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To Arthur





If not to you,
 To whom can I show
 The plum tree's flower?
 For, when it comes to colour and to scent,
 Only he knows who truly knows

Ki no Tomonori
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Part I
 The Village
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1
 Kiso Valley, 1861
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	Oshikaraji 
	Without regret,



  	
	kimi to tami to no
	If it is for you, my lord,



  	 
	tame naraba
	And your people,



  	
	mi wa Musashino no
	I will vanish with the dew



  	
	tsuyu to kiyu tomo
	On the plain of Musashi



  	
	Princess Kazu, 1861
	





I

'Shita ni iyo! Shita ni iyo! Shita ni . . . Shita ni . . . On your knees! On your knees! Get down . . . Get down . . .'

The shout came drifting across the valley, so faint it might have been the rustle of leaves carried on the wind. At the head of the pass, where the road dipped towards the village, four tousle-haired children bundled in faded, patched kimonos stood listening for all they were worth. It was one of those late autumn days when everything seems transfixed, as if waiting. The pine trees that fringed the highway were uncannily still and the lightest of breezes barely lifted the mouldering red and gold leaves that lay swept into tidy piles well away from the verges. A hawk circled lazily and for a moment a flock of wild geese filled the sky. From around a corner in the road the familiar smell of woodsmoke mixed with horse dung, human waste and miso soup wafted up. From time to time a cockerel crowed and the village dogs replied with a chorus of baying. But apart from that, the valley was silent. Normally the highway would have been crammed with people, palanquins and horses, as far as the eye could see. That day it was completely empty.

That was how Sachi always remembered the day, when she thought back to it years later – the pine trees so tall and dark, soaring endlessly upwards, the bowl of the sky so blue that it seemed close enough to touch, far closer than the pale mountains that shimmered on the horizon.

Sachi was eleven, but small and slight. In summer she was as tawny as one of the famous Kiso horse chestnuts but now her skin was startlingly translucent and pale, almost as white as her breath in the frosty air. Often she wished she was brown and sturdy like the other children, though they didn't seem to care. Even her eyes were different. While theirs were brown or black, hers were dark green, as green as the pine trees in summer or the moss on the forest floor. But secretly, though she knew it was wrong, she rather liked her white skin. Sometimes she would kneel in front of her mother's tarnished mirror and look at her pale face glimmering there. Then she would take out the comb that she kept tucked in her sleeve. It was her talisman, her good luck charm, beautiful, shiny and sparkly. It had always been hers, ever since she could remember, and no one else had a comb like it. Slowly, pensively, she would comb her hair until it was shining, then tie it neatly back with a piece of bright red crepe.

A couple of summers earlier some travelling players had arrived in the village. For a few days they performed ghost stories on a makeshift stage, sending shivers down everyone's back. The children squatted together, frozen with fear, watching a drama about a deserted wife who dies from grief. At the end of the play the dead woman suddenly appeared floating in the air before her faithless husband, her face ghastly white. As she combed her long black hair, it fell out in clumps. The children screamed so much that no one could hear the actors' words. Now when the others wanted to tease Sachi they told her that she must be a ghost too.

'Sickly' was what her grandmother called her. Sometimes she heard her berating her mother. 'That child of yours, that Sa,' she would grumble. 'You spoil her! How do you expect her to get a husband, so pale and sickly as she is? And so vain, always combing that hair of hers. No one wants a wife who spends all her time in front of the mirror. You need a daughter with big child-bearing hips who knows how to work, that's what. Otherwise you'll be stuck with her.'

'She's delicate,' her mother would say mildly, smiling her tired, patient smile. 'She's not like the other children. But at least she's pretty.' She always took her side.

'"Pretty",' her grandmother would reply. 'That's all very well. What good is "pretty" for a farmer's wife?'

Rubbing her hands and blowing on them, Sachi shifted from foot to foot. Despite the layers of rough cotton, the thick wadded jacket her mother had managed to find for her and the scarves wound around her head, she was still cold. The only thing that provided a little warmth was the baby tied in a sling on her back. She was fast asleep, her head flopping like a rag doll. Huddled next to Sachi was her friend Mitsu. The two had been inseparable since they were tiny. In appearance she was almost the exact opposite of Sachi, so brown and squat she was almost like a monkey, with small eyes and a pug nose.

When she was born, her mother had told the midwife to kill her. 'She's so ugly, she'll never get a husband,' she had said. 'And then what will we do with her?' The midwife nodded. It was a sensible request. Many babies were killed at birth. She spat on a bit of paper, put it over the baby's mouth and nose, then wrapped her up tightly in rags. But just as they thought she was dead, she started to wriggle, then to howl and bawl. The gods, it seemed, had decided she was to live. 'And who were we to interfere with the gods?' her mother said, spreading her work-reddened hands expansively. She seemed to love her daughter all the more because of her miraculous escape. Mitsu, a cheerful, down-to-earth, motherly girl, was not at all worried by the story. Like Sachi, she carried one of her siblings on her back.

The sounds from the far side of the valley were growing louder. Listening hard, the children made out the crunch of feet, the muffled clatter of hooves shod with straw, the jangle of iron on iron and iron on stone. Above the hubbub rose a chorus of voices, at first a babble, then clearer and clearer until they could hear every syllable, repeated again and again in sing-song tones: 'Shita ni iyo! Shita ni iyo! Shita ni . . . Shita ni . . .' The marchers were still deep in the forest, hidden beneath the dense thatch of foliage that clothed the mountainside, yet the voices never stopped, not for a second. It was as if they expected everything – the tall trees with their thick cap of leaves, plants, wolves, foxes, deer, the lumbering black bears and ferocious mountain boars with their sharp tusks – to get down on their knees.

Genzaburo, the unchallenged leader of the children, scrambled up a tree and edged along a branch until he was swaying precariously above the road. A wiry, long-limbed boy with skin burned almost black by the sun and an impish grin, he was forever getting into scrapes, sneaking away to catch fish or swim in the river when he should have been working. He was adept at sneaking up behind a horse and snatching a few hairs from its tail then darting off with the groom chasing after him. Grey hairs made the best fishing lines because the fish could not see them, so it was always a particular challenge to grab a few when a grey horse came by. Genzaburo had also made a name for himself by wrestling a wild boar that had charged into the village one day, terrorizing everyone, when he was only ten. He had punched it and kicked it again and again until the beast turned tail and ran back into the woods. He sometimes showed off the scar where the tusker had gored his arm. It was his badge of honour.

Only Chobei, the youngest of the children, Sachi's brother, a grubby little boy with spiky hair, swathed in a thick brown kimono, paid no attention to the approaching commotion. He crouched by the road, examining a lizard that had crawled out of the undergrowth.

Genzaburo worked his way further along the branch, screwing up his eyes and peering into the distance.

'They're coming! They're coming!' he shouted.

In a minute everyone could see the first banners poking above the trees, red, purple and gold, fluttering like petals. Shards of light glanced off the steel tips of standards and lances. The children watched intently, their hearts thumping. They all knew exactly what 'Shita ni iyo!' meant. It was the first lesson they had ever learned. They had all felt their fathers' big rough hands on their heads, pushing them down on to their knees until their faces were in the dirt, and could almost hear their fathers' voices barking, 'Get down, right now! You'll get yourself killed.'

No one had forgotten the dreadful fate of Sohei the drunkard. A few years earlier, after a few too many sakes he had gone staggering out into the path of a procession. Before anyone could pull him back, a couple of samurai whipped their swords out of their scabbards and cut him down, right there in the street. The villagers lugged his body out of the way in numb silence. It just went to show how cheap life was. The samurai were their masters; they had power of life or death over them. That was how it had always been and how it would always be.

But the banners were still far away. The children gazed and gazed, mesmerized by the thrill of doing something so forbidden and so dangerous.

In the distance tiny figures in blue and black were swarming out of the woods. Shading their eyes, the children made out battalions of soldiers tramping along in close formation, warriors on horseback with the horns on their helmets glinting and long lines of porters humping gleaming lacquered trunks. The figures grew larger as the column of marchers drew nearer. The jangle of the metal rings on the guards' staffs, the shuffle of feet, the crunch of hooves and the ominous chorus – 'Shita ni iyo! Shita ni iyo! Shita ni . . . Shita ni . . .' – grew louder and louder.

Suddenly the spell was broken. Grabbing each other's hands, tripping over in their panic, the children turned and raced helter-skelter down the slope, the babies on the girls' backs bobbing and bouncing.

The mountain that shadowed the village was so high and steep that the first shafts of sunlight had only just begun to pierce the icy air, although it was the hour of the horse and the sun was almost at its height. As they reached the beginning of the street, the children paused for breath. They had never seen it so crowded with people. The rickety inns that lined each side seemed to teeter under the crush. The innkeepers had thrust the slatted doors right back and clouds of woodsmoke swirled out of the cavernous interiors. Gangs of bow-legged porters in wadded cotton jackets and leggings hustled in and out, slurping bowls of barley gruel. Grooms grappled with bad-tempered horses no bigger than ponies, strapping saddles on to them and tying straw horseshoes on to their hooves. Other men bobbed through the throng in straw cloaks, like moving haystacks. Many just stood waiting, fondling their long-stemmed pipes. Some were from villages round about and always turned up when porters or grooms were needed, but most were strangers, gnarled men from villages deep in the hollows of the mountains, who had hiked for an entire day to get there.

Standing in the middle of the mob was a tall man with a broad, calm face and a thatch of thick hair tied back like a horse's tail. He was bellowing orders, waving his arms, sending people running here and there. Sachi and the others burrowed through the crowd, ducking under arms, and grabbed his sleeves.

'The princess is coming! The princess is coming!' they chorused.

He grinned down at them and slapped their heads approvingly.

'Good, good,' he barked. 'Now get back inside to your mothers, right now!'

II

Jiroemon was Sachi's father and the village headman. He was responsible for everything that went on in the village, as his family had been for as long as anyone could remember. He had taken over the job ten years earlier, when his father became old and infirm. In the past the family had worn the two swords that marked them as samurai but the privilege had been revoked centuries ago, though Jiroemon still carried a short ceremonial sword to mark his superior status.

He was a big man, big at least compared to the other villagers, who were squat and brawny, true Kiso 'mountain monkeys'. He was probably less than forty years old – few adults in the village kept track of their exact age – but his face was already furrowed from years of mediating between the villagers and the authorities. All the Kiso land belonged to the local lord and the villagers were allowed to cut only one small section of forest for their own use. Every year people desperate for firewood chopped down trees. Officially the penalty was 'one tree, one head', though Jiroemon always pleaded as hard as he could for leniency. The villagers were never allowed to forget for one moment that, in the eyes of their overlords, they were no better than animals.

Jiroemon's main job was to ensure that traffic flowed smoothly on the section of the great Kiso highway – the Nakasendo, the Inner Mountain Road – that passed through the village. In normal times the highway was clogged with travellers, spangled with the exotic air of faraway places. Groups of pilgrims in their white robes came ambling through, ringing their bells, on their way to distant shrines, though most of them seemed more interested in having a rollicking time and seeing the world than in prayer and devotions. Some were wealthy merchants accompanied by a retinue of wives, concubines and servants, all dressed in the height of fashion. Some were poor peasants and others were begging their way, dependent on alms. Convoys of samurai rode on horseback or in palanquins, and merchants supervised consignments of freight packed into chests and carried by cavalcades of porters. Wandering poets stayed for days to lead poetry-writing evenings and scholars and priests relayed the choicest news, controversy and gossip from the three great cities, Osaka, Kyoto and Edo. Then there were mail couriers, stopping just long enough to change horses, and shifty-eyed characters everyone knew were spies or police agents, who kept an eye on all the other travellers.

Add to them renegade samurai, tinkers, peddlers, gangsters, gamblers, travelling players, magicians, rogues and sellers of toad oil – guaranteed to cure every ailment under the sun – and there was plenty to keep the villagers in business. Every evening the geishas were out in force, dragging in passing men. The sounds of music, merriment and dancing spilt from the lamp-lit inns into the dark street.

Jiroemon too kept an inn, but his was a very splendid and exclusive one, designated for the use of the daimyo lords who travelled the Inner Mountain Road every year. In the off-season, officials and other important or very wealthy personages were allowed to stay there too.

The daimyos were provincial rulers. Each was the lord of his own small domain and kept his own army. They collected taxes and had power of life or death over their subjects. But they all owed allegiance to the shogun in Edo and were obliged to travel there every year to pay homage, show their faces at court and stay for several months. Each had two or three palaces in the city where their womenfolk lived permanently, prisoners in golden cages.

There were thirty-four greater or lesser daimyos who used the Inner Mountain Road. Some would be going one way, some the other, east to Edo or west towards Kyoto, the holy city and official capital of the country, where the emperor lived in seclusion. They were always accompanied by a magnificent entourage, with hundreds of attendants and guards. It was a breathtaking spectacle. The peasants were supposed to keep away from the road when they passed or at least to stay on their hands and knees with their heads bowed; but they all did their best to see as much of the procession as they dared.

All, except the palanquin bearers, would be smartly turned out in black silk. Some would be on horseback but most marched on foot, in close formation. The lower ranks, the pikemen and the bearers of sunhats, parasols and trunks, always put on a grand display for the benefit of the cowering villagers, swaggering along with their robes hitched right up at the back, their bare buttocks glinting in the sun with only a loincloth to cover the gap. With every step they kicked one heel up nearly to the buttock and thrust the opposite arm forward as if they were swimming through the air. The pike-bearers twirled their pikes, the hat-bearers their hats and the parasol-bearers their parasols, all in precisely the same rhythm.

The processions always stopped in Jiroemon's village to rest and change horses and porters. While the underlings were busy the palanquins carrying the daimyo and his retainers would proceed to Jiroemon's inn, where they took tea or stayed overnight. Most of the daimyos had been visiting for many years and had got to know the well-educated and rather entertaining innkeeper. When they had consumed a little sake and the time came to call in their favourite geishas, some even relaxed enough to summon him for a chat, though no one ever forgot the huge discrepancy in rank. Jiroemon knew very well that, as far as they were concerned, he was a mere rustic, though a clever one.

A couple of times Jiroemon himself had been up to Edo, that fabled metropolis in the Musashi plain, a fourteen-day tramp through the mountains. He brought back startling news. Some eight years earlier, four Black Ships, iron-clad monsters bristling with cannons and spouting smoke and steam, had appeared on the horizon and dropped anchor on the coast near Shimoda. Soon afterwards a succession of disasters had occurred – violent earthquakes and tidal waves – and a comet had appeared in the sky, clearly presaging doom.

The ships had disgorged a delegation of barbarians. Jiroemon had not seen any himself but he had been told they had huge noses and coarse pallid skin covered in red fur and stank of the dead animals they ate. They had not only placed their impure feet on Japan's sacred soil but insisted that they intended to stay and set up trading stations.

The travellers who passed through Jiroemon's inn had made it frighteningly clear that the country was in crisis. Only the previous spring, rumours had come winging down the valley that Lord Ii Naosuke, the Great Counsellor and iron-handed ruler of the country, had been cut down right outside the gates of Edo Castle, the shogun's residence. Some of the assassins were samurai from Mito, the domain of one of the most powerful and high-ranking princes in the country, a blood relation of the shogun. Others were from the wild southern domain of Satsuma, one of the shogun's traditional enemies. Life for the villagers had always been hard, cruel and unfair; but at least they knew where they stood. Now they could not be sure of anything. They dreaded what might happen next. Old men muttered darkly that the world was mired in the Age of Mappo, the last age described in Buddhist scriptures. Perhaps the end was approaching.

III

The first year of Bunkyu – the year that would go down in history books as 1861 – was unusually cold. It was nearly barley-planting time but icicles still hung from the eaves, and only the most determined travellers came tramping along the snow-encrusted highway. Then one day the mail courier arrived, urging his horse through the mud and slush. He had a letter for Jiroemon from the district commissioners in charge of transport.

Jiroemon broke the seal with trepidation, opened the box and unscrolled the letter. What new demands could they possibly have dreamed up now? He read it, scratched his head, then studied it until he could decipher the convoluted official language. The commissioners wished to notify him, as headman of the village, that Her Highness Princess Kazu, the emperor's younger sister, would be passing along the Inner Mountain Road and through the village in the tenth month of that same year. He was to start preparations immediately.

An imperial princess of the highest rank, the daughter of the late emperor and younger sister of the Son of Heaven, passing through their village! Such a thing had never occurred before. Slipping and sliding on the icy paths, Jiroemon rushed back to the cramped quarters where the family lived, in a distant corner of the splendid inn where the daimyos stayed. Smoke swirled out as he slid open the door. Everyone was huddled around the hearth, waiting for him to come back.

'I've never known such times, Mother, in all my years,' he grunted as he burst into the room. He always called his wife, Otama, 'Kaacban', the affectionate rural term for 'Mother'. His usually calm face was crumpled with worry, the furrows in his forehead deeper than ever and his black hair stuck out in tufts.

The children's grandmother ladled out a helping of gruel for him, then a second one. Her face was as brown and shrivelled as a walnut and her back bent double after a lifetime of hard work.

'The road always overburdened, the outside villages refusing to supply porters – and now this!' he said. 'How many travellers do we get a day, do you think? A thousand? And even that's far more than we can cope with. It says here there'll be ten thousand in Her Highness's party, without even counting the porters. It will take – what? – four, five days for the whole lot to pass. And we're supposed to find two or three thousand porters. Two or three thousand! And five hundred horses each day that it passes. Six thousand pillows. Rice. Charcoal. Dishes. And we're supposed to feed all the lower ranks. How can we possibly do that? It can't be done!'

Otama was a thin, worn woman, her face criss-crossed with thin lines and her hair twisted into a rough bun. Her hands were swollen, cracked and ingrained with dirt from cleaning, cooking, digging and weeding and her back was beginning to bend from years of planting out rice shoots. Her parents had sent her to marry Jiroemon when she was very young, not much older than Sachi. She bore him child after child but after each one died they had eventually adopted a frail, pale-faced baby girl. They named her Sachi, 'Happiness', hoping this one at least would survive.

This much Sachi knew. She had never enquired further. Her young life was far too full ever to think of asking where she had come from or who her parents had been. Half the children in the village were adopted or passed around, depending on which family had a sickly child or needed a son to continue the line, until some people had no idea who their real parents were. No one much cared. You belonged to whichever family you had been adopted into.

A few years later Otama bore Jiroemon a boy, little Chobei. He survived and other babies followed. She was strong, healthy, hard-working, quiet – everything a man like Jiroemon could want in a wife – and he was devoted to her. Now that Granny had become old and infirm, she was the power in the house.

She had been watching him closely as he spoke. Silently she laid her bowl and chopsticks beside the hearth, knelt behind him and began to knead his shoulders with her thumbs. He grimaced as she worked on a particularly stubborn knot.

Finally she spoke. 'I suppose they told you what a great honour and privilege it is,' she said. 'I doubt we'll see a single copper penny or a grain of rice. They know very well we only have a couple of hundred men at most and fifty-odd horses. Even if we go to all the villages round about we still can't round up that many.'

'The letter said there might be some sort of financial recompense. But of course they're not guaranteeing anything.'

'You'll find a way,' she said soothingly, pressing her thumbs into his shoulders. 'You always do.'

Usually Sachi barely listened to adult talk. It was always jobs that needed to be done, plans, worries, money, gossip, the day's routine. She let it all flow by and drifted off into her own thoughts. But today was different. Her parents had always been reassuring presences who protected her, admonished her and solved her problems. She had taken for granted that they were not affected by worries and fears, as she was. Now she saw that they were as weak and helpless as her. It made her feel frightened and alone.

Yet at the same time she was strangely entranced. A princess, passing through their village . . . Princesses had never entered her mind before. Sometimes she saw wealthy merchants travelling with women, some of whom had skin nearly as pale as hers. Perhaps the princess too had white skin.

She fingered the comb in her kimono sleeve, as she always did when anything was on her mind. She was nearly an adult, and she knew she would be sent away in a year or two. She had seen the older girls disappear. One had gone off to a cousin's house to enlarge her knowledge of the world and make her a more useful bride, a couple had been taken into service in a samurai household, and the rest had been sent to be married. Soon it would be her turn. What else could there be? Her grandmother's words echoed in her mind: 'How do you expect her to get a husband, so pale and sickly as she is? What good is "pretty" for a farmer's wife?' Supposing she was too small and whey-faced to be accepted by another family as a bride? Maybe when all the other girls left home she would still be living with her parents, a shame and a burden to them, pitied by everyone in the village.

To make things worse, the village geishas teased her that she ought to become one of them. They covered their brown country faces in thick white paint, they told her, giggling coyly in that way geishas had. But her face was already as white as the full moon, as white as a mountain cherry blossom, and without any makeup at all. And she was pretty, too, and getting prettier. To hear them say such things only made her feel more of an oddity. When her mother heard them, she would smile her tired smile and lead her firmly away.

The morning after the villagers heard that the princess was to pass through, Sachi took up her usual place beside the work-stained loom, spooling cotton on to bobbins and passing them to her mother, while her grandmother sat in the corner, bent so close to the spinning wheel that her nose brushed against it. For a while the only sound was the rhythmic clack of the bobbin flying to and fro, the banging of the loom and the creaking and clattering of the wheel. Finally Sachi took a deep breath.

'Kaacban,' she said tentatively. 'Mother. The princess . . . Can you tell me . . . ? What kind of . . . ?'

Otama had stopped throwing the bobbin back and forth to wind on a newly woven length of fabric. She thought for a moment.

'Well, Little Sa,' she replied. 'I don't know. Your father says she's going to Edo to be the shogun's bride.'

To be the shogun's bride! It was like one of those fairy tales her grandmother sometimes told. Was the shogun old and ugly, she wondered, wizened and dried up like the village priest? Or was he young and full of life? The image of Genzaburo's lean young body darting about in the river came to her mind.

In the days that followed, travellers brought rumour after rumour. Every night the oil lamps in the meeting house smoked and guttered until late and the family waited longer and longer for Jiroemon to come home for dinner. He would rush in exhausted and swallow a few bowls of barley, then towel down over a pan of steaming water and throw himself on to the rough straw sleeping mats next to the children. The villagers were to pave the road with flat white rocks throughout the village and for one or two ri on each side. The road had to be twelve shaku wide, even if that meant knocking down the walls in front of people's houses.

The day after the last of the snow disappeared, Sachi slipped on a pair of clog-like geta, checked the old wooden pail to see if it was still watertight and skipped down to join the line at the well. As usual, the group of women there were chatting excitedly. Fetching water was a young woman's job. It was the perfect excuse to escape from their shrewish mothers-in-law and gossip among themselves.

'You know she's only fifteen?' twittered Shigé from the inn across the road. 'My father-in-law says so.' She was fifteen herself, plump and girlish with sunburned cheeks and a mouth jostling with crooked teeth. She was the bride of the eldest son of the house and the mother of his son and heir, and brimming with her own importance. Genzaburo was her husband's younger brother. Sachi was in awe of her. She could not imagine ever being so grown-up and confident.

'Is that right?' squealed Kumé, the child bride of the clog-maker's son. She had been born with one leg shorter than the other and walked with a limp, but could spin as fine a thread as the oldest woman in the village. 'But you know what I heard? They say she didn't want—'

'That's right,' Shigé butted in. 'She refused several times. Imagine that – a woman refusing to go as a bride!'

There was a chorus of high-pitched whinnies of disbelief.

'She was already betrothed,' Shigé persisted. 'To an imperial prince. She had been promised to him when she was six. She said she'd rather become a nun than marry the shogun.'

'My father-in-law says it's a scandal to send such a young girl so far away!' said Kumé, finally managing to interject. 'Edo's a soldiers' city. Not a place for someone who's been brought up so delicately.'

'How beautiful she must be,' whispered Oman from the inn next door to Sachi's. She had only recently arrived as a bride from a nearby village and was still subdued and prone to tears. T heard they are bringing spring water for her bath all the way from Kyoto.'

'That can't be!' gasped the others, tilting their heads in disbelief.

'It's true,' sighed Oman. 'She is too delicate for our Kiso water. What would I give to see her, just for one second!'

There were shocked giggles at the audacity of the thought. 'That's right,' said the young women, nodding. 'Too bad none of us will ever see a princess. No one ever gets to see a great lady like that!'

Sachi listened in silence. So the princess was not much older than herself. How sad she must feel, plucked from her home and sent on a long journey to a place she did not know, to marry someone she did not know and did not want to marry. In that respect her life was no different from that of the poorest villager. Only in her case she had dared to refuse; though in the end she had been overruled. She was one of the greatest ladies in the land yet she too had no say over her own life.

'She probably has white skin, even whiter than yours, Little Sa,' said Oman.

'Perhaps she looks like you, Little Sa,' said Kumé. 'With that long face of yours and that high nose.'

'Don't be silly,' sneered Shigé, with the air of a woman of the world. 'The princess is beautiful. She doesn't look anything like any of us.'

The year went by in a flurry of festivals, lucky days and unlucky days. In the spring Sachi was up before dawn every morning, scrambling around the lower slopes of the mountain harvesting fiddlehead ferns, horsetail shoots, burdock root and all the other edible roots and shoots that grew there. Then came the spring festival, followed by the girls' festival, then the planting out of the rice shoots. In the summer the children were busy working on the road and in the fields, but whenever they could they sneaked down to the river. There they would tear off their clothes and plunge in, joyfully splashing around in the cool water. Genzaburo led expeditions into the woods to climb trees, play games and chase the rabbits, foxes and badgers that lived there. In the seventh month, when it was so hot it was hard to move and everyone was soaked with sweat, came the Bon festival when the ancestors returned from the dead and the villagers danced until late at night. Then in the autumn Sachi was up in the hills again, collecting mushrooms.

Otama cleaned, polished, swept and cooked, making sure the inn was always pristine for each of the grand guests who passed through. The loom clattered and Granny's spinning wheel whirred. Yet as the women went about their everyday tasks, they were all too aware of Jiroemon's frantic efforts to prepare for the great procession. He negotiated endlessly with the headmen of more and more distant villages to ensure there would be enough porters and horses. It was not a question of whether: it had to be done.

When the ninth month came round, a huge procession of officials, guards, soldiers and local .daimyos with their entourages suddenly appeared, heading for Kyoto to escort the princess back. Day after day the highway was choked with traffic. The porters, bearers and foot soldiers were pressed so close together that they were treading on each other's heels. Jiroemon had organized more than a thousand extra porters but they were vastly overworked; there were still far from enough.

One day a line of palanquins appeared that were more ornate and gorgeous than any that anyone had ever seen. Rumours quickly spread and soon crowds of villagers were squatting along the sides of the road, craning their necks to get a peep inside before the guards shoved them out of the way.

'Ladies from the Great Interior!' Sachi heard Jiroemon telling Otama. 'They're stopping here for the night. What am I supposed to do? Do I go out and greet them? I've had no instructions at all!'

'The Great Interior?' queried Otama.

'The women's palace in Edo Castle,' said Jiroemon impatiently.

'Grand ladies like that on the road?' said Otama, shaking her head. 'That's something special! You never see that!'

It was true. The only women Sachi saw were peasants or townsfolk on pilgrimage and sometimes the elegant wives of merchants, who usually bargained harder than their husbands. Occasionally a woman poet came by, but never anyone of higher rank. The daimyos' entourages consisted only of men. The guards at the village barrier post were well aware that their most important job was to ensure that no great ladies crept through in disguise, trying to escape from Edo to their home province. Any other failure on the part of the guards was excusable, but for that one they paid with their heads.

For nine days the traffic continued. Then there was a lull. The villagers totted up the damage. The meeting room had been smashed up and many of the paper doors in the inns had been ripped when drunken samurai started fights. Some porters had been beaten and two who tried to run away had been shot. People started to find bodies along the verges of the highway, unceremoniously kicked out of the way of the processions. Some twenty or thirty porters had collapsed under their burdens and died. That was the way of things: there was nothing to be done. The villagers set about making repairs as quickly as possible, before the princess's cavalcade came through.

Then the transport commissioners arrived in person, jogging into the village in a line of palanquins escorted by servants, attendants and guards. They strutted up and down in their starched hakama trousers with their two swords swinging importantly at their sides. They stayed the night at Jiroemon's luxurious inn, though they had their own cooks to boil up their tea and cook their dinner; they were far too grand to eat even the best food that Otama could offer.

Tapping their fans, they drew up plans and measured the road. When the princess's cavalcade passed through, they told Jiroemon, women and children were to remain inside with the shutters closed, on their knees, in silence; anyone outside should prostrate themselves, face to the ground. Dogs and cats should be tied up, there were to be no fires lit and the heavy stones that kept the roof tiles in place should be securely fastened to make sure there were no accidents. All traffic on the road was to stop for three days on either side of the princess's passage. Suddenly the highway became eerily quiet.

The first contingent of the princess's convoy arrived on the twenty-fourth day of the tenth month. For two days there was a non-stop procession of porters staggering under the weight of baskets and boxes covered in rich brocade and lacquered trunks gleaming with gold. Jiroemon had managed to round up a total of 2,277 men from thirty-three neighbouring villages. They relayed the baggage to the next village along the road, then came back to pick up another batch.

On the third day the princess herself was to pass through. Sachi was up well before dawn to help her mother make sure that everything was perfect. Otama arranged branches of maple leaves in a vase in the elegant way the daimyos liked, while Sachi scuttled up and down the silent rooms like a crab, pushing a damp cloth, until the pale tatami matting gleamed and the silken edges were spotless. They polished the wooden floors in the corridors and entranceway one last time until there was not a speck of dust anywhere. Then Sachi ran to the edge of the village with the other children to watch for the procession.

By the time they reported back to Jiroemon, everyone could hear the jangle of the iron rings on top of the guards' staffs, the crunch of approaching feet, the clatter of hooves and the never-ending cry – 'Sbita ni iyo! Sbita ni iyo! On your knees! On your knees!'

'I'm going to hide under the eaves and watch the procession go by,' hissed Genzaburo. 'Why don't you come, Sa? It'll be fun. Nobody will know!'

But Sachi had a more pressing duty. Whenever a procession passed through, Jiroemon had to go to the entrance to the village to greet the daimyo. Then he would run back to the inn to welcome him again at the porch where the palanquins drew up. But the princess presented a problem. For a start, she was a woman. Not only that, she was the highest, most important woman in the land. It was unthinkable for any man, let alone a lowly innkeeper like himself, even to cast eyes on a woman of such high station. But it was equally unthinkable not to welcome her to the inn. As the day approached, Jiroemon grew more and more worried. The transport commissioners had not deigned to give him any advice. Finally he made up his mind: he would greet her palanquin in the usual way, but accompanied by his wife and daughter. His family had, after all, once been samurai; they were a cut above the other villagers.

Sachi put on the new indigo-blue kimono which Otama had been saving for her for New Year's Day. Granny had spun the yarn and Otama had woven the fabric in a design of lighter and darker checks and stitched a charm bag containing Sachi's protective amulet into a corner of the sleeve. Sachi tucked her special comb into the same sleeve and wrapped a red crepe obi around her waist. Then she took her place on her knees next to her mother, beside the entrance reserved for important guests.

Jiroemon's inn was in the middle of the village but set back from the road, well away from all the noise and rowdy bustle, hidden behind a high wall. There was a second wall inside the entrance to shield his high-ranking guests from the vulgar gaze of villagers and travellers. Sachi could hear feet tramping along the road outside, making the ground shudder, and could see the tops of lances, banners and great red parasols bobbing along in stately procession above the wall. Apart from the thunder of feet and hooves and the insistent shout of 'Sbita ni iyo! Sbita ni iyo! Sbita ni . . . Sbita ni. . .', there was utter silence. No one said a word.

Suddenly some men appeared around the inner wall. Sachi twisted around a little and lifted her head just enough to peep at what was going on. There was a line of bare-buttocked porters, their faces shiny with sweat, lugging buckets of water, baskets of food, shiny lacquered trunks and an ornate gold and black chest, big enough to hold a bathtub, around to the back entrance. Burly men in multi-layered short kimonos and leggings, with conical straw hats and wearing the two swords of samurai, took up positions around the porch, along with bearers carrying shiny black benches.

Then a palanquin drew up at the entrance porch. A woman stepped out, slipping one tiny foot, then the other, into a pair of clogs that had been set on the bench. More and more palanquins began to pull up. Women emerged from each, greeting each other in high-pitched coos. To Sachi their voices sounded no different from the trilling and warbling of birds and they were every bit as impossible to understand. The porch was awash with fabrics as fine and soft as flower petals and as colourful as a meadow in spring. Scents filled the air, so sweet and powerful that she felt herself growing dizzy. She grew bolder, peeping again and again. She had never before seen such exquisite creatures. It was another world, more gorgeous than anything she could ever have imagined.

Twisting her head even more, she caught a glimpse of a magnificent palanquin like a tiny mobile palace, gleaming with reddish-tinted gold, with fat red tassels swinging over the window blinds and a red banner draped across the roof. Even the carrying pole and window frets were encrusted with gold leaf. The walls were covered in ornate designs and embossed with a chrysanthemum, surely the imperial crest. There were six porters to carry it, three at the front and three at the back. Guards marched alongside and liveried retainers shaded it with large red umbrellas. As the porters lowered it gingerly on to the palanquin stand the women fell to their knees in a graceful flurry of silks. Jiroemon and Otama kept their faces pressed to the polished wooden floor, but Sachi was burning with curiosity. For a second she glanced up. Surely this was the princess! She had to see her.

Attendants slid open the door of the palanquin and a woman emerged from the shadowy gold interior. The many layers of her kimonos, in subtle shades of orange, gold and green, were visible at throat and wrist. She was wearing a travelling hat with a thick veil that fell to her shoulders, but as she stepped down she raised a white hand and pushed it aside. Sachi saw her face before the veil fell back into place.

Quickly Sachi lowered her head. She did not know what she had been expecting or, indeed, how she had dared expect anything. She had been thinking about the princess so much. She had expected to see something wonderful, but instead she felt puzzled and confused. The face she had seen did not belong to a princess – certainly not to the princess of her imaginings. The woman was certainly painted like a great lady, with a whitened face, tiny blood-red lips and eyebrows brushed in high on her forehead; but she seemed to shrivel inside her lavish kimonos. Strangest of all was the expression that had flickered across her face – a look of naked fear, such as Sachi had seen in the eyes of chickens about to be killed. She felt a sense of unease. Something was wrong.

Even a child like Sachi knew that great lords and ladies had lookalikes. There were always enemies lurking, hoping to kidnap or even kill a lady. So perhaps that was what she was. Or perhaps she really was the princess. Perhaps princesses were just ordinary people after all.

Swishing their bell-like kimono skirts the women ushered the princess into the inn, gliding past Jiroemon, Otama and Sachi, who were still on their knees, as if they did not exist.

Palanquins continued to pull up, disgorging yet more women. Now only a few lingered in the porch. Jiroemon and Otama seemed frozen, still with their faces to the ground. Then a rather undistinguished palanquin with plain wooden walls and bamboo blinds drew up. Sachi was in a dream, half stupefied by the drama of the day and the obscure feeling that all was not as it should be. She lifted her head and watched as a woman stepped out. This one, dressed more plainly than the others, looked like a maid. For a moment her eyes met Sachi's.

The woman was a mere girl, not much older than Sachi, no older than the young wives who gathered at the well. She was not beautiful but there was something about the way she carried herself that held everyone's attention. Her face was oval and childishly plump, with large sad black eyes, a straight nose, a pointed chin and a small mouth pursed in an expression of dazed resignation. Her skin was so white it was almost tinged with blue. She stepped awkwardly from the palanquin and stood uncertainly, as if she did not know what to do next. The other women flocked around her, hastily throwing a veil over her head. They seemed to be trying to play-act indifference, looking away from her and talking loudly to each other. But they could not hide the deference in their gestures and the way they held their bodies, instinctively dipping and bowing so that their heads were always lower than hers.

Sachi was mesmerized. There was something familiar about the girl. Somewhere – surely in a dream – she had seen this face before. The girl in her turn had seen Sachi. Something sparked in her eyes as if she too felt a sense of recognition. As the other women arranged the veil over her face, she whispered to one of them. Suddenly everyone turned to look at the child kneeling in the entranceway, daring to stare at them. The women began to move towards her and the guards stationed around the porch put their hands on their sword hilts. Hearing the commotion, Jiroemon looked up, horrified.

Instinctively Sachi felt for her comb, tucked safely in her sleeve. The fate of Sohei the drunkard and the porters left dead along the roadside flashed through her mind. For a moment her young life passed before her eyes and she thought of Genzaburo, hidden in the eaves just across the road, not far away. But one thought overwhelmed all the others: I have seen the princess.

It had begun to dawn on her why the girl's face looked familiar. It could almost have been the face she saw glimmering in her mother's tarnished mirror – a slightly more grown-up version of her own.
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