At least it would take his mind off those damned dogs.
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The small track led through the fields, winding around their borders toward the stand of bamboo that marked the wood. It was a small wood, but Ito had been using it for firewood, growing mushrooms and bamboo shoots and keeping chickens there for more than fifty years. He’d had some fields in the past – his son took care of them now, but he had kept the wood for himself. 

The smell of the rice fields was all around him. The rice was more than half grown, a sea of whispering emerald green, with the constant buzz of insects and the occasional croaking of frogs. It was only a short walk from where his second son and his family lived in the old family farm. He liked it there. After a lifetime working in the fields, he felt he deserved a rest. Let the young ones run the place now, without any help from him. He would have liked to stay there all the time, rather than with his oldest son in the city. He couldn’t, but he came back as often as he could bear to. The reason, of course, was his daughter-in-law. His second son had married a bitch and that was all there was to it. He couldn’t stand to be under the same roof as her for more than a couple of days. He had almost walked out at New Year. He’d had to make up some story about going to the shrine. Still, she was a hard worker – he had to give her that, and she’d brought up six strong kids.

He manoueuvered the handcart round the rut and carried on towards the wood. He should have gone earlier, but he had been tidying up around the yard. Someone would have checked on the chickens in the morning – one of the kids always did that. His son knew he’d be getting the wood someday, so it was little enough to ask. A few flies flew up and resettled after any particularly hard jolt, but most of them were gorged on blood and simply sat there lazily, too heavy to want to move.

He pushed back his hat and wiped the sweat off his forehead. This was turning out to be a hot summer and there was going to be more of it. He wanted a smoke, but he’d save that for when he got into the shade. Easy does it, he thought. I didn’t get to this age by hurrying when I didn’t need to.

15 minutes later he wheeled the cart to a stop by the side of the track and stepped into the shade. He pulled out a cigarette and felt around for his matches.

‘Mind if I join you?’

He turned to see a slim figure coming down the track.

‘Oh, it’s you. You still get out here, then?’

‘When I have time. It’s a hot day for it.’

Ito puffed ruminatively. ‘That it is.’

‘What’s that you’ve got there in the cart?’

‘Just a dog. A dead one. Came out here to bury it.’

‘No-one else to do it?’

‘Don’t know. I just offered.’

‘Want a hand?’

‘Thought you’d never ask. Grab the spade, then and we’ll find a place somewhere over there,’ said Ito, pointing into the cool shadows of the wood. 

They walked up the track till Ito jerked his head in the direction of a clearing. ‘Over there. The ground’s soft. To the left a bit. That’s it.’

Ito cleared away dead branches then went back for the cart. He heard the rhythmic crunch of the spade in the ground as he walked down the track. It was some time before before he came back, with a basket of ripe figs.

‘Whoa, you’ve dug enough for a whole family of ‘em. I reckon that’s enough.’

‘Don’t want wild animals digging it up.’

‘True,’ said Ito. ‘Let’s get it in there, then.’ 

They maneuvered the cart as close as they could, then using the spade, carried the dog’s body to the hole. They dropped it in.

‘It’s odd, though, isn’t it – killing dogs for no reason?’ said Ito, peering into the hole. He was about to turn, but didn’t get the chance. His companion was too quick for that. The blade flashed in the dappled sunlight as it came down and Ito dropped where he stood. 

A single blow had been enough, but it had been awkward. Two more, and then it was finished. A muttered prayer, but what else was there to say? ‘We’ll all be reborn in the Lotus Land. Until then, we bear the burden of life.’ 

Two heaves and the body rolled into the hole. Twenty minutes later, the earth was flattened and dried leaves and brush scattered over the top. In an hour or two, when the sun had done its work, drying the earth and the blood, it would be just another patch of woodland, indistinguishable from the rest. The figure wheeled the handcart a little way down the track, grabbed a fig from the basket and bit into it, turning to  walk back up the track and into the wood.

＊＊＊

Although he had been there several times, Oshima always had to think about which street to take to get to the restaurant. It was while he was standing on the corner by the tofu shop that he saw Shirai coming towards him. There was no mistaking the thin, upright posture and the slight air of diffidence. His uniform looked hot in this weather, and Oshima was happy he no longer had to wear one.

‘Oshima! I thought I was going to be early for once.’

‘I’m glad you found me. I always have to think about which street it is.’

‘This is it,’ said Shirai, ‘Just down here.’

The two men walked down the narrow street, merging with the constant flow of foot traffic, delivery bicycles, and the occasional van that somehow managed to not quite block the street as it made its deliveries. 

‘It’s been a while,’ said Oshima. ‘Everything going smoothly?’

‘It’s busy, I can say that. Busier that I expected, but no problems.’

‘General Akagi?’

‘As ever. One thing gets wrapped up and we have half a dozen more waiting for us. Ah, here we are.’

––––––––
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The owner welcomed them volubly, then settled them in a corner far from the door. The scent of years, decades perhaps, of soup stock and smoke had permeated the dark wood of the walls and ceiling, mellowing them to a deep brown. In other circumstances, Oshima would have found it comfortable, the kind of place that invited you to stay a while, but at lunch time the customers finished their meals and were out of the door in ten minutes flat, shoveling the food down with enviable single-mindedness, eager to return to their busy offices. This was in the heart of the city, the frenetic pace driving the country ever forward as it established itself as one of the foremost nations of the world. Although Oshima worked not far from here himself, he preferred the staid world of accounting, which was how he made his living, to all this rushing around. But if he found it frantic, Shirai appeared to thrive in the bustle that seemed so inimical to his calm, ordered mind.

It was this impression – calm and ordered – that had stayed with Oshima, indeed, attracted him to Shirai, since they had first met several months previously. Since then, they had got to know each other quite well – as well as two quiet men might be expected to over the course of a few months. They had worked together, and they also shared an interest in calligraphy – they had both practised the art with some dedication in their younger years. Oshima had to admit he was not, himself, the easiest of people to get along with. He had come back from the war detached and angry, so it was a relief to find someone he got on with so well.

Besides, Shirai worked for Oshima’s former superior in the army, General Akagi, who had appointed himself as Oshima’s sponsor and protector in civilian life. Despite being glad to be out of the army, Oshima had cause to be grateful for this attention. It was the General that Shirai mentioned first after they had sat and ordered.

‘He sends his compliments. He hopes things have settled down now.’

‘Yes, they have. Work has picked up a little, too. Any more and I might have to think about hiring a secretary. For the moment, it’s just about right. Please thank him for me. I trust he’s well?’

‘Yes, yes. As ever. I’m glad things are going well for you. I don’t suppose you’ve had any time to pick up the brush again?’

‘Alas, no – not seriously, anyway. I never did like practising this time of year.’

‘I know. The rainy season ruins everything, and then the summer – you’re sitting there trying not to let the sweat drop onto your paper. I remember it only too well. My grandfather used to spoil me. Perhaps he knew I was never going to be really serious about it, but I remember sitting in his study for hours practising. To tell the truth,’ Shirai said, ‘I enjoyed it. In those days, life just flowed on, never a care.’

‘Yes, I feel the same way. When you’re young, the things that you enjoy don’t feel a hardship. Even now, perhaps, but I’m not sure I ever get the chance to do them.’

‘Exactly. But that’s life, eh? That’s what it means to grow up, I suppose.’

‘Speaking of which, I saw something you might be interested in – an exhibition of calligraphy, as it happens. I was just walking past when I saw it. I don’t normally have time to drop in, but there was something about it. I’m glad I did. It was surprisingly good.’

‘Was it anyone famous?’

‘Not really. Takahashi Kosetsu.’

‘Kosetsu?’ The name was famliar to Oshima, but he couldn’t place it.

‘You may have heard his name in another connection. He’s a Zen priest. He did a lecture on the radio a few months ago. It seems he’s getting quite a following.’

‘Yes, I thought I’d heard of him. I didn’t know he was a calligrapher.’ 

‘It’s worth taking a look if you get the chance. Very powerful stuff. I left feeling quite a different person. Here,’ he said, passing Oshima a piece of paper, ‘I wrote down the gallery address, and sketched a little map – you might not find it otherwise.’

‘Thank you. I’ll certainly go and have a look.’

The food had arrived – bowls of miso soup, rice with thin strips of fried pork, a smaller bowl of pickles – and they both began to eat. It must have been because they were talking about calligraphy that the delicate flavor of yuzu reminded Oshima of his teacher’s house, of the subtle mix of scents: of incense, of the ink, and of the citrus perfume his teacher’s daughter was so fond of. She was a fine calligrapher in her own right, superior to her husband in the opinion of many of the students, although it was he, her husband, who had carried on the school. She used to spoil him – he was only a teenager then – sneaking him samples of the cakes and sweets meant for the numerous visitors. 

‘So,’ said Shirai, bringing him back to the present, ‘How do you find life out of the army – still no regrets?’

‘It’s not perfect but it has it’s good points. Anyway, with this leg, I wouldn’t be much use as a soldier.’

‘Oh, I don’t know. It’s your mind that’s valuable. Any number of people can fetch and carry.’

‘True. But I’m settling down. Not like that,’ he added, seeing the look on Shirai’s face. ‘I’ve no plans to marry.’

‘Have you not?’

‘No. Not anymore.’

‘You did once?’

‘A long time ago. We all have a story like that, though. Broken hearts are part of life.’

Shirai nodded, contemplatively. ‘I don’t know what I would do if I wasn’t in the army. I can’t see myself as part of this daily grind. It seems somehow lacking in purpose.’

‘I know what you mean, but having to get money to live concentrates the mind, you know.’

‘I don’t mean that. It’s the sense of something bigger.’

‘Of course. We were fortunate to serve under the General. Not everyone is so lucky.’

‘Indeed, and the army certainly has its faults. But people look upon it with pride, now. Soldiers have respect. It wasn’t so long ago that officers were afraid to be seen in uniform on the streets.’

‘I remember that, too.’ Oshima looked at his empty bowl. He had finished even the last grains of rice. ‘I enjoyed the sense of purpose, too. And the sense of comradeship. But now? I may not have any of that, but still, I get along.’

‘I’m sure you do,’ said Shirai. ‘I worry, though, about the future. Sometimes, I think the army has lost its sense of itself. The generals play politician too much – I wonder what it is they’re after, sometimes.’

‘As I said, you’re lucky that you have the General as your superior.’

‘Yes,’ said Shirai, ‘Yes, I am.’

There was a pause. Oshima was sure he was going to say something more, but instead, he changed the subject. 

‘There’s something else I have to tell you about. I’m sure it hadn’t slipped your mind, but this month it’s the General’s birthday.’

‘Of course! Not till the 28th, though, is it?’

‘That’s right. Well, we’re organizing a celebration – nothing much, just a few friends and colleagues, and the General would like you to come. I realise it might be a bit uncomfortable – it’s going to be mostly army people, but, well, what do you say?’

‘I’d be delighted. Of course I’ll come.’

Shirai brightened up. ‘Good. I’ll let you know the details closer to the time. I’m afraid I can’t be sure of the day yet, but as soon as I know...’

‘Thank you. I’ll look forward to it.’ 

They talked a bit more, but for both of them, duty called. They wrangled over who would pay, as they always did, and this time it was Oshima who picked up the bill. Then they left, walking into the heat and sharp brightness of the day.
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Shirai had not gone far after leaving Oshima before he felt an unmistakable sense of being watched. He didn’t deign to turn round. What was the point? He was only going to his office. Nevertheless, a slight feeling of uneasiness remained with him till he had saluted the guard on duty and passed into the building marked Requisitions and Supply. His office was on the third floor, behind a frosted glass door, right across the hallway from the General’s.

The piles of papers on his desk looked larger than when he had left for lunch, but he knew they wouldn’t get any smaller on their own. This wasn’t what he had joined the army for, but it was a vital part of soldiering. It always had been. An army depended on supplies of all kinds. If this wasn’t managed well, the whole thing would grind to a halt. 

There was managing, however, and managing. Some regiments, some armies – the Imperial military was divided into several of these, including the fractious 3rd Kwantung Army that had managed to drag the whole country with it into a war with China – handled these things better than others. Competence was a question, of course. Some people had more foresight or better organisational skills than others – they knew what they needed, when they needed it and could keep their books in order. With others, he wasn’t so sure. There was a certain amount of skimming off the top, pure and simple, but that was kept within respectable limits. There was more – in Manchuria and China, he had seen rampant profiteering and corruption. When it was the native population who suffered, there was little that he could do, but when it came to the army itself, well, that was his job – his and General Akagi’s – to make things run as smoothly, as efficiently, as possible. That meant money went to buy the right raw materials, contracts were given to the appropriate suppliers, and the whole business was centered on equipping the troops with what they needed and a lot of it.

It was a big job. A very big job. The kind that was likely to ruffle feathers. It had already done that in the four months they had been in Tokyo. There had been words exchanged at some of the highest levels, but the General had his friends, and an unstained reputation for honesty. Whether they liked what he was doing or not, his opponents couldn’t find any chinks in his armour. And that annoyed them even more.

That was what all this was about – the nagging feeling he was being watched. And now, followed, too. Once, he had surprised them. After that, they were more careful. He could still feel it, though. It was something he had developed during his time in Manchuria. You learned to duck before you heard the shell – you found yourself on the floor as it exploded. You didn’t question it, your body knew. He had been out of the field for a long time but the instinct was still with him. Even on the street, surrounded by hundreds of people, he knew. He still knew.

That was why he was not surprised by the phone call. He knew as he picked it up what it meant. They had stopped playing games, they were going to make a move. 

‘Who is this?’ he had asked. There was no answer.

‘I think we should meet.’ The voice was disguised, as if the man at the other end was speaking through a handkerchief. Was he afraid Shirai would recognise him? Was he someone he knew, or was it just a precaution, in case their paths might cross in the future.

‘I don’t think that would be a good idea. I have nothing to say to you.’

‘I think you might want to reconsider,’ came the muffled reply. 

Shirai did not wait to hear the reason. He put the phone down. He wished that he could forget the conversation just as easily, but he had a feeling that this would not be the last of it. He had caught a snatch of something just before he replaced the receiver. It sounded like ‘your father.’

Shirai had acquitted himself well during his career. Before that, he had studied hard in the Imperial University, and he was quietly proud of himself. It was not false pride; he had worked hard, had some luck here and there, and had made the most of things. However, there were some things he was careful to keep to himself, and even then, he preferred not to think of them at all, if the truth were told. This was one of them.

The Russo-Japanese war had been a proving ground for the Japanese military, and for Japan as a nation. Troops had seen service in China during the Boxer uprising, and in the invasion of Korea. They had performed well, but this was the first test of their mettle against a modern European nation. The naval engagement at Tsushima was a major victory, and showed how far Japan had come in the forty years since it had been forcibly opened up to the world. On land, the war was bloody and protracted, with huge loss of life on both sides. Shirai’s father had served as an officer at Mukden – a huge and bloody battle which he survived, but never returned to Japan. The details were not clear, but he was accused of passing information to the enemy. There was no trial – despite protesting his innocence, his name remained under a cloud. Unable to bear the shame, he ended his life and the army was content to let it lie. Shirai had been young then, but he remembered his mother’s quiet dignity at the funeral and her refusal to believe her husband was capable of any act of betrayal or treachery. Shirai had believed in his father, of course, and determined to follow him, to live up to his belief in his honour. 

Now, he was not so sure. He had seen war at first hand, he had seen people, and he knew that they were fallible. No-one was perfect – that was not how we were made. Everyone had weaknesses, some more, some less. Until you were tested, who was to say how you would react? Perhaps that was why he had thrown himself so wholeheartedly into the life of a soldier. He had fought – shot and been shot at, lain for shelter in the furrows of a ploughed field, then leapt forward at the first notes of the bugle as it sounded the charge. He had endured the heat and cold, the miserable conditions, enjoyed the cameraderie and suffered the loss of comrades who had become as close as family. He had survived the battlefield, but it became clear to his superiors that his strengths lay elsewhere – anyone could run around and point a gun.

It was shortly after he had begun his work in a junior staff position that he first came to the notice of General Akagi. The General watched him at a distance for a while, impressed with his quiet efficiency. Then he transferred him onto his staff. At first the position was temporary, but he had been kept on when his predecessor did not return. That predecessor was Oshima. Shirai hoped he was living up to his example. At times he believed he was, but at others, he wasn’t sure that he quite had what Oshima did. They both had sharp minds, they both knew what they were doing, but Oshima had been a man of two worlds. He worked with figures, but he was a man of action as well, in a way that Shirai would never be. Perhaps it was that difference that helped them get on so well.

This was his problem. It was a bit more sudden than he had hoped, but as he turned it over in his mind he realised he already knew what he would do. He put his pen down and opened the drawer, pulling out a brown file. There was nothing to outwardly distinguish it from any of the others, but this one was special. He flipped through the contents – yes, it would do.

He knocked on the door of the General’s office a few minutes later. ‘He’s not going to be back until four,’ said his secretary. 

‘I’ll just leave this on his desk, then’ said Shirai, waving the file.

‘Go ahead, sir.’

‘Where’s the file on Kawasaki Engineering.’

‘It’s under ‘Transport’. Shall I get it?’

‘No, no,’ said Shirai, moving towards the filing cabinets, ‘I can find it myself.’

He found the file, and flipped through it. Closing the drawer, he opened the door into the General’s office. He put down the file he had brought then left the room, closing the door behind him. The secretary was typing and barely glanced up as Shirai nodded and walked out. He felt a sense of relief, but he knew this was a problem that wouldn’t simply go away.
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Chapter 5
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It was actually not so far from his office, but even so, it was a couple of days before Oshima had the opportunity to visit the gallery. Even if you knew where you were going it wasn’t always easy to find small places like this. Shirai’s map was clear enough, but even so, he walked past it once before he realised he was at the right place. The window gave little sign that there was an exhibition within. The pot with it’s single spray of morning glories looked more suited to a shop than a gallery, he thought. There was only a single flyer stuck to the door to suggest he was in the right place. The sign board of the gallery was blank. 

He pushed open the door tentatively, but saw he was in the right place – the quality of the calligraphy was unmistakeable. There were a good number of pieces, although the room was quite small, and he saw the exhibition extended to a back room as well. There was a small reception desk, and he was quite surprised to see a young monk sitting there until he recalled that the artist, Takahashi Kotetsu was himself a monk. Surely he would be older than this, he thought. The monk bowed and offered him a roughly printed list of the works. Oshima took it, though declining to write in the visitor’s book. ‘When I’ve looked round,’ he said.

Shirai was right, the work was powerful. Zen artists could be of all sorts, he reflected, from the most refined to the raw. It was always a struggle to balance the power and immediacy which Zen seemed to demand with the control of the discipline itself. Calligraphy demanded a lot of its practitioners. He felt there had been a falling off in quality over the years – the prime exemplars of this art were the Chinese masters whose works had been brought to this country more than five hundred years ago. There was something in the way that those generations had lived so close to the possibility of death, whether it was from war or disease, that brought a superlative balance of art and spirit to their brushstrokes. It was rare that modern masters, even the best, could hope to equal it. 

Having said that, Oshima found he was impressed. There was much to admire in this work. The characters were bold and well formed. They were placed well and there was a clear flow, both through each character and between one character and the next. There was nothing slapdash or hurried about it, despite the impression of energy. So many people took that to mean speed – perhaps that was the outward expression, but this was contained and constant, not ragged or broken. These were the things he looked for in a piece. These and the sentiment.

The meaning of a piece of calligraphy was part of the work, of course. Whether it was a poem, a saying, or even a single character, these had meaning, naturally. The style of the writing, of the execution, might add something for the viewer, or it might be done merely for effect. Sometimes the meaning was straightforward, sometimes allusive. All kinds of things could be hidden in words, and part of the enjoyment was in recognizing what these allusions were, identifying the line of poetry, recognizing the quote. It appealed to Oshima’s pride, a failing that he was aware of, that he recognised these, for the most part – even some of the less well-known religious references.

There was a theme to these works. It was Zen, true enough, reflecting the aspect of that discipline that concentrated on intuitive knowing, action without thought, surrendering to the decision that has been made and seeing it through unflinchingly. 

These were sentiments that he often heard in connection with that discipline, but he had heard them elsewhere as well. They were in the mouths of extremists from the bloody days of the Bakumatsu, the end of the feudal era in the 1860’s, when the men of one faction or another cut down anyone they disagreed with in the name of the country or the Emperor. More recently – much, much more recently, to his country’s shame, politician after politician had been assassinated by young men in the armed forces who felt the depth of their feeling entitled them to express it in violence. Just as bad, many people sympathized with them, admiring their passion, their purity, their dedication. 

Oshima had no patience with this attitude and what it was doing to the country. It was as if discussion and reasoned thought were beyond them. And indeed, there was something of that in Zen. There was a time for action, and a time for thought. Too many people ignored the discipline, the many, many hours of pain and tedium that made up the practice of Zen, and concentrated on the expression, the freedom from doubt or guilt that it promised. 

Kotetsu had certainly spent countless hours on his calligraphy and, Oshima presumed, on his Zen as well, but what sort of a person was he? Oshima felt intrigued. There was so much left unsaid in a work of art. But then, it was not meant to be a self-portrait, it was merely a statement. Depending how you read them, some of these statements could be pretty strong.

He stopped in front of one piece: “Spring day; the flowers bloom”. Out of season in the middle of the summer, but the piece itself was particularly fine, mounted as a scroll on a patterned backing of brown and gold, with a pale blue border above and below the paper. He recognised the line as belonging to a philosopher of the 18th century, a proponent of National Studies, a school of thought that promoted the originality and uniqueness of Japan, ignoring the debt it owed to China and devaluing the schools of thought that came from that country. A curious choice for a Zen scholar, he mused. But, then again perhaps not. The country was at war, after all.

He looked around at the other visitors. There were four or five, and although some had left, more had come in. They were men, almost all of them. Some seemed artistic or literary types, others office workers of some sort. One of them was clearly well off. Towards the end of his visit, a group of soldiers came in. They looked very serious, and talked among themselves in low voices. Oshima walked past them and heard one of them express his admiration for the piece he had been looking at.

On his way out, Oshima stopped at the reception desk and signed his name in the visitors’ book. The monk was still there.

‘I was hoping I might see Mr Takahashi here today,’ said Oshima.

‘He is due later. Would you like me to tell him you called?’

‘No, he wouldn’t know my name. We haven’t met, but I would like to make his acquaintance.’

‘In that case, you may be interested in attending one of his lectures. They are held on the second and third Sundays of each month. Here,’ he said, handing Oshima a small card, ‘The details are all written down here.’

‘Thank you,’ said Oshima. ‘I found the piece, “Spring day; flowers bloom” very interesting. I wondered if you knew anything about it.’

‘Ah, thank you very much,’ said the monk, bowing. It was customary to express thanks for such sentiments of praise on behalf of someone else if they were not present. ‘That is rather an impressive piece, isn’t it. I believe it was a commission, although I don’t recall the buyer. It is just on loan for this exhibition.’

‘That explains it,’ said Oshima, half to himself. The monk gave him a querying look, so Oshima explained.

‘Perhaps he was simply practicing non-distinction,’ said the monk with a smile. ‘I couldn’t presume to answer for him, though.’

‘No, of course not,’ said Oshima. He bowed his thanks, then left. He hadn’t seen an exhibition he had enjoyed as much as that in a good long while, but even so, there was something disquieting about it. He could never quite trust someone who did not have room for doubt.
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Chapter 6
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‘Do come in Major-general. Have a seat.’

Takahashi Kosetsu extended his hand towards the cushion placed at the side of the low table. Major-general Sugita bowed slightly and demurred.

‘After you, Sensei.’

Kosetsu smiled. ‘No, as my guest, I insist.’

Both men were aware that this formal dance of courtesies could become uncomfortable if protracted, but as politeness had been served, they both sat. The Major-general had been here a number of times before, both with his superior and by himself. The temple never failed to impress him with it’s mystique. The dark wood, polished smooth by years of use, the sounds of chanting echoing from within, and the scent of incense that swirled in the air as he walked through the open courtyard. The old traditions were continued here.

‘Perhaps you would care for something to drink?’ asked Kosetsu.

‘No, that’s quite all right.’

‘Are you sure? This may be a temple, but we are not without the amentities of twentieth century life. Perhaps sake? Please, don’t worry about me. I am perfectly happy with tea.’

‘In that case...’

‘Good,’ said Kosetsu, standing and crossing to an interior door. He slid it open and gave quiet instructions to someone Sugita couldn’t see.

While he was speaking, Sugita looked around the room. It was sparse, but he could see the quality of the few items on display. He did not care for art, generally, but he was not totally insensitive to its charms. Stirring scenes could raise the spirits; they could take people out of everyday life and show them a higher duty. He valued it for the place it had in the country’s life and culture, but he had little time for mere aesthetics. As a soldier, he was concerned with results. 

His eye was caught by the scroll hanging in the tokonoma, the small alcove used for displaying works of art: A cool breeze in summer, snow in winter. He thought he recognised the words, and with that style of writing – it must be one of Kosetsu’s own. 

‘Ah,’ said Kosetsu as he returned to the table. I brushed that earlier this summer. It has just come back from being mounted. I thought I would leave it there for a few days, just to see if I really like it. Sometimes it needs some time to really appreciate what one has done.’

‘It seems a very fine piece to me.’

‘You are too kind.’

Sugita continued to look at the scroll, following the lines of the characters in his mind. Kosetsu’s ability to match the mood of his meetings with his guests never failed to impress him. The white flowers mounted in an aged pot. It was like something from a Noh play. He had heard Colonel Asada talk about that. He had called it a perfect blend of the frailty of their lives with the ancient tradition that they carried on as a nation. It was a tradition that they were carrying beyond their shores. They may have inherited the culture from China, but Japan was the true expression of its flowering.

‘Marvellous. I envy you your skill. I am just a plain soldier. Art is beyond me.’

‘I would never call you plain. Remember how the warriors who shaped this country contributed to the arts. It wasn’t just the priests and the nobles.’

‘You are right, of course. Were we not lucky to have been born in this country?’

‘Indeed, indeed. We have been given a marvelous chance in this life. Let’s hope we make the most of it.’

Their talk meandered for some minutes, till there was a knock at the door and a temple novice appeared. He placed the tray on the floor, bowed to Kosetsu and Sugita, then placed a small bottle of sake, a pot of tea, and cups for both on the table. He poured the drinks, then bowed once more, and left the room, sliding the door closed behind him with barely more sound than the brush of his cotton clothes on the tatami straw mats.

Sugita held up his cup, small and delicate, for a toast.

‘Let us drink to ­– the Emperor.’

Kosetsu also picked up a cup of sake.

‘The Emperor.’

Both men drained their cups. Sugita moved to refill their cups, but Kosetsu shook his head.

‘I’ll stick with tea, thank you. It’s more seemly for my station.’

Sugita refilled his own cup, then set the bottle down.

‘So, we are moving forward.’

Kosetsu nodded. ‘That’s good.’

‘But,’ said Sugita, leaning forward, ‘things may not run as smoothly as we had hoped.’

‘As a soldier, I’m sure you had anticipated this.’

‘Naturally. Persuasion, by whatever means is preferable, but we have other options.’

‘The two men I sent to you ... are they ready.’

‘They were good choices. They have taken to their training well.’

‘I’m glad to hear it. I hope they will prove useful.’ 

‘I have no doubt about it. I would be grateful if I could ask you to continue their spiritual education.’

‘Of course.’

‘Things are not the same as they were two years ago. When the coup failed, it demoralized many of the young officer corps. To see those men accused of treason made them doubt themselves.’

‘Of course. But those with a will that is strong enough may still realise the purity of their desire to serve the Emperor, even when their superiors have become distracted with the demands of their day-to-day lives.’

‘We have to move carefully, but I do not need to tell you that,’ said Sugita. The sake had not impaired his habitual caution. He looked around and spoke in a low voice. ‘The stakes are high.’

Kosetsu replied quietly, ‘We must all do what we can, then. I leave the military measures to others, but where I can help, then I will certainly do so.’

‘I value your opinion. Both these young men are promising, but for the task I have in mind, which do you think would be more suitable?’

Kosetsu considered the question carefully before giving his opinion. Sugita nodded as he listened. 

‘An incisive assessment, Sensei. I was thinking along similar lines....’

‘You know I am always willing to help.’

‘You have certainly done more than many... others.’

Sugita spoke the last word with distaste.

‘You must not be hard on them. Priests are not all suited to helping directly in a struggle like this. Those who provide comfort for the people who do not fight, for the families of those that have lost sons ... they are helping in their own way.’

‘You are too kind to them. Our first duty is to the Emperor. If we give our lives, our children’s lives, then what are they compared to the honour of dying for his Imperial Majesty? In pursuit of our duty?’

‘People are weak, but we must give them strength where we can. For those that have stepped onto the path of duty, too, we must help. I’m sorry – I’m speaking like a priest.’

‘You are in a unique position to show that not every priest is the same, Kosetsu sensei. I heard you on the radio the other day. Most impressive. Most impressive.’

Kosetsu bowed his head briefly in acknowledgement.

‘I must thank you, once again, for arranging the loan of that work from Colonel Asada. It complemented the other works perfectly.’

‘Not at all, not at all. I was happy to do it.’

‘Please convey my regards to the Colonel. His support is always appreciated.’

‘I will be happy to do so. By the way, there is someone I would like to bring to your attention. He may have a role to play. His name is Shirai.’
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‘It’s all right ... it’s going. Thank you.’

‘Is there anything I can do?’

‘No, it will be fine in a minute.’

‘Shall I get you something to drink?’

‘Yes, if you would.’

Oshima leaned back in his chair. His leg hadn’t seized up like this for a while. He breathed deeply, his mind smothering the pain, holding it steady, letting the muscles release their tension one point at a time.

By the time Nakajima was back, it had faded to a dull ache. She placed the tray on the desk, then passed him a cup. He took it and sipped the tea. He looked around the room, noticing the changes for the first time. Nakajima followed his eyes warily.

‘I hope it’s alright. I wouldn’t have dared, normally, but it’s all been sitting here right through the rainy season. To be honest, I wasn’t sure it hadn’t begun to get mildewed. It needed doing, honestly.’

Oshima surprised them both by smiling.

‘I’m sure it did, but you will have to explain how you have arranged it. But,’ he said, holding up a hand, ‘not now. I have something more important to ask you. Please, have a seat.’

She did so, seating herself opposite him on a chair which, Oshima noticed, was free of the papers that had been piling up there for the last few months.

‘I asked you in general terms before, but now I’m relying on you for something more specific.’

Nakajima said nothing, but nodded.

‘It’s Mrs Bando from up the street.’

Nakajima’s eyes narrowed slightly when he mentioned the name. He wasn’t surprised. Mrs Bando was a notorious gossip and busy-body, nice enough but she did go on. Sometimes it was difficult to get away without being rude. Oshima could always plead the pressure of work, but for the women of the neighbourhood, it could be more difficult. If anyone knew anything about the neighbourhood, it was going to be her, and Oshima wanted to keep things as smooth as possible.

‘The thing is,’ Oshima continued, ‘I can’t have you making enemies in the street, particularly with her. She’s not bad, really,’ he added. ‘You can speak freely with me – I’ve told you that before, and I’ll say it again. And with my friends like Adachi and Sato. But people have to rub along together.’

Nakajima was looking at him. She wasn’t making this any easier. 

‘This is important to me. She knows what’s going on round here and sometimes, that’s useful for me, too. Like at the moment, for instance. It would be a big help if you could keep on good terms with her. I’m not asking you to be her best friend all of a sudden, but don’t antagonise her. For my sake, if not your own.’

She nodded, slowly. ‘I understand,’ she said, ‘but she can really stretch my patience, Mr Oshima. She really can.’

‘I know what she’s like. Look upon it as part of your job, if you have to.’

Pulling a wry smile, Nakajima nodded. ‘You’re always very good to me, sir. I wouldn’t do anything ... I mean, I’ll do anything I can to help you.’

‘Thank you. There’s something else as well. There is a move to start neighbourhood organisations connected to the war effort. I’ve heard about it here and there, and I think the mood is becoming more widespread. We might see it here soon. I can’t say I really like the idea – everyone spying on everyone else, but if it happens, there’s not much we can do about it. And if it happens, you can bet Mrs Bando will be part of it. There’s a real possibility of things becoming difficult – unpleasant, even. I don’t want that, for everyone’s sake. Once that kind of thing starts, it’s difficult to go back. And I don’t want you hampered in your own life, or in whatever you’re doing for me, by bad relations around here. Now is the time to get things going smoothly. Do you think you can do that?’

‘Yes, I can.’

‘Even with Mrs Bando.’

‘Yes, even with her.’

‘Good. You see, Ms Nakajima, you haven’t been here very long, but to be honest, neither have I. You are a part of this ... household, a very important part. I’m afraid the war is coming to this country whether we like it or not. I have no idea what that will mean, but we need to be as ready as we can. Both of us. And, once again, whether we like it or not, we also have to become part of this community, because we may have to rely on it ... and if we rely on them, it’s only fair that they can rely on us.’

If there was a whiff of hypocrisy in his words, then too bad, Oshima thought. It was true that he was not the most community minded of people, avoiding as many of the events and obligations of the neighbourhood as possible, but what he said was true. The war was coming, and people needed to stick together. He didn’t want Nakajima isolated, and he knew the damage gossip and rumour could do. It wouldn’t be good for either of them.
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The knife was sharp – it was always kept that way, cleaned and oiled properly, with never a hint of rust. The long blade passed through skin and flesh effortlessly as she filleted the fish, laying out the thin strips on the cutting board. Her movements were smooth, but Nakajima was angry. She wiped the knife carefully, laid it to one side, and picked out another – this one was broader bladed – and turned her attention to the carrots. She cut down with rather more strength than was needed and felt a momentary surge of satisfaction. Yes, she was angry, partly with herself, partly with Mrs Bando, and partly, she had to admit, with Oshima, even though he was more than justified in what he said. Maybe it was just the whole situation. But Mrs Bando? Yes, she didn’t like being spied on, not by anybody, and especially not by her. She especially didn’t like having to conform to other people’s ideas of what she should be like and how she should behave. That was her own fault, she supposed, her earlier life.

Standing there, she let her mind slip back five years. She wasn’t a housekeeper, then. Someone else would be where she was now, chopping vegetables in the kitchen. She would have been getting ready for the evening, doing her hair, listening to the radio, maybe. Or in bed. She thought it would last for ever. How wrong she had been. She wasn’t sure she had enjoyed it even while it had lasted – well, perhaps in a haze of giddy relief, she had, but it had beaten the alternative. That was something she couldn’t go back to. Ever. And here she was, a respectable housekeeper in a respectable house. Oshima was a little ... odd, perhaps. No, that was unkind. But certainly, he was not in the usual way of things. And she should know. 

Perhaps that was why she was angry with him. He was supposed to side with her against that Bando woman. He didn’t follow all the conventions himself, so she had hoped he would be a little more forgiving when it came to that kind of thing with her. And she had been doing so well. She had relaxed just a little and the whole lot had gone to hell. Damn!

She finished the carrot and started to slice the spring onions. This was fine work, but she could still put her anger into the movement. She had to admit that what really annoyed her was that she had done it herself. She hadn’t thought – now, of all times! How could she have been so careless? Oshima had given her a warning, and now she thought about it, she could see he was right. This wasn’t the time to make enemies. She had burned too many bridges in the past. This was the time to build alliances, if not friendships. She knew what she wanted, but it wouldn’t do to put all her eggs in one basket. But, if she could make friends with the Bando woman ... She smiled at the thought. This was something she could use to show what she was made of. Once he saw what she could do, who knew where things might lead?
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